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For Sadie and Mica

You inspire me, God help you!










Part I: Beginnings







Chapter One

It was the middle of the afternoon and Robert Turner was busy taking in the finer points of his boss's latest incentive scheme.

“You've got seven days,” his boss was saying. “If you haven't got what I want by then, you're fired. Got that? Fired!”

Robert's boss was an ass-hole who loved nothing more than to point his finger at his staff and tell them they were fired, so Robert knew his boss wasn't bluffing. He did his best to appear positive.

“Yes, Geoff, I've got it. I'll think of something, don't worry.”

His boss smiled.

“I'm not worried. You're the one who should be worrying, not me. It's your job that's on the line.”

Robert felt his guts twist into a knot.

“You're right Geoff,” he said through gritted teeth. “I'm the one who should be worrying, not you.”

As Robert stood up to leave, his boss smiled again, “Oh, one more thing, Robert, run along and get me a cup of coffee, will you? There's a good chap.”

“Of course, Geoff,” Robert said meekly.

He went into the corridor and bought a coffee from the vending machine, white with two sugars, just how his boss liked it. He paid for it with his own money, as he always did, in a vain attempt to curry favour. His boss's coffee habit was costing Robert twenty-five pounds every week. He knew he ought to ask his boss for the money to pay for the drink but he couldn't. The pattern was now too firmly established to break it.

Freddy Barnes was hanging around near the vending machine. He grinned when he saw Robert.

“Paying for our boss's coffee again, are we Robert?” He asked.

Robert glared.

“Geoff paid for mine this time,” he said. “We take it in turns.”

Barnes sneered.

“Course you do,” he replied, his voice laced with sarcasm.

“We do take it in turns,” Robert insisted.

“Yeah, what-ever,”

Robert lowered his head and silently mouthed the word “tosser.”

He was fed up of Barnes making remarks about his loserish behaviour but there was nothing he could do about it because Barnes had been promoted over him.

When the vending machine had done its job, Robert took his drinks and walked away with as much dignity as he could muster. He briefly considered pissing in the coffee he'd just bought, but he knew deep down he was too much of a suck-up to ever do a thing like that. Instead, he took the coffee to his boss, then, cursing himself for his grovelling behaviour, he went back to his own office to contemplate the task he'd just been given. It's impossible, he thought sadly.

The organisation he worked for, Fave Repeats TV, (known as 'FRTV'), was an obscure digital channel sandwiched between 'Naked Babes Live' and 'Gay Rabbit Chat and Date'. It was dedicated to the endless re-running of ancient TV shows which it bought on the cheap. FRTV never wasted its own money on the production of new shows.

No-one in their right mind would ever have watched the repeats shown on FRTV, as every man, woman and child in the country had seen all of those shows at least a dozen times already. Anyone who clicked on that channel by mistake would usually click off it right away, without even waiting so much as a second to see whether they liked it or not. This made Robert's job near impossible. He was charged with coming up with gimmicks to make the repeat shows appear fresh and interesting, so as to entice people into watching them, and to make the air time more appealing to advertisers.

His boss's latest demand was insane, or at least that's how Robert saw it.

FRTV had just bought the rights to the shows of the former TV celebrity chef Floyd Rampant as a job lot from a liquidator. Rampant had once been a big name in the telly chef industry, but he'd died in tragic circumstances and had long since been forgotten.

Robert's boss had just told him he had seven days to come up with a proposal to make Rampant's cooking shows seem fresh, new and exciting. As those shows had first aired in the early eighties, and had been re-run countless times already, this was like asking Robert to skate up the north Face of the Eiger, backwards, while stark ballock naked and blindfolded.

Robert racked his brains until it was time to leave, but he couldn't come up with a single idea that might possibly persuade anyone to watch the former celebrity chef's exploits yet again. He couldn't see any older viewers tuning in, because they'd all seen Rampant's shows at least a dozen times already, and he couldn't see any younger viewers tuning in, because the shows, which had been ground-breaking in their time, were now no more than quaint anachronisms from a bygone age.

At five o'clock he tidied up his desk and left the building. He climbed into his car and glanced at his place of work through the windscreen. FRTV was housed in a soulless box on an industrial estate on the outskirts of Croydon. It depressed him just to look at it. He desperately wanted a job in one of the more successful TV companies that could afford to work from sexy premises in central London, but he knew he had no chance of landing one of those jobs unless he somehow made a success of his present job. This was an unlikely prospect. Indeed, in his heart of hearts Robert knew he would probably be sacked by this time next week.

He thought about his growing mountain of debt, his rent, his never-ending struggle to pay his bills, and wondered how he would cope without his job. He imagined himself being evicted from his house, saying a tearful farewell to his housemates, and joining the ranks of the homeless on the cruel streets of Croydon. He felt as if he was standing in the path of a juggernaut and there was nothing he could do to get out of the way. If only I had some power to change the course of my life, he thought. I'm not asking for a lot. I just want enough money to get by for now, and a career with prospects. That's not too much to ask, is it? Then he shook his head and put his key into the ignition.

He was about to turn the key when he heard a bleeping noise from his mobile, informing him he'd just received a text message.







Chapter Two

Henderson loved his early evening naps. This was because they were preceded by a stroll down the road which allowed him to watch his neighbours as they arrived home from work. There was something he found wonderfully gratifying about seeing them all looking exhausted from their labours when he'd spent his entire day lolling around and doing very little.

In particular, he enjoyed the sight of Brian Cartwright staggering wearily up his garden path. Henderson took a delight in the fact that Brian was a sewage contractor who always arrived home caked in shit and looking pissed off. Even though Brian lived at number seven, which was at the other end of the road, at least ninety yards away, Henderson could smell him keenly, and he kept his distance.

When Brian had gone indoors, Henderson chuckled to himself and made his way back to his own drive at number forty- three, which he shared with forty- one.

Seeing Brian had reminded him of how tired he was.

It was nap time.







Chapter Three

Robert let go of his ignition key and took his mobile from his pocket. It was likely that the message he'd just received was nothing important, he told himself, but he ought to check it before he set off, all the same.

He swiped the screen and opened the message. It was from his uncle Ted.

“Done it!!!!!”

Robert was puzzled by these words. He racked his brains to work out what they could possibly mean. It was a long time since he'd seen his uncle and he couldn't remember what they'd last talked about, so he had no idea what uncle Ted was referring to, or what he might have done.

Robert felt guilty at his recollection of their last meeting, which had been many months ago. He knew he ought to make an effort to see his uncle Ted more often.

Ted was a lifelong bachelor who'd never had children and he often spoke of Robert as if he was his son. Robert was the only family that Ted had left.

Robert promised himself he'd visit Ted more frequently in future, perhaps once a month, or even once a week if he could stand it, just to make sure the old guy was okay and that he had company now and again. Then he racked his brains. What was it his reclusive uncle, Professor Ted Forsythe, could possibly have done? What could have got him so excited that he'd felt compelled to send a message about it to his nephew which ended with five exclamation marks?

It was a hot June evening and it looked as if it was going to be one of those rare evenings that remained hot until midnight. Robert's car, which had been baking in the sun all day, was like the inside of a gas oven which had been turned up to the maximum setting. He was sweating profusely in his pin-striped suit, even though he'd been sitting in the car for less than a minute. As soon as he got the engine going he switched on the air-conditioning and turned it to 'chill', then he put the car into gear and set off on the A232 towards his home on the other side of Croydon.

The air-con unit needed pressurizing and even when he turned the fan up to full, Robert found it didn't make a blind bit of difference to the temperature in his car. If anything, it seemed to make the car warmer instead of cooler, so he switched the air-conditioning off and wound down a couple of windows instead.

It was the rush hour; there were delays at every set of traffic lights, every junction and every roundabout. Most of the journey proceeded at a crawl. This forced Robert to inhale huge quantities of exhaust fumes. It also gave him plenty of opportunity to dwell on things: his job, the insane project he'd just been given by his boss, and his uncle's enigmatic message.

Gradually, during the course of the journey, Robert was able to make sense of the message.

Uncle Ted was a retired scientist. When Robert had last seen him, he'd had a crazed look in his eye. He'd said something which Robert had found implausible, although admittedly very interesting.

Uncle Ted had claimed he'd been on the verge of making an astonishing medical breakthrough – namely, bringing the dead back to life. He'd been working on a machine to put his theories into practice. He'd referred to it as the 'Lazarus Engine.'

Robert could only assume that Ted's message meant he'd finished work on the Lazarus Engine and believed he was now in a position to raise the dead.

Robert shook his head at the thought of his deluded old uncle Ted.

That's what comes of being a recluse and living alone, he told himself. You go stir crazy.

Robert was a natural sceptic. He didn't believe a word his uncle had said on the subject of the Lazarus Engine. He tried to forget about his crazy uncle and his crazy uncle's crazy machine, but he couldn't. For some reason his mind kept coming back to it and giving him crazy ideas of his own.

What if, he wondered, my uncle really can raise the dead? What wondrous things might be possible?

There was one possibility he could think of which would work to his advantage.

If the dead really can be brought back to life, Robert thought, I could use Uncle Ted's machine to raise Floyd Rampant from the dead. Then I could give Rampant a contract to appear on FRTV to introduce his own ancient cooking shows, the shows FRTV has just bought the rights to. Having a dead chef as a front man would be a television first and it'd be a sensation. It'd pull in viewers by the hundreds of thousands, maybe even by the million.

Equally importantly, it's a gimmick that'd cost very little to put into effect. The only new footage I'd need would be Rampant talking to camera. That could be done on the cheap.

Rampant last worked twenty or thirty years ago. He won't know how much the world has changed since then. If I can sign him up as soon as he's been resurrected, he'll probably agree to do the job for '80s money, which will be chump change.

Robert smiled to himself at the thought of all of this. He knew it was all nonsense, of course, and nonsense on stilts at that. No-one, not even his phenomenally clever uncle, could possibly bring the dead back to life. But it amused Robert to think about it, and the more he thought about raising the dead, the more Robert felt he ought to visit his uncle and look into it, just in case.

Raising the dead might be impossible, but if there was even a small chance of it happening, Robert wanted in on it.

After all, the Lazarus Engine, if it worked, could be used to resurrect more than the dead.

It could be used to resurrect Robert's ailing career.







Chapter Four

Henderson opened his eyes and looked around his garden. All was well with the world. His only problem was he'd slept for far longer than he'd intended, but he still felt tired. As he had nothing pressing to do, he yawned and stretched, shut his eyes, and drifted off again.







Chapter Five

Robert was about to turn into his street when curiosity got the better of him.

He decided however far-fetched it might seem that his uncle's ideas could bear fruit, he had to investigate the possibility. He drove past the turning he normally took and proceeded further along the A232 towards Sutton, where his uncle lived. He didn't bother calling ahead to check whether his uncle would be at home, because he was always at home. Uncle Ted never went out, except to the local shops to buy food and toilet paper. His larder was always bulging and he had a cupboard under the stairs which was jam-packed with Andrex, but still he insisted on venturing out and buying more. Occasionally he hinted he was preparing for some kind of apocalypse and Robert should do the same. Anyway, he was seldom gone for more than half-an-hour. Ted didn't like to be parted from his precious work for long.

The sky was a cloudless powder-blue, which somehow made Robert feel optimistic, although, as he would have been the first to admit, he had little reason to be.

The engine in his rusting Ford Focus spluttered now and again because the car needed a service. Robert had been putting that off for months because of the expense. He dared not hope his uncle's discovery would be of any use, but if it was, he told himself, he'd be able to afford more than a service. He'd be able to afford a brand new car, and a bloody good one at that.

He allowed himself the luxury of a few fantasies about being promoted over his arch-rival Freddy Barnes and his tyrannical boss Geoff, and making their lives miserable, then buying an Aston Martin with his pay rise and parking it ostentatiously in the company car park between Freddy's and Geoff's cars. He pictured himself rising to become the Managing Director of FRTV, and, on the back of that, landing a new job as the Head of BBC or Sky. The televisual world would be his oyster, he thought, if he could just get those old Floyd Rampant cookery shows to pull in the viewers. It wouldn't be long before the networks would be fighting over him and he'd be able to name his own terms.

By the time Robert had reached the road his uncle lived on, he'd worked himself up into such a lather of excitement with his fantasies about being promoted over Freddy Barnes and his Boss Geoff that he pulled into his uncle's drive at number forty-one Acacia Avenue a little too quickly, and he veered onto the half of the drive belonging to his uncle's neighbour who lived at number forty-three.







Chapter Six

Henderson was old and had gone a bit deaf, so he didn't hear the danger coming. He saw it only at the last instant when he opened his eyes, and by then it was too late to do anything about it, far too late even for him to cry out in alarm.







Chapter Seven

Robert had no idea there was a ginger tomcat sprawled across the drive of number forty-three, right in the path of his car. If he had known about it, he would have been horrified and would have put his foot on the brake far sooner than he did. As it was, he only became aware of the cat because of the soggy bump he felt as his onside front wheel ran over it, accompanied by a wet squelching sound which was audible even above the spluttering of his car's pathetic one litre engine. At that point, he had no idea what he might have run over, but he was aware he must have run over something. He put on the handbrake, pulled his key from the ignition, and got out to investigate.

What Robert saw on the drive made him feel quite ill. It was a ginger cat which had a smug expression on its face, in spite of the fact that everything between its front legs and its hind legs had been squashed completely flat. There were the tell-tale tread-marks of Grip- Performer tyres running across the plate-like middle portion of the cat. Grip-Performers were the cheap brand of tyre which Robert always bought. A red pool was slowly forming beneath the body of Robert's feline victim. The pool was circular and about two feet in diameter, and it was steadily getting bigger.

Robert felt guilty, almost as if he was now a murderer. He desperately wondered how he might be able to hide the evidence of his slaying of someone's beloved pet. He noticed a privet hedge running along the side of his uncle's half of the drive. Because Robert's uncle was somewhat other-worldly, it seldom got trimmed and had become rather overgrown. Robert realised he could conceal the cat beneath the privet hedge for the time being, and he thought he might perhaps find a better way of dealing with the situation later, when he'd had more time to think.

He looked around to make sure that no-one could see what he was doing, and then he bent down to pick the cat up. He hesitated, because he didn't like the thought of touching Henderson and possibly getting blood on his only suit. He straightened up and decided on a different approach.

Robert had been a promising winger when he'd played football at school. He now put his old footballing skills to good use. He quickly dribbled what remained of Henderson up the drive, and with a deft flick of his left foot, he booted Henderson under the privet hedge, where the dead cat was concealed beneath a patchwork of leaves, branches and shadows.

There was a zig-zag trail of blood pointing towards Henderson's temporary resting place, but Robert reasoned the blood would soon dry out in the evening sun, and would become almost invisible against the black tarmac of the drive.

Robert wiped his shoes clean on his uncle's overgrown lawn and went up to the front door of the Victorian semi his uncle lived in. He rang the bell and waited. He rang the bell again. He waited some more. He wasn't worried by the length of time his uncle was taking to come to the door. It was always like this. Uncle Ted found it so difficult to tear himself away from his projects that Robert sometimes had to pound on the windows and even telephone his uncle before he'd be let in. As it happened, on this occasion uncle Ted appeared at the door after only the fourth ringing of the bell.

When he saw Robert, he grinned and embraced him.

“Robert, my dear boy,” he said. “How delightful it is to see you. Do please come in.”

Robert followed his uncle into the gloomy hallway of the house. It smelled of damp, and, so far as Robert knew, it had never been decorated, at least not by his uncle. Everything in the house that wasn't an item of technical equipment looked old and shabby, except for the basement, which his uncle had converted into a laboratory. That, at least, always looked freshly painted and was kept spotlessly clean.

“I got your text message, Uncle Ted,” Robert said. “It sounded like exciting news, so I thought I better come and see for myself what you've been up to.”

Uncle Ted led Robert through the hall to the dark kitchen at the back of the house.

“Thank you for coming to see me, Robert,” he said. “It is very exciting news. I can't wait to show you my machine. I don't know who else I'm going to show it to, though. I don't know whether the world is ready yet for this sort of innovation.”

“The world probably isn't ready, Uncle Ted,” said Robert. “It's best to keep your discovery under wraps for now. There's no telling how people would behave if they knew you could raise the dead. They'd probably all come clamouring to your door, wanting you to resurrect their dead friends and relatives for them, and that's the last thing you want.”

Ted nodded.

“Good thinking,” he said. “I knew I could rely on you for sound advice, Robert. Would you like a cup of tea?”

Robert was bursting with curiosity about his Uncle's invention, even though he thought it wouldn't work. He didn't want to waste any time on tea and idle chatter, because he couldn't wait to see the machine in action. However, he still wanted to appear sociable.

“Yes, please, Uncle. I'll have it white with no sugar.”

While Ted was brewing up, Robert took advantage of the opportunity to study him.

He was bald on top and had clumps of white hair sprouting from the sides of his head. He stooped slightly, and was wearing a white lab coat. Most importantly, he seemed no madder than Robert had remembered him from their last meeting, so perhaps there was just a glimmer of hope that Uncle Ted might not be completely out of his mind, and might even be onto something.

“Here you are, young man,” said Ted, putting two cracked and grubby mugs on the table.

“Thank you Uncle,” said Robert.

He raised one of the mugs to his lips then noticed the stains around the rim and put it down again.

“Now, about this invention of yours, The Lazarus Engine,” Robert said. “You've obviously finished it. How do you know it works?”

“Because I've followed the scientific principles necessary to make sure that it will work,” said Uncle Ted.

“What I mean,” said Robert, “is this: have you tested it? If so, who have you raised from the dead?”

“No-one, of course,” said Uncle Ted. “You can't go around raising people from the dead, can you? It wouldn't be right, would it? There's no telling where you'd end up. It's like you've said, the next thing you'd know is that half of Croydon would be hammering at my door wanting me to resurrect their dead relatives.”

Robert's heart sank. Now he knew the Lazarus Engine had never been tested, he knew that his fantasies of success in the TV industry would remain just that: idle fantasies.

Still, he was so desperate to hold onto his job he felt he ought to push his uncle into testing the machine, even though he knew, deep down, that it was doomed to failure.

“I agree,” said Robert. “I'm not suggesting for an instant you should go around raising all and sundry from the dead, but don't you think you should conduct at least two full tests of your machine, in secret, to make sure that it works?”

“I suppose you're right, Robert,” said Uncle Ted. “But why do we need two tests? Why not just one?”

“Well,” said Robert, “It wouldn't be right to test it on a person straight away, because the process might go horribly wrong and cause distress. What we ought to do is to test it on an animal, a bit like the big cosmetic companies do with makeup. Then, if it all goes wrong, at least it's only an animal that you've messed up, and you know not to test your machine on a human being. On the other hand, if it works on an animal, and the animal suffers no harm, we could go ahead and test it on a person.”

“Jolly good,” said Uncle Ted. “I like your approach, Robert. Now all we need to do is to find a dead animal.”

“I've already got one,” said Robert, helpfully.







Chapter Eight

“Do you have some gardening gloves and a cardboard box please, uncle?” Robert asked.

Uncle Ted went to the cupboard where he kept his gardening gloves stored next to the crockery. He opened the cupboard and Robert immediately smelled something unpleasant. He made a mental note not to drink any of his uncle's tea.

“I last used them to clean up after Henderson messed in the kitchen,” said Uncle Ted.

“Who's Henderson?” Robert asked.

“The neighbour's cat,” said Uncle Ted.

Uncle Ted handed the gloves to Robert. They were ancient and covered in something which looked dubious. Robert took the gloves from his uncle, being careful to avoid touching the worst of the mucky looking stuff that was clinging to them, and put them on.

“I have a few boxes in the spare room,” said Ted, leaving the kitchen and walking down the hall. Robert followed him.

Uncle Ted was a brilliant scientist but he was also absent minded, so he often forgot to take a bag with him when he went out shopping. When this happened, he'd ask the shopkeeper to give him a box to carry the shopping home in. After emptying the box in his kitchen, Uncle Ted would tell himself that he might find a use for the box someday, and he'd store the box in the spare room. Consequently, when Uncle Ted opened the door to the spare room and showed Robert in, Robert was confronted by a mountain of boxes. He selected one and went out into the garden, picked Henderson up, and placed him carefully in the box.

“Oh dear,” said Uncle Ted, when he looked into the box and saw its ghastly contents. “That looks like Henderson. I do hope my machine does work, otherwise Mrs. Thompson is going to be most upset.”

“Who's Mrs. Thompson?” Robert asked anxiously.

“She lives at number forty-three,” said Uncle Ted. “Henderson is her pet cat and she loves him. He's the only company she has, most of the time.”

Robert felt fresh waves of guilt pass over him when he heard about Mrs. Thompson and he fervently prayed that his Uncle's machine would do what it was supposed to.

“Your machine will work, won't it, Uncle?” He said. “I don't want this on my conscience.”

“What on your conscience?” Uncle Ted asked.

“I'm afraid that Henderson looks like an extra-large dinner plate because of me,” said Robert. “I ran over him a little while ago.”

Robert's Uncle smiled reassuringly.

“Yes, I'm sure it will work, Robert,” he said. “Follow me down to the laboratory.”

He opened the door to the cellar and they both descended the stone stairs.

The walls and ceiling of the cellar were painted brilliant white, and the floor was covered in white tiles. It was brightly lit by an array of strip-lights on the ceiling.

There were workbenches around the perimeter of the cellar, and on top of the workbenches there were power tools, circuit boards, copper pipes, electronic measuring devices, welding torches and computer screens. In the middle of the cellar there was a huge machine made of steel, plastic, and copper, with cables and tubes trailing from it in all directions. It resembled a CT scanner and it incorporated a metal bed which looked as if it might have been made for someone to lie on.

Uncle Ted pointed to the metal bed.

“You can put Henderson there for now,” he said.

Robert put the box containing Henderson onto the metal bed.

His uncle went to one of the computers around the perimeter of the room and switched it on and typed a set of coded instructions on the keyboard.

The Lazarus Engine began to hum. The metal bed slid silently on steel rails into the body of the machine and Henderson disappeared from view. The humming got louder and the strip-lights flickered due to the amount of power the machine consumed. A strange blue glow emanated from the innards of the machine. After a few minutes the humming subsided, and the metal bed slid back into view, with Henderson still on it, lying motionless in his box.

Robert peered into the box. Henderson looked as stiff and lifeless as a fossil.

“He's dead,” Robert bleated. “Henderson's still dead.”

“Give it time,” said his uncle. “It may take a few minutes.”







Chapter Nine

Robert paced up and down the cellar anxiously, being careful not to trip over any of the cables and tubes covering the floor like a nest of vipers. Every time he passed the box containing Henderson he peered inside it, hoping to see signs of life, but there were none. After five minutes he wailed, “What's going on, Uncle Ted? Why isn't it working?”

His Uncle smiled enigmatically.

“It is working, Robert,” he replied. “I can feel in my bones. It doesn't happen all at once, it's a process. Even as we speak, the cells in Henderson's little body are regenerating. As more and more of them regenerate, they'll give life to his tissues, and as the tissues come to life, they'll regenerate his organs. Once Henderson's organs, including his tiny brain, are all tickety-boo, he'll be a living creature once again.”

Robert didn't believe his uncle. He felt he should have trusted his instincts and dismissed the Lazarus Engine as the insane project of a senile old man. He should never have come here thinking it might work, and that it might deliver him from his wretched existence. But he'd made the mistake of pinning his hopes on it, and now he felt bitterly disappointed.

“I'm going outside for a minute,” he said, turning his face away so that his uncle Ted wouldn't be able to see the tears forming at the corners of his eyes.

He went back up the cellar stairs and hurried outside, taking a pack of Marlborough and a box of Swan Vestas matches from his pocket. He was trying to give up smoking, but this was a situation which definitely called for a cigarette.

He lit a Marlborough and took a fevered pull on it which seemed to convert almost the entire length of the cigarette into ash. He blew the smoke nervously into the air, and thought about the prospect of being sacked, and of being unable to pay the absurdly high rent which was demanded for the hovel he lived in, a hovel which was in a poor area on the outskirts of Croydon, where property prices had been driven sky-high by the boom in London.

That's it, I'm fucked, he thought to himself. I'm going to get sacked and I'll lose my only source of income. I won't be able to pay my rent and I'll have to live with smelly students for the rest of my days. My Landlord's a twat and he won't cut me any slack.

He took another pull on the cigarette which finished it off completely, then he threw it onto the drive and ground it forcibly under his heel, imagining the cigarette butt was Geoff's face being smashed into the pavement, and he returned to the cellar.

Even though he knew the Lazarus Engine was a miserable failure, Robert couldn't resist looking in the box again.

That was when the miracle happened.

Henderson was lying on his side. Robert noticed that his flattened midsection was pumping in and out slightly, like a pair of bellows being used to breathe life into a dying fire. Henderson was breathing. Henderson was actually breathing!

Henderson stretched as if awakening from a long slumber. He stuck out his forelegs and his hind legs, so they were as straight as metal rods, his legs shivered and his entire body quivered. Then Henderson relaxed, yawned, and, while still lying on his side, raised his head, licked a foreleg, and began washing his face. When he'd done that, he stood up. His front end and back end looked just the same as they always had done, but the area from his shoulders to his hips resembled the blade of a circular saw.

Uncle Ted stroked Henderson on the top of his head. He didn't dare stroke Henderson on his back for fear of cutting his hand on one of Henderson's vertebrae, which looked as sharp as the teeth of a cutting device designed to slice through titanium steel.

Henderson soon began rubbing his nose against Ted's hand and purring loudly. When he turned to his side the cat appeared to have a monster erection. Robert thought this was a bit odd, but he dismissed it as an insignificant side-effect of the resurrection process.

“There you are, Robert,” said Uncle Ted. “Good as new.”

“That's fantastic, Uncle Ted,” said Robert enthusiastically. “No-one will be any the wiser about Henderson's little accident.”







Chapter Ten

“EEEEEEAAAAAEEEEEAAAARRRRGGGHH!”

That was Mrs. Thompson, the elderly widow who owned Henderson, later in the evening when Henderson came indoors for a nap in front of the gas fire.







Chapter Eleven

Robert and Ted were sitting at the kitchen table drinking tea and celebrating the successful first test of the Lazarus Engine. Robert had taken care to sterilise his mug before risking any of his uncle's tea.

“What was that noise?” Robert asked. “It sounded quite blood-curdling.”

Uncle Ted looked as puzzled as Robert was.

“I've no idea,” his uncle replied. “It sounded rather like Mrs. Thompson screaming her head off, but it couldn't have been her. She couldn't possibly scream that loudly. Nobody could.”

“I suppose you're right,” said Robert. “Someone must have been letting off a firework of some kind near the house, a 'Jet Screamer' or something like that. It's an odd time of year to be letting off fireworks, though.”

“Maybe it's someone's birthday,” said his uncle.

“Yes, that could be it,” Robert agreed.

“Anyway,” said Uncle Ted, rubbing his hands together enthusiastically, “we need to think about where we can source the body of a human being for our next test.”

“Leave it to me, Uncle Ted,” said Robert.







Chapter Twelve

Robert went to bed at 11.30 p.m. that Friday night, but he didn't sleep. He was far too excited. He'd become obsessed with the prospect of gaining promotion over Freddy Barnes and Geoff. It was all he could think about. He rehearsed in his head several times over the hundreds of humiliations he was going to heap on them both, as soon as he had them in his power.

Freddy Barnes would be given Robert's old job and would be sacked as soon as he failed to make the grade.

Geoff would be reminded how much he owed Robert for the many coffees he had purchased for him during the course of the past year, and he'd be told he had to pay for Robert's coffees out of his own money until the debt was paid off. He would, of course, be humiliatingly despatched to get coffee for Robert at every available opportunity.

He'd also be told that unless he paid for coffees for Robert forevermore, he'd get a shower of shit on his head every working day, courtesy of his new boss.

These happy thoughts prevented Robert from relaxing and drifting off to sleep.







Chapter Thirteen

Robert got up at 7.00 a.m. on Saturday morning, far earlier than was usual for him on Saturdays, which were almost always reserved for sleeping off hangovers. He then had a shower, and sat in front of his PC.

He made several searches to find out where Floyd Rampant was buried, and eventually discovered that Rampant's final resting place was in the cemetery next to St Mark's Church, in Croydon.

He drove over to St. Mark's Church and consulted the parish registers to find out exactly where in the cemetery the grave was located. Finally, he walked around the cemetery to make sure he'd got the location right.

He found Rampant's grave in the far eastern corner. It was overgrown with weeds and had obviously been long neglected. That was a mark of how completely the once internationally famous chef had been forgotten, Robert reflected sadly. Well, if he had his way, Rampant wouldn't stay forgotten for much longer. In fact, if anything, he was likely to become more famous and far more celebrated than ever before.

It was another sweltering June day, and even the short walk from one end of the cemetery to the other had brought Robert out in a sweat. This made him wonder about the effort that would be involved in digging Rampant up. It was something he hadn't given much thought to. He'd have to think about it now. Getting Rampant out of the ground was essential to the next stage of his plan.

He knew he couldn't do it alone. The ground was parched and as hard as iron because of the long dry spell Croydon had just gone through, and he'd have to dig down to a depth of six feet to reach the coffin. Then he'd have to somehow lift it up – and it would no doubt weigh an awful lot – and get it to his uncle's house. As Robert had never done any digging in his life, he knew the task would prove impossible without help. He also knew that he wouldn't be able to fit the coffin in his car, so he'd have to hire a van.

Unfortunately, Robert had no money and he was in debt up to his eyeballs. He had five credit cards, all of which were maxed out, and each month he had to play the game of robbing Peter to pay Paul to keep the credit card companies from cancelling his credit and taking him to court to repay his vast debts.

He'd need money to pay for the help he required to dig up Rampant, and money to hire a van. How was he going to get that money? And who was he going to get to help him? Who did he know who would be willing to assist him in digging up a grave and stealing a corpse in exchange for cash?

At first he couldn't think of an answer.

Then he remembered something.







Chapter Fourteen

It was Saturday lunchtime. Robert was in the Vagabond, an obscure pub on the outskirts of Croydon.

Because the Vagabond was the haunt of the poor and destitute, it was frequented by loan sharks of the sort who charged interest at eye watering rates, weren't concerned about your credit history, and would break your legs if your interest payments were so much as an hour overdue.

The pub was also well known for being frequented by junkies who were willing to shop-lift to order, in exchange for the price of a fix.

As far as Robert was concerned, the Vagabond was a one-stop shop which he could use to solve all his problems in one fell swoop. He'd be able to find both the finance and the labour he needed for his grave-robbing scheme, probably in under an hour.

He soon spotted a burly individual with a shaven head who appeared to have a large dollop of putty where the nape of his neck should have been, and a pair of cannon balls where Robert would have expected to see shoulders. He was sitting at a table on his own, wearing a white shirt, the sleeves of which were struggling to contain his biceps, and a black tie. The jacket of his charcoal grey suit was draped over the back of the chair next to him. Robert noticed one or two of the drinkers go to the shaven-headed man's table and furtively hand over cash.

Robert sidled over to the man and introduced himself.

“Hello,” he said, “I was wondering, are you in the finance business by any chance?”

“Who wants tae know?” The man asked.

He had a Glaswegian accent which made him sound as if he was talking with a mouth full of gravel. Robert, who had been well brought up, found the man's accent rather threatening.

“I'm Robert Turner, and I'd like to arrange a loan, please,” he said. “You can call me Robert.”

The shaven-headed man nodded. He made no attempt to be friendly. Robert reasoned this was because the man wasn't in the business of making friends.

Quite the reverse, probably, Robert thought.

“Mad Dog McCracken,” the burly man said. “Yous can call me Mad Dog. How much do yous want?”

“Twelve hundred pounds, please,” said Robert.

Within minutes, he had the cash in his pocket. The deal was concluded with a handshake.

Robert had come across the expression 'vice-like grip' many times in the cliché-ridden novels which were his preferred reading matter, but this was the first time he'd encountered one in real-life. He felt his knuckles popping under the pressure.

“Before yous go,” said the man, still crushing Robert's hand in his own much larger and beefier hand, “I'm sure yous'll appreciate that if yous were to be late with any of your payments, I'd be disappointed, verrah verrah disappointed.”

Robert felt his knees buckling from the pain in his fingers.

“Oh, I do, Mr. Mad Dog, sir,” said Robert. “I do appreciate that, and I won't be late with any of my payments, and I won't ever disappoint you, I promise.”

“That's good,” said the man. “Because I wouldnae want tae be disappointed, and you wouldnae want to ever disappoint me, if yous get mah drift. It's good we both know where we stand.”

He released his grip at last, and Robert straightened his fingers several times to get the blood flowing again.

“Oh, we do, we do, we do,” he said. He felt like tugging his forelock.

Robert made sure his new-found wealth was safely stashed in the inside pocket of his jacket then bought a pint and propped himself up at the bar. He stood there looking around the interior, wondering how to go about rounding up a team of body-snatchers to dig up Rampant from his grave. It wouldn't be easy because of the number of workers required, and the fecklessness of the available workforce.

He reckoned that because the junkies were all half-starved and drug-addled, he'd have to recruit at least a dozen of them to excavate the grave and get the coffin into the back of a van. Managing a dozen junkies would be like herding cats, only worse.

Then there was the budget. He'd have to keep a tight grip on that. He made a quick mental calculation. After paying for the van and the picks and shovels he needed, he'd be able to pay them sixty pounds each, maybe a bit more, which would be enough to get them at least one fix each of the debilitating poison they enjoyed injecting into their emaciated bodies. But which of the feckless individuals who surrounded him would be up to the task he planned to commission them to do? As Robert dwelled on this question, he noticed a middle-aged man hanging around near the bar. He kept approaching drinkers and saying something to them, and whenever he did, they'd shake their heads and turn away from him. He sidled up to Robert and smiled warmly.

“Afternoon, young man,” he said with his arm extended towards Robert in expectation of a handshake. “I'm Larry, and I'm in the business of procurement and distribution. Is there anything you need today? Anything at all which I can help you to get?”

Robert didn't feel like shaking hands with Larry, firstly, because he was worried he might catch something, and secondly, because he didn't know if the bone structure of his right hand could take another handshake, even a weak one. However, he saw that Larry could help him, so he felt he ought to appear willing to at least shake hands. He did so cautiously, and ended it as soon as he could.

The man grinned, his face turning into a railway siding of wrinkles. Far from looking like a potential grave robber, he looked as if he belonged in a grave himself. Robert put his doubts to one side and made his pitch.

“As a matter of fact, there is something you can do for me, Larry” he said. “I'm looking for a team of workers to do a job.”

“Aye, well, you've come to the right place,” said Larry. “You tell me what the job is, and how many people you need, and I'll get you the team to do it. What's the pay?”

“Twenty pounds an hour per man for three hours of work,” Robert said.

Larry nodded.

“What's the job?”

“Grave robbery.”

“When do you want it doing?”

“Midnight tonight.”

“Nae problem. Let me know when and where you want to meet up, and I'll have a team waiting for you. You bring the picks and the shovels, and I'll bring the manpower.”

“We'll meet on the corner outside this pub at eleven thirty tonight,” said Robert.

“I'll be there,” said Larry. “And I'll have a team with me that you can rely on.”
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