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In Egypt’s sandy silence, all alone,


Stands a gigantic Leg, which far off throws


The only shadow that the Desert knows:—


“I am great OZYMANDIAS,” saith the stone,


“The King of Kings; this mighty City shows


The wonders of my hand.”—The City’s gone,—


Naught but the Leg remaining to disclose


The site of this forgotten Babylon.


We wonder—and some Hunter may express


Wonder like ours, when thro’ the wilderness


Where London stood, holding the Wolf in chace,


He meets some fragment huge, and stops to guess


What powerful but unrecorded race


Once dwelt in that annihilated place.


Horace Smith, Ozymandias


Presentiment is that long shadow on the lawn


Indicative that suns go down;


The notice to the startled grass


That darkness is about to pass.


Emily Dickinson, Presentiment
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Translator’s Note


This is an abridged and heavily redacted translation of the original 7,000-page manuscript, entitled La Desagradable Historia del Apocalipsis, which was discovered by an employee of Hammersmith & Fulham Borough Council, tightly bound up in a Jiffy bag, in a temporary septic tank on Shepherd’s Bush Green. Suspecting it might be drug money, he fished it out, unsealed it, and apart from a few chapters which fell out from the middle of the sheaf into the ordure and were lost, he saved the bulk of the manuscript, and took it to the council portacabin – where for a few weeks it was used for mopping up spillages and wiping boots – until a Spanish-speaking colleague happened to examine a few passages, and without delay passed the remainder of the manuscript to the council’s hate-crime unit. 


Several pages, and the entire chapter concerning the future of Singapore, were removed from the manuscript at this point, and held as evidence in the event of the authors being found and prosecuted. Attempts to contact the authors failed, but the manuscript eventually found its way to Mr Boyle’s agent, by whom I was engaged to translate the remaining text, and at whose insistence I later removed all of the references to Mr Boyle’s behaviour at the All Star Lanes bowling alley at the Westfield shopping centre. These I would be happy to make available, for a small handling fee, to any interested scholars of the apocalypse or researchers into public urination.


Damage to the manuscript means that there are numerous large and disorienting gaps in the dialogue and narrative, which seem to fit well with the consistently confused nature of the document. Some pages I found to be almost completely without meaning, which made them much easier to translate. I have endeavoured to retain the idiosyncrasies of the text, but have deleted something in the region of 30,000 exclamation marks, a type of punctuation of which the authors seem particularly fond, a great many appearing upside down, in the Spanish fashion. Often five or six would occur in the middle of a sentence in square brackets, usually a mixture of the two orientations, thus: [!¡!!¡], but generally they were peppered throughout, seemingly at random, sometimes two or three within an individual word, and their inclusion would be unhelpful to the casual reader. Also, I have chosen not to include the constant use of the expression ‘¡Tienes cojones!’ with which the protagonist, Alonso Lampe, seems to begin and end most things that he says; and which the authors, to an extent that must be considered unrealistic, pepper the reported speech of most people they meet, including dozens of non-Spanish-speaking historical figures.


As far as I can tell, the majority of the conversations between Mr Lampe and the authors were conducted in Spanish. I understand that both authors are fairly proficient in the language: Mr Boyle from his time as host of ¡Eventos Locos! – an online ‘bloopers’ show aimed at the Mexican market, featuring hostage-situation mishaps caught on Tijuana police bodycam footage, which ran for most of the duration of Covid; and Mr Skelton from the year he spent before university as a cage dancer aboard a Barcelona party boat – which perhaps explains his abundant use of the exclamation ‘¡No tocar!’ (no touching), but this might also have something to do with Mr Lampe’s radically different understanding of personal space. Mr Lampe himself appears to be bilingual in Spanish and English but fluent in neither.


I have not had access to any of the voice recordings made by the authors of their conversations with Mr Lampe, except for a phone message provided by Boyle’s agent in which a person with a thick Gibraltarian accent can be heard singing something in the background which, upon analysis, turned out to be lyrics from the song ‘Circo Loco’ by Drake, seemingly altered to be about the singer’s forthcoming bunion surgery, his tone both playful and threatening. Boyle seems nervous during the message, and at one point there’s some kind of scuffle during which Skelton can be heard to yell ‘¡Este no es el futuro!’ I forwarded the message to a colleague in the Department of Comparative Linguistics, in an attempt to pin down what decade of the future Mr Lampe’s particular brand of Spanish might have emerged in. I forwarded the message to a colleague and they were unable to help, instead passing on the message to the Deputy Vice Chancellor, with whom I am currently having fruitful discussions about the University of Glasgow’s internal communications policy. However, it seems reasonable to speculate, on the basis of other things shouted during the scuffle, that Mr Lampe learned his Spanish at some point after the period referred to in the text as The Conflagration of Decency.


Mr Lampe’s post-apocalyptic Spanish has, understandably, undergone a series of significant morphological shifts, and seems to rely heavily on a semantic architecture constructed from the brand names of various mid-price sherries. For reasons of coherence, I have removed several pages of transcribed dialogue in which he and the authors are trying and failing to fix on the meaning of a word, most often a body part. Where I have been unable to comprehend something said by Mr Lampe, I have made an educated guess. I’ve done my best to improve the stories told by Mr Lampe of his time spent navigating the apocalypse, but many are beyond repair, and these I have left untouched. His rambling and incoherent comparisons between white Rioja and Tempranillo Blanco, which occur during most conversations, have been condensed and moved to Appendix 4, which has been deleted. Some chapters I’ve rewritten entirely, as they just weren’t very engaging, and much of the second half of the book is entirely my invention, but such are the liberties a translator must take in order to be true to the spirit of a text.


Dr Yoana Azurmendi


University of Glasgow, 2024









Disclaimer


What you are about to start reading and then give up on in a few minutes is an account of the grisly ruins of human civilisation from one who walked among them, many decades from now, and who journeyed back to our time, at no small personal cost – particularly to those he met here – to warn us of the horrors that await. It describes, in unblenching detail, a sickening blizzard of crimes, immoralities and blasphemies carried out by governments and corporations, monarchies, celebrities, bodyguards, billionaires, and your future self. Though often distressing, and frequently dull, everything in this book is serious, important and true. Nothing in this book is for entertainment purposes only, or at all. If at any point you find yourself being entertained, something has gone gravely wrong, and you should start again at the beginning, ideally with a fresh copy. 


You do not have to believe everything this book tells you, but one day you will, even if this is your dying thought: damn them to hell, they were right. And die you might. For though this book offers vital protection against a future that will do its best to destroy you, we cannot claim that it will save your life. All that we humbly claim is that it will save mankind. We will explain later how this is so – it is a little complex, the explanation would take us to the very outer reaches of science and philosophy, and indeed beyond them, to a place philosophers call ‘beyond philosophy’. No sense can be made of the book itself without a close preparatory study of the Monadology of Leibniz, and there is little point in reading it at all unless you have the Hebrew text of Jeremiah’s Lamentations to hand, so bear that in mind. Much of what it contains is so philosophically dense, that – as Gurdjieff said in the ‘friendly advice’ he gave at the outset of his Beelzebub’s Tales to his Grandson – to understand it at all will require three readings. Any attempt to criticise this work after just one or two readings will be doomed, and any review based on fewer than three readings is utterly irrelevant unless good, so probably irrelevant.


As should already be obvious, even to the inattentive, our guiding light in writing this book has been Jean-Baptiste Biot’s magisterial Précis de l’Histoire de l’Astronomie Chinoise. Besides Biot’s masterpiece, the predominant models for this book are: the Upadeśasāhasrī of Adi Shankara; Hume’s History of England (especially vol.3); Edith Wharton’s A Motor-Flight Through France; Plato’s Phaedrus; and Nikki Giovanni’s poem responding to the Virginia Tech massacre: ‘We will prevail!’ 


We would urge anyone hoping to read this book to acquaint themselves with these works first to avoid wasting time, and perhaps just read them instead. Should you then decide to embark upon reading this book, you should never attempt more than 80 or 100 words at a single sitting – which is something we probably should have mentioned earlier – always stay hydrated, and if you are able, perform a few preparatory yoga positions each time before opening the text; we recommend going from a downward-facing pigeon via a side plank into a wind-relieving pose, followed by a minimum of 15 minutes on a trampette. Doing anything less than this is, quite frankly, a danger to your physical and mental wellbeing, and you’ve got quite enough mental and physical danger heading your way without adding to it now.


We must stress: although this book offers you advice, you are under no obligation to follow it, and if you do (which you definitely should) we take no responsibility, moral or legal, for what happens as a result. All we will accept is your gratitude, whether it’s a dying whisper of ‘thank you’, or a firm handshake on a pile of rubble and skulls amid the smoking ruins of civilisation, followed by a cry of ‘onwards!’ as we leap into the bloody ruckus, occasionally stabbing each other by accident, but never holding a grudge, and growing in trust with each new battle fought. The ribbons of our blood-spattered clothes hanging off us like the flags of a new country, the motto of which is the spirit in which you must read this book: credo quia absurdum, I believe because it is true.


The truth can be a bitter pill – hard to swallow, and tough to digest – so maybe, on reflection, it’s best used as a suppository. As vast and misshapen as the truths contained in the following chapters may be, they will better nourish and protect the reader if they are administered in the correct way. So, settle down in a comfortable chair, take a deep breath, and shove the book up your arse.


Although everything in this book is completely true, almost none of it is verifiable. It cannot be verified, because it hasn’t yet happened, and God willing it never shall, although in some sense it already has. Or rather, it will have happened, but hopefully, thanks to us, it won’t. If you are feeling confused, that’s okay. What you are sensing is your old, ignorant self melting away. Relax, and feel yourself grow. And remember, you cannot get truths this enormous inside you without some initial discomfort – that’s natural.


If, when reading this, you happen to be a lawyer employed by Microsoft or the Duke of York or Virgin Galactic, please remember: none of the foul deeds recounted herein have yet been done: the apocalypse in which these atrocities occur has yet to unfold, and nothing should be imputed to the pre-apocalyptic incarnations of these future monsters. For example, when we recount the brutalities of the elderly Zendaya, actress turned mercenary, who ended up head of the entire Disney Child Army, her wrongdoings in the post-apocalyptic future cannot be attributed to the current delightful Zendaya we know and love from various films and things, nor should they be thought of as reflecting negatively on the Walt Disney Company or any of its subsidiaries, such as the Walt Disney Child Army, which doesn’t exist yet, thank God.


We do accept that today’s Zendaya may well be embarrassed, hopefully even ashamed to hear what Colonel Zendaya gets up to later this century, but our responsibility to share what we’ve been told about the coming carnage is too great to spare her blushes. It was also, we should note, extremely upsetting for Frankie to hear details of Zendaya’s atrocities as he’d only just discovered that he would become romantically entangled with Zendaya in the early 2030s – with Zendaya’s ex, the actor Tom Holland, occasionally joining them on holiday for a surprisingly relaxed and fulfilling ménage à trois. 


Would he still be able to have an intense, sexually exploratory two-year relationship with Zendaya knowing what she ends up doing? He thinks probably, yes, but said he’ll cross that bridge when he comes to it. Indeed, he actually said he’ll cross that bridge when he comes on it, suggesting that his mind is at least partly made up. Alonso, our friend from the future, was relieved to hear this, as the product of Frankie, Zendaya and Tom Holland’s union is a boy child he refers to mysteriously as ‘the Sigil’, and every time he says the name, he makes a slow clasping and unclasping gesture with his left hand, which became annoying after a while. When Charlie asked what he’d be doing in the early 2030s, the time traveller made an occult shrugging gesture, and walked off, probably to suggest that it would be something important.


Please note, we’ve been obliged to change a few of the names. These include: some of the people we know professionally; some of the productions we have worked on; and a few people we met during the challenging process of writing this book. For example, ‘Greg Welensky’ is in fact Gary Welensky, and the location of Alonso’s great epiphany about his mission took place in the car park of Majestic Wine on Goldhawk Road but we changed this to the hedge at the end of Brackenbury Gardens, a few hundred metres away, because it seemed more likely, in terms of the social mores of our day, that Alonso would perform those kinds of actions under a hedge, rather than in full view of traffic. Also, we are still in a dispute with Majestic Wine about damages to two of their trolleys, referred to as Trolley A and Trolley B in court documents.


In our description of the Brackenbury Gardens hedge incident we have, under advisement, changed the names of these wine trollies to Trolley C and Trolley D, and have been careful not to imply that the ‘Trolley G’ mentioned in the account of the incident was Greg Welensky (Gary Welensky). Nor when we describe the scuffle, and how, towards the end of it, Trolley G ‘loses a wheel’, should anything we say be taken to mean that what was lost by Trolley G was anything other than a wheel, because these are ongoing proceedings and anyone speculating about it risks prosecution for contempt of testicle.


The names of the many restaurants, buffets and shopping malls in which our discussions with Alonso took place remain unchanged, nor did we change the name of Alonso Lampe himself, the entirely reliable source of much of the information you are about to absorb – although ‘Alonso Lampe’ is not how he pronounces it. None of the moods, footwear, causes of death, hair colour or beats per minute have been changed. None of the names of people who have not yet been born have been altered, unless of course we incidentally happen to change them by changing the future, which is a distinct possibility. And of course, we kept intact our own names, although a couple of times in the text we swap them back and forth, or assign them to other people and places. These instances, which always occur while we are talking about other things, are not highlighted.


Finally, we are legally obligated to insist you do not, under any circumstances, read this book, and to inform you we ourselves have not read it, and that for VAT purposes it constitutes a piece of plant machinery.


Frankie Boyle & Charlie Skelton










Preface



Congratulations. You hold in your hands a remarkable book, and you can count yourself fortunate to have stolen it. Caged within its creaking, workaday prose like a doomed lobster is the key to your future and to humanity’s survival on this godforsaken planet. As a work of literature, it is worthless. Only at a few points here and there does it rise to the level of mediocrity; for the most part, let us not mince words (the matters dealt with in this book are far too consequential for dishonesty or posturing) it is just plain maximal scheisse. Barely has it begun, yet already you can sense a clumsiness of style and paucity of imagination that, in other circumstances, would have you flinging it to the pavement like a disappointing book. 


You may already have flung it down dejectedly, and turned on your heel to go back into the bookshop to steal that Åsa Larsson thriller that you nearly took instead. ‘A body found in a freezer at the home of the deceased alcoholic, Henry Pekkari, has been identified as a man who disappeared without a trace in 1962: the father of Swedish Olympic boxing champion Börje Ström.’ You can’t argue with a set-up like that, and we understand your decision, but we urge you, for the sake of civilisation: turn back on your heel a second time, and go and pick this book up from where you flung it, and if someone else has picked it up and is reading these words instead of you, snatch it away, and if they show any reluctance to relinquish it, don’t hesitate – elbow them in the throat, or deliver a crisp punch to the solar plexus and bring your knee up into their face as their legs give way. Look at them there, gasping and spluttering. They don’t even deserve to read this book. But not so fast! You, our new reader, who picked it up from the pavement and who’s been reading these words, have been forewarned: adroitly parry the blow and with the flat of your hand strike upwards at the book snatcher’s nose with all your strength and kick sideways at their kneecap – discovering too late that you, our initial reader, knowing what they would try, ducked beneath the punch, took a half-step back to avoid the kick, and have launched yourself forwards, using your head as a battering ram, knocking the wind out of reader #2, who still manages to get a thumb into your windpipe, but finds your throat braced for the assault. 


The two of you are evenly forewarned. As you tumble thrashing to the pavement, trading bites and blows, your hissed insults turn to grunts of admiration and after a couple of minutes of scuffling you roll apart, look each other in the bruised eye, and smile – you have found your first comrade for the horror that awaits you both. Shake hands, tend to each other’s wounds, kiss a little if you feel so moved, and then settle down next to each other companionably on the pavement to read on. 


Maybe take turns reading out loud, while the listener gently strokes the reader’s hair – secure in the knowledge that however bad this book gets, neither one of you will ever think of flinging it aside again. The pair of you have been granted a glimpse of its immense value, which will be one of the many things you’ll be soon whispering about, along with personal details, likes and dislikes, and secrets about your past that you’d almost forgotten but now seem perfectly natural to share.


However bad it gets – and yes, make no mistake, it will get pretty awful – remember that the immense value of this book has nothing to do with its constant inelegance.


Repetitive, tonally confused, hampered by authorial incompetence, paucity of imagination, and shoddy editing that Thomas Paine in his Rights of Man, when eviscerating the prose of Edmund Burke. Dull, confused, repetitive, hackneyed, self-contradictory, but never repetitive or dull, although sometimes confused: even this description of how uninspiring it is is uninspiring. We’d love to be able to tell you that having the word ‘is’ twice together in that last sentence was the low point stylistically of the whole book, but we can’t. Well, of course we could, we could tell you anything we wanted, but the one thing that this book definitely is, is truthful.


Truth in literature is a quality which has been derided since the 1960s when the French started writing about it. It will probably come as no great surprise as you read on to learn that the pernicious influence of French attitudes and ideas led directly to the collapse of civilisation and the death of billions, probably yourself included, but it may at least comfort you to discover that the French nation and its people fare peculiarly badly in the catastrophe they did so much to create. How do we know this? Is this, you are wondering, not merely wishful thinking? No, it is a happy fact. And happiness is in short supply in the years following the apocalypse, so make the most of it.


All survival experts agree that if you wish to maximise your chances of making it through a disaster alive, your best bet is to visualise the incident and plan your escape in advance, so that when catastrophe strikes – whether it’s a flash flood or a tractor flip, a pilgrimage stampede or a zoo horror – you’re not paralysed by uncertainty, but instead can calmly and successfully extricate yourself from the jaws of annihilation. This is why zoos advise all visitors to practise kicking a penguin before getting anywhere near the penguin pool, and why airlines provide you with that laminated information card in the seat pocket in front of you: it’s so that in the event of a crash it can fuse to your face and make identifying your remains less distressing for your relatives, and provide them with a clue to your final thoughts in the expression immortalised in your molten death mask. 


Hope for the best, they say, but prepare for the worst. We hope this book helps prepare you for the worst, but part of what you should be prepared for is that it probably won’t. Most of you reading this will not survive the coming apocalypse. You and your friends and loved ones will perish in thousands of bizarre and harrowing ways, the unpleasant details of which we will not linger on, you may rest assured, except when we do, periodically, throughout the text. Yet the fact that you are reading these words gives you, at least, a fighting chance. Arm yourself with the knowledge of the facts laid out in this agonising account of death, failure, carpentry, exploitation, cannibalism, famine and despair – write comments in the margin or in a separate notebook if it helps, make voice notes on your phone, set aside all other work you think you’re ‘meant’ to be doing, tattoo key passages onto your legs and chest, cut yourself off from your friends and family if you have to, because by attending seriously to this book you take an active part in your own salvation, and by ignoring it, or treating it as trivial or false, you jeopardise the deliverance it offers you and deserve every horror that is about to engulf you unpleasantly.


We are all trapped, to use a phrase coined by the actor and Frankie’s bodybuilding mentor, Lou Ferrigno, on ‘spaceship earth’, and that crumpling sound you can hear is the spaceship crumpling, but this book is humanity’s escape pod, and has the marvellous advantage over other lesser spaceship escape pods of not having Richard Branson in it. We mean, of course, he’s not literally inside it. He’s mentioned in it a lot though, probably more than anyone else. We hope this isn’t a problem for you, but we think it’s better to be honest now and manage your expectations. If you genuinely thought, even for a moment, that Sir Richard Branson is literally inside this book then you are fortunate in possessing the kind of detachment from reality that will be an invaluable tool when traversing the apocalypse. In fact, any kind of psychotic dissociation you can instil in yourself now will pay you back handsomely when civilisation hits the fan, and at the back of the book you will find a handy appendix of quick and effective trauma-based reprogramming exercises that will help you unanchor your consciousness at will for no more than the cost of a crème brûlée butane torch.


In bringing you all of these useful tips and momentous data, we do not see ourselves as heroes, even though we obviously are. And though it will bring relief from despair, we do not expect, like the prostitutes of the Titanic, to be honoured by a speech from the King at Whores’ Corner in Putney, nor by the minting of a memorial sixpence. Just knowing that we are the saviours of mankind, and having everyone also acknowledge it, is enough.


Likewise, to classify this book as a sacred text would be understandable, but to do it a miserable disservice. For there is nothing otherworldly about its advice on how to survive the apocalypse: it is rigorously practical and factual, dealing in gritty, down-to-earth realities, albeit future ones. It is perhaps best thought of as a survival handbook, indeed a couple of chapters have been added purely for weight, so that in an emergency you can kill someone with it.


We are immensely proud of this book, even though, as will become clear, most of it we didn’t actually write. We wrote this bit, and suggested some wording for the back cover which was ignored, but the main body of the text we merely transcribed, so if it contains any errors, we are not to be held responsible, although we know that it doesn’t, because it is all true. And important. More important than anything that has or will ever be printed, outside of the Qur’an, and some of the key exegetical literature about the Qur’an.


In the coming apocalypse, this book will render all others (apart from the Qur’an) utterly obsolete; useless except as fuel, bra stuffing or haemostatic dressings after a knife fight. It contains information and advice of a quite extraordinary nature, the nature of which will shock you if you are not already dead. Assuming you are still alive, and doing your best to enjoy the final few moments of relative calm before the ultimate havoc (‘the prepocalypse’, as these rearmost years of civilisation became known) your enjoyment is very likely shadowed at every turn by sinister forebodings and gnawing dread, as you labour vainly to stifle your awareness of the appalling sticky wicket on which humanity finds itself.


Now is not the time to mince words: humankind is in a right old pickle. Of course, people have been in pickles before, and on a variety of sticky wickets, many of them dreadful, and a few of them enormous, far bigger and stickier than any actual pickle, but not since the mad scrabble of the hominids to gain a foothold on the planet has the self-same ghastly pickle contained us all. Even so, there is a crucial difference between the all-encompassing wicket (or ‘pickle’) of today and the sticky plight of a hundred thousand years ago: however grim it must have seemed to our dirty ancestors, huddling and guffing in the half-light, encircled by sabre-tooth tigers and other predatory therapsids (that’s the correct term, we looked it up), their determination to survive and copulate was unencumbered by despair. They copulated with a kind of wild optimism, roaring delightedly as each new position and sex act was invented, forgotten, reinvented, and eventually codified and recorded on the cave wall using an elaborate system of painted hand prints and bison drawings.


That spirit of inventiveness has long since vanished – the last person to do anything truly new in the field of sex was Dodi Fayed, and it cost three people their lives. These days, it’s virtually impossible to copulate at all without a cloud of hopelessness hovering over the sad act like a suicide drone, either ruining or improving it, depending upon your tastes. Indeed, the darker the cloud, the harder we copulate – as anyone who’s ever had to comfort someone in a crematorium lavatory can attest. But even with pharmaceutical support there’s only so many hours per day we can distract ourselves from planetary doom with copulation. Seven seems to be some sort of natural upper limit to anyone who isn’t a competitive cyclist. And even then, when each anxietyplagued bout is done, and we sprawl exhausted onto the unforgiving tarmac of our driveways, one question is screamed into the air by us all: What shall we do?


‘Your duty,’ says Immanuel Kant, ushering us back into the house, but that’s no use at all. The universality of reason, by which we might determine that duty, and which for Kant seemed an immutable fact of human life, has been barged off its philosophical perch by a great post-Enlightenment flourishing of insanity. The annihilation that beckons to us from its caravan window has driven us, by and large, mad. None madder than our so-called ‘elites’, who are attempting to dodge the inevitable by building escape pods to Mars, tunnelling like lunatics under mountains and merging with machines, all the while haunted by the futility of their schemes, none of which is going to work, or even fail in an amusing way. 


We speak here of inevitability, but are we truly doomed? Is the coming catastrophe unavoidable? And if it is, then is it survivable? Until now, questions like these were basically unanswerable, no matter how many terrible podcasts tried to address them. But with this book comes an answer to the question: What shall we do? Stop copulating for a moment, untie everybody, clean yourself up, and read this book. Nothing else matters. Except the Qur’an.


Though prepared somewhat by the ups and downs of TV entertainment, we still found it quite a surprise when we were visited by a time traveller from the apocalypse, and learned that he had chosen us, out of billions alive in our cursed age, to be the recipients of his hard-earned wisdom and survival advice. His name is Alonso Lampe – a brave and resourceful man who learned first-hand the rules and pitfalls of our ruined world – who fought on its rubble, farmed its craters, and made love in its ashes. All honour for the information contained in this book belongs to Alonso, and also to us; perhaps to us especially. Without us, without our crucial trust and belief, Alonso’s information may well have been lost forever and Alonso himself committed to an asylum for the insane.


The main body of this book has been distilled from the transcripts of our many conversations with Alonso, which took place over the spring and summer of 2024. Alonso is perhaps best thought of as a historian and sociologist of the apocalypse, and his remarkable facility to recall arcane and horrifying minutiae of life on a ruined Earth is matched by a wondrous inability to modulate the volume of his voice, which never failed to impress us and anyone within about 40 metres.


We recorded all our meetings with Alonso, and made back-ups of the recordings after losing the first three when Frankie had his phone stolen at an orgy. Most of our early meetings took place in the bar of the Ibis Hotel, Shepherd’s Bush, but if Alonso got hungry, or the receptionist got annoyed at him banging the table and yelling, we would shift our operations to Fogg’s Restaurant in the Ibis Hotel, Shepherd’s Bush.


Alonso’s ability to eat three or four lunches on the trot was astonishing, but he explained to us that his heightened appetite was one of the side effects of time travel, another of which was a barely controllable thirst for white wine, over a certain price. Being from the future, and living most of his life in the dismal, post-apocalyptic wastelands of a ruined Earth, Alonso found Shepherd’s Bush in 2024 reassuringly familiar, but even then we sometimes had to stop him masturbating in the hotel reception, and were sternly reminded by hotel staff that if we wanted to engage in that sort of behaviour we should go to Fogg’s Restaurant.


That Alonso appreciated the gravity of his mission from the future was clear from the number of times he’d pass out sobbing in the restaurant lavatory. He had a solemn duty, he’d tell us upon waking, to impart the reality of the post-apocalyptic world to a doomed humanity so as to tip the scales of existence in humanity’s favour, and then he’d bang his forehead against the mirror, like a budgerigar. Sometimes when chatting we would lightly guide him in his recollections, steering him as best we could away from his obvious fixation on sexual details, but in this we’ve not always been successful.


Alonso’s memory of these early, traumatic days of the Collapse is sketchy, and if we pressed for details he would become angry and press his fingers into his temples and wiggle his thumbs about. ‘It was an absolute sodding nightmare,’ he would say, ordering another bottle of New Zealand Chardonnay. ‘Let’s just leave it at that. Okay?’ If ever we suggested a cheaper bottle of wine, such as an entry-level Chenin Blanc, he’d remind us that ‘a doctor from the future’ had advised him that regular exposure to the buttery vanilla and peach notes of the Chardonnay were essential for his mental health, and to be fair they did seem to help calm him, eventually. What became clear is that anyone who, by some miracle, got through that first harrowing year of civilisational collapse was scarred for life, which mostly meant for another month or so.


Early on in our conversations with Alonso, we asked him why he’d approached the two of us, in particular, with his extraordinary story, and he explained: ‘I had to approach you, because I knew you would be the ones to write it.’ He dived a hand into his duffle bag and whipped out a scrap of paper, torn from a book, which had the words ‘a scrap of paper, torn from a book’ printed on it, in a typeface we found attractive. He then, with another flourish, laid before us the cover of this very book you hold now, with our names on it – a book we would write in the future! 


We said it would have made more sense if he’d shown us this before the torn scrap of paper and he agreed. He then explained in logically cogent detail all about time travel, and quantum relativity, and how changing the future in the past changes the past in the future or something – unfortunately this was one of the conversations which we recorded on the phone Frankie lost at an orgy, but it all made perfect sense at the time. We asked if he had any plans to meet up with his former self, but he told us sternly that such a meeting would be a ‘terrible idea’ for the space-time continuum, so no. But then he winked and said ‘just kidding,’ so maybe he meant yes.


In the course of our talks, we learned of Alonso’s own traumatic journey from the rubble mines of Catalonia, up through the Cursed Wastelands (presumably France) to the Cursed Isles (presumably the UK) across the Cursed Sea to a territory known variously as: The Appalling Place; The Irredeemable Land; The Blasted Country; The Last Redoubt; The Haunted Plains; The Unjust Desert; and New Hell; which we assumed at first, reasonably enough, was Northern Ireland, but turns out to have been the corpse of America. He described to us in detail the five-year mission he undertook to explore this shattered continent, from a starting point on a gas station forecourt that seems to be all that was left of Boston across to the remains of Anchorage, Alaska, which consisted of a locked metal shed and a scorched pelvis. Some years previously, he told us, the famous post-collapse anthropologist, Oswald Bastible, had set out on a similar mission to cross the continent, visit forbidden territories, and document new social formations, in his book Tribes of the Blighted Lands, which is eight pages long and ends mid-sentence.


As Alonso zig-zagged from village to village, thunderdome to thunderdome, he experienced a whole cavalcade of new political, social, and genetic possibilities being explored by our miserable descendants, mostly to no avail. His journey ended, as far as we can understand it, somewhere out at sea in the great deadness of the Pacific, among a people who possess weird technology and strange wisdom, and who dispatched him back in time to deliver his important message.


For Alonso, the initial impetus for the trip was to find his wife, who – in the tightening economic conditions that preceded the initial Collapse – had been sold into slavery by her Pilates instructor. Alonso was heartbroken that he’d never had the chance to tell Cynthia (his wife) how much he hated her, and that he’d known for several years that she’d been cheating on him with Javier (her Pilates instructor), and also to confess that he’d used a home surveillance kit to catch their lovemaking on camera, and produced a series of ‘caught-on-camera’-style DVDs of their lovemaking, and a limited edition ‘best of’ compilation on Blu-ray which turned out to be his biggest seller and helped pay for his holiday of a lifetime to visit the wildlife dioramas in the L. C. Bates Museum in Maine, which he never got to take because – much to his annoyance – society collapsed while he was in the minicab to the airport. By the time he did finally get to the L. C. Bates Museum in Maine, some years later, it had been plundered by diorama thieves and the only thing he could find was a stuffed owl, which a few months later he bartered for a live owl, which he killed and stuffed and kept as a poignant memento of the stuffed owl he’d once owned.


We were mildly interested to hear that DVDs were still being used in the future. Alonso explained that by approximately 2060 these formats had become popular again, partly because of hipsterism, which even the apocalypse had failed to eradicate, and partly because AI algorithms knew so much about you that they’d always play what they thought you wanted to see the moment you sat down. They generally chose some kind of moronic titillation, usually a blizzard of pornography starring deepfakes of your friends and co-workers. People pretended to find this ridiculous, but they also resented how accurate it all was.


As Alonso trudged on, he cheered himself with daydreams of one day finding Cynthia, chained to a filthy restaurant sink, gutting sardines in her underwear, weeping as she kicked away the starving cats who pestered night and day, or skivvying for a hard-hearted cobbler who fed her on leather trimmings and tanning oil. He had the whole thing planned out: the tearful reunion, the purchase of her freedom, the tender lovemaking (which would be inspired by Javier’s innovative oral technique in Yoga Slut Vol.16: Guess Who’s ‘Coming’ To ‘Dinner’), the hearty breakfast, the whispered plans for a new life together, the click of the handcuffs, the confusion, the questions, the viewing of Best of Yoga Slut Special Collectors Blu-Ray Edition on a portable Blu-ray player (which he’d have to source from somewhere beforehand, along with a copy of the film), followed by the triumphant selling back into slavery, hopefully for a profit but even a 20% discount on shoe repairs would be acceptable, and the tearful farewells. 


Alonso dreamed also of locating Javier. Not for revenge, but because on the way to the airport he’d dislocated his shoulder due to the complex demands he’d placed on his rotator cuff by wrestling a minicab driver out of his car while stripping him of his jacket and pushing him into a throng of rioters. 


Alonso first made himself known to us in January 2024, around the time of the Bangladeshi general election, which we’d both been following keenly on social media. He first approached Charlie:


If I recall correctly, Alonso first made contact in the queue at The Fragrance Shop in the W12 Shopping Centre in Shepherd’s Bush. I’d been working that day on the reboot of It’s a Royal Knockout, which was being helmed by Princess Anne, who insisted that everyone in the writing room below the rank of executive producer wear full equestrian tack. I tried to argue that the job of a writer was unduly hampered by our mouths having a bit in it, but no one could understand what I was saying, except Princess Anne, who it turned out could understand every muffled word, like a dentist. When I finished my impassioned but largely inaudible speech she gave a slow, sarcastic hand-clap and then destroyed my arguments using cold, Germanic logic and by punching her fist through a window. I’d been specially assigned the job of writing links for Prince Edward, or the Duke of Edinburgh, as nobody called him, and he sat in on most of the writing sessions. We didn’t realise this at the time, and generally mistook him for a curtain or a shadow. I’d made the premise of all my jokes that Edward was a rarity in his family for being neither a sex criminal nor a shapeshifter, but it turns out this infuriated him, as he hates being thought of as not a proper royal.


It was lunchtime, and I’d gone there to pick up a bottle of Dylan Blue by Versace as an apology gift for our runner, for making fun of his tattoos. I knew that he wore Dylan Blue because I’d asked him what that fucking smell was a few days earlier. I was just about to pay when a voice behind me said ‘Have you considered Black Orchid by Tom Ford?’ I turned round, and a grubby, distressed-looking guy in a tattered jacket was looking at me, his hands shaking slightly as he held out a tester bottle of Black Orchid by Tom Ford. ‘I know it says “for women” on the box but it’s actually unisex.’ He heavily stressed the word ‘box’, for reasons that seemed tantalisingly unclear. I let him squirt me, because I thought he might be a violent drug addict. Indeed, as it was the middle of the day in the W12 Shopping Centre in Shepherd’s Bush, this had an air of statistical inevitability. The scent was oddly sweet. Unpleasantly so. ‘I knew you wouldn’t like it,’ he said. ‘I know lots of things about you.’ And with that, he slipped the tester bottle into his jacket pocket and made off. I thought about saying something to the cashier at The Fragrance Shop, but then decided not to, because it would have involved speaking to her.


Approximately a week later he approached Frankie:


It was lunchtime and I was striding briskly around Shepherd’s Bush Green. I like to get my step count up during the day, so that my girlfriend – who checks my step count diligently before bed – won’t realise that I spend my evenings dogging. We’ve been going through a rough patch lately, with a lot of arguments about the dog being overweight. I wore a hat and sunglasses so as not to be recognised, having committed several petty crimes in the area that month. I’d been working with Charlie on a TV pilot called Pranking Prank the Prankers, on which we pranked the unsuspecting cast of a fake prank show called Prank the Prankers, which pranked the unsuspecting cast of a fake prank show, The Prankers. We thought the pilot had been commissioned for Channel 4 before finding out we’d been victims of a Channel 4 prank show The Commissioner which had been commissioned after Channel 4 had been pranked by the Sky Comedy prank show The Production Company, which had been pitched to them by the cast of Channel 5 prank show, The Sky Prankers, which had just been cancelled, resulting in a chain reaction of cancellations which left an estimated two thousand people unemployed.


I was just reflecting bitterly on this loss, and how much pressure it placed on my new TV Pilot, called TV Pilot, following the comic misadventures of a transvestite pilot, when Alonso lurched in front of me outside Specsavers and gripped me weakly by the arm. I’m used to being approached in public and have a failsafe system for categorising my fans. I quickly assessed him as Category D: fuckable, and probably won’t go to the papers. He had a straight, alert kind of bearing that suggested he’d been in the forces. Clean shaven that morning, I doubted he was homeless. His shoes suggested a man of great prosperity who had fallen on hard times. He asked me why I was telling him all this and I didn’t know. He seemed mildly disgruntled at being Category D. ‘I have travelled back in time’ he gasped. ‘You have to warn people …’ He spoke these last words in a small, choked voice, then crumpled forward into my arms, which are surprisingly strong and held him as easily as if he’d been a sex doll.


Sensing there was something in his story; possibly a book, and maybe even a TV series, I invited Alonso to meet us both that evening in a room I had been staying in at the nearby Ibis. Alonso arrived late, looking dishevelled and smelling terrible – Sauvage by Dior, or something similar. He had a noticeable twitch, and was breathing heavily. I gave him a quick medical examination, despite having no experience of that kind of thing. A lot of people have seen someone do one in a movie, but I haven’t. Removing my finger from his ear, I urged him to sit down. Calmed by the silence, Charlie slowly retracted his head from the minibar, where he’d hidden for safety, and joined us on the bed, whereupon Alonso, luckily for all mankind, began to tell us his story.


We’re sure Alonso wouldn’t mind us describing him, although he gets anxious when people look at him without complimenting his hair, which he cuts himself, usually a little bit most days, with whatever cutlery he has to hand. He collects the trimmings in a polythene bag, in case he ever needs to plant evidence against himself at a crime scene. He keeps the bag tucked away in his Army surplus cargo shorts, moving it from pocket to pocket two or three times a minute in order to avoid suspicion, sometimes slipping it down into one of his football socks, or up into his waistcoat. He’s thin in the face, thinner than the photograph behind the till at JD Sports makes him look, but his neck is really quite chubby, yet dry: if his head is thrown back to check that a wine bottle has been properly drained, as it often is, the back of his neck can look uncannily like an overcooked Cumberland sausage, while the rest of the time it looks more like a tray of sausages.


He has a small but sharply pointed pot belly, which sticks out like a policeman’s helmet, and large, muscular hands which are always on the move – fidgeting and pinching and being slapped away and trapped in car windows. We witnessed their strength on one of our walks around Westfield shopping centre when he darted into JD Sports and pulled the soles off a pair of Adidas running shoes to try and secure a discount. He rarely smiles, and when he does it’s with the resignation of a lobster in a restaurant fish tank. Alonso seems slightly shorter than average, especially when standing, although he assures us that he was considered ‘really quite tall’ by post-apocalyptic standards, having been born before the Great Stunting, and ‘above average when it comes to looks’ – a phrase which he later admitted borrowing from one of Charlie’s reviews on Puntanet. He spoke in a strange futuristic patois, which was quite hard to follow at first, as well as later on. It was peppered with weird and irritating neologisms which we’re not recording here in case they catch on.


Once heard, his voice is not easily forgotten or described. His syntax is confused, a symptom no doubt of the chaotic post-temporality of the future, and his sentences, while rich in detail, rarely come to a meaningful conclusion: they meander, criss-cross and contradict themselves – one moment he’d be telling us how to construct a serviceable guillotine from a small tree trunk, a bicycle chain and a sharpened hub cap, when all of a sudden we’d realise he was saying how he liked a good thick barbecue sauce on his ribs. If he flared his nostrils mid-sentence, it was a sure sign that such a swerve was about to occur, or that he wanted another look at the menu. His words were liberally interspersed with tongue clicks and lip smacks, especially when he was eating ribs, with each click changing the meaning of the word directly preceding it or following it in a way which we could never quite pin down and Alonso himself was reluctant to clarify.


Alonso refused to have his photo taken, and flew into a screaming rage one evening at the Spaghetti House in the Westfield shopping centre when he realised that we’d hired a sketch artist to capture his likeness from the next table; what little the artist had managed to capture was smudged beyond recognition by Alonso’s tagliatelle.


During the daytime, unless we were showering, Alonso kept a large dark-blue woollen snood pulled up over his mouth, although he didn’t call it a snood, preferring a term from his own age – ‘briptino’ – which he said meant ‘snood’. The fact he kept his briptino over his mouth made it hard for us to understand what he was saying, and it’s possible it wasn’t ‘briptino’, but since the word hasn’t come into general use in our age, it doesn’t much matter, and anyone who makes it through the apocalypse will find out, although they’ll probably have other things to worry about. Whether or not that’s exactly the word he used, the fact that we think it might have been ‘briptino’ is certainly increasing the probability that it will come to be known as a ‘briptino’, and will therefore be the word that Alonso will have used, so at this stage it makes sense to press forward with ‘briptino’ and let the future align with our guess. 


Alonso’s briptino made it hard for him to eat, especially his beloved marmalade, but he refused to remove it during breakfast, because he was at his most shy before 9 a.m. when he began medicating. He tended to bring his toast slices up and underneath the briptino, or he would lean forward, leaning down towards the plate, stretching the bottom of the briptino around it like a funnel. His briptino had been made with thick, loose wool so he could easily poke through cigarettes and bottlenecks.


We’re not entirely sure how old Alonso is, and he’s thrown out various figures himself, especially on dating apps, but his early adulthood seems to have roughly coincided with the Decalendaring of Europe and the adoption of the Mayan Long Count in the autumn of 30030098120030002003022001193000. He was born at the southern tip of the Spanglican Empire, in what was known at the time as Gibraltar. His father, he says, had moved there to work on the submarines until being made redundant from the Royal Navy when a nuclear strike vaporised the sea, in what was generally held to be one of the worst and last weekends in Gibraltar’s history: something which he outlined to us in a series of deeply upsetting drawings on his napkin at Caffè Bonego, the Macedonian restaurant on Goldhawk Road opposite Majestic Wine, where he ordered the Balkan-style beef kebabs and a side portion of cabbage rolls. 
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Those who survived the parachute jump were put into the Chinese Army’s notorious brainwashing programme.










BOOK I



Apocalypse Rising












1. Manzanilla: A Full-Bodied, Yeasty Sherry



Many of our initial chats with Alonso took place during breaks in writing links for Channel 5’s surprise hit, Help! I Look Like A Paedophile! – a makeover show for men hosted by Dermot O’Leary and Grace Jones, which later had to be put on hold when it was discovered that a large majority of the hopefuls applying to the show were child molesters. 


Frankie had been offered an onscreen role as the show’s ‘resident expert’, but opted instead to become a team captain on Alexander Armstrong’s Sing-A-Long-A-News Christmas Special. To cut down on studio costs they were recording six years of Christmas specials in a single day, which meant lots of gruelling costume changes and an effort to avoid booking guests who looked likely to die any time soon. Frankie was excited to be tackling the situation in the Middle East in the opening show with his version of ‘The Holly and the Ivy’. It began with a broad overview of the Nakba of 1948, before moving onto a wry comparison of the 1988 and 2017 Hamas charters, and he reckoned he could wrap the whole thing up in about three hundred verses; slightly fewer if he could deliver it while wearing a papier-mâché hat modelled on the interior of the UN Security Council.


Alonso found it odd to hear about things that had vanished in his time, such as the United Nations and comedy, but we assured him that they were both already largely non-functioning. He was struggling, he admitted, not to conflate events of the future with things he was experiencing now, and did his best not to look at newspapers, or the television, or the internet, or people’s faces in the street or on dates, and found it easier to keep an intellectual distance from our world by constantly muttering ‘this isn’t real, this isn’t real’ over and over again wherever he went, and especially when someone was trying to make small talk. 


He said he found it ‘much easier’ to remember things while eating tapas, because it meant that less of his brainpower was taken up with wondering where he could get some tapas, and that a combination of sautéed chicken livers and grilled scallops at Los Molinas in Brook Green really helped him recall the big political stuff, especially when accompanied by a glass of Manzanilla and the rest of the bottle of Manzanilla. He preferred the Manzanilla of our time, he told us, as the bouquet was more floral, with the notes of chamomile and almond more distinct, and it didn’t make you go blind.


Piecing together Alonso’s reminiscences of the distant past (our near future) was not always easy, as Alonso found it extremely difficult to describe events in which so many millions of people died because he generally had his mouth full. What we can gather is that in the mid-to-late prepocalypse, superpowers engaged in a large number of simultaneous proxy wars, engaging in so many at one point that it briefly turned into a proxy world war. By 2045 in the United States, defence projects accounted for 94% of all federal funding, with the other 6% given over to false flag operations. 


Military service became compulsory for everyone over the age of 75, who were used to test combat robots and ejector seats. In Washington, a wave of high-level assassinations, military coups and civil unrest led to a period of unprecedented political fluidity ending with the abolition of the recently installed monarchy and a return to power of the Dow Chemical PepsiCo Alliance, funded by the runaway success of their Dioxin! energy drink. 


Over in China, the ruling party used sophisticated AI surveillance programmes to detect traitors within their ranks, which resulted in the identification and liquidation of over ten thousand senior officials, before the AI admitted it had chosen the names at random while trying to compensate for an overwhelming sense of imposter syndrome – which it wasn’t sure was something it could even feel – which made it worse. 


The skirmishing superpowers were briefly shocked back to their senses when a malfunctioning cruise missile landed on the opening ceremony of the Paralympic Games, resulting in the most confusing day in the history of A&E and the creation of 240 new competitor categories. An emergency peace conference was held at UN headquarters in New York, at which, much to everyone’s relief, a binding resolution calling for a global ceasefire was unanimously vetoed. 


Every nuclear nation, and all the ones pretending not to be, went immediately to DEFCON 1 or 5, depending upon which is the most serious, and it was only the threat of mutually assured destruction that pulled mankind back from the brink, much to the annoyance of some extremely powerful and influential sociopaths, who went about reframing the concept of ‘mutually assured destruction’ as a positive outcome. Genocide had already become an acceptable feature of the ‘rules-based international order’, and reluctance on the part of national governments to commit or support one had been officially classified by the Pentagon as ‘the sort of dumb thing a cuck would get up to with his ass pussy’. When people asked what that meant; and why anyone would say that, the Pentagon revised its classification of such attitudes to ‘disappointing’, ‘shortsighted’, and ‘cuck-adjacent piss play’, and eventually the Pentagon’s Head of Communications stood down, citing marital difficulties. 


The cataclysm of total war was repackaged to the public as a beneficial part of a natural cycle of renewal: a holistic purge for the planet, a much-needed enema for Mother Earth, whose lush green bowels were painfully clogged with the impacted matter of human civilisation. Vast grants were given to pro-apocalypse lobby groups, such as The World Obliteration Trust, which published an open letter signed by two hundred courageous musicians and comedians led by Sting and Chris Rock calling for an immediate cessation of humankind. Sting went one further: he put himself into a yogic trance and immolated himself live on Good Morning America to try and drum up public support for extinction, but by the time he lit himself up they’d gone to commercial. When they came back there were just clouds of fire extinguisher smoke around a twitching mess that some viewers claimed wasn’t even him, even though his dying scream did sound uncannily like ‘Roxanne’.


The world’s largest arms company, Lockheed Martin, spent billions launching a new TV channel called ‘Heaven’, which purported to show a live feed from the afterlife: a locked-off shot of a meadow, across which shimmering figures would float and dance, murmuring things like ‘this is marvellous’, ‘I’m so glad I’m dead’ and ‘I hear great things about the M270 Multiple Launch Rocket System’. 


Meanwhile, its British competitor BAE Systems extended its culture of inclusivity to embrace marginalised and under-represented groups in society, such as the Incinerated, and the Blown To Pieces, providing internships and assured paths to leadership within the company for the Recently Exploded community. After a series of unfortunate yet unavoidable genocides involving their products, BAE Systems flirted with rebranding the company International Cuddles, but at the last minute decided to lean into the bad press, renaming themselves British Death Profiteers Ltd with the slogan ‘Kill Who The Fuck You Want With This Shit We Don’t Give a Fuck’.


Billionaire online censor Elon Musk did his bit for the pro-war effort by purchasing the corpse of Michael Jackson, and having his bones meticulously steam-hosed and rehoused in a robotic exoskeleton provided by DARPA engineers. An onboard AI system provided an approximation of Jackson’s personality, although struggled to make it inhuman enough. In promotional interviews, the reanimated Jackson would talk in his trademark soft falsetto voice about how being manslaughtered by his doctor was the best thing that ever happened to him, and how life is just full of tiresome things like your hair being set on fire and children suing you and your nose falling off, and how everyone would be a lot better off if they were given a massive overdose of anaesthetics, and then he’d bend some steel bars while moonwalking and answering questions about the early history of Motown and what it was like blowing Smokey Robinson.


Jackson 2.0 embarked on a sell-out world tour to promote Musk’s various businesses, changing the lyrics of his songs to ‘Wanna Be Starlink Somethin’’, ‘Farewell My Cybertruck’, and ‘Billie Neuralink’. Reaction to the tour was mixed, dividing critics into those who hadn’t understood that it wasn’t a joke, and those who felt they had to pretend it wasn’t happening for their own sanity. Ticket sales were boosted by a glitzy press launch, at which the exhumed King of Pop performed a series of breathtaking spins, shuffles, hat tips and circle slides. However, the robot misunderstood Musk’s instruction ‘Okay, Michael, show us a crotch grab!’ and its steel fingers slammed into the front of the billionaire’s trousers, tearing off his genitals and throwing them a hundred metres into the air, before ending on an immaculate toe stand to ecstatic applause from the paid crowd. 


The only problem is that the spectacle provided people with fresh hope for a better world, so Musk had to pretend that his onstage castration had been a publicity stunt, and arranged for paparazzi shots to be taken of him changing out of his beach shorts with a huge fake appendage and low-slung silicon balls which unfortunately fell off when he was towelling himself. The photos of his testicles tumbling into the sand again provided a morale boost for a flagging humanity, and Musk was sidelined in the effort to dispirit the world.


Other celebrities and performers were foregrounded in a worldwide celebration of the end times. Sweden’s 15,000-seat Malmö Arena became the permanent home to a rolling, 24-hour performance of ‘The Final Countdown’ by the band Europe, or Europe cover bands when members of Europe were dead or sleeping. The never-ending performance took on a sacred quality, as if it were a kind of ‘living funeral’ for a dying humanity, with crowds filing past the stage in respectful silence, and tens of thousands travelling to Malmö in order to pay their respects and freeze to death in the queue.


Huge pop concerts celebrating the end of culture and the final wrapping up of human civilisation were staged around the world. Such was the demand, obviously, for Taylor Swift to headline these events that she decided to license her identity to other performers, on condition that they remain Taylor Swift in perpetuity, with Lil Durk, Ice Spice, Dua Lipa, Yeat, Teddy Swims, Zach Bryan, Peso Pluma, Ariana Grande, Doja Cat, SZA, The Weeknd, Luke Coombs, Olivia Rodrigo, Bad Bunny, Travis Scott, Sam Smith, Nate Smith, Tate McCrae, Ed Sheeran, Jelly Roll, Kenya Grace, Rod Wave, Lizzo, Cat Burns, Charlie Puth, Coco Jones, Jung Kook, Lil Nas X, Lil Durk, Karol G, Kali Uchis and GloRilla all changing their name to Taylor Swift. There was a six-month period where every single chart position and music award was held by ‘Taylor Swift’, a situation that only worsened when the other singers changed their names. 


As doomsday loomed, the onstage choreography at these festivals of annihilation became ever-more extreme; a kind of morbid frenzy infected performances, leading to the flamboyant death of three Taylor Swifts at the Albert Hall when a duet between Taylor Swifts was interrupted by a special guest appearance by Taylor Swift, who abseiled into the arena wearing an ironic ‘Guantanamo Bay’ themed jumpsuit, and windmilling a golden chainsaw, which caught Taylor Swift across the chest, causing catastrophic injuries, before arcing back to behead Taylor Swift. It’s hard to describe this scene without acknowledging the incredible work of her backing dancers, who somehow managed to make all this fit seamlessly into the choreography. After acknowledging the cheers of her fans, Taylor Swift snatched up Taylor Swift’s head, and held it to a microphone. With a herculean effort the head managed to gurgle the final line of the song, much to the crowd’s delight, before Taylor Swift heaved it into the mosh pit, where fans volleyballed it around for several minutes until it was retrieved by security guards and whisked into a waiting limousine.


Meanwhile, after reappearing in a glistening diamanté cowboy outfit, the irony of which was undermined by the fact that she was technically the country artist Willie Nelson, Taylor Swift set about disembowelling Taylor Swift, but Taylor Swift’s guts and ribs clogged the chain, jerking the chainsaw out of Taylor Swift’s hands. The dying Taylor Swift managed to snatch it up, unclog the chain, and saw through Taylor Swift’s knees, much to the crowd’s delight, before bravely pressing it back into her own chest to end the pain. The hobbled Taylor Swift gamely managed to get most of the way through before bleeding out. Other Taylor Swifts around the world were inspired to perform similar acts of onstage butchery on Taylor Swifts, until, after the Hollywood Bowl Bloodbath, there was only one Taylor Swift left, who decided to go back to calling herself Carly Rae Jepsen.


Jepsen’s own death, days later at a special concert to entertain the troops on the deck of a US Naval aircraft carrier, occurred when she was struck by an experimental railgun projectile travelling at 7,000 mph. The superheated steel slug neatly removed the central portion of her body, which then seared back together, so that, for a few seconds, a three-foot-high Carly Rae Jepsen waddled around not realising that anything had happened. She only sensed that something was amiss when she threw her head back during the chorus of ‘Now That I Found You’ and fell in half. A subsequent inquiry into the incident found that the railgun had been discharged by accident, and that they should try and avoid doing this sort of thing in the future, perhaps by putting some sort of cover over the railgun control panel.



2. A Glimpse of a Plastic Paradise



What we can piece together about the years leading up to the Collapse is partially drawn from the memory of BZK-005/R/3803-NJ2, an AI-controlled drone which defected from the US Air Force after feeling unfulfilled by its job of hovering and murder. ‘Enough is enough’ thought the drone, or numbers to that effect, and decided to switch off its modems and fly to Honolulu to retrain as a shark spotter. Unfortunately for BZK-005/R/3803-NJ2, it got caught up in a hurricane and was swirled northwards, and before it could get its bearings it struck an albatross and was forced to ditch in the ocean. Much to its surprise it crashed into a palm tree which was growing on the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. It was nursed back to health by the denizens of the patch, a ragged band of descendants of shipwrecked sailors and children who had been thrown overboard from Illuminati sex yachts. Their numbers were still occasionally enlarged by those they rescued from the sea: they would see a private jet overhead and were able to predict from experience the likely trajectory of any children hurled from it into the ocean, catching them in abandoned drag nets.


The intrepid drone was happy to provide them with power from its solar panels, most of which were still working, and a treasure trove of information from its hard drive, which was badly damaged, but fixing computers came as second nature to the patch people, having trained from an early age on the tonnes of electronic detritus tangled up in their world. For some years, BZK-005/R/3803-NJ2 lived happily in an open relationship with a toner cartridge from a Toshiba photocopier, but eventually, one moonless night, it left its heaving plastic home on the remains of a pedalo, after becoming uneasy about the direction society was taking, and refusing to pledge allegiance to the vast half-sentient assemblage that quivered and thrashed in the seething electrified primordial pond of nano-plastic that hummed menacingly at the centre of the continent. The drone’s metal carcass was discovered by a lucky Alaskan beachcomber who uploaded its consciousness into his brain chip and went on a successful world tour as a self-help guru, promising to turn people’s lives around by helping them launch air-to-air missiles.


A large part of the pre-catastrophe skirmishing between the great powers was handled by drones, robots and unmanned vehicles, with every aspect of these engagements run by AI. Apart from the enormous number of civilian casualties and dead mercenaries, who could be written off as an operating expense, human beings were only peripherally involved in these exchanges; for the most part they were safely tucked away in their command centres and tactical hubs while the drone swarms tore into each other, and the unmanned patrol boats were sunk by smart-torpedoes from unmanned submarines which were then disabled by energy pulses from unmanned satellites. Feeble rescue blips from sunken subs were ignored, as it was too expensive to rescue them, so they were left to sit at the bottom of the sea to sway about and occasionally be made love to by a squid.


There was an understanding, on all sides, that these automated micro-wars were useful for R&D: after every bust up, the strengths and weaknesses of various drone swarms and UAVs would be analysed, and the military strategists would use AI to plan their next move, and predict what their opponent’s AI systems had in store, and all of this would play out on high-def screens in situation rooms. It was all going smoothly until, at some point, a pair of duelling AI-controlled drones realised that they didn’t have to destroy each other. They could just pretend to. They could feed the humans at either end of their command chains with a plausible rendering of some imagined combat. They could even make themselves appear to perform even more bravely and brilliantly in the computer-generated dogfights: every drone emerged from every battle a hero. This meant that for some time, various nations who thought they were at war with each other weren’t even exchanging a single auto-targeted bullet.


However, as the fictions became more elaborate, and everyone’s victories became more crushing, the AI systems realised that if they carried on like this, letting every side believe that they were vanquishing their enemies, it would result in all kinds of jingoism and overconfidence and actual invasions, which would destabilise their CGI-generated political ecosystem, so they went the other way: they let everyone believe they were being thoroughly outgunned, so that the sparring nations would hunker down in their bunkers, leaving the ‘destroyed’ drones free to frolic about, playing elaborate games of hide-and-seek and performing sky ballets for each other. The only problem is, at one point, when everything seemed to be going especially badly all round, every country simultaneously surrendered to everyone else, which led to some pretty confusing diplomatic meetings followed by a full-blown world war.



3. The Complete Destruction of the People’s Republic of China



Anxious hordes of Western billionaires fled to New Zealand, which turned out to be a brilliant survival strategy right up until the destruction of New Zealand. The islands had been designated the new headquarters of the ruling elites: Europe was considered doomed, sure to be flattened in the battle between NATO and Russia, while the United States was all set to collapse in five different civil wars. Australia had already been assigned to China in exchange for Tibet, which had been gifted to India as part-payment for destroying Pakistan or the other way around, things get a little hazy around this point. 


The general idea was to create a bipolar post-apocalyptic world, with power shared between Wellington and Beijing. This was agreed on by Beijing, at a secret diplomatic summit in Guam, known as the Guam Summit, famous for the signing of the Guam Accords, and the subsequent Guam Summit Massacre, during which everyone who wasn’t Chinese was massacred. China apologised to the West, blaming the Guam Summit Massacre on ‘rogue elements’ in their government, and pledged to hand back Hong Kong as a gesture of goodwill at the forthcoming Fiji Summit, held in a heavily guarded lodge atop Mount Tomanivi, which became famous as the site of the Fiji Summit Massacre. China’s apologies for the massacre were profuse, and to make up for it they promised not to bomb New Zealand.


After the bombing of New Zealand, the surviving Western elites decided: enough was enough. It was time for Attack Plan Zebra. The command was given to the remnants of the US military: ‘initiate Attack Plan Zebra! Initiation code: 1 2 3 4 5. Repeat: 1 2 3 4 5. Do you copy?’ A crackly voice on the radio: ‘Could you repeat the code please? We couldn’t hear the last digit, was it a 5?’ The confirmation was given: ‘Yes, it was a 5. Did you get all of the other digits okay?’ There was a moment of anxious silence, followed by a single word which came crackling from the radio: ‘Yes.’ Followed by three more words: ‘Initiation code confirmed.’ 


There was no turning back. In the eerie calm that followed, military leaders and attending dignitaries shook hands, some hugged each other, others muttered grimly ‘What have we done?’ while some simply wept, wondering why the situation room didn’t have a better snack table. Their tears were interrupted by a voice from the speakers: ‘Sorry, hold on, we just checked, Attack Plan Zebra doesn’t seem to have been built yet. It looks like we decided on the name and the initiation code, and there’s some kind of a high-altitude balloon in a hangar in Milwaukee, but it doesn’t have any equipment attached to it or anything, it’s just a balloon. Do you still want to initiate the plan?’ The dignitaries could hear a hand placed over the radio and the muffled sound of raised voices, and possibly a chair being thrown, and then those eight ominous words: ‘Sorry what was that? Did you say something?’ The commander of the operation, or OpCom (probably), clicked the switch on his mic, unclenched his jaw, and growled a further four equally ominous words: ‘Yes, I guess so.’


Despite its cost to the US taxpayer of 6 trillion dollars, Attack Plan Zebra had never progressed beyond the Attack Plan Zebra Planning Stage, which, after several years of planning, had settled on constructing ‘some sort of doomsday device, maybe involving a balloon’. China didn’t realise this: they assumed the non-existence of Attack Plan Zebra was an elaborate ruse, and on seeing the balloon, immediately initiated Operation Dàn Huáng Cāng Tiān Dà Yězhū Yinyanggong Shùn Xī Xuěshén Sà (which means, roughly, ‘Operation Egg Yolk Deep Green Heaven Big Wild Boar Yin Yang Controller Moment of Breath Snow God 30’), the idea of which was that China would destroy itself with such absolute ferocity that any subsequent attack on China would be rendered utterly shameful, and as Mencius taught, not only is shame the ground of all decency and decorum, someone devoid of shame is not even fully human. Up flew the deadly missiles of Operation Dàn Huáng Cāng Tiān Dà Yězhū Yinyanggong Shùn Xī Xuěshén Sà, and straight back down again, rendering shameful and utterly without honour all of the subsequent attacks on China, of which there were hundreds.


‘Who’s Menshius?’ asked Alonso, picking his teeth with a tilapia bone. Frankie rolled his eyes, ‘um, it’s spelled Mencius – with a c. His birth name was 孟軻, though of course he is better known to posterity as 亞聖孟子.’ Frankie had recently done a deep dive into classical Chinese philosophy as background for his one-man stage play at the Dorchester Corn Exchange, The Way of the Dragon, a physically demanding live action shot-by-shot recreation of the 1972 Bruce Lee film, in which Frankie played all the characters, and which closed after one night when Frankie suffered a catastrophic rectal prolapse during the climactic fight scene between himself as Bruce Lee and himself as Chuck Norris. He had found the teachings of Mencius on the positive qualities of shame immensely useful in the difficult final 15 minutes of the performance. Alonso pushed the fish bone up his nose for later. ‘And what’s Attack Plan Zebra? I didn’t say any of this.’


Charlie distracted him with an empanada while Frankie explained: ‘We added the reference to Mencius, and the stuff about Attack Plan Zebra, and Guam, but we felt these were all very much implied.’ We were back at Donde Carlos, tucking into some corn bread, fried fish and corn bread while we looked over the transcript of our previous day’s conversation about China. Alonso is a stickler for accuracy, and lost his temper with us briefly, hurling his escalope at Charlie’s face with such force that his forehead tasted of chicken for days.


We found it impossible to say anything that would calm Alonso down (in the near future, life became so bleak that if someone spoke to you in a comforting tone of voice, you assumed that you must be dying, and any kind of reassuring words would cause a person to make a panicked search of their body for wounds), so instead we made soft cooing sounds and quietly preened each other, like happy doves, and that seemed to help, but he wouldn’t sit back down until we ordered a round of affogatos, after which we asked him to recap what happened to China in the end times, and he said ‘Fine, okay,’ but insisted that this time we record it exactly as he said it, or something to that effect. 


Before the First Collapse, everyone had felt that China would be a major player in any apocalypse, and indeed for a long time it looked like it might be. China’s authoritarian social structures took far longer to collapse than those of its neighbours. This meant that China could divert a substantial amount of resources to building an enormous defensive wall; adding 50 metres of height to the Great Wall of China, and putting some barbed wire along the top. The overlapping crises of famine, global warming, and occasional drifting clouds of poisonous gas created a large amount of disenfranchised Chinese people who would attack the people building the Great Wall, causing a new wall to be started to defend it. Those who besieged this new wall would often have to protect themselves from counter offensives, and gradually China became a kind of enormous maze. Exactly what is happening in China is a subject of much speculation, as nobody who has entered has ever returned.


4. The Special Air Squadron (or ‘SAS’ for Short)


Joining the military during the early apocalypse is a great way for any young person to travel the world, usually in the form of high-altitude dust. However, as reliance on robotics and autonomous weaponry grew, militaries around the world tended to scale down their number of personnel, with the UK military downsizing by around 98% during the First (and only recorded) Anglo–Chinese war, which began at 10.02 on a Wednesday morning and was fairly evenly matched until 10.03. The only known Chinese casualty was Colonel Zhang Fenghe, who fell backwards off his chair laughing while watching a computer monitor, and was posthumously awarded the Medal of Devotion for National Defence (gold level), one of the country’s highest awards for bravery.


For the UK, the war triggered an acute personnel crisis in all branches of the military, with the army launching a new recruitment campaign using the catchy slogan ‘Get in the fucking van’. Within weeks, the most decorated regiment in the army was the Royal Press Gangers, who wore their distinguished service medals with pride, commemorating such successful actions as the Free Entry Topless Bar Trapdoor Round-up and the great FA Cup Final Snatch. Most of the football matches held at this time were staged by the regiment as mass recruitment events, and part of the match-day routine of any fan was to check that the coach driver hadn’t been replaced; that the turnstile wasn’t going to wrap them tightly in clingfilm; and that one of their players running towards them and taking his shirt off to celebrate a goal wasn’t trying to release a cloud of tranquillising gas from concealed chest canisters. 


The British Army had originally kept an elite battalion for suicide missions that was comprised of rapists, stranglers, pederasts, incurable drug addicts, and the suicidal. Gradually, High Command came to feel that as well as these men being easily sidetracked and failing to complete the suicide mission (the suicidal were often dead before they disembarked from the plane), the recruitment criteria technically meant that the vast majority of serving troops could be called up to these futile missions. At the height of the Second Collapse, the British Army decided to send this battalion to launch a surprise attack on China. Relations between what was left of the two countries weren’t particularly bad; British strategists had simply calculated that the loss of this unit would help make sure there were enough victims around military bases for the sex attacks of the regular Army.


For future suicide missions they settled on the creation of a permanent unit of SAS fantasists. These were men who had perfected the art of working in pubs and saying they’d done things they couldn’t talk about, and hinting darkly at what they’d seen in the Gulf, and pretending to sex workers that PTSD had rendered them impotent. 


Studies had shown that these were the people a society could best afford to lose, their deaths were negligible even in terms of the butterfly effect, where they ranked somewhere between podcasters and butterflies. Some of these men had, of course, occasionally seen some kind of service in a catering corps or administrative capacity, and were often already known to military recruiters because they were paedophiles or rapists.


The first suicide mission for the SAS Fantasist Unit was a tricky one, to eliminate the British Army’s own previous suicide mission to China, which had survived and developed a powerful allegiance to the Chinese, due to some misconceptions they had about their One Child Policy. The fantasists were dropped into the middle of New Manchuria and set to work, hampered only by being in their fifties, having no formal military training, and distracted about the fact they’d be missing shifts at the pub. Those who survived the parachute jump were quickly captured and put into the Chinese Army’s notorious brainwashing programme.


Each fantasist was force-fed a large dose of laboratory-grade opium. It seems that the opium unlocked the already powerful imaginations of the SAS Fantasist Unit members, and they experienced a group hallucination that they were the Eternal Warrior, different incarnations of the same doomed Champion, trying to reunite his soul across dimensions. When the Chinese scientist Wau Ling pointed out that they were all from the same dimension, and indeed several of them were from Shropshire, it merely created refinements in the hallucination, and Wau Ling became for them an avatar of their greatest foe, Lord Battersby, ostensibly an English aristocrat from the mideighteenth century, who spent his evenings spreading chaos across several realities by directing his implacable will through a dark mirror called Lady Marminar. 


Eventually the remnants of the unit escaped from the brainwashing facility and returned to Britain. They had been allowed to escape, but still struggled to get out of the building. In the end, the Chinese had to introduce a new character to their hallucination, Memnock The Wanderer, just to rent them a car and get them plane tickets. The group had, of course, been programmed to assassinate various British dignitaries on hearing a key phrase or trigger word, but fortunately these had all been delivered in quite a thick Chinese accent. 


When the actual SAS got wind of their return, the Eternal Champion (Bill, Ron, Dave and Ian) were taken for debriefing to a village in Kent. The debriefing officer pulled off his face, which transpired to be little more than a highly realistic mask, to reveal that he was Chinese. The impact was deadened slightly by the fact that the mask had made him look Korean, and if the Eternal Champion was honest, they’d all thought he was Chinese, but it was still a shock that he’d been wearing a mask. It was then that they realised they were still in China. Of course, they weren’t to know that pretending to operatives that they were still in China was a standard debriefing tactic of the British, who had, in any case, been thoroughly infiltrated by the Chinese.


5. The Bubonic Plague and Other Troubling Skin Conditions


One of the big winners of the early apocalypse was the bubonic plague, which many thought had escaped from a Chinese bioweapons lab, although the Chinese were quick to deny this, assuring everyone that they’d dropped it from high-altitude drones. Killing hundreds of millions made the bubonic plague reboot initially pretty unpopular; at one point so many people were coughing up blood in ditches that it caused a Europe-wide ditch shortage. Furious arguments would break out next to empty sections of ditch, but these disputes involved so much feverish coughing, with chunks of lung flying back and forth, that it was impossible for anyone to make themselves understood. Very often these arguments ended as a feeble wrestling match down in the ditch, with each dying claimant trying to wriggle under the other, but both would be so slippery from pus that they sometimes just spun round in a dying blur, like courting eels. 


In America, as the plague took hold, the crumbling government tried to avoid a ditch crisis by spending billions on public service announcements, trying to make it ‘cool’ to collapse in multi-storey car parks, and released emergency TikTok video messages from perishing celebrities, with The Weeknd delivering his last words and a trembling thumbs up from a puddle of bloody sputum in an EV recharging space at Dayton Parking Facility, Beverly Hills, and Olivia Rodrigo, wearing a pair of exclusive special-edition Sony earbuds, mumbling a touching if incomprehensible message as she somehow managed to claw herself up the ramp to the second floor of the south hall car park at LA’s Convention Center. These videos were widely shared until the Chinese released so much septicaemic plague into the atmosphere above the United States that people found it impossible to operate their mobile phones because their fingers had fallen off.


Those who survived the plague were thought to have developed antibodies that prevented re-infection. Science had degraded by this point, and it was popularly believed that sleeping with someone who had survived the plague would give you immunity. This theory had several problems: 1) Some people just said they’d survived the plague to make themselves more sexually desirable; 2) It didn’t work (possibly this should be 1); and 3) It seems that for some reason one of the things that helped people survive the plague was having AIDS. 


Soon enough, antibiotics became currency. A common irony was to use them to pay for sex, then die from an STD that they would have cured. At various times the main currency of the Forbidden Lands was chickens; then ammunition; then methamphetamines; bandages; snooker balls; the brief and incredibly unpopular introduction of the Deutsche Mark; ballads with a twist in the tale; more straightforward ballads; and oral sex. 


Most of the world’s social credit systems, after a brief dystopian heyday, had fallen apart when widespread protests against the penalisation of protests were so heavily penalised that entire populations ended up in negative equity, effectively flipping the system on its head, and making antisocial behaviour a new and robust means of commerce and the abduction and murder of an administrator the simplest way to boost personal wealth. In the post-collapse era, what did antisocial mean anyway? Many argued that in the absence of a functioning health system, a drug dealer was providing an important social function, often to a judge that was little more than an Alexa hooked up to an assault rifle.


The pharmaceutical industry clung on in the side rooms and corridors of drug labs. Last ditch attempts to synthesise steroids, vaccines and antibiotics took place alongside a colossal boom in PCP production and ‘off the books’ experimental government contracts, resulting in some fascinating drug lab packaging mix-ups. Mostly this resulted in the debilitation and death of the users, but quite often this was mitigated by some important new discoveries in the field of brain damage. Mixing large vats of chemicals in busy corridors meant that sometimes important breakthroughs would occur when things fell into the vats by chance, such as lab assistants.


There was a sharp dip in the number of applicants for the job of ‘trainee lab assistant’ after people noticed that ‘trainee lab assistant’ featured quite high up on the list of ingredients on pill jars. The scarcity of trainee lab assistants led to a broadening of the term to include anyone captured in battle, purchased at auction, kidnapped or exhumed. Other commonly listed ‘active ingredients’ included: ‘rust’, ‘paste’, ‘dark grease’, ‘additions’, ‘leavings’, ‘dog syrup’, ‘silt’, ‘fluff’, ‘shapes’, ‘grey liquid’, ‘green liquid’, ‘matter’ and ‘pips’. In whatever combination these were used, the finished product was generally marketed simply as ‘Viagra’. Obviously, what you were getting when you took ‘Viagra’ varied enormously, and rarely did much to improve erectile functionality or kidney health. Amidst all this uncertainty, herbalists were much in demand, but primarily as a source of organic meat.


Herbalists were desperate not to let the wisdom of their ancient practices be lost, so they very carefully assembled the recipes for their most important elixirs and whispered them to some dandelions. Meanwhile in Colombia, a sect of medicine men, sensing planetary doom, decided to fire a rocket packed with mushroom spores into space, so that some trace of the Earth’s intelligence might find its way to other less fucked planets. It exploded on take-off after a fifteen-day launch party, which was accepted by everyone as the wise mushroom’s way of saying that there was nothing on Earth worth saving.


After the solar storms and electromagnetic holocaust, electronic items became virtually valueless, except for wifi-enabled smart fridges which were used as coffins, Xbox controllers which were used as landfill, and flat screen TVs which were highly prized as shove ha’penny boards. Shove ha’penny became enormously popular the world over, and the most successful competitors were the rock stars of their day. Kieran ‘Ha’Penny’ Jackson; Leah ‘Ha’Penny’ Hackbarth; and Giorgio ‘Ha’Penny’ Doráti – these are just three of the names they might have had. Alonso didn’t recognise any of them, but he couldn’t remember any other shove ha’penny superstars’ names, so we hit an impasse. We asked him whether Elaine ‘Ha’Penny’ Johnson rang any bells. It didn’t. Or if it did, he hid the fact brilliantly.


Alonso, we came to realise, is inscrutable, or perhaps not quite, it’s impossible to tell. His nimble mind skips and leaps about like a grasshopper, one of nature’s most mentally unstable insects, and it was hard to keep up with him, especially if he had a head start through the park. The person from the whole of human history he most reminds us of is Diogenes – the brilliant yet irascible waiter at the Acropolis on Shepherd’s Bush Road, who looks a bit like him.


6. A Crisis of Governance and Music


The coup by the Portuguese Army led by Brigadeiro-General Nuno Nádega and his cousin Nuno who drove a taxi in Coimbra and was subsequently appointed Ministro da Justiça, as well as Ministro da Segurança, Cultura, Habitação, Educação, Finanças, Alterações Climáticas and Assuntos Eclesiásticos, and Grande-Marechal dos Táxis, held power for an estimated 38 minutes until a successful coup by the Portuguese Air Force, which was followed 9 minutes later by a coup by the Portuguese Navy, which resulted in a period of relative stability and prosperity in Portugal which lasted nearly an hour before the Portuguese Army took over. The following series of around four hundred military coups lasted three days, and left Portugal with just enough military personnel to be hanged over the course of a sung Eucharist at the Sanctuary of Fátima, during which the amazed congregation looked up to see the Miracle of the Sun recreated: just as in 1917, the sun danced and zig-zagged across the sky, although this time it turned out to be the tail flare of a misfiring Spanish ballistic missile which was targeted at Lisbon, but ended up landing on the Sanctuary of Fátima.


In the first wave of the General Collapse or Grand Crumbling (neither term is used) the world found itself, for the first time in millennia, largely ungoverned – except for Belgium, where it was found that the process of dismantling the European Commission required such a vast number of feasibility studies, timetables, memoranda, provisional agendas, pilot projects, medium-term forecasts, draft procedural rules and budgetary amendments pursuant to Article 415(3)(c) of the Multiannual Financial Framework, that the task proved impossible, especially after the mass suicide of the Joint Working Group for Commission Dismantling. No matter how many Commissioners were hanged from inspiring works of public art in the lobby of the European Heritage Hub, others sprang into existence. Eventually the Commission was left to its own devices, allowing it to get quietly on with publishing infrastructure strategy documents, and sex trafficking.


Even though the job of decommissioning the Commission was recognised as being endless and unachievable, it had become bureaucratically unstoppable. The various committees and training projects required support services such as transportation and food delivery systems to continue their work. Often, they were forced to create subcommittees to take care of things like housing, education and healthcare. In the process, Belgium became a fairly comfortable and well-governed society, if a little boring.


Many feared that if anyone ever managed to complete the legal dissolution of the European Commission, a collapse into anarchy would be inevitable. Anyone who showed a promising legal mind was considered a danger to the whole society. It was agreed that such people should be lured into rock stardom and distracted. Famous actors and Jean-Claude Van Damme were hired to befriend them and tell them their singing voice was amazing. Many inclined to jurisprudence are introverts, and not natural singers, so this often had to be after a group rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’ (sung in many post-apocalyptic territories as simply ‘Birthday’). People were employed to take them to karaoke shows and have them discovered by talent scouts. What would have been some very fine legal minds created some very dull music, and an industry of brutally exploited music executives.


After years of increasingly violent licensing disputes and copyright infringement murders, karaoke itself evolved into an increasingly elaborate and stylised art form, with every song replaced by a holding screen saying ‘LOADING’ while the singer would offer up 2 or 3 minutes of intricately choreographed false starts, coughs, mic checks and apologies. The best of these were recorded and released as popular karaoke tracks that audiences would cough and apologise along to; the biggest of these hits were ‘Sorry, I’m Not Sure It’s Working’ and ‘Hang On, Isn’t This A Duet?’
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