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Foreword

This is a work of fiction. That means all the events, organisations (religious or otherwise) and characters are totally made-up. Any resemblance to any event, organisation, person or persons (living or dead, ethereal, god-like, son-of-god-like, ghostly, angelic or heavenly or hell-y), is entirely coincidental/comical, and shouldn’t be taken personally (or used to start a cult or some such).

Also, no donkeys, bulls, goats or any other animals were harmed during the writing of this book (except maybe a grouse or two, but they were famous Scottish ones and really didn’t mind).
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Chapter 1 | In the Beginning…

Meet Kevin, a disenchanted dropout who, by his own admission, would have a dogged determination to underachieve if only it didn’t sound like that might take quite a bit of effort. A man for whom the phrase ‘still finding myself’ was undoubtedly coined, who has made this concept an art form – honed his skills for signing up to absolutely everything and then chucking it two months, weeks, or days later due to a lack of time/ability/energy, or any-damn-thing-I-can-blame-it-on-but-basically-I-can’t-be-bothered-any-more. Often referred to as a ‘wanderer extraordinaire’. More often referred to as a right plonker. Or, in polite company, just ‘exasperating’. The guy in whom no one has much faith, but who is somehow adored by all. Reasonably good-looking, though perhaps in too much of a western Jesus-like way, what with his scrawny build, long, dark hair and permanent stubble.

Kevin’s ‘lost soul’ approach to life could, of course, be blamed on the fact that he was found abandoned, a few days old, outside the house of one Ms Maude Finchley, spinster, in the small and little-known ex-slate-mining town of Godkeidless in mid-Wales. But whether the cause of his troubles is just that he was abandoned, or that he was abandoned on the doorstep of possibly the loopiest inhabitant of certainly the dreariest of all towns on the planet is open to debate. The latter may be as much the truth as the former. Kevin’s answer to anyone who asks why he can’t seem to settle down – or grow up – is simply that he is ‘On a mission from God’.

And here we find Kevin on the brink of his latest adventure – a long way from the safe, grey, rolling hills of Godkeidless. This is South Africa – the Storms River – and he’s standing on a dilapidated bridge over a yawning chasm of a canyon, desperately trying to maintain an air of composure. And failing miserably. And the reasons for his failure are easily evident: deep, dark, dank jungle on either side of him hides who-knows-what kinds of nasty beasties, while at the bottom of the abyss, some seven hundred feet below, razor-sharp rocks slash white gashes into the seething brown water of a raging torrent of a river as it writhes its way out to the sea.

Added to this, Kevin is here to plummet – theoretically in a controlled and relatively safe kind of fashion – but plummet, nonetheless. And ‘relatively safe’ is a point to note here too, because Kevin has an incredible knack for having accidents. Not a good character trait in one who attempts the occasional daredevil stunt.

In fact, the quantity and scope of the accidents in which Kevin has been involved are mind-boggling. He had a car once – a very old, very red, proper British Leyland Mini. Until, that is, while on a ‘serious road trip’ from Land’s End to John o’Groats to ‘see how far it was’, he managed to get this fine example of roadworthiness intimately acquainted with a motorway embankment retaining wall.

Apparently he had flicked a joint out of the window because it was hampering his air guitar solo during the final power chords of AC/DC’s ‘Thunderstruck’ (the live version, obviously), but had neglected to note the prevailing wind direction. Generally, when one is driving at high speed, this is back into the vehicle. In any event, said joint – not wanting to miss out on all the fun inherent in such an important quest as the one Kevin was on – decided to secretly rejoin the trip by hiding down the back of his shirt.

Alerted to the stowaway’s presence by a fairly painful burning sensation and the acrid smell of scorched skin, Kevin – without lifting his foot from the gas pedal – took both hands off the wheel in an attempt to remove the shirt. Unfortunately this startlingly brilliant manoeuvre was impeded by his watch strap catching inside said shirt while it was up over his head.

And so, one unpiloted, very old, very red little car went bouncing, at full throttle, along with one very stoned occupant, into one very reinforced concrete barrier. Large, solid, immovable object meets, well… crunch. Incredibly, on being pulled from the mangled wreckage of the car (which now resembled a small toaster), Kevin was found to be completely unscathed. The rescue crew from the local police and fire brigade were amazed, and attributed this to the fact that he was so wasted. Kevin, however, insisted that his miraculous escape was due entirely to the actions of a pair of ghostly apparitions which had pulled him out of the car shortly before impact and then placed him gently back into it after all the metal-tearing and wrenching noises had ceased. His rescuers nodded sagely, but nonetheless maintained their version of the story in their report.

Now, a further disconcerting fact about Kevin is that he tends to choose the cheapest of all options when doing anything. And so, here we find him on this windy bridge being ably assisted by a band of travellers who call themselves ‘The X-Crew’. They claim the ‘X’ stands for ‘extreme’, but it could just as easily be said to stand for ‘eccentric’ – which they are – ‘excruciating’ – which they are to be around – or just plain ‘ex’, which they would be if it weren’t for constant occurrences of astoundingly good luck surpassed only by Kevin’s own.

Kevin had met them a few months earlier in a backpackers’ hostel in Cape Town, having saved up enough money to escape the grim Welsh winter and embark on a journey to ‘nowhere in particular, as long as it’s sunny’, and had jumped at the opportunity to join them on their own travels to ‘nowhere in particular, as long as it’s sunny’.

They had all spent the previous night at a nearby campsite, but the night did not consist of much sleeping. Rather, it revolved around a case of warm beer and a small nugget of hashish that produced very pleasant and unusual hallucinogenic effects in the user. Bill and Ben Bleeby, sandy-haired Australian twins who collectively show marked similarities to their namesakes of the flowerpot kind, are Kevin’s ‘buddies’ on this one-way trip to Hurlsville. Those of you who have been scuba diving will know that the word ‘buddy’ implies a responsible individual who will watch your back, share their air with you if yours is lost, and generally ensure that you are safe. The use of the term in reference to Bill and Ben is, you understand, inaccurate, to say the least.

“Alright, Kev, you’re gonna be fine, mate. Oi, Ben, double check that I’ve got this foot harness thingy whatchamacallit tight enough, will ya?” Bill was sitting on the ground as he said this, desperately trying to keep his head as low as possible because he was convinced that every time he raised it a large grizzly bear came up behind him and pounded on it with a sledgehammer.

Big brother Ben was doubled over the rusting safety rail, spitting down at the water on the pretext of ‘testing the wind direction’. The older of the two by mere minutes, he was ordinarily the more responsible, but he, like Bill, had definitely overdone it the night before.

His girlfriend of sorts, and third member of the X-Crew, Mary, was sitting in a pile of fabric – apparently a blanket – at his feet, nursing a cup of hot water with strange-smelling leaves in it. A healthy pick-me-up, allegedly, but she appears to be torn between sipping on it and dragging on her cigarette, all the while twisting a lock of her already curly, long auburn hair around her index finger. Hailing from Belfast in Northern Ireland, she claims she has a nervous disposition (which explains her stutter and the fact that she chain-smokes), and that she is hanging out with Bill and Ben to overcome some unknown event in a past life that traumatised her and gave her this disposition. She also has a healthy dose of Catholic guilt, and this is not quite balanced by an even healthier dose of new age hippydom. She won’t imbibe anything that she feels is injurious to either body or soul. Except cigarettes and various classified drugs. The guilt associated with poisoning her ‘temple’, coupled with her nervousness and a constant battle with her Catholic roots, make for a great psychosis and leave her almost entirely unable to achieve anything – particularly giving up cigarettes. She has a cigarette because she’s nervous. Then she feels guilty about polluting her body, starts getting more nervous, and so has to have another cigarette to calm her down. After every second cigarette she thinks about giving up. That makes her nervous too, so she lights another cigarette. Most of her conversations revolve around this conundrum, so everyone generally ignores her. That also makes her nervous.

Ben was wearing a pair of once-were-khaki shorts, full of holes, from which protruded the skinniest legs in all existence, these being securely tied into the biggest and most colourful pair of Docs ever made. This incredibly stylish outfit was completed by his X-Crew T-shirt. These had been designed by Bill, and he’d proudly handed them out to the rest of the gang. They were white (originally) and featured a large black ‘X’ on the back, while on the front the words ‘DON’T LOOK DOWN’ were emblazoned in further bold black lettering across the torso area. Bill thought this was hilarious – particularly around women – as people invariably did look down on reading the message. Mary refused to wear hers.

Ben straightened up and shouted back to Bill, “Bollocks, wind’s getting up! Harness looks fine from here, mate. Give it a yank and toss him over the side.”

Bill smiled. “Alright Kevin, don’t you worry about a thing – this is the most fun you’ll ever have with just an elevated platform and a thin piece of rubber – apart from sex on top of a refrigerator.”

And so, the moment had arrived. Kevin peered gingerly over the edge of the bridge and felt his head swim. Sheer cliff wall, more sheer cliff wall, and then… yet more sheer cliff wall. Oh, and halfway down, here and there, a few trees and shrubs clinging for dear life onto… sheer cliff wall.

He had previously thought to follow this stunt up with a skydive on his twenty-sixth birthday, but was already making alternative plans.

For now, not wanting to appear a wuss in front of his new buddies, he climbed over the safety rail and stood, staring fixedly at a seagull flying level with him. Unfortunately, as he did so the gull decided to do a straight dive toward the water below, and suddenly – though definitely not intentionally – Kevin found himself following it.

As he lurched off the parapet he felt as light as a feather, as if he were suspended by nothing but air. Gravity was clearly busy on another job elsewhere – probably terrifying passengers on board a 747 caught in turbulence. But she quickly realised she was needed and rode into town on her trusty steed with most of her usual associates in tow: Abject Terror, Nauseating Feeling in Stomach and Sudden Bad Hair Day. She gripped Kevin with her talons, filled his veins with lead and his bowels with liquid, and let him go.

At that point all her associates joined in and escorted him the rest of the way down. All, that is, but for Blood-Curdling Scream, who was also running a bit late. He’d been hanging around a bunch of eight-year-olds in the haunted house of a theme park and had been having so much fun that he’d completely missed Gravity’s call. He arrived, apologised to Gravity and Friends for his tardiness, and made up for his impropriety with a vengeance.

“Fuck… FUCK… F-U-U-U-C-K M-E-E-E-E!”

Kevin wasn’t sure if he was screaming this out loud or just whispering it quietly in his own head.

Plummeting.

But his throat felt sore, so he guessed it must be out loud.

Really, really plummeting.

He closed his eyes, too afraid to look, and his mind was instantly filled with visions as his life flashed before him. Momma Maude, smiling, always so long-suffering. Him serving his famous fish butties to appreciative customers in the local chippie. Red minis, toasters, strange apparitions…

He opened his eyes, then closed them tightly again.

Definitely still plummeting.

The sound of the wind roaring in his ears was now drowning out the sound of his own screaming.

Well, that’s a bonus.

Meanwhile, up on the bridge, Ben wandered nonchalantly over to Bill’s side.

“Nice one, Kev!” He cupped his hands and leaned over the parapet to shout this, then turned to Bill. “Good job, mate – glad you were able to find a decent section of railing.”

Bill looked bewildered, “Yeah… railing. Um, remind me what I needed that for?”

Now it was Ben’s turn for bafflement, “Err… to tie the bungee onto?”

At that, Bill turned white, then some other colour between red and cardiac-arrest-purple. And then he started to shake with all the vigour of someone who thinks they’ve just won the lottery but realises in the same instant that they’ve forgotten to renew their ticket. “Shit, shit, shit!”

“Don’t worry, mate, I’m sure it’ll hold,” said Ben with a perplexed smile.

Bill scrambled to the coiled bungee and started screaming, “No! You don’t understand, mate…” He faltered, then held up the other, totally unfettered end of the rope. “I didn’t tie it to frikkin’ anything!”

“Oh, jeez, mate, how many times do I have to say it – one end to the person, the other end to a solid object of some sort!”

Mary, suspecting something was up, strolled over to see what the fuss was about. The casual stroll quickly turned into an epileptic jig as she attempted to light an entire pack of cigarettes while they were still in the box, and simultaneously scalded her hands with her cup of hot water.

Kevin, on the other hand – being blissfully unaware of the disaster unfolding above him and the fact that he was playing a starring role in it – was beginning to feel quite optimistic.

Still most certainly plummeting, but it seems like I’ve slowed down a bit. Pah-leez let it be ending.

He opened his eyes again. Thank god, I’m closer to the ground! Not too far now. Ooh, look, a butterfly! I wonder whether…

“Morning, Kevin.”

Kevin was startled out of his reverie. Looking to his left, he was somewhat surprised to see a floating, semi-transparent head with a faint golden glow about it. It looked remarkably like a ghostly version of John Cleese, sans body, and sounded that way too. “What the…” And then his heart sank as recognition slowly dawned. “No, no, no… not you again!”

The head was falling calmly with him, smiling serenely.

Kevin grimaced. “Something bad’s gonna happen, isn’t it?”

“Could be,” answered the Head.

“Dammit, why don’t you stay away from me? If you’d only stay away I wouldn’t get into these situations all the time.”

“Okay, but you do realise that you’re plummeting at about a hundred and sixty miles an hour toward some very large, very sharp rocks?”

“I know, and if you’d just go away then any second now the bungee’ll take and I’ll start to slow down.”

And then he heard a new voice to his right. “That’s if they tie the other end on quickly enough.”

“Oh shit, and here’s Tweedledum. Do you two always haunt people in pairs? Whoa! What do you mean ‘if they tie the other end on quickly enough’? The other end of what?”

“The bungee. Bill duffed it,” said Head No. 2.

“Yup,” said Head No. 1, looking skyward. “They’re up there now, panicking. They were going to try to tie it to something, but then they figured they didn’t have enough time. So now they’re just holding onto it and praying. Sweet, really.”

Head No. 2 bobbed, as if it were nodding in agreement. “Mary’s helping, but she keeps letting go to draw on her fag.”

“Tricky situation you’re in,” said Head No. 1, “but if you insist, we’ll leave.”

Kevin looked down. Funny, I don’t seem to have gotten any closer to the ground, but it still feels like I’m falling really, really fast. Yep, hurtling earthward. Make a decision!

“Okay, wait…” As he said this he passed the seagull at blinding speed, almost hitting it. It squawked indignantly, but then seemed to realise which one of them had more reason to be worried and flew off, cackling as it went.

“Shit, okay… do something, will you!”

Head No. 1 looked thoughtfully at him. “Hmmm… No, it’s fine – really. We’ll go.”

“Oh ferchrisake, this is going to hurt,” Kevin howled.

“Probably,” said Head No. 2. “In fact, no, definitely. But not for long.”

“Look, just stop messing about and help me. I’ll do anything!”

Head No.1 raised its eyebrows at this. “Anything?”

“Name it.”

Head No. 2 scowled. “You know, all these times we’ve saved your sorry arse and you’ve never said that!”

“Indeed,” said Head No. 1. “We were beginning to think you were an ungrateful sod.”

Head No. 2 turned away, looking hurt. “Almost decided not to bother any more.”

“Quite so,” said Head No. 1. “You’re lucky he won at cards last night. He wanted to give it one more try and I said, ‘No, no way – that boy’s a hopeless case.’ So we played a game of poker over it.”

“And I’d have lost too – if it weren’t for the Ace and King up my sleeve.”

“He cheats – good thing for you that I let him.”

“Look,” said Kevin, “this is all very interesting and I’m dying – shit, wrong word – to hear more, but I can’t concentrate because I keep thinking about sushi.”

Head No. 2’s face lit up. “Sushi? Ooh, I love sushi, we went to this…”

But Head No. 1 shushed him. “Not now, Michael. I think it’s time we helped the poor creature.”

“Ah,” said Head No. 2. “Yes, of course. Sorry, Gabriel. Okay, Kevin, close your eyes and try to ignore the sound of your bones breaking and piercing your flesh as you smash through the trees that we’re going to push you into in order to break your fall.”

“What? What the hell kind of a rescue operation is this?”

Head No. 2 chuckled. “Kidding. Here goes.”

Bill, Ben and Mary felt the bungee rope begin to go taut in their hands and braced themselves against the railing. Mary was trying to figure out how she would ever forgive herself for letting this happen as it was clearly all her fault.

Bill, now looking yet more purple, was breathing hard. “Oh jeez, I don’t believe this.”

And then the rope began to slip through their collective fingers.

“Shit, guys, hold tighter!” yelled Ben, who seemed to think that this might still make a difference, but as he yelled a strong gust of wind came up and they could all feel the rope pulling off to the side. “No! He’s gonna hit the cliff. Quick – haul on it as hard as you can!”

At that moment, down at the other end of the bungee, Kevin felt himself being gently caressed by the leaves of trees. It was as if they were the softest hands of silk, subtly slowing his fall, like he was floating down through the tree on a cloud of cotton wool.

Then he slammed into a branch and had the wind knocked out of him. He’d just caught his breath in time to begin querying whether the Head had in fact been kidding when he heard what he thought was the sound of his bones breaking and piercing his flesh. Bastards lied to me. And then he realised that it was in fact the sound of branches snapping as his body weight overcame their ability to bear him. They were scratching the hell out of him – and his clothes – and causing a lot of pain, but no bones appeared uninvited through his skin. He was about to utter a sigh of relief when he abruptly hit the ground, bounced once, spun headlong through a thicket, and came to a dead stop against an obscenely hard boulder.

“Bingo!” cried a distant voice.

“What?” wheezed Kevin, confused.

And then he passed out.

*   *   *

I’ve had this dream before. Stop poking me.

“Not a dream – it’s not dreaming, is it, Gabriel?”

Weird, glowing heads, peering at me over the edge of a tiny basket, my tiny hands… tiny hands? Shit, it’s me as a baby! In a basket. Outside Momma Maude’s.

“Don’t think so, Michael. Don’t know humans that well though. Poke it with that stick again.”

No! Don’t poke me! I’m enjoying being unconscious. It feels safe. Ow!

“Seems awake, Gabriel me old mate. They don’t dream when they’re awake, do they?”

“Don’t think so… although I’ve heard of daydreams. Maybe it’s doing that?”

“Well, make it stop. We’ve got work to do. And it said ‘Anything’.”

“That it did, Michael old chum. Drop that rock on it and see if that helps.”

“Won’t that hurt? We might break it. How much can it take?”

Oh, please shut up. And go away with that rock. No, no! Ouch, ouch, “Ouch, that hurt!” yelped Kevin, opening his eyes.

“Morning, Kevin. Looks okay, doesn’t it, Gabriel?”

Kevin glared at the Head, then sat up and studied himself. He was horrified by what he saw. “Looks okay? Hell, look closer! I’m a wreck, my clothes are ruined. I thought you guys were rescuing me?”

“Complains a lot though, doesn’t it? What do you think, Gabriel? Shall we hang it back up on that rope thingy again and forget the whole idea?”

“You can’t… you wouldn’t… can you do that?”

Head No. 2 grinned. “Sure, we can do anything. Time forward, time backward, time stand still. Takes a little practice, but once you’ve got it it’s great fun, isn’t it, Gabriel? Especially when you’ve been smoking those weird-smelling cigarettes, or after you’ve had a few too many drinks. You should see how much fun we have then!”

“Michael, too much information. Kevin, pleased to meet you… again, that is. I am Gabriel, and my over-sharing friend – and faithful gambling and drinking partner here – is Michael.”

Head No. 1 – the John Cleese lookalike – was doing the introductions.

Kevin nodded. “Thrilled, I’m sure. But why haven’t you got any bodies?”

“Oh, I do apologise,” said Gabriel. “This must all be a little disconcerting for you.”

“A little bloody disconcerting! I’ve just broken the sound barrier in an all-out ultimate free-fall off a bloody bridge, been rescued – and I use the term very loosely – by Casper’s weird brothers – just their heads, mind – only to find that my so-called rescuers were actually hell-bent on causing me as much pain as possible by pulling me through a tree backwards… at full tilt. Not to mention the fact that you guys always turn up, it seems, when the shit is about to hit my particular fan in an Armageddon-ish kind of way. Disconcerting is not the first bloody word that springs to mind.”

“Touchy, isn’t it, Gabriel?”

“Yes, Michael, but perhaps the fault is partly ours. Maybe we should give it some time to gather its wits, then we should explain ourselves to the poor creature.”

“Right-oh, Gabriel – tell it what we need.”

Kevin let out an exasperated sigh. “Look, would you please stop referring to me as ‘it’ and ‘creature’. I am ‘he’, or Kevin, that’s all.”

Gabriel frowned. “Okay… he. Now, you should probably let your, err… friends know you’re alright. Climb back up this rather high cliff wall and give them some plausible explanation for what happened.”

“How the hell do I make surviving this sound plausible?”

Gabriel appeared unconcerned by this. “You’ll think of something. Now run along and we’ll come and find you later.”

“Fine. Just bloody fine.”

Kevin untied his feet from the bungee harness, stood and brushed himself off. His clothes had definitely seen better days, but the cuts and bruises on his skin seemed to be fading already. He turned, shook his head numbly and started to climb.

The Heads watched him go.

“Wasn’t very grateful was it, Gabriel?”

“Not to worry, Michael, he’ll come around.”

Bill, Ben and Mary, meanwhile, were frantically climbing down the cliff. Well, Bill and Ben were climbing, Mary was just frantic. She kept swinging her leg over the railing, stopping there for a minute, poised, and then swivelling back to safety.

Bill was moving fast, shouting as he went, “Kevin, Kevin! It’s Bill. Can you hear me?”

He found a small outcrop to stand on, cupped his hands and shouted again. “Kevin, I’m sorry mate, please be alive! Kevin!”

“It’s okay, Bill.”

“Huh? What was that? Hello? Kevin? Oh my god, I’ve killed him and now I’m hearing his voice in my head. I knew I shouldn’t have gotten so trashed last night. He’s going to haunt me forever.”

“Bill, stop whining. I’m here, I’m fine.”

Bill glanced around anxiously, and then spotted Kevin standing on a nearby ledge. His jaw dropped.

“Kevin? Bloody sweet mother of… it’s really you! I thought you were a gonner, mate! Man am I glad to see you!” He scrambled toward Kevin, flung his arms around him, then tilted his head back and yelled, “Ben, Mary, I’ve found Kev… he’s okay!”

Kevin winced. “Jesus, Bill, shut up will you, you’re giving me a headache. Let’s just get to the top so I can beat the crap out of you without falling off this cliff again.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry mate, anything… anything you want,” said Bill, releasing Kevin and taking a step back. “Here, give me your hand – I’ll pull you up.”

“Bill, you just let me bungee jump off a seven-hundred-foot-high bridge and forgot to tie the other end of the bungee rope to anything. There is no fucking way on earth that I am going to give you my hand or accept any form of help from you right now.”

“Yeah, right, sorry about that. Felt a bit crook this morning. Wasn’t paying attention.”

“Clearly,” hissed Kevin as he began climbing.

Arriving at the bridge, they rolled over the railing to find Mary hopping from one foot to the other, grinning insanely and saying absolutely nothing. Ben, standing beside her, was grinning too.

“Ben, Mary,” said Bill, “look… it’s Kev, he made it… it’s really him, in the flesh!”

“I can see that,” said Ben, “but I’m not believing it. How the hell did you survive that, mate?”

Having had little time to concoct his story, Kevin sidestepped the question. “Look, guys, could we talk about this later? I feel like shit and I think I smell like it too… I’m not ashamed to admit that there’s something soft and tube-like in my underpants, and it’s not my dick.”

Bill wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, mate, you do smell a bit iffy… didn’t want to say anything though, seen as what you’ve just been through.”

“Bill, shut it,” said Ben. “Let’s go back to the campsite so Kevin can sort himself out, then he can tell us all about it.”

They ambled off the bridge, with Mary – still silently hopping from one foot to the other – trailing behind, and occasionally reaching out to touch her blanket, which was now wrapped around Kevin’s shoulders. As soon as they got to the camp Kevin went over to the shower block. Half an hour later, a little cleaner and wearing a fresh set of clothes, he zipped himself up inside his tent and lay down. His head was pounding and he felt exhausted, which had been a good excuse to avoid having to sit with the others, who he knew were dying to question him.

Feel like a zombie. How am I going to explain this one… tell the guys the truth? Knowing them, they’d probably believe the truth – if only I could believe it myself! Were those Heads for real? And why do I see them every time anything dreadful is about to happen? Poof, there they are. Never seen them as clearly as this time, though. They’ve never spoken to me before either. And what was the deal with me as a baby. Seems they were there then, too. Hmmm… feel sleepy… think I’ll just have a little doze…

*   *   *

As Kevin sank into a fitful sleep, Otto Grossman, some twelve thousand kilometres north of him in Vienna, Austria, was sinking into something else.

Or rather someone else.

He liked to call it his ‘Happy Place’, but the young (albeit ‘of age’) Thai prostitute upon whom he was living out his particularly savage version of a sexual fantasy would undoubtedly have had a different name for it, had he been asked.

Of course, no one was ever interested in the rent boy’s opinion, least of all Otto, who was only interested in getting his money’s worth as he grunted away in his efforts at satisfying his – as he described them – ‘unique personal needs’.

These needs revolved partly around inflicting cruel, physical pain on other creatures – man or beast – and Otto had spent a great deal of time figuring out ways to fulfil them. As the master of the boarding house at an expensive Piarist school for boys on the outskirts of Vienna, he had many opportunities to do so, for while the nation had banned corporal punishment, it had done so rather begrudgingly, and it was still generally accepted that sometimes there was just nothing else that would correct bad behaviour quite as well as a good whack with a cane. As such, the school turned a blind eye to the occasional beatings. After all, they helped build character.

And so Otto cherished hearing the knock of some disobedient, disrespectful, or downright naughty child who’d been sent to his door by a teacher who’d deemed that detention would be an insufficient penalty for their transgressions.

But while these little moments of merriment offered some gratification, they failed to assuage the erotic aspect of his unique personal needs, for Otto was not interested in his charges in that way. Hence his frequent visits to the local bordello, where he could unleash both the callous and carnal components of his deviant nature in one barbaric frenzy.

In a strange way, Otto perfectly resembled his given name. That is, if you stood the word ‘Otto’ up vertically with the capital ‘O’ as its base, you’d have a good idea of what he looked like.

Round. Not just round, but round and sweaty. Always. And all his roundness was accentuated by his very large, very round spectacles. These gave him an owl-like appearance, and he was constantly adjusting them on his nose in order to glare scornfully at some unfortunate boy who’d irked him in some inexplicable way.

As for his sweatiness, this was aggravated by absolutely any form of physical activity. He would break into a sweat merely by lifting a stein of beer to his lips – another of his favourite pastimes. One side effect of this sweatiness was that the long fringe of his thinning brown hair always appeared to be pasted to his pale white forehead in a style that was distinctly reminiscent of another, far more famous Austrian. The other side effect was that his palms were constantly cold and damp, such that if you ever had the misfortune of having to shake his hand you would feel rather like you were holding the tentacle of a recently dead octopus.

You should get from all this that we don’t like Otto. In fact, we dislike Otto intensely. But then nobody likes Otto, least of all his long-suffering wife who – while knowing that he harbours an alter ego more vicious than Attila the Hun – is far too afraid of him to share her concerns with anyone else. This fear is particularly acute after one of his all-too-frequent stein-raising evenings, following which Otto’s precariously bottled propensity for violence is unbottled more explosively than a warm, shaken can of soda on a hot summer’s day.

And that brings us back to the Thai delicacy. Having played out his brutal fantasies with a selection of chains, gags, whips, branding irons and other tools of torture that had left his victim burned, battered and bruised, Otto was now feeling much better. Time for a beer, he thought, smiling to himself as he stepped out onto the street in front of the Romanian brothel in one of Vienna’s seedier districts.

A creature of habit, he’d been frequenting this particular establishment for almost a year now and had come to be recognised as a regular both within its walls and at the pub down the street that he always visited immediately after.

He turned in its direction – toward the sound of music and the laughter of intoxicated patrons – tightened the button on his clerical collar and adjusted his coat to keep the cold night air from his neck.

Yes, Otto mused, a few beers, and then home to teach that bitch a lesson… and in the morning a spot of gardening.

At the thought of his garden – his pride and joy – he smiled again, then pushed his way in through the doors of the pub.

He glanced around at all the usual faces in all their usual places, then nodded to himself, satisfied that everything was as it should be, just the same as it always was, just as he liked it.

“Except for one thing”, he said quietly, patting the small white envelope with its large, red, wax seal in his coat pocket.


Chapter 2 | Revelations I

“Evening, Kevin.”

John Cleese. Trying to get the Major to put down his shotgun as the war is over and there are no Germans in the bar at Fawlty Towers. “Vermin,” said Kevin out loud, still asleep.

“I beg your pardon. That’s not very nice. Gabriel, he called us vermin!”

“It’s all right, Michael. Don’t get so upset.”

“Shall I get a rock again?”

“No, no, he’s stirring. Come on, Kevin, wakey-wakey.”

Kevin groaned and opened his eyes. “You two are back?”

The two Heads were hanging over him in mid-air.

“Yes, it’s us,” said Gabriel. “Shhh, they’ll hear you outside. They’ve been whispering amongst themselves all evening, trying to work out how you did it.”

“Yes – and being very happy that you did do it.” Michael was absent-mindedly studying something in the roof of the tent as he spoke.

“Sit up, Kevin, we need to talk. How are you feeling?” Gabriel asked this with an almost genuine look of concern.

“I was fine, but now your whole floating head act is making me feel a bit weird again.”

“Ah, sorry,” said Gabriel. “All right, Michael, let’s give ourselves bodies – remember, like we practised.”

Kevin watched as the Heads closed their eyes and strained. It appeared to him rather like the two of them were desperately trying to overcome a severe bout of constipation while simultaneously calculating exactly what E=mc2 worked out to, but eventually – with a strange popping sound – first one Head and then the other grew a body… of sorts. The bodies were wearing flowing robes – semi-transparent, and with the same eerie glow as the heads.

Michael opened his eyes, looking very pleased with himself. “There, is that better?”

Kevin grimaced. “Now there’s a relative term. Frying pans and fires spring to mind. Lovely. Just get on with your story.”

Gabriel hesitated, confused by the frying pan/fire reference, then began, “Right… um, anyway, remember you said that you’d do anything we asked?”

“Ye-e-e-s? Bearing in mind that I was under extreme duress at the time. This had better not be any more insane than, well… hell, compared to talking to ghosts maybe anything would be reasonable. What do you want from me?”

Gabriel didn’t seem happy at the mention of duress, but he continued anyway. “Well, we have something we need you to help us with.”

Kevin snorted. “Yup, I can understand you guys needing help! So, what is it you want me to help you with?”

There was a brief silence as Gabriel thought about how best to phrase his next words, and then, as he was about to speak, Michael butted in, “Well, it’s a kind of a mission.”

Kevin laughed. “A ‘mission’? What exactly does that mean?”

Michael began wringing his hands with excitement. “A quest, you know – a search for something really important… journey all over the world, see interesting places, meet interesting people.” He seemed to glow brighter with every word, as if the very idea were energising him.

Gabriel interjected, “Calm down, Michael. Let me do the talking. A mission, Kevin, of the utmost importance. A mission so critical that its failure would… well, we must not fail… the world would never be the same. Anyway, we need you.”

“Fine, fine, but what are you looking for?”

“Err,” Gabriel looked sheepish, “something we lost…”

Michael interrupted. “Yes, a long time ago… very long. Don’t know where or when we lost it exactly, but we did.”

“So, you’ve lost something.”

“That’s right!” said Michael. “Something very important!”

Kevin nodded, “…and you want me to help you find it.”

“Exactly!” Gabriel threw up his glowing arms as if he’d explained everything perfectly and that it was all far easier than he’d expected.

Kevin sighed, frustrated, “And that thing would be…?”

Gabriel frowned and rubbed his chin. “Aren’t you listening? Something we lost. Good heavens.”

Kevin raised his voice, “Yes, but…”

“And we need to find it, stupid!” said Michael with a huff.

A silence followed. Kevin stared at the floor trying to cool his anger while the two apparitions pretended they were picking lint off of their ethereal robes.

Eventually Kevin spoke again. “Okay, but what did you…”

“God! There, I’ve said it!” exclaimed Gabriel. “We lost God.”

“I’m sorry?”

“No need to apologise, it was probably our fault really – well, Michael’s, actually,” said Gabriel.

“No, for fuck… I meant… did you say…?” Kevin spluttered, and then he gave up trying to find the words.

Now it was Michael who looked sheepish. “It’s like Gabriel said. We want you to help us find God.”

“Be quiet, Michael,” Gabriel hissed, “I said I’d do the talking. You see, Kevin, we are Angels, and we have come to Earth to find God. Um… It… I mean, He… is missing.”

There was a further, decidedly uneasy silence as Kevin mulled this over. He could hear the muted tones of Bill, Ben and Mary chatting outside, and the crackling of a fire that was reflecting a warm, yellow-red light off his tent.

He wavered for a brief moment longer, then shook his head. “Look, gentlemen, I have to say thank you very much for saving my life. And I also have to say that you are both completely off your trolleys. At best, I think, you’re just a couple of ghosts that like to play tricks. I’ve heard of people seeing ghosts. Even believed it was true because I kept catching glimpses of you two. But I do not believe for one instant that you are Angels. Hell, you don’t even have any wings.”

Michael sighed. “Sorry Gabriel, you were right. He doesn’t believe us – after all that! I’ll pay you your winnings later.” He stood up, and the top half of his body disappeared through the roof of the tent, leaving just his waist and legs visible inside.

“Michael, be careful! We don’t know whether the ones outside can also see us. Get back in here, now!” Gabriel turned to Kevin and continued, “Look, Kevin, this is very important.”

“Important to you, it may be,” said Kevin, “but to normal, sane people it sounds just plain stupid. Apart from your whole ‘we’re Angels’ claim, how on earth do you suppose I would believe that you could ‘lose’ God?”

“It’s true, I tell you,” said Gabriel. “He had a meeting here on Earth with a few people. A while back. Off He went, quite happy, and next thing we know we haven’t heard from Him for… well, quite a long time. We’ve been trying to find Him all by ourselves for years and years. Nothing. Then I came up with the brilliant idea of getting a human to help us. It took ages, and lots of planning…”

“I helped,” said Michael, sounding a bit put out. “I did!” he said again, looking earnestly at Gabriel.

“…and we’ve spent the last goodness knows how long setting you up and trying to attract your attention.”

Kevin eyed Gabriel dubiously. “Okay… look, you seem very sincere, if not slightly misguided. And I’m never one to turn down a bit of an adventure. So, let’s assume for a second that I’m going to ‘help’ you – whatever that may mean. Let’s say I toss my total disbelief aside for one moment and… no, wait, this is insane. Why the hell would God want to materialise on Earth? Why would I believe He’s here? I mean, look at this place! It’s a mess. If God is here He’s doing a really bad job of sorting the problems out. And anyway, I don’t believe in God!”

Michael huffed, “He doesn’t believe in God, Gabriel… why don’t you believe in God, Kevin? Look at all this marvellous creation! Who do you think did all that?”

“Nature, it’s all just a game of chance – like our lives are. There’s no divine hand at work. The best we can hope for is that if we do some good then some good will happen to us. And anyway, which God are we talking about? The Christian version? The Muslim version? Or maybe it’s the Jewish one – or the Hindus’, in which case you’d have to clarify exactly which one of their four main Gods or 33-million odd avatars you’ve lost.”

Gabriel frowned. “Well, you see, that is part of our little problem, and it’s made things far more difficult than we expected. I think. Actually, I can’t remember for sure how difficult we expected it to be… in fact, neither of us can remember too much generally. It’s been aeons since we began our search and we’ve been skipping backwards and forwards through time too, trying to find leads.”

“That’s true,” said Michael. “And we haven’t been able to figure out why there are all these religions, and which one is the right one. So, the God we’re looking for could be from any of the religions and that’s an awful lot of leads to follow!”

Kevin lay back on his mattress and clasped his hands behind his head, thinking. Someone out by the campfire had picked up a guitar, and Kevin smiled at the irony as the opening bars of ‘Stairway to Heaven’ reached his ears. “Okay, but if He is here then why aren’t all these problems being solved? Why isn’t the world like the Garden of Eden or something?”

Gabriel glanced at Michael, “W-e-e-l-l… we think there might have been a problem…”

Michael jumped in. “Just a small one, of course.”

“… in that, well, something might have… must have happened to Him. We’ve lost Him and He’s lost us – forgotten who He is, maybe. He was quite old… dementia perhaps?”

“You two are really worrying me. How the hell would God forget who He is? He’s God, for Chrissake! Sorry. And how come you can’t remember much? What does that mean? You’re Angels, supposedly, and, what… you’ve lost your memories? Is everyone in Heaven having a senior moment?”

Gabriel looked very uncomfortable. “Well, we don’t know if something did happen to Him, it’s just that we’ve heard things and it’s probably the best explanation. And as for our memories, we’ve been out of touch with Heaven for a long time. We aren’t what we were when we were there, erm, wherever that is. Our memories have kind of just… faded.”

“It’s been a few thousand years, you know! Can’t expect us to remember everything!” exclaimed Michael.

“Michael, shush!”

“Whoa there, boys! A few thousand years! God’s been missing for a few thousand years?”

“Michael! I told you not to mention that. Now look what you’ve done. Yes, Kevin. Not sure how many thousands though. Like I said, we keep going backwards and forwards through time to see if we can find leads, so we lose track a bit.”

Kevin shook his head and laughed, then stood and walked, stooping, toward the zipped-up entrance of the tent.

“Where are you going?” Gabriel asked, his voice filled with concern.

“Are you going to help us?” Michael asked pleadingly.

Kevin grunted. “You two are crazy fuckers, you know that?” Unzipping the tent, he peered outside. He could see Bill, sitting on a cooler box, writing in his diary, as he always did after a ‘big event’. Ben, having switched from ‘Stairway’ to ‘Across the Universe’, was singing quietly as he strummed away on the guitar while gazing adoringly at Mary, who was dancing around the campfire – though clearly to a completely different tune.

Kevin watched her for a moment, smiling, then turned back to the Angels. “I need to think. I’ll get back to you.” And with that, he stepped out and walked over to his buddies.

Mary spotted him approaching and stopped, mid-pirouette, gawking at him.

“Evening all,” said Kevin.

Ben fumbled a chord. Bill looked up so quickly he almost gave himself whiplash. Silence. They all just stared at him, with expressions ranging from surprise to consternation, while the light from the fire flickered on their faces.

Mary – totally out of character – was the first to speak, “K-K-Kevin, how… how’re you feeling?”

“A little bruised… definitely shocked, Mary. Thanks for asking.”

Bill stood, retrieved a beer from the cooler, and passed it to Kevin. “Get that in yerself, mate – you’ll feel much better.”

Kevin chuckled. “Thought you’d never offer. This one’s going to go down like a homesick mole.”

Realising he was in good spirits, the others relaxed a little.

“Man, that was some ride,” Ben giggled. “I can’t believe you survived it, but I think we can all agree that you’ve earned the right to be an official, decorated member of the X-Crew! Bill, T-shirt the man.”

“It’d be an honour. There you go, Kev,” said Bill, tossing an X-Crew shirt to Kevin.

“Cheers!” they chimed in unison.

“Now, with that said, you absolutely have to tell us what happened,” Ben pleaded.

Kevin sighed. He’d put together a rough story, based around the facts, but with the obvious omission of any mention of Angels. “Well, there’s not a lot to tell, really… just remember falling, like forever. And then the wind started blowing me towards the trees sticking out from the cliff wall – I told you we were too close to the frikkin’ side! And then I’m eating leaves and birds’ nests and stuff and rolling down a tree trunk. Just bloody lucky, I guess.”

The three of them looked at him with some disdain. He could tell they were unconvinced. “Sorry, it’s not much of a story, is it?” said Kevin. “But that’s all there is.” Then he laughed. “Next time you go, Bill, you’ll be relying on me to tie the bungee.”

Bill shifted uncomfortably and tried to smile. “Yeah, right mate, anything you want… you have forgiven me though, right? I mean, no harm no foul?”

“Well, Bill, if you’re a Buddhist you might want to worry about some bad karma coming your way, but otherwise you’re okay.”

They sat the rest of the night and chatted. They were all relaxed and happy. Bill, as usual, put his Bob Marley tape into the tiny sound system and cranked the volume up way too high. The tape was stretched from incessant playing and it sounded like shit. Several joints went around, and the conversation was easy, but every so often Kevin caught one or the other of them staring at him, perplexed. Eventually the beer, weed and adrenaline wear-off did their thing and they all started to tire. Kevin went to bed first. He gingerly stuck his head into his tent, half-expecting to see his two new acquaintances sitting inside, but they were gone.

Bill, Ben and Mary stayed up for a while longer, talking quietly about Kevin, until the Marley tape came to an abrupt end.

“Look guys,” said Ben, standing up, “I think we should stick with him – no matter what he says. Something weird has happened here and I think we need to keep an eye on him.”

“Agreed,” said Bill and Mary in unison.

“Anyway, I’m buggered. Time to crash. Coming, Mer?”

Mary nodded, extending her hand. Ben pulled her to her feet and they walked arm-in-arm, her head resting on his shoulder, whispering to each other as they went.

Finding himself alone by the fire, Bill cracked open another beer, hauled out his diary and made a few more notes. If he’d looked carefully into the surrounding forest he would have seen a pair of eyes – red, evil and full of malice – staring at him, but as it was his own eyes were pretty red too, and he did not sense the watcher. He dozed off where he was, and only crawled into his tent after the fire died and cold woke him several hours later.

The eyes were still there. They stayed all night. Watching. Never blinking. Cold.

At five a.m. Kevin felt a change in the air in his tent and began to stir. Another dream? Oh good.

“Morning Kevin!”

“Not morning. Go away.”

“It’s me, Gabriel.”

“And Michael.”

“Whatever. Still not morning. Go away.”

“Look,” said Gabriel, “I just thought I should remind you that you did say ‘Anything’, you know, and…well, we really need your help. Will you please help us?”

Kevin sat up, stretched and yawned. “Gabriel, like I said, you two are completely fucking nuts, so…” – he paused for effect – “so yes – of course I’m going to help you.”

The Angels beamed.

“But before you get all excited, there’s a few questions that need answering.”

Gabriel looked concerned. “Ah. And those would be?”

“Well, first of all, exactly how are we going to do this? I mean, we’re going to have to travel, right? You did say that. It seems you guys have no problem getting around, but for me it’s going to be a little more difficult. We’re going to need money, and I haven’t got a lot. But apart from that, where do we actually begin this… um, search?”

“I’m not sure. We’re still working on that – trying to remember where we last saw God,” said Gabriel.

“R-r-right,” said Kevin, shaking his head. “Okay, so for now we just need to worry about getting hold of some cash. Any suggestions?”

“Ah, yes, well Michael had an idea, but I’m not too happy with it – partly because it would involve you – all of us – in a bit of cheating.”

Kevin laughed. “A bit of cheating? Really?”

“Yes,” Michael interjected, “but cheating is a very important part of any game, you know. It takes skill. So, generally, we don’t mind cheating…”

“As long as everybody playing knows they’re allowed to cheat… and nobody gets hurt.” Gabriel underlined this point with a stern look at Michael.

“Yes, of course, no one must get hurt.”

“Cool, so what’s the idea?” asked Kevin.

“Gambling!” Michael exclaimed, clearly thrilled at the thought. “There’s a casino a few hundred kilometres from here. You could have your friends drop you there, and we’ll do a bit of cheat… err… use our skills to nudge the odds in your favour – and hey, presto! You’ll have all the money you need.”

“Brilliant!” said Kevin. “I’m up for that!”

But Gabriel didn’t look happy. Kevin sighed, “What? What’s the matter?”

“Well,” said Gabriel, “technically people would get hurt. I mean, casinos definitely leave a lot of people poorer – suicidal even. Casinos never lose, people do. We’d be taking somebody else’s money.”

“Fine,” said Kevin. “So, what’s the alternative then?”

Both Kevin and Michael looked expectantly at Gabriel, but he was silent – clearly deep in thought.

“You don’t have one, do you?” said Kevin. “So, the casino it is then. What shall we play?”

Michael jumped up and down like a schoolkid. “Ooh, ooh, can we play poker again, Gabriel? Or maybe blackjack? Could we, please – pretty please?”

Gabriel shrugged. “Yes, yes, all right. Kevin, you go to this casino, and in the meantime I’ll have a think. Maybe I can come up with a better option between now and when you get there. Now come on, Michael, let’s be off – we have work to do.”

The Angels glowed brighter and then disappeared, Michael whooping for joy as he went.

*   *   *

Kevin stumbled out of his tent at 7am to find that all was peaceful and quiet around the campsite. He stabbed a stick into the ashes of the fire, tossed some kindling and a couple of logs onto the exposed coals and soon had enough heat to boil water for coffee. The smell of the morning air, the damp mustiness of the forest and the mingling of wood smoke and coffee created a sense of elation and invincibility in him. Somehow he felt like a kid again – no danger too fearsome, no obstacle too difficult to overcome. The world was his oyster. He had a purpose – a somewhat misguided, deluded and laughable purpose, but a purpose, nonetheless. And this time, he promised himself, he would not quit – although he did not in any way expect that this quest would produce quite the outcome the Angels were hoping for. But there was a puzzle here, and it was one he wanted to solve.

He was itching to get going. Time to rouse the rabble.

“Bill… Ben, Mary, you guys awake?” There was no reply. He called once more, “Bill!”

There was a shuffling from Bill’s tent and his head appeared from between the flaps. “Kevin, what’s up mate?” He was hung-over – again. He grimaced with pain as he looked up at Kevin, then thought he could smell that damn grizzly bear and glanced furtively back into his tent, just in case.

“Hey Bill,” Kevin smiled. “Let’s wake Ben and Mary. I want to get out of here – get some civilisation… well, after we get north of this hell-hole, that is.”

“Cool, carry on up the coast, you say? I’m game. Oi, Ben… Mary… time to blow this cookie stand!”

Mary popped her head out of the other tent and found herself squinting into the sun. “Um… um… what’s wrong? Where’re we going?” She looked worried, but then worry was always the first thing she did every morning. Her dawn ritual went something along the lines of: Wake up, don’t open eyes, check everything’s working first and that I haven’t died and ended up somewhere horrible. Okay… open eyes, check sleeping bag for snakes… without moving. Listen to breathing and heartbeat. All there? No odd wheezes or missed beats? Good, now it’s time to check the limbs. And so it went. On a good day it would take her two hours from the point she woke up to the point where she was ready to get out of bed, so Kevin surmised that she must have been awake for some time already.

He walked over and ruffled her matted hair. “Come on. After yesterday’s narrow escape I feel like lady luck is on my side and I have an urge to accompany her all the way to the bank. I’m talking an Eastern Cape road trip – cheap weed, cheap beer and… well, no roads, but then on to the casino near Port Edward! Civilisation!”

Ben slid out next to Mary, and the two of them exchanged a quizzical look.

“Um, sure thing Kev,” said Ben, “whatever you say. Let’s do it!”

And so their quiet little campsite was quickly transformed amid a buzz of activity. Tents were folded and bags were packed, beer stowed, and marijuana hidden away in secret places that, of course, everyone was quite convinced a policeman would never think to look.

The X-Crew’s vehicle completely reflected the characters of its various ‘owners’. She could be ‘difficult’, like Ben, when she unexpectedly veered off the road in a direction of her own choosing for no apparent reason. She could be just plain dumb, like Bill, when on occasion her brakes would fail just as she came face to face with a swamp, resulting in her getting stuck up to her axles in mud. Or she could be paranoid, like Mary, when she would break down just as the Crew were preparing to drive her onto a clifftop road with a three-hundred-foot drop on either side, said road being almost wide enough for a donkey. This last is of course quite flattering to Mary, who would get paranoid about walking on a tightrope while it was still lying on the ground.

This vehicle of character was affectionately known by all as ‘Nemesis’. Nemesis was a very beaten-up Land Rover (circa 1976) that really should have been retired quite a way’s back. She used to be white, before that military green. She had in fact been commissioned by the then Rhodesian Army and came complete with an extremely powerful ‘Ultra High Frequency’ military radio which Bill had played around with a few times before Ben pointed out that every dog in the neighbourhood seemed to howl whenever he did so, after which Bill – being a dog-lover – had refrained from turning the set on for fear of further harming his canine friends.

Nemesis was also a bit of a war hero and had seen and survived several battles. The last of these began with an ambush in which she was blown up by a landmine and subsequently peppered with AK-47 fire by freedom fighters in a small town near Rhodesia’s northern border. A soldier had bought the battered vehicle and lovingly restored her, helped most probably by the fact that he was a supplies officer and had a touch of Sergeant Bilko about him. A few bullet holes had been left in the bodywork for good effect. Nemesis was now painted in a kind of psychedelic, ‘all the colours of the rainbow’ livery. This had been provided, for the most part, by Mary, who felt that she had a deep understanding of Nemesis and, being Mary, forgave all the vehicle’s ‘little foibles’, as she called them.

Mary had, of course, objected to the Nemesis moniker, but Bill and Ben, being the maintenance men, had insisted that it was the most appropriate title and that it was going to stick. And Nemesis had lived up to the name in every possible respect and at every possible opportunity. It should be noted, however, that she was occasionally unfairly blamed for certain events that were clearly just reflections of, and caused by, the attention to detail (for which read lack thereof) normally demonstrated by the Crew.

On one particular occasion Bill had parked on a low hill overlooking the most beautiful azure-watered and white-beached bay. In the Crew’s impatience to get down to the ocean, Bill (according to Nemesis) had neglected to apply the parking brake. As the three intrepid explorers ran down the hill to the beach, the old vehicle, sensing a race to be won, happily trundled down the road after them, quietly passing them by. Bill, Ben and Mary all faltered in their run, looking somewhat confusedly at each other, the first question in all of their minds being ‘Who the fuck is driving our car?’ That thought was followed very quickly by ‘…?’ and further baffled glances from one to the other and back to Nemesis. This all took place in a remarkable air of quiet. Then all hell broke loose as the three of them realised that (a) Nemesis had no driver, (b) she had passed them and (c) she was picking up speed and would certainly very quickly be outpacing them. The Crew began a flat-out sprint as if a starting pistol had gone off behind them. They performed this sprint in the regular fashion of people running hopelessly after an inanimate object – waving their arms and shouting wildly at the object to stop. This is a very odd characteristic of humans. We know that inanimate objects have no hearing and we know that they are unable to act with intent to end their predicament or cause us deliberate harm. And yet we, being humans, swear at the hammer with which we have just pulped our thumbnail, look back accusingly at the stair that has just tripped us up, and glare angrily at the low beam upon which we have just gashed a hole in our forehead.

The reason for this behaviour could be that – deep down inside – we suspect that inanimate objects have a secret life of their own. We worry that perhaps the entire universe is filled with nasty little supposedly inanimate objects that are all playing tricks on us, the sole purpose of these tricks being to humiliate us so that every single thing in the universe can laugh at us. When we suddenly find that set of car keys – for which we have been searching for hours – in exactly the place we thought we’d left them, a place in which we are sure we looked twenty times over during our search, a little voice whispers in our head. And that little voice says, “Something moved these… Something weird is going on.” And we frown suspiciously at the keys and go about our business. Meanwhile, the keys are laughing hysterically, along with the piece of haddock that snuck itself down the back of the sofa last week. Of course, the other reason for this behaviour could simply be that we need to blame something, anything, for our own stupidity or clumsiness. Whatever the reason, the Crew behaved as humans do, and Nemesis behaved like a heavy object on wheels overcome by inertia. All of the Crew’s shouting and waving was, of course, to no avail, and Nemesis made the beach well ahead of everyone else and continued rolling out into the ocean waves before gently coming to a halt in the surf. The Crew gathered around the vexatious vehicle – which was by now emitting some very worrying bubbling, steaming and sloshing noises – and immediately began to question how this disaster had transpired. Eventually, as might be predicted, some odd quirk of Nemesis was blamed, though Mary secretly felt this was unfair and later, unseen by Bill and Ben, apologised to the battered old Landy.

And so it was into this psychedelically coloured, somewhat difficult, allegedly dumb and occasionally paranoid piece of steel and aluminium that the X-Crew, along with Kevin as their newest member, now loaded their gear.

As they roared away from the campsite at noon on that sunny Saturday in early April, a squat, bushy-haired creature with a part-human, part goat-like appearance scurried out of the bushes nearby. If the Crew hadn’t been playing Bob Marley so loudly they might have heard it hiss. If they had turned to look at it, the first thing that would have struck them was the intense, seething red of its scowling eyes. It glared in their direction, then quickly turned and scurried back into the undergrowth.

Sitting on the bench seat in the rear, Kevin felt that absolutely nothing could faze him at that moment, not even a detuned Marley tape that was certain to be their exclusive musical accompaniment for hours to come. Of course, he knew that the journey ahead might just put a small dent in his spirits, but right then he was on top of the world. He was with good friends in one of the most beautiful countries on Earth. He could go anywhere he pleased and, most importantly – he realised with a chuckle that drew a few curious glances from the rest of the Crew – he was finally, truly, and officially, ‘On a mission from God.’

*   *   *

Gabriel and Michael appeared back at the campsite just as Nemesis disappeared noisily into the distance. They stood quietly, watching the Landy go, and continued standing in silence until the dust had settled and the forest became a place of peace and tranquillity once more.

Michael spoke first. “Well, that went well, didn’t it, Gabriel?”

“Indeed, but we’re not out of the woods yet.”

Michael turned to look at the surrounding forest. “Well… no, but we can leave if you’d like.”

“Oh, don’t be so silly, Michael. I meant that we’ve got a lot to sort out still… and a lot could go wrong.”

“Ah, yes… find God, avert the coming horrors… speaking of which, when do you plan on telling him the rest of the story? I mean, we don’t have much time left to get all of this done!”

“I know, and the consequences of failure are dire… the carnage… destruction… devastation. But knowing what’s at stake might drive him to insanity, so we can’t tell him all that. We’re just going to have to instil a sense of urgency without rousing his suspicion.”

Michael frowned. “Well, I would have thought that news of the level of suffering humanity is about to endure would be a bit of a motivator, but I suppose you’re right. Too much, too soon.”

“Indeed. Well, let’s be off – we need to do some further investigations around the matter. We’ll catch up with him and his friends in good time.”


Chapter 3 | The Lord Giveth…

Emtwetwe Sisulu was a very happy man. He was driving down a highway known only as the ‘N2’, travelling from Durban to Mthatha, on track to complete his first errand for his new employers. That was his physical location. Spiritually he was in heaven. He had landed this job just a few weeks before, and as part of his remuneration package he’d been told he would be given any car he wanted – anything at all – his to keep!

To reinforce this point his new employers had whisked him from one showroom to another to look at all sorts of gleaming examples of modern-day automotive engineering excellence, but at the end of each demonstration he had simply smiled at the salesman, shook his head, and said, “No”.

Eventually, after the umpteenth ‘No’, his exasperated benefactors gave up and asked him what car he wanted. And so he took them around to a local wrecking yard and showed them. It was a car that he’d dreamed of owning since he was a schoolboy. There it stood, somewhat rusty, very battered and missing several key components, such as doors. Beaming, he opened his arms wide in a gesture that said, ‘look how beautiful it is’. His new employers did not quite share his feelings on the matter, but when faced with the fact that this car would cost them less than fifty dollars – at least to buy – they gave in. A few hundred dollars more and the vehicle had been transformed, complete with a state-of-the-art stereo system. Even his new employers seemed impressed. And now here he was, driving his dream car. His shiny, piano black, perfectly restored Chrysler Valiant. For those of you who have no idea what a Valiant is, suffice it to say that this car was, and still is, considered more desirable than a Rolls-Royce – at least amongst a certain, more discerning circle of indigenous South Africans, which Emtwetwe was.

The journey to Durban had been uneventful. He had cruised along sedately, stereo blasting all the way. He had demonstrated the mind-numbing bass to appreciative passers-by at every opportunity. Upon arrival in Durban he had handed over a duffel bag, as instructed, and had then been handed it back a few minutes later. Now all he had left to do was return the bag to his employers in Mthatha.

They were a strange bunch, his new employers. He could hardly believe his luck. He had been given his dream car and was being paid to drive from Mthatha to Durban and back once a fortnight. The only requirements were that he never, ever, look in the bag, that he avoid letting anybody else look in the bag, and that he never let the bag out of his sight – except at the approved handover spot, of course. He had found all this rather odd, but had dismissed it as unimportant. He had no inclination to know what was in the bag and, he noted with interest, neither did the local police. On the one occasion when he had been stopped, they asked his name, peered gingerly at the bag on the seat next to him, smiled and told him to be on his way. They were nice people, he thought.

So here he was, heading south along the N2. He had crossed over what had once been the border between South Africa and the Transkei in days gone by, and was now just an hour from his destination. There, he would deliver the bag, take his money and then spend the weekend getting rat-arsed drunk in his favourite shebeen. Life was good. But little did he realise how much his plans for his weekend – and his future – were about to change.

The X-Crew were also on the N2, but travelling north. After a few hours of driving Kevin had felt his enthusiasm begin to wane, and he’d started wondering how Gabriel and Michael were going to find him. Another hour later and they were travelling on one of the planet’s most god-awful roads, and Kevin was beginning to sorely regret agreeing to help the self-proclaimed ‘Angels’.

The cause of the deterioration in the road is difficult to fathom, from a tourist’s perspective. You can travel from Cape Town to East London, a distance of some six hundred miles, on some pretty damn good roads, by African standards. Go a little further, however, and you’ll find that this changes radically, and for no apparent reason. But there is a reason, a very dark and disturbing reason that harks back to the days when an apartheid government ruled South Africa. The government had been very serious about segregation. So serious, in fact, that they had built two of everything whenever possible.

There were two sets of public toilets wherever you went – one for whites and one for non-whites. There were two entrances to any public building – one for whites and one for non-whites. Even trains had two sections, a ‘whites only’ section in front, and a ‘non-whites only’ section behind. They then topped these achievements by extending this idea to cities, creating ‘whites only’ suburbs and ‘non-whites only’ suburbs. The cost of all this duplication must have been horrendous, but the government nonetheless went one better and demonstrated the true extent of its paranoia and delusion when it unveiled its plans to set up entire countries just to avoid having to mix with people of a different skin tone.

And so the Transkei was born. It was one of several semi-states that were established, and ran along the south-east coast of South Africa, starting just north of East London and ending just south of Ramsgate. It is home to one of the most breathtaking, if not rugged, coastlines in the world. The apartheid government branded this new semi-state an ‘Independent Homeland’, and the ensuing propaganda campaign implied that it was a ‘gift’ to the native peoples. In fact, it was a piece of land that no one wanted, and a good place for said government to send any undesirables. It had minimal funding and virtually no natural resources, with the result being that the entire state quickly fell into decay. This added further grist to the apartheid government’s propaganda mill, which said that if the ‘natives’ were unable to run even a small homeland, just imagine the mess they would make of an entire country. When the first democratically elected South African government came to power in the early nineties, the fractured country was made whole again, and the Transkei became part of the Province known as the Eastern Cape. But the damage to the infrastructure from years of neglect had taken its toll, and to this day the roads in that area of the country consist mostly of potholes that can easily be mistaken for small quarries.

As such, the X-Crew struggled to do more than thirty miles an hour, due partly to Nemesis’ rigid suspension, but mostly to the road’s lack of, well, flat surfaces. But the biggest speed inhibitor was the fact that they had all too often come over a blind rise to find a herd of casually grazing cows right in front of them. They had, so far, escaped unscathed. Well, at least physically. Mentally they were pretty ragged, and no amount of weed seemed to be helping.

Post yet another bovine near-miss, Bill, who was the current pilot of the rattling, creaking Nemesis, had had enough. “Alright, that’s it! Someone else has got to drive for a bit. Mary…”

Bad choice. Bill slowed Nemesis down and pulled up at the side of the road while Mary took a very long toke on the joint of the moment, and then proceeded to light a calming cigarette. She and Bill swapped places, and Kevin reached into the cooler box, grabbed a few beers and offered them round. Mary declined. She put out her calming cigarette and lit a concentrating one. She did her usual ten-minute safety and sanity check, while also adjusting and re-adjusting her seat, the rear-view mirror and the side mirrors. After watching her make several attempts to get the various settings right, the boys had had enough and shouted in unison, “Mary! Get on with it!”

Mary jumped and Nemesis moved off jerkily. Now, understand that Mary was paranoid – to say the least – when chemical free. Understand further that, whenever she did anything, she held long conversations in her head with some other person – name, gender and personality traits unknown. The rest of the Crew secretly suspected that this ‘other person’ might even be several other persons. In any event, the addition of marijuana-induced paranoia to Mary’s usual self-inflicted paranoia was not a good idea. By nature, you might say, she was a cautious person. With marijuana added, she struggled to achieve even the most mundane tasks, and the business of driving on Eastern Cape roads is by no means mundane. And so she guided Nemesis at some ten miles per hour over the broken tarmac, all the while talking – occasionally arguing – quietly with herself as she went. Half an hour later they had travelled just five miles down the road, impeded further by Mary’s insistence on stopping dead whenever any type of creature, large or small, threatened to – or actually did – cross her path. In terms of speed and concern for other road users, this was in stark contrast to Bill’s driving style, and as Mary once again braked sharply for a small rodent sitting by the roadside, Bill’s temper got the best of him. “For Chrissakes, Mary, stop being so goddamned paranoid and put your bloody foot down.”

Ben, who was comfortable with the sedate pace and feeling pretty eyrie by now, immediately reprimanded him. “Yo! Bill, chill.”

But it was Kevin, lying on his back on the bench seat, definitely very eyrie and in a somewhat philosophical mood, who uttered the words that would change Mary forever. He took a huge toke of the joint, breathed out with a sigh, and said, “Yeah, Bill. To paraphrase the immortal words of Kurt Cobain, ‘Just because she’s paranoid, don’t mean they’re not after her.’”

Mary twitched. The words filtered into her brain. Mary fidgeted. The statement slowly began to go around and around in her head. Mary blanched. The conundrum, and the simple truth of it, began to take hold. She drove on in silence for a few minutes, thinking, grimacing in mental anguish. She suddenly realised that she had had enough of being the butt of the boys’ jokes, she was through with feeling guilty and doubting herself, she was done with worrying about everyone else’s sensitivities. Kevin had innocently uttered a phrase that could drive her insane if she let it, and that fact sparked a whole flood of energy in her synapses. Various little doors in various dark rooms in her mind began to creak – some opening, some slamming shut – and she could hear the sounds of keys clinking in locks. She knew that she could curl up in her seat and become a drooling wreck, or stand up and change things. Flee or fight. She’d wasted so much time!

Mary screamed. Then she hit the brakes – hard – and Bill found his face pressed up against the windscreen. “Jesus, Mary!”

But she wasn’t listening. She had a crazed look in her eyes and was desperately feeling around under her seat for something.

“What? What’s the matter?” Bill shouted.

Mary’s hand came up, and in it was a tape. To be more precise, in it was a tape of The Police’s Regatta de Blanc. She ejected Bob Marley and tossed him unceremoniously over her shoulder. Before Bill had even begun to object, she slammed The Police into Nemesis’ deck and cranked the volume way up high. The instant the unmistakable opening drum roll of ‘No Time This Time’ hit their ears, Mary hit the gas. Nemesis screamed off in a cloud of red dust and raced wildly into the first bend in the road, still accelerating. Mary looked like a woman possessed. She changed gear, popped the clutch and Nemesis’ tyres squealed as Mary burned rubber. She turned hard into the next corner and Bill, Ben and Kevin bounced and rolled around in their seats. She took one hand off the wheel, grabbed Bill’s sunglasses off his head, and dropped them in front of her eyes.

The boys were paler than an Inuit’s arse after six months of winter, and they were speechless, partly with abject terror, partly with total incomprehension. Who the fuck was this woman? And what had she done with Mary?

Bill managed to catch his breath first and yelled, “Mary, what the hell are you doing?”

Mary cocked her head to one side, took a look at herself in the rear-view mirror, and turned to face him. “To paraphrase the immortal words of Withnail, Bill, ‘I’m making up for lost fucking time.’”

It wasn’t just what she said, but also the way she said it. Her voice had dropped in tone and sounded husky, and she didn’t stutter once. The boys looked at each other in amazement, but said nothing. Uttering anything could be extremely dangerous just then, so they decided to try to diplomatically point out any particularly shit-scary issues coming up in the road ahead. But Mary was driving like she’d done the Paris–Dakar several times over and knew the route in her sleep. She was untouchable. She sure as hell didn’t need their help, and after a while they gave up offering it, particularly because she grunted sarcastically at them every time they opened their mouths.

She drove like a bat out of hell for what seemed like an eternity. No one spoke, no one asked for more beer, and no one called for another joint. Kevin was getting sober and getting doubtful again. Where the hell were Michael and Gabriel? Just as those words popped into his head, he heard a pop beside him and turned to see Gabriel materialising in the luggage that was piled on the floor between the two bench seats.

“Afternoon, Kevin,” said Gabriel.

Kevin glanced forward to check whether the rest of the Crew had noticed the ghostly presence in the car, but Mary was concentrating hard on the road ahead, and Bill and Ben were concentrating hard on staying in their seats and not throwing up. Kevin turned back to Gabriel and saw that Michael had also arrived.

Michael nodded politely. “Kevin.”

Kevin looked the Angels up and down. “Where the hell have you guys been?” he asked in an angry whisper. “I was worried you’d buggered off and left me to do this thing alone, or that it was all some cruel joke or…” His voice trailed off. This was partly because he realised that he sounded like he believed that they really were going off to find God, but mostly because he’d noticed that Gabriel had a very worried expression on his face. “What? What is it?” hissed Kevin.

“There may be trouble ahead,” Gabriel whispered back.

“Almost certainly is,” added Michael in a grave tone.

“You need to get her to slow down,” continued Gabriel.

“What the hell do you mean, ‘get her to slow down’? She’s become demonic!”

“Yes, we can see that, but you need to try because we sense some sort of danger,” said Gabriel softly.

Michael leaned closer to Kevin. “Don’t know what. Could be nothing, of course.”

“Look chaps,” said Kevin slightly louder, “two points for you. Firstly, you’re Angels and you are supposedly able to go into the future and poke around to see what’s going on, and secondly, why the fuck are you whispering when apparently no one else in this hunk of creaking metal can see or hear you? Err, speaking of which, why can’t they see or hear you?”

“Ah,” said Gabriel, leaning back and raising his voice, “well, as to your last question, it’s usually up to us who can see us, but it does get a bit tricky when people are imbibing contraband substances.”

“Or insane,” added Michael.

“Indeed,” Gabriel continued, “and as to your first question, we can’t just go searching around in some probable future looking for a possible disaster. We need something more specific than ‘might happen this Tuesday’. But point taken on the whispering thing.”

“Right,” said Kevin. “Okay, I’ll see what I can…” He hesitated as he realised that someone was tapping him on the shoulder, and turned to find Ben eyeing him curiously.

“Err, Kev, don’t mean to be nosey or anything, but who the hell are you talking to?”

“Ah, I was just, um… singing to myself and trying to think of some way to get Mary to slow down,” Kevin replied.

“Okay, well… rather you than me mate, she’s cooked, and besides…”

“Shit-fuck-wank… Mary!” Bill screamed and grabbed hold of his seat. Ben and Kevin looked up just in time to see a bus the size of a small country on their side of the road doing at least seventy miles an hour. The bus was grossly overloaded, with people hanging out of the windows, standing in the open doorway and clinging desperately to the roof, which was piled high with everything from cardboard boxes and suitcases to a large, upright piano. Added to this, there was what appeared to be a recently slaughtered pig tied to the front grille. The driver had both hands off the wheel and had turned to face his sardine-like passengers, with whom he was clearly deeply involved in a very intense argument. He sensed something was wrong when several hundred pairs of angry eyes simultaneously turned very large and very white and all went quiet on the bus. Even the live chickens in the overhead compartment stuck their heads out with expressions somewhere between surprise and ‘Dude, what the actual fuck?’ The deathly silence instantly gave way to synchronised screaming, and this – combined with the accusatory look of the chickens and the bleating of various other livestock on board – goaded the driver into action. He turned around in the nick of time and grabbed the steering wheel. The bus veered insanely from one side of the road to the other. Fortunately, it was mid-way through its ‘the other’ motion as Nemesis passed it, and the Landy screeched through a corner, careened out of control into a shallow ditch and then bounced back onto the tarmac, where it came to a broadside stop in the middle of the road.

And stalled.

The Crew looked at each other, then turned to see the bus disappearing around the bend, still weaving wildly.

“Whew,” breathed Bill. “Cool driving, Mary!” But as he said this they heard the sound of another vehicle approaching at speed. Four real heads and two ghostly ones all turned and looked up the road as one. Four real voices and two ghostly ones all started shouting as one. Conflicting instructions came from all sides, the least useful of these being from Michael, who suggested that if someone would just find an air steward to demonstrate the brace position, everything would be fine. Fortunately for him, only Gabriel and Kevin could hear him. Mary decided to stand on the horn in the hope that the approaching driver would realise that they were stranded in the middle of the road, but the car kept coming as she desperately tried to restart Nemesis. And then they heard the squeal, once more, of tortured tyres.

“Hau!” exclaimed Emtwetwe as he braked hard and spun the steering wheel. But his beautiful Valiant was designed rather more for straight-line cruising than nimble cornering. This was not aided by the fact that he considered aesthetics to be far more important than safety, and had therefore had his beast of a car turned into a low rider with absolutely no springs or suspension. His sudden wrench on the steering consequently produced an effect in the Valiant that was somewhat akin to a goose attempting to land on a beautiful pond, only to discover on touchdown that it’s frozen over. The car groaned and carried on travelling in the same direction, which wouldn’t have been quite so bad if this was not perpendicular to the direction it was now actually facing. In any event, roadholding or no, Emtwetwe had had little time to react. He’d turned off his new stereo system a while back, but the deafening bass appeared to have left a strange ringing in his ears. He had thought that the sound of Nemesis’ horn was just a part of this ringing and was about to start humming along to what he felt was a pretty groovy new tune when, rounding the bend, he spotted the trouble in the road ahead.

“Holy shit!” exclaimed Kevin.

“No time at all!” sang Sting, while the breaks in Stewart Copeland’s drumming perfectly emphasised each stage in the unfolding disaster.

The Valiant loomed large on the horizon, sliding down the road sideways. And then, just as it appeared certain that it would smash into Nemesis and turn all her occupants into chopped liver, Emtwetwe revved the engine and released the clutch. The Valiant spun away from Nemesis, rolled frighteningly up onto its left side and skidded off the edge of the road. As it did so it flipped over onto its roof and tumbled down the embankment, out of sight of the Landy’s gawking occupants.

Emtwetwe felt himself being bashed about in the cockpit of the car, and let out a shriek of pain as his knee smashed into the stereo’s amplifier, dislodging it from the dashboard in the process. The amp switched on at full volume, and the booming bass pounded his ears. He let out another shriek. The car rolled over again, landing back on its wheels, and came to a standstill, nose pointing sharply down the embankment. Emtwetwe breathed a sigh of relief. He was battered and bruised, and his eardrums were bleeding from the noise of the bass speaker, which was still pounding, but he was alive. Then, just as he began to move his limbs to check for any other bodily damage, the car groaned, slid further down the embankment and crashed front-end first into the drainage ditch at the bottom. At that point, Injury, who has a long-term working relationship with Insult, tagged Insult into the ring, and the huge bass speaker – which filled the entire back seat – came loose and careened through the car, rolling over Emtwetwe’s head as it went. It smashed through the front windscreen and landed, finally silenced, on the ground below.

Emtwetwe’s ears were still ringing as he felt himself losing consciousness, but as the swirling blackness filled his vision he was convinced he heard a voice in his head cry “Bingo!”

Strange, he thought. And then he passed out.

*   *   *

At around the same time the Crew had begun breaking camp that morning, Otto was lying in bed, deep in thought. Those thoughts flitted from the previous evening’s recreational activities, to his garden and then to the letter in his pocket, with each topic yielding a different emotion.

He frequently felt a pang of remorse in the mornings after his little depravities but, in the manner of all true bigots, he was always able to justify his actions and assuage any guilt quite quickly. It was, after all, his moral duty to punish unruly children, sinning rent boys, filthy animals, or disobedient women, and the manner in and veracity with which he chose to dispense such punishment was entirely up to him. Lessons needed to be learned, and it was his obligation to teach them.

His minor attack of conscience having been dealt with, he turned his thoughts to the letter. It had been totally unexpected, to say the least. Of course, he had heard the news about the congress – who, after all, hadn’t? A global get-together of all the clergy – priests, bishops, deacons, cardinals, ministers, reverends, preachers, rabbis, imams, monks and nuns – from every principal religion on the planet – Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu, Dao, Jain, Zoroastrian, Sikh, Krishna, Scientologist, Rastafarian, and a host of other runners-up-type faiths… excluding the Neo Pagans, who’d declined as they’d be otherwise engaged burning crap in a field somewhere.

It was set to be the first ever global religious congress and had come about because of the increasing levels of acrimony between the adherents to the various faiths, and a sense that perhaps everyone should start talking to each other before shit got really out of hand.

Its purpose, therefore (according to the marketing blurb), was to ‘Find Our Common Ground’.

Otto scowled. He hadn’t liked the idea when he first heard about it, and he’d liked it even less the more he thought about it.

There is no common ground. There is only one true religion. Someone needs to stop this madness. Guaranteed it will end up being a matter of concession after concession until we eventually find Christianity playing second fiddle to some perverted Judaeo-Islamic super-faith. And why would they even invite the stone-dancers and weed-smokers?

“Pah!” Otto spat. He was feeling irritated now. Yes, he was honoured they’d picked him – although he knew it had been a bit of a lottery over at the Vatican… literally names in a hat as each group was permitted to send only a limited number of attendees – but this was not the kind of initiative he would support. Quite the opposite. He was vehemently opposed to it. Christianity is under attack. Over two thousand years of faith is being adulterated to accommodate these upstarts… I mean, Islam is what… only fourteen-hundred years old? We should be drawing lines in the sand… exposing their evils.

“Yes, someone needs to stop this madness,” he said out loud.

With that he rolled out of bed and set about his ablutions, and – twenty minutes later – was standing at his kitchen window in his dressing gown (and little else), gazing at his beautiful garden with a cup of tea in his hand.

Ah, how he loved his Saturday morning rituals – especially at this time of year. Spring had sprung, and with it came an abundance of colours and scents that almost overwhelmed his senses. Ruby-red roses, golden-orange carnations, vivaciously violet violets and a uniform verdant hue across his meticulously manicured lawn.

Otto sighed in ecstasy… and then something caught his eye.

Moles!

Otto’s face turned the same colour as his prized roses. Enraged, he slammed his cup down on the counter and stormed out of the kitchen and into the garden, his poorly tied – and far too short – dressing gown flapping around and exposing his flabby, pasty-white buttocks as he went.

Standing on the lawn, he scowled as he surveyed the damage. Little tunnels criss-crossed the otherwise perfectly flat surface, and here and there a mound of soil marked the spot where the filthy rodents had broken through to do some extra-terrestrial exploration.

Otto was devastated at the destruction, but his universe tilted at an even more distressing angle when he noticed that the disgusting critters had taken a detour off the lawn and through his flowerbeds. The roots of one rose plant had been pushed up out of the nurturing earth, leaving it leaning precariously and drooping in the morning warmth.

“Right, that’s it!” screamed Otto, and he turned and marched off to his garden shed. Inside he fumbled around on the shelves, searching for… “Ja! This vill do the trick.”

He was sweating profusely by now, which was opportune as he needed some form of moisture to wipe the dirt off the box he was holding. Still fuming, he squinted to read the instructions on the rat poison, and then something else caught his eye…

‘WARNING: Highly toxic to humans. Will cause nausea, vomiting and DEATH. Avoid contact with skin. Avoid contact with foodstuffs, utensils and drinking water.’

“Hmmm,” Otto mumbled as he mulled this over.

“Hmmm!” he said again, this time with somewhat more enthusiasm.

This is a sign! How could it not be? Yes… perhaps I should attend the conference after all. Stop the madness myself. Besides, I’ve always wanted to visit Jerusalem. Yes. Stop the madness. First I’ll teach the vermin here a lesson, and then…

And with that he waddled back out to the lawn, a sick, devious plan forming in his mind.

*   *   *

When Bill had heard the bass from Emtwetwe’s stereo kick in, he thought that the car had exploded. “Oh my God!” he yelled. “We’ve blown him up!”

Mary calmly opened her door, dropped her burning cigarette onto the tarmac, and ground it into the dust with the toe of her shoe – an action that would have looked far more impressive had she been wearing six-inch black stilettos, rather than a rammy old pair of Birkenstocks. She turned, strode over to the verge and gazed down at the wrecked Valiant. “Don’t be fucking stupid, Bill,” she sneered. “It was a bass subwoofer.”

Bill smiled sheepishly, and he and the boys piled out of Nemesis to join her.

“I guess we’d better head down and take a look,” sighed Ben.

No sooner had he uttered these words than Mary sat on the ground and launched herself, feet first, down the embankment. She whooped and laughed excitedly as she slid, and came to a halt in a cloud of dust next to the wrecked car. The boys watched her go, glanced at one another and then followed her lead – with the notable absence of the excited whooping and laughing.

Gabriel and Michael glided down, rather elegantly, behind them.

They gathered around the vehicle while Mary leaned in through the driver-side window and checked Emtwetwe’s pulse. “He’s unconscious, but he doesn’t seem badly hurt. Let’s try and get him out.”

They all pulled hard at the door, and with a loud wrenching sound it opened just enough to allow them to cautiously extract the limp form of the driver. The boys were unsure as to whether they should move an injured person like this, but they were not going to argue with the New Mary. Her orders were barked out, and the tone of her voice said that she was in command. “Lay him down in this tall grass.” They did so, and stood as a group around the silent, shallow-breathing form.

“What should we do now?” enquired Bill, looking at Mary.

“Well, he looks okay. Nothing broken. Let’s check the car and see if we can find out who he is.” As she said this she walked back to the open driver’s door and stuck her head in.

The boys stayed where they were. Ben turned to Kevin and Bill and said in a hushed tone, “Guys, I think we should get him to a hospital, and then maybe get her checked out at the same time.” He finished with a nervous glance in Mary’s direction.

“Agreed,” said Bill earnestly. “She’s really freaking me out.”

Mary had by now climbed into the driver’s seat and was poking around inside the car. “Whoa!” she yelled. “Hey guys, I think you’d better come take a look at this.”

The boys sauntered over and peered into the wreck. Mary was fiddling around on the floor under the dashboard.

“What? What have you found?” asked Kevin.

Mary turned to him and beamed. “Goldmine!” she said, and held up her hand. In it was a wad of crisp dollar bills, all hundreds, at least two inches thick.

“Shit!” exclaimed Bill.

“And there are about another two hundred piles just fucking like it!” Mary could hardly contain her excitement.

Kevin stepped away from the car, and Bill and Ben crowded in to get a better look.

“Oh my God,” said Ben. “There must be well over a million bucks there! Check it out, Bill!”

Kevin turned and walked a few paces away, beckoning to Gabriel and Michael to follow.

“Well, chaps, it looks like our prayers have been answered,” Kevin whispered.

“What do you mean?” asked Gabriel.

“The money. We’ve got enough there to go wherever we want. Hell, we don’t even need to take all of it, just a bit,” said Kevin.

Gabriel frowned. “I’m not sure I like this. We don’t know where that money comes from. We could be taking it from an innocent man… and if it’s not his, whoever it belongs to will be very unhappy when he turns up empty-handed.”

“Come on, a guy driving around in an old banger with a million or more dollars in cash! It can’t be legit.” As Kevin said this, Bill, Ben and Mary walked over to his side, each holding a bundle of notes.

“Damn right,” said Bill.

“Probably a drug dealer,” said Ben.

“Or a gun runner,” said Mary.

“Or he could just have come from where we’re going to,” said Gabriel.

Kevin frowned and thought about this. Gabriel was right. The guy could have just gotten really lucky at the very same casino they were hoping to get lucky at. “He could just have come from the casino, you know,” he said earnestly.

Mary’s smile disappeared, but Bill was unconvinced. “Hey, look, this is South Africa. If you left a casino with millions in cash – assuming they would give you your winnings in cash… and USDs at that – you know for a fact that you’d be dead before you made the first set of traffic lights. The country is renowned for people getting shot over a mobile phone,” he said. “And you can be sure that someone at the casino – even a security guard – would have phoned his mates with a full description of the lucky winner.”

“Hey, benefit of the doubt,” said Kevin.

“Yeah, right,” said Ben. “The guy is a thief, I say.”

“Or a government minister who had some influence over an arms deal,” scowled Mary.

“Could just be a successful businessman who doesn’t like banks,” offered Gabriel.

“Could just be a successful businessman who doesn’t like banks,” repeated Kevin, for the benefit of the others.

“Okay, okay,” said Bill. “So, it’s fifty-fifty that the money is his and he earned it by honest means, but I don’t buy it. I say we take a vote.”

“I’m not voting,” said Mary. “This is a waste of time.” And with that she walked back over to the wrecked car, hauled out the duffel bag and slung it over her shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Whoa!” cried Kevin. “Let’s think about the…” but as he spoke Emtwetwe groaned.

“Shit, he’s waking up,” said Ben. “That’s it, I’m with Mary on this.”

“Me too,” said Bill, and the three of them began scrambling up the embankment.

Kevin looked over at the stirring form of Emtwetwe, threw up his arms and turned to follow them.

“I’m not at all happy about this,” said Gabriel, as he and Michael glided behind Kevin. “But I suppose that Providence has smiled upon us, and perhaps we should not reject her gift.”

Mary threw the bag into Nemesis and jumped into the driver’s seat. Ben shouted “Shotgun!” and hopped into the front passenger seat, while Kevin and Bill climbed into the back. Gabriel and Michael, on the other hand, simply slipped through the sides of the vehicle and appeared in the luggage compartment.

“Well, where to now, then?” Mary asked as she started Nemesis. “Still want to go gambling, Kevin?”

“Actually, I think I’ve had enough excitement for one day,” said Kevin.

“How about we go to the casino anyway and book ourselves in at the hotel for some pampering?” said Ben.

“Yeah,” said Mary. “I need to go shopping. These clothes look like they belong to a fucking hippy.”

Bill was about to point out that she was a hippy, and that she had in fact been a hippy for as long as any of them could remember, but decided against it.

Mary got Nemesis pointing in the right direction, slammed the Landy into gear and roared off down the road. She was clearly in a hurry to get out of her clothes.

“I can’t believe it,” whooped Bill. “We’re rich! We’re really fucking rich! And to celebrate, I am going to roll the biggest, meanest, most mind-numbingly powerful fucking joint in all of creation.”

“You go boy!” cheered Mary. “And someone give me a goddamn beer.”

“Sounds like a fine plan!” said Kevin as he leaned over the back seat, put his arms straight through Michael, and lifted the cooler box lid.

“Excuse me!” spluttered Michael, most upset.

But Kevin just grinned at him, turned and handed the beers out.

There followed some light banter, and then Bill’s ‘Joint of Doom’ began doing the rounds. Mary eased the pressure on the gas pedal, and they cruised along sedately – well, as sedately as possible in a forty-something-year-old Land Rover called Nemesis – singing happily as they went.

They would have been in far less of a state of elation had they known the full circumstances behind their close encounter with the bus. Shortly before it had narrowly avoided them, it had been trying to avoid something else in the road. It appeared to be a large, bushy-haired goat, but had been standing up on its hind legs directly in front of the speeding vehicle. The driver had swerved into the opposite lane, and – though uncertain as to whether he’d hit the creature or not – was determined to keep on going. But the passengers had all seen its venomous red eyes, and fearing it was an omen of death, implored him to stop. The driver, without bothering to correct his lane choice, was in the process of calling his passengers a bunch of superstitious old farts when Nemesis had rounded the corner.

Of course, the Crew were blissfully ignorant of these facts. As they drove on the sun ducked below the horizon and a handful of stars appeared, hesitantly, in the evening sky. After a few more miles Kevin turned around to check on Gabriel and Michael, but they were nowhere to be seen. Good! Now’s my chance, he thought.

“Um, so are any of you guys religious?” Kevin asked out loud of no one in particular. There was an uneasy silence, and he could almost hear the cogs whirring as many minds mulled over the motivation behind his question. Bugger, not quite the response I’d hoped for.

Mary glanced up at him in the rear-view mirror. She was thinking the same thing as Bill and Ben – that Kevin’s recent near-death experience was making him question the spiritual aspects of his life. “Well… what exactly do you mean by religious?”

“Yeah,” said Bill, “I mean, there’s a lot of different religions and all…” He paused, looking quizzically at Kevin.

“Um…” Kevin hesitated. He was trying to think how best to direct this conversation. He needed someone else’s opinion about religion and God in order to help him settle the doubts he was having about his quest. “Okay, well, who believes in God… in one form or another?”

Mary came back quickly. “I believe that there’s something bigger than us… that the universe is permeated with the energy of a divine architect of some sort…” She trailed off, leaving the others wondering just how deep her new, non-hippy personality actually went.

After a moment, Bill felt the need to weigh in. “Yeah, I think there’s some sort of Guy in the Sky, but as for organised religion, pah!” he spat, scornfully.

Ben had remained quiet, which Kevin found odd. “What about you, Ben?”

Ben shuffled in his seat. “Not me. Don’t believe there’s a God. I think it’s all just superstitious mumbo-jumbo – and the world would be a better place if we just banned religion entirely.”

Mary reached over and squeezed his hand. The two of them had had this conversation before, and she knew that Ben’s feelings on the matter were due in some part to the fact that a bout of mumps in his early teens had rendered him sterile. It wasn’t that he had a particular desire to have children one day, but he was nonetheless angry at having been cheated of the opportunity.

“Does make you think though,” said Mary. “I mean, the organised religion thing. As Bill said, there are so many of them – like, four thousand or something? And they’re mostly all at odds with one another, so actually the chances are that they’re all wrong… that it’s all bollocks.”

“Exactly! And look at all those stars out there,” said Bill, pointing out of the window. “Every one of those is a sun, just like ours, and there’s about a trillion more of them that we can’t even see. That means… hold on, I read this somewhere… that there’s probably hundreds of thousands of planets just like ours out there in the universe which could support life similar to human life – and that’s not counting the planets that may have the kinds of life forms that we haven’t even dreamed of yet!”

“Right…” said Kevin slowly, “and your point is…?”

Bill looked at him earnestly. “Well, for starters each one of them might have four thousand religions too, which is a scary thought, but more importantly, we puny humans haven’t even gotten out beyond our own moon – apart from with unmanned space probe thingys – and yet people on this grubby little planet have written an entire series of books… the Bible, the Qur’an, the Torah, all preaching on and on, ad nauseam, about God’s wants and needs! And it’s not just simple stuff on a few scrappy pages. Oh no! It’s thousands of pages of stuff made up by humans! I mean, hell, there are all these other planets out there with life forms on them – at least some of which are likely to be way more evolved than we are – and those life forms have probably travelled way further around the universe than we have, and yet we think that we have all the answers about the Creator. It’s so… what’s the word? Arrogant… bigoted even?”

“Hmmm, strong choice,” said Mary, “but yeah. For me the problem is that these religions are all based on texts written a very long time ago when the world was a very different place. Maybe some of what they came up with was relevant then, but actually, the writers were so ignorant about everything. I mean, Earth’s history, its geography, its place in the solar system… man’s evolution… they got it all wrong, which means that – in truth – most of what they came up with was bullshit based around their misconceptions… and prejudices.”

“Yeah,” said Bill. “You’d have thought God might have at least corrected a few of those misconceptions while He was allegedly dropping the Word on them… like… ‘Here are the Ten Commandments… or maybe Twelve, and… um… side-bar – couple of things you should be aware of: the world isn’t flat, the Sun doesn’t revolve around the Earth, and… oh, yes, you’re descended from apes. Laters. Love you. Mic drop.’”

Mary giggled, then jumped in again. “Totally, but the prejudice is the biggest issue, because that’s persisted – no matter what. It’s like the God-squadders have gone, ‘Yeah, okay, we got a couple of points wrong, but we’re definitely right about the homosexuality thing… and eating pork, and drinking alcohol.’ I mean, really? When you look at what those guys wrote in the cold light of reality and our twenty-first-century knowledge… well… so much of it becomes irrelevant, so maybe religion needs to reinvent itself.”

“Yeah, well the problem is that it would still be based on our limited knowledge – twenty-first century or not,” said Bill. “In universal terms we’re still just mucking about in our own back yard – haven’t gotten much further than those scribes of yore, relatively speaking.”

“Yes,” said Mary, “but there are basic principles of common decency that could never be wrong… you know, like the whole ‘love thy neighbour’ thing. We should just focus on those – leave everything we don’t know – and the God part – out of it until we do know for sure.”

Bill nodded. “True. If only the various religious groups on this planet would drop all the crap about Jesus and Mary and your God Allah and my God Jehovah… whatever. Who cares? But the reality is that they all sincerely believe this stuff and none of them will give in.”

“Yup, I just wish they’d sit down together and think about the real spiritual requirements of the human race – before it’s too late.” Mary paused, staring at the road ahead, then shrugged. “I just get the feeling that religion is supposed to be… well… it’s supposed to be something… different… something else… better than what it is.”

“Hmmm.” Bill frowned, deep in thought, staring out of his window at the cosmos spread across the sky above them. “Say, imagine we finally got a radio signal from outer space – from some alien planet. What’s the first thing you’d ask them?”

“Um, dunno…” said Ben. “Who shot JFK?”

“Will there be another season of GOT?” said Mary.

“Why do men have nipples?” said Kevin.

Bill chuckled. “LOL… yeah, all good questions, but you can be certain that if the U.S. answered the phone that day the Bible-bashers there would demand that they got to ask the first question… and their government would concede. ’Cos let’s face it, even though the Church and politics are supposedly separate in that country, the reality is that religion dictates everything there. You’ll get everywhere on an anti-abortion platform and nowhere for promoting the legal recognition of gay marriage.”

“Which makes the U.S. no different from any of those Muslim sectarian states they spend so much time slagging off. Irony,” said Mary, shaking her head in disgust.

“Totally,” said Bill. “Anyway, so the Church of America gets first shot at the aliens, and guaranteed the first thing they’re going to ask is, ‘Are you religious?’ If the answer is ‘No’ they’ll be ‘Alright, don’t move – we’re on our way to save you.’”

“If you could just share some of your tech with us so we can actually get there,” Kevin interjected with a wry smile.

“Yeah, true,” said Bill. “Anyway, but if the answer is ‘Yes’, then the next question will be ‘Has God shown up there?’ If the answer is ‘No’, ditto the response to the first answer, and if it’s ‘Yes’ they’ll hang up and tell everyone it was a hoax. Can’t risk the possibility they’ll get told they’ve been wrong all this time.”

Bill sighed, reached for his lighter and re-ignited The Joint of Doom. “And that’s why we can’t trust any of them. It’s madness, I tell you. Maybe if they all just got stoned instead of threatening each other with stoning we could solve all the world’s problems.”

Ben and Mary laughed, but Kevin was still thinking about his quest. “Um, so basically – with the exception of Ben – we believe that there is some cool God-guy… or girl… out there, but none of us like, trust or believe in the various religions that have been dreamt up on Earth? Is that the consensus?”

“Yup!” Bill and Mary shouted in unison.

“And what about Jesus?” asked Kevin.

“Jesus?” said Bill, passing The Joint to Mary. “Well, the Beatles were bigger than him. Any other questions?” They all laughed at this, though Kevin still wasn’t feeling entirely happy as he sat back in his seat.

Great, he thought. So, we mostly all believe in a God of some sort. But where the hell is He, She… or It? And if Gabriel and Michael are right and He disappeared a couple of thousand years ago, well… that’s when all these modern-day religions started popping up. So why are there so many of them? And why are they all at odds with each other? Hmmm.

Kevin’s reverie was rudely interrupted by an electronic beep. He fished around in his pocket and pulled out his phone. It was a text from his mum.

Momma Maude: Hello Kevin, how are you, darling?

Kevin smiled as he tapped his reply.

Kevin: Hi Mum. Yeah, all good! How are you?

Momma Maude: I’m wonderful, dear. Where are you now?

Kevin: In South Africa still – with mates. Having a great time!

Momma Maude: That’s good. I thought I should just tell you… remember Mr Bloggs – that nice man who used to lodge with us when you were little?

Kevin: Oh yeah, Norman – lived in the loft… he had a thing for you!

Momma Maude: Ha-ha! Yes, randy old bugger. Well, he came back for a visit – we’re just having a spot of tea now, and he’s asked what you’re up to.

Kevin: Err… okay.

Momma Maude: Yes, and I realised I hadn’t heard from you for a while, so we thought we’d check in. But you say all is well?

Kevin: Yeah, brilliant. We’re heading to a hotel on the coast for a few days, then we’ll decide where to go from there. I’ll let you know.

Momma Maude: That would be appreciated, dear. Just be careful!

Kevin: Always. Love you – chat soon.

Momma Maude: Love you too, darling.

Kevin stared at the screen, perplexed. Maude often came across a bit cryptic, and far too often seemed to know when something was up with him, but she’d never tell him what he should do. She’d always just utter some seemingly irrelevant comment and let him get on with it, until – inevitably – he’d eventually realise that her comment wasn’t quite as irrelevant as he’d originally thought.

“Everything all right, Kev?” asked Bill.

“Huh? Sorry, startled me. Yeah, great – just my mum being weird.”

The Crew had never met Maude, but they knew a little bit about her from what Kevin had told them.

Bill smiled, “Ah, how is Maude?”

“Ha, she’s good… seems her long-lost lover dropped by for a visit, so at least she’s got company.”

“Good on her!” yelled Mary, raising her beer. “To Maude and entertaining long-lost lovers when we’re seventy years old.”

They all cheered and raised their drinks in unison.

Kevin looked over his shoulder again to see if the Angels had returned, but there was no sign of them. He briefly wondered what they were up to, then forgot about it and turned to join the Crew in their rousing rendition of ‘Yellow Submarine’. After a few more miles, many more beers and joints, and far too much bad singing, the X-Crew rolled into the parking lot of the Wild Coast Sun Hotel, very happy, very stoned, very drunk and very, very tired.

*   *   *

Lying on a mound of grass, Emtwetwe Sisulu woke up vowing never to drink in that shebeen again. His head was pounding, and he couldn’t open his eyes for fear of a cranial explosion. He gingerly felt around his body, and then made himself a second promise – never to get into another fight over a woman, particularly not if that fight was with a man the size of a rhino, which his most recent opponent certainly must have been. He was in pain. Not just ‘slight grimace’ pain, but pain of a magnitude and intensity that he had never experienced before. The kind of pain, he thought, that one might experience if one had root canal work done without the benefit of an anaesthetic, such root canal work being undertaken by a Sumo wrestler with bad hand-to-eye coordination and the shakes. Added to that, it felt like said Sumo wrestler had been squatting on Emtwetwe’s back and pulling his head over his shoulder so as to get a better look into his mouth during said root canal work.

That kind of pain.

He grimaced, and somewhere in the back of his mind the memory of what had happened began to reconstruct itself. He remembered a happy journey and that he was on his way home. He remembered a huge car in the middle of the road, painted like some modern art nightmare. And then the memories of the real reason he was in so much pain came flooding back.

“Hau! My car!” He cautiously levered himself up on his elbow, groaning in agony, and looked around for his beautiful, shiny black Valiant. “No-o-o!” He groaned again, for there, not ten paces away, lay the wreck of his pride and joy. The anger welled up in him as he hauled himself to his feet. He stumbled over to the car and stood, staring at it and shaking his head, in the cool evening air. Then Emtwetwe felt the panic rise up in him.

The bag!

He crept into the cockpit of the car and began to search frantically for the duffel bag. Nothing. He climbed out of the wreck and walked over to where the bass woofer lay crumpled in the dust. He shook his head again and searched in ever-increasing circles around it. Nothing. What to do? He rubbed his neck and rolled his head, trying to think. What had he seen? He remembered, vaguely, being dragged out of the of the car. There was a girl, and some men.

The girl! She was inside my car… those people – they must have taken the bag!

Now Emtwetwe was distraught. No! What am I going to do? My new job… my employers. That bag seemed very important to them… and now I’ve lost it… and probably my job…

He turned to look at the wreck. “And definitely my car.”

He let out a little cry of anguish. His new life had been so perfect, so briefly, and he wanted it back, so badly. But what to do? Try to track down the perpetrators by himself, or go back to his employers, confess all, and seek their assistance?

The idea of simply running away was certainly the most attractive one in the present moment, but it conflicted far too heavily with Emtwetwe’s sense of honour.

“No… remember what your mother always said, ‘Never run away from your troubles.’ So, yes you must go back. Do the right thing.”

He walked hesitantly over to the wreck of the Valiant, put out his hand and gently stroked the mangled bodywork.

“Goodbye, beautiful car,” he said with a loving sigh, then turned on his heel, climbed cautiously up the embankment to the road, and stood, waiting – hoping some passing good Samaritan would give him a ride back to Mthatha. He didn’t have to wait long before he heard a truck approaching from the north. He flagged it down, climbed into the cab and roared off into the night.

*   *   *

Otto, meanwhile, was doing a bit of research on the internet. He had very little time to put his plan into action, what with the congress being just over two weeks away, and there was a lot to do. The first part of his research involved establishing exactly how much rat poison one could ingest before one would expire. This was a fairly straightforward calculation based around body weight, but from there things got a bit complicated. His plan – as it was so far – revolved around diluting the poison in some form of beverage that was certain to be served up with one or more of the meals at the event, and this was where he was getting stuck. Apart from figuring out what level of dilution would be practical, he also needed to know at what dilution level those partaking of the potion would detect the presence of the toxin. In short, he wanted to be sure that a mere few sips would deliver the fatal dose, but that the drinker would remain blissfully unaware of their impending doom as they drank.

He was pondering this conundrum when he heard his wife call him down to dinner. He was about to scold her for interrupting his important work when it occurred to him that she, perhaps, might provide him with the desired solution.

“Hmmm. I’ll have to tread carefully… start with a small dose and see if she can taste the difference… but what would have a strong enough flavour to mask the taste?”

He was still mulling this over as he entered the dining room and sat down. His wife was busy in the kitchen, dishing up the food, and he was happy to have a moment or two more to think before the irritating troll would arrive and upset his concentration.

And then he saw it. Another sign! The glass of grapefruit juice sitting neatly next to his placemat, just as it did every dinnertime. Of course!

Just then his wife walked in and placed a plate of food down in front of him. Right. I need to play this carefully… don’t want her getting suspicious.

And with that, he smiled at her. And of course, she was instantly suspicious.

*   *   *

Emtwetwe sat next to the truck driver, pondering his fate. He could see the lights of Mthatha looming in the distance, and was now getting very nervous. He was worried about how his employers would react to his news – how upset they’d be that he’d lost their property. The truck dropped him a few minutes’ walk from his workplace, and as the sound of its engine faded he stood, sucking in the night air. The smell of wood fires and cooking permeated his senses. He forced himself to take it all in – after all, he might not see this town again – and then set off slowly to meet his destiny.

Arriving at a row of ramshackle wooden buildings in an unlit, quiet street, he stopped, staring at the façade. The muted sound of dogs barking somewhere far in the distance made him shiver. The Hounds of Hell, he thought darkly, then reached up and banged on the door. There was silence. It was ten in the evening, but he knew there was always someone here. He banged again, and then noticed the security camera on the far corner of the building swivel to focus on him. A minute later there came the rattling of chains and the slide of a bolt, and the door opened into blackness. There was no one there – at least as far as Emtwetwe could see. He peered into the gloom, then shivered again, and as he did so a gruff voice from somewhere inside said, “MT, why the fuck are you so late?”

Emtwetwe nearly jumped out of his skin. “Huh! Mr Hunt, you scared me!”

“Heh-heh, my party trick. You should know that. Now get your arse in ’ere before the breeze blows sumfink unwelcome in.”

Emtwetwe stepped inside, and from behind him came the sound of the door being locked and bolted, and a rattle once more as the chains were replaced, and then he heard feet shuffling past him. He could just make out the figure of a man walking up a passageway, and assumed he must follow. Another door opened, and Emtwetwe found himself squinting as the passage was bathed in the light coming from the adjoining room. He followed the man into the room and blinked in the brightness as he looked around.

It was a vast space – in fact just a warehouse – and it was empty, save for one huge desk that stood right in the middle of the floor. The desk was covered with papers, a laptop and printer and various phones. Behind it was a large executive chair, and on the far wall there was a banner that read, ‘WISE Inc.: The Worldwide Institute for Short Entrepreneurs’.

Emtwetwe had been told a few scant details about this company. As far as he was concerned, it was a little-known multinational organisation that promoted entrepreneurship among, lobbied on behalf of, raised funds for, defended the rights of, uplifted, empowered, and generally attended to the well-being of… well… ‘little people’.

Surprisingly, as of that time no law enforcement agencies appeared to have noticed the fact that this organisation had offices located in Bogota (Colombia), Kabul (Afghanistan), Mthatha (South Africa) and Miami (Florida). The locations of these offices did not strike Emtwetwe as being odd either, but he knew very little about the geography of the world – not to mention which crops brought the greatest revenue to a large proportion of poor South American, Middle Eastern and Southern African states.

Emtwetwe knew his employers only as Mr Hunt, the man who had just admitted him to the offices, and Mr Hunt’s boss, Mr Skindle. He figured both men to be in their mid-thirties, but it was difficult to tell. They had very strong cockney accents, and though Emtwetwe wasn’t exactly sure what a cockney was, he did know that they were damned hard to understand.

“I see sumfink what worries me, Mr Sisulu,” said Hunt, turning to face Emtwetwe.

Emtwetwe jumped and fumbled for words. “Ah, that is, ah… yes, well, I can explain…”

Hunt raised his hand, silencing Emtwetwe, walked around the back of the desk, and stepped up onto a small wooden box. From there he jumped up onto the chair, which he then stood on. Folding his arms across his chest, he stared menacingly at Emtwetwe. Emtwetwe blanched. He was terrified, which struck him as odd because at over six feet, he was a lot taller than Hunt. In fact, he was almost three feet taller than either Hunt or Skindle. To be more precise, if Hunt stood on Skindle’s shoulders the two of them would only just be tall enough to look Emtwetwe in the eye. In case you haven’t worked it out yet – and just for certainty if you have – Hunt and Skindle were dwarves.

Emtwetwe was always amazed at how much Mr Hunt resembled Tom Cruise – only he was shorter. Mr Hunt, that is. He was dressed in an expensively casual manner – his black jeans appeared to be tailor-made, which was very likely as Emtwetwe doubted that one could buy a pair of Levi’s off the shelf in that size. He wore a brown, thick-clothed shirt that had been carefully pressed and showed no signs of creasing.

“I fink you ’ad rarver better. Explain, that is.” Hunt’s voice sounded yet more gruff now. “P’raps, though, we should ring for Mr Skindle first.” He reached for one of the telephone handsets on the desk and pushed a speed dial button. Emtwetwe heard the tones beeping in rapid succession. There was a brief pause and then Hunt said, “Skindle? ’s me. MT’s back and ee appears to be a little on the light side.”

Emtwetwe heard a questioning voice over the earpiece, and then Hunt spoke again.

“Ee ain’t got the bag, is what I means.”

A further pause, then Hunt grunted, stabbed at the disconnect button, and threw the handset back on the desk with a clatter. He looked up at Emtwetwe. His gaze was long and penetrating, and Emtwetwe shuddered and looked down at his feet. After what seemed like an eternity to Emtwetwe, but was probably no more than a minute, there came, from somewhere above, the sound once more of keys scraping in locks, followed by muffled footsteps. Further shuffling noises, then silence. Thirty seconds passed. The tension was unbearable.

Then suddenly, without warning, there was a loud bang as a trapdoor fell open in the ceiling above the desk, and what looked like a sack of potatoes suspended from a rope dropped the fourteen-odd feet from the trapdoor down into the chair, crushing Hunt in the process. There was a yell as the chair fell over backwards and Hunt, the potato sack and the chair disappeared out of Emtwetwe’s sight behind the desk. Another, more indignant yell and what sounded like a string of the most depraved swear words imaginable were screamed out, and then two small figures appeared, wrestling with each other frantically. The sack of potatoes had, in fact, been Mr Skindle.

Hunt had spent a large part of that afternoon rigging up what he called ‘The Ejector Seat’. ‘The Ejector Seat’ consisted of a steel cable that was attached to a winch located in a second-floor room of the building. The idea was that if trouble came calling one could push a button on a remote control and be winched out of the seat and up through the trapdoor in the ceiling into the relative safety of the room above, from whence one could make one’s escape. Skindle had apparently decided to use it in reverse in an attempt at making a grand entrance. The attempt was clearly ill conceived and had failed miserably.

Skindle and Hunt circled one another behind the desk. Each little man had his right arm outstretched, the hand clamped firmly to the opponent’s forehead, and they were swinging hopelessly at each other with their left hands. As they circled, they grunted under the effort, continuing to spit out profanities. Then Skindle changed direction and kicked out at Hunt’s shin. Hunt let out a yelp and started hopping on one leg, but kept his grip on Skindle’s forehead.

“What the fuck did you do that for? That was the escape hatch, you idiot!” yelled Hunt.

“I wuz testing it out, and don’t you disrespec’ me!” Skindle yelled back. They continued circling, Hunt still hopping.

“You’re supposed to fly up out of this room, not plummet in from the one above. And I show you as much respec’ as you deserve! Numbskull!” hissed Hunt through clenched teeth.

“It might need to work both ways, see? That’s why I’m the boss and you’re not. What if someone caught us upstairs?” shouted Skindle as he tried to swing with his fist again but missed.

“You might ‘ave killed me, falling on me like that.” Hunt took a swing this time and his fist brushed off Skindle’s chin.

“Serves you right for sittin’ in my chair! I oughtta frash you right now!” As Skindle said this he turned his head sharply and Hunt’s hand slipped off his forehead. Hunt lost his balance and fell into Skindle, who immediately grabbed his left arm and twisted it up behind his back.

Hunt screamed in pain. “Ouch, gerroff, that’s sore that is, you big bully!”

This made Emtwetwe guffaw. He had been standing quietly up to this point watching the wrestling dwarves, somewhat bemused, but it struck him as hilarious that anyone might consider Skindle to be ‘big’. The two men immediately stopped their battle and let go of each other. They cleared their throats and sheepishly brushed themselves off.

“Ah, let’s not forget ourselves,” said Skindle, “what wuz we finking? We ’ave a guest. Err, Mr ’unt…” Hunt eyed Skindle warily. “Please be so kind as to arrange some tea.”

Hunt started to object, then thought better of it. He would settle this later. Besides, his arm was pretty sore from being shoved up behind his back, and he didn’t want to be a target for Skindle when Emtwetwe began his explanation of the missing bag. He sauntered out of the room, and as he did so Skindle turned to Emtwetwe and gave him what he considered to be his scariest look. He narrowed his eyes, jutted out his jaw and stared intensely, looking Emtwetwe up and down.

Skindle was rather rotund, and wore his shoulder-length brown hair tied up in a ponytail, though this frequently unravelled. He had a bushy, reddish-brown beard that never seemed to get trimmed and his clothes were more New York hip-hop than Saville Row – hooded, oversized jacket and camo pants. He thought this enabled him to ‘blend in’. Emtwetwe shifted his gaze to the floor, not wanting to hold Skindle’s.

Skindle scowled, then turned and walked behind the desk. He was still attached to the winch cable and it snaked above him to the open trapdoor as he moved. Hauling the chair upright, he hopped onto the wooden box and climbed up into the chair, then sat down and leaned forward with both elbows on the desk.

A look of confusion crossed his face as he realised that his head was just clearing the desktop. He looked like one of those little graffiti drawings of Kilroy. Angered by this lack of stature, he glanced around and noticed that the cushions that were usually on the seat to boost his height were now scattered all over the floor. He scowled once more, then used the armrests of the chair to push himself into a standing position on the seat, struggling to regain his composure.

“So, Mr Sisulu, we appears to ’ave a little problem.”

“Um, y-yes, but I can explain… I think,” said Emtwetwe hesitantly.

“I see, well you’d best begin then.”

“Yes, well…” Emtwetwe stood forlornly in the middle of the vast room and shuffled his feet, thinking hard.

“I’m waitin’,” grumbled Skindle.

Emtwetwe jumped. “Yes, of course. Well… it all went very well. But then… and it wasn’t my fault… and oh, my car…and…”

“Alwight, alwight,” interrupted Skindle. “Might I suggest you slow it down, like, and give it to me in little bitty pieces – ’cos that’s what you’re fuckeen gonna be in if you don’t start makin’ sense. Understand, my son?”

“Um, yes, Mr Skindle, I’m sorry. Slowly, yes. Well. There was this huge car, painted all funny colours, and it was parked right across the road, and…”

“Stop!” interrupted Skindle again. “Go back to the beginning. You left ’ere wif the bag and drove to Durban, and then…?” As his voice trailed off there was a noise at the door and Hunt walked in with a tray. Upon it was a teapot in a brightly coloured cosy, two cups and a plate of cucumber sandwiches on white bread with the crusts cut off. To Emtwetwe it all looked far too civilised for the current circumstances.

“I’ll be mother then, shall I?” Hunt muttered under his breath. He set the tray down, arranged the cups and began pouring out the tea.

“Marvellous, old chap!” exclaimed Skindle. “Now, Emtwetwe, Durban.”

“Yes.” Emtwetwe calmed himself as he tried to gather his thoughts once more, and then continued with his account.

As he spoke Skindle eyed him distrustfully, trying to decide whether he believed him or not. The story sounded plausible, but perhaps the most revealing point was that Emtwetwe had returned to tell it. Surely if he’d nicked the bag himself he would’ve just kept on going?

Emtwetwe finished, and an uneasy silence descended on the room. Skindle picked up his teacup and took a sip, his brow furrowing as he considered Emtwetwe’s testimony looking ponderous. Hunt, standing beside him at the desk, was expressionless. He had been planning his revenge on Skindle, but now he had someone else to be angry at – these strangers who thought they could get one over on the proprietors of WISE Inc.

Skindle glanced at him, then addressed Emtwetwe. “Alwighty then, Mr Sisulu, it sounds like you was ambushed – if you are to be believed. Now, how much did you see of these people – what did they look like?”

“Well,” said Emtwetwe. looking up slowly, “they were young, I think, mid-twenties, perhaps. Dressed very… um, what’s the word? Grungy? And the girl, well, she was nasty, I think she was the leader. They were all arguing.”

“Good… now, let’s try to fink like criminals,” said Skindle, rubbing his chin. Hunt let out a chuckle, and Skindle glared at him. “What? What’s so funny?”

“Well, hee-hee, we don’t ’ave to try to fink like criminals… I mean, we bleedin’ is criminals, ain’t we? Ha-ha.”

Skindle looked from Hunt to Emtwetwe and back, and then, through clenched teeth, he hissed at Hunt, “Oh that’s bloody marvellous, that is! Well done Mr ’unt! Anyone else in the neighbourhood you’d like to announce that to?”

Hunt blanched. “Oh, shit… bugger,” and then he went silent.

“Besides,” continued Skindle, smiling now, “I meant thieves, and we are not thieves, are we, Mr ’unt?”

“Um, no, no, of course not, Mr Skindle.”

“We may be slightly dubious,” said Skindle, glaring at Hunt again, “but we ain’t thieves. So, we ’ave to try to think what we would do if we suddenly come across a million dollars in a…” This time Skindle blanched. He looked at Emtwetwe, who seemed not to have noticed what he’d just said. “Ahem, well, Mr ’unt, where would you go?”

But Hunt wasn’t going to let him get away with it. “Oh, and shout at me for giving the game away, why don’t you, Mr Million Dollars in a Bag!” he yelled.

“Fuck off!” Skindle yelled back. “’Ee didn’t ’ear me.”

“You fuck off. You’re always ’avin’ a go at me when I do summat wrong, but when you fuck up we all ’as to keep quiet.” Hunt moved closer, looking menacing.

“That’s ’cos I don’t fuck up as bigly as what you fuck up, wanker,” Skindle bent over and shouted in his face.

“You’re the wanker! And ’oo made you the boss, anyway?” said Hunt, stepping up onto the wooden box next to the chair.

“Like I said before, it’s on account of me being the brainy one that I is the boss, shit-fer-brains.”

“Dickhead!” screamed Hunt, leaning forward.

“Edward Inchworm!” Skindle leaned forward too. They were nose-to-nose now, and each grabbed the lapels of the other’s shirt.

“You bastard, I told you never to use my real name in front of uvva people. I’ll ’ave you!” yelled Hunt as he tried to wrestle Skindle off the chair.

“Just ’cos you fink you’re Tom Cruise’s character from that stupid movie, doesn’t mean I have to play your silly game,” Skindle yelled back as he resisted Hunt’s efforts.

At that moment Hunt’s brain kicked into Mission Impossible mode. No one, but no one insulted his hero. He looked about frantically for a way to get the better of Skindle, and then he saw it – the cable snaking from Skindle’s belt and up through the trapdoor in the ceiling. Skindle was still attached to the winch! He let go of Skindle’s lapel and dived for the remote control on the desk. Skindle was caught off balance and teetered on the chair. As he started to fall, Hunt got his thumb on the remote button and pressed it hard. There was a whirring sound and Skindle hung for a second in mid-air, poised between chair and floor. In an instant the winch had taken up the slack, and in the same instant Skindle realised what had happened.

“Bugger!” he yelled hopelessly as he shot up toward the roof.

Then Hunt pushed the button on the remote again and the winch stopped, leaving Skindle dangling six feet off the ground.

“Edward, I’ll bloody ’ave you. Let me down this instant!” yelled Skindle as he twisted around at the end of the cable, his arms flailing and his stubby little legs kicking frantically.

“I told you not to bloody call me that!” Hunt screamed back. “You can bloody stay there now ’til you apologise.”

“I ain’t apologisin’ for sayin’ that what’s true. Your real name is Edward Inchworm, but you fink you’re Tom Cruise. Even ’ad a little surgery to improve the bits what weren’t quite right – ’cept your height! Ha-ha!”

Emtwetwe stared, dumbstruck. He was thinking about where he would go if he had an unexpected cash windfall. Hunt wailed and started stabbing at the remote, and above them the winch whined. First up, then down. Skindle was bouncing like a rag doll on a yo-yo string.

“’Ere – bloody – stop – that,” he screamed between bounces.

Then the answer hit Emtwetwe. “If I were a not very wealthy young person who suddenly found myself with a lot of money, I would go and find a place to spend it.”

“What?” Hunt’s finger slipped off the remote while the winch was in ‘down’ mode and Skindle hit the floor with a ‘whump’. Hunt turned and glared at Emtwetwe. Skindle groaned, sat up and stared dazedly at Emtwetwe too, trying to think what it was that they’d been talking about before his brains were turned to jelly by his mad, multi-personalitied partner.

Emtwetwe looked a bit taken aback by his own revelation. “The casino! That’s where I’d go, it’s not too far away and it’s the perfect place to go and celebrate.”

Skindle realised that his courier was now fully in the know about the contents of the bag – the money – but decided to worry about that later. Sitting on the floor, he spoke slowly, nodding as he did so. “Very good, Mr Sisulu! Good thinking indeed. Of course, the casino. Not the cleverest thing to do, but they’ve probably got more money than sense right now, ’aven’t they, Mr ’unt?” Skindle looked at Hunt with a wry smile, still nodding. The two little men seemed to have completely forgotten that they had been in a raging battle just moments before.

“’s right,” said Hunt, “more money than sense is what they ’ave. They’ll ’ave gone to the casino. Probably rent a bungalow though, rather than a room – too many people around what might walk in on you while you’re sharing out all that luverly dosh.”

“Exactly what I’m finking, Ethan, me old chum.”

Emtwetwe was starting to feel a little relieved. “So, do you think we’ll be able to find them?”

“Oh, we’ll find them alwight,” grinned Skindle. He got up off the floor gingerly, making a point of unhitching himself from the winch cable as he did so. Then he composed himself and clapped his hands together, “Right, Mr ’unt, bring the vehicle round. We’re off to catch ourselves some thieves.” Hunt nodded and walked out.

“Mr Sisulu,” growled Skindle, eyeing Emtwetwe. “You’re off the ’ook – for now. We need you to identify your party of four.”

Emtwetwe smiled – he would live to see another day. “Thank you, Boss… I mean, Mr Skindle.” And then he had another thought. “Um, but what happens if we don’t find them?”

“Ah, well you’d best ’ope that we do, uvverwise the fate what should ’ave befallen them will in fact befall you.”

Emtwetwe instantly felt bleak again. That was precisely what he didn’t want to hear, and he was about to ask for some clarity on the subject when Hunt came hurrying in. “Car’s out front. Let’s go,” he said, and turned back toward the door.

Skindle and Emtwetwe followed him out, and a short while later they were all sitting in an overly large, overly black Mercedes limousine outside the front of the building – Hunt in the driver’s seat, Skindle in the front passenger seat, and Emtwtewe, looking forlorn, in the back. Hunt started the car and they glided off into the night – Emtwetwe, his dark thoughts and the Dwarf Mafia.

*   *   *

Grunt 903 was not a happy demon. He hated being on Earth. It was cold and full of disgusting humans, with all their piety and ignorance and self-importance. Sure, their piety, ignorance and self-importance made it easy to manipulate them, which had been fun for a while, but recently it had ceased being a challenge and all the joy had gone out of his work. Since his arrival he’d spent his spare time nurturing one or other psychopath to the point where they’d commit a murder or two, or blow up some or other important landmark, but even these little moments of pleasure were wearing thin in the fun department.

And he hated being mistaken for a goat all the time. He knew that his shaggy black overcoat did make him look a bit goat-like, but he was most definitely of human form. He should know, after all, as he’d possessed the stupid human in question. Unfortunately, however, the very first human he’d met on his arrival was an inebriated vagrant sleeping in a dark alley, and as he’d been in a hurry to get on with his work he’d decided that said vagrant’s body would have to do – stench, bloodshot eyes, shaggy black overcoat, warts and all. Of course, it hadn’t helped that – as a novice – he’d found the whole ‘possession’ thing a bit tricky, and could only perform the act when the victim was either blind drunk, insane or dead.

In any event, he longed to be back in Hell where it was warm, and the lost souls were terrifyingly aware of why they were there, and he and his friends could have a laugh by taunting the newcomers, all surprised and indignant about where they’d ended up – like travellers who’ve been bumped from First Class down to Economy.

Ah, Hell. It had been so long since he’d been back.

Of course, Hell did have its downsides too. Very hierarchical – which was why he’d ended up here, back on Earth. He had been in the lower minions, a mere foot soldier in Beelzebub’s army, and – as such – he and his co-workers always got landed with all the dirty jobs in Hell – like digging pits in the putrid, rotting earth to store new souls.

But there was the prospect of promotion, though it took about a thousand years to work one’s way up from ‘Private, Under-Slime Class’, where you lived in a hole with five thousand other smelly associates, to ‘Private, Slime Class’, which meant the same living conditions, but they started feeding you. Admittedly they fed you slop which looked like it had been dug straight from the floor of one of the Soul Holes, as the soul storage pits were called, but it was food, nonetheless.

So, when Grunt was offered an early promotion to Slime Class on condition he took on an assignment, he was honoured and jumped at the chance. He wouldn’t have been quite so eager had he known that the assignment was to go to Earth and follow a pair of damned Angels around to figure out what they were up to.

He had only been in the Under-Slime Class for five hundred years – since he’d died as a Catholic priest. His demise had been an accident. He’d been mid-way through torturing some woman to death while simultaneously trying to convert her to Catholicism during the Inquisition. He was boiling some oil in which to dip her toes (from which he had recently removed the toenails) when he slipped on a patch that he’d spilled on the floor. As he fell he pulled the giant oil pot down on top of him, slowly crushing his skull while simultaneously deep fat frying himself. It had been a protracted and painful death, and worse was to come when he arrived in the afterlife for sorting only to find that he’d been sent to Hell. But, being full of Catholic Dogma, he was certain that he’d lived his life properly and that his path had been right, and this must be some sort of final test. It took a while for him to realise and accept that he was condemned to stay in Hell forever, though this still hadn’t quite changed his opinion about his righteousness in his previous life.

They aren’t big on names in Hell. Everyone tends to be named based on some salient feature about themselves, like Smell or Pestilence or Ooze, and there are only so many such features that a demon can have. So they began to put numbers after the initial name, just to differentiate one another. Hence the 903 after Grunt’s name. There were eight hundred demons called Wart, six hundred called Pus and almost two thousand called Phlegm. This wasn’t because it was a popular name – it was actually the result of all the soot from the Hellfires that made the new initiates cough heavily. The Receivers – the demons that signed all the new souls in – weren’t very imaginative, so one little cough and that was it – you were Phlegm. It was unfortunate for Grunt that – when he arrived for sorting – his head and jaw were still somewhat out of shape from being crushed by the oil pot, with the result that he was reduced to grunting in response to the questions asked of him.

And now, here he was, back on Earth. He gazed at the wall of the cave he was resting in and sighed heavily. Had there been someone nearby to hear this, it would have sounded more like the wail of a cat being cleaned with a strip of sandpaper, but to Grunt it was a sigh. The cave was cold and grey and crawled with insects of every kind, and water trickled icily down one wall. It was morning, and Grunt despised the bright sunshine and fresh dewy smell of mornings. And he despised the Angels even more. They were lucky. It was an unfortunate fact of being condemned to Hell that the lost souls and demons, like himself, were burdened with all of their senses. So Grunt could feel the cold, smell the decay of the vagrant’s body, and feel pain when he was run over by a bus, as had happened the previous day. It came with the territory when one denied or refused to see how evil one had been during one’s life. Yes, the Angels were lucky. They’d been cleansed of all human burdens – they were just pure energy. And that had created another problem for Grunt. He couldn’t just move through time and space as the Angels did, materialising and dematerialising whenever they needed to. So following them around had been difficult, especially when they moved through time, and there had been occasions when he’d lost their trail for months and had to wait patiently for them to arrive back in the same timeframe as him.

But he did have one benefit that they didn’t. They weren’t allowed to possess humans – at least not live ones – except in emergencies.

Grunt sighed again.

Shouldn’t have taken this job. Got all ahead of myself, didn’t I? Should have just done like everyone else and waited the thousand years or so for promotion. It wouldn’t have been so bad. That’s what you get for being keen. Smarty-pants.

Still, I’ve got some really interesting stuff to report when I get back to Hell. They’ll never believe it… I mean, I can hardly believe it myself! God’s gone missing!

Grunt giggled – a sound that was somewhere between a hyena’s laugh and the kind of noise that a mad scientist would make shortly before pushing the button on some invention that would annihilate the world.

Cause for celebration – maybe we’ll have a big party and they’ll crank up the heating in the Slime Class sections and give us some extra slop too. Hmmm, slop. I’ll definitely get that promotion now, and then it’s slop once a month for the next thousand years. Ooh, how I’ve waited for slop – dreamed of it. Alright, slow down, Grunt, my old son – let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Concentrate on the job at hand and finish it properly – just like they taught you during the Inquisition.

Right, what to do? Hmmm… I suppose I should hang around those Angels – see how exactly they plan to go about finding Him. Then, if they get close or anything I can do another one of my disruption tricks – just like yesterday with the bus and those irritating humans. That’s it, good thinking! Maybe they’ll give you two promotions in one if you go back to Hell with this news and tell them that you’ve also managed to scupper the search party.

Grunt giggled again, and then nestled down in his filthy black overcoat to sleep.

*   *   *

The X-Crew were well ensconced in their new lifestyle. On arriving at the casino they had rented three beachfront bungalows, with Ben and Mary sharing and Bill and Kevin each getting a place of their own. Once they were settled in they had set about celebrating, and the night had turned into a long one, particularly for Bill and Kevin, who decided that as a minibar is always refilled daily, this must mean that one has to empty it nightly. After finishing several joints and completely clearing both their bars of all alcoholic beverages, they’d come down with a bout of the munchies and torn quickly through the bags of peanuts and Toblerone chocolates. They later congratulated each other on being such caring people, as clearly they had helped the minibar to achieve completion and wholeness by allowing it to fulfil its sole purpose in life. They both went to bed in a good mood, and, as one would expect, awoke the next day in positively foul ones.

The mid-morning sun was streaming through Kevin’s window, which he found very annoying. Must complain to management about that, he thought painfully. In spite of this inconvenience he managed to doze for another ten minutes before being roused by a gentle knocking.

His eyes opened very slowly, and with a sound reminiscent of the creaking front door that the houses in horror movies always seem to have. Kevin’s particular door was not answered by Lurch or Dracula, but instead by Bill’s angry grizzly bear with its favourite sledgehammer.

“Jesus!” yelled Kevin, and then he groaned as the sound of his own voice reverberated with ever-increasing volume around his head.

“Um, no, it’s Mary,” came a whisper from outside. “Ben and I were wondering when you guys are gonna get up and come divvy up the dosh?”

“Ow! Mary? Ow! Is Bill up already? Ow!” asked Kevin between groans, wondering how on earth Bill could possibly be out and about in this sunshine.

“Don’t know – couldn’t find him, so I figured he’d passed out in your bungalow.”

Kevin thought for a second. Hell, I can’t remember him leaving last night. Maybe he is still here. He raised his head gingerly, ready to duck the sledgehammer swing, and peered around the room. “Bill?” he called weakly. “Oi, Bill, are you in here?” Nothing. “I don’t think he’s here, Mary. I’ll grab a shower and come over to your bungalow – be there in a bit.”

“Okay, and if you see Bill tell him to come over too.”

“Right… and Mary?”

“Yes?”

“Please order me some coffee – lots of coffee… and really, really strong.”

“Okay.”

When Kevin stepped out of the shower ten minutes later his mood had improved substantially. The steaming hot water pouring over the outside of his body had been incredibly refreshing, and he now looked forward to pouring further steaming hot water down the inside of his body. Of course, this second batch of water would benefit further from the addition of the essence of a wonderful little red berry that grows on a bush that is found in the central parts of Africa and South America. Hmmm, coffee. God, I hope she didn’t order decaf! What a pointless thing, decaffeinated coffee! What complete sacrilege! Next they’ll be making cigarettes without nicotine and beer without alcohol and… no, wait, they already make that. Anyway… wait… sex without orgasm! That’s it, the ultimate definition of decaffeinated coffee. Sex without orgasm. Kinda okay, but just not quite the same.

Amusing himself with this thought, Kevin stepped outside – and straight into the blazing African sun. The grizzly was hiding just behind his door with its back pressed to the wall, waiting to take one last swing at him. He quickly avoided the blow by flicking his shades down over his eyes, took a deep breath and marched off to Ben and Mary’s place.

“Hey, Ben.” Kevin strolled in to find Ben sitting and staring quietly at the duffel bag on the sofa next to him. Ben looked up at him, nodded and then went back to staring at the bag.

Kevin shrugged, then went to join Mary, who was sitting at the table on the verandah with a cup in her hand. He sat down opposite her and poured out a large mug of coffee, then raised his eyebrows questioningly while gesturing toward Ben.

Mary smiled. “He’s afraid to open the bag. He thinks he’ll find the money gone or that some horrible, fateful thing will happen to him if he handles it.”

“Oh? Well, tell him we’ll find out when Bill gets here – he’s already taken a wad of notes out. Last night. He went to pay the deposits for the rooms or something, remember?”

Ben snapped out of his trance, now looking a bit sheepish. “Oh, yeah… Actually, that worries me more. It seems that Bill is immune to bad karma. Any bad shit that’s aimed at him usually hits me instead.”

“Or me,” said Kevin, wincing at the memory of his recent free-fall.

“True. I think he must have a karma-proof vest, or something. Hell, wouldn’t that be a cool thing to have!” Ben paused, prodded the bag and then said, “Where is he, anyway?”

“Don’t know. He must have left my bungalow at some point last night, but neither of us was in any state to even work out which was the big hand and which the little, let alone decipher the numbers.”

“I hope he hasn’t wandered off and gotten kidnapped or something. What if the bloke whose money this is has already tracked us down and found Bill staggering around in the dark and taken him off to torture him or something?” Ben was looking just a little concerned.

“Don’t be daft, Ben,” sneered Mary. “If the guy were here we’d already all be dead… or tied up in a snake pit somewhere. Bill wouldn’t last a minute under pressure, and they’d have gotten to us straight after they got to him.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. Still, as he’s already opened the bag we might as well get the rest of the cash out and divide it up.”

Mary leaned forward in her chair. “No, I think we should just count it and leave it all in the bag… well, maybe each take a bit out for essential expenses.”

“Like shopping for clothes,” said Kevin, smiling at Mary.

“Yeah, like shopping for clothes. Fuck you. Anyway, if we just divide it all up now, where the hell is each of us going to keep our share? It’s too dangerous. You just know Bill will blow the whole thing by walking into the casino and flashing ten-thousand-dollar wads of notes around.”

“Did I hear my name mentioned?” Bill was standing in the doorway, looking very pleased with himself.

Mary jumped up. “Bill, where have you bloody been? We’ve been worried about you!”

Bill’s smile broadened as he stepped into the room, with an obvious twinkle in his eye.

“Oh, crap,” Kevin wailed, burying his head in his hands. “What have you gone and done?”

“Don’t look so worried, the lot of you. I have been out organising our celebrations for tonight! You can now call me ‘Chief Entertainment Officer’, and boy are you going to be entertained!” As Bill said this he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small envelope.

“Um, Bill, after last night’s entertainment I don’t think I have any spare brain cells left for another party,” grimaced Kevin.

“Don’t be a pussy,” said Bill excitedly. “Besides, you don’t know what it is yet.” He opened the envelope and began to fiddle around inside. “Ladies and gentlemen, appearing tonight for your entertainment, for one night only, arranged by special request and at considerable personal risk to myself, the lovely… ta-dah!” He finished with a great flourish, pulling his hand quickly from the envelope to reveal… a postage stamp. “Marilyn Monroe! Or, more importantly, Marilyn Monroe as depicted by Andy Warhol!”

The others stared confusedly at the tiny picture in Bill’s hand. Mary spoke first, quietly and through clenched teeth. “Um, Bill, what have you done? And don’t tell me you’ve bought some crappy piece of art from some conman for a hundred thousand dollars. Your life will end – abruptly!” She was seething.

“Whoa, whoa, Mary!” Bill looked crestfallen as he sat down on the sofa next to Ben. “Wow, are you guys new or what? It’s Lucy!”

“Lucy?” said Ben questioningly. “I thought you said it was Marilyn? Who the fuck is Lucy?”

Kevin stepped in to help. “He means Lucy as in ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’. LSD, acid… I can’t think of all the other names for it. Where the hell did you get that?”

“And more importantly, are you sure it wasn’t from a cop?” Ben yelled. “Jeez, Bill, what the hell is the matter with you? If you bought that from a cop we could get arrested now, or they could be watching us… fuck, how would we explain all this money?”

Mary had remained silent, and as Bill, Kevin and Ben realised this they all turned to look at her, perplexed. They were used to the old Mary freaking out whenever it came to the subject of ‘Class A’ drugs. She didn’t mind marijuana, and had experimented with magic mushrooms, but acid was definitely a place that none of them had been before, and Bill had certainly put them at risk in making his little score. Her eyes flicked up from the small square of paper and locked with Bill’s.

“What?” asked Bill nervously. “Okay, forget it! Bad idea – I’ll flush it,” he continued before Mary had even responded.

“Don’t bloody do that!” Mary hissed.

“What, then?” asked Bill even more nervously.

Mary nodded to herself. “Actually, that was a very cool find, Bill. Well done. I’ve always wanted to try an acid trip… yeah, let’s do it!”

Bill breathed a huge sigh of relief and smiled. Kevin stood up, walked to the edge of the verandah, and leaned casually on the railing. He gazed at the waves rolling up on the sandy white beach not ten metres from where he stood, and thought vaguely to himself that he probably didn’t need a hallucinogenic substance to kick-start his imagination. The last two days had been just plum-filled with images that easily outshone those in Naked Lunch. Behind him, in the bungalow, he could hear Bill, Ben and Mary planning their caper.

“Okay, we’ll count out the money now and each take a bit of cash, just to get by on,” said Ben.

“Yeah, and then get something to eat and catch an afternoon nap – gonna be a big one!” said Bill excitedly.

Mary was already pulling the wads of notes out of the bag and smiling as she tossed them on the sofa. “Yup, big one all right… whoo-hoo!”

And so the stage was set for our intrepid adventurers to have the night of their lives.

*   *   *

While the X-Crew sat in Ben and Mary’s bungalow planning how to spend the Dwarf Mafia’s money, the Dwarf Mafia were sitting in their own bungalow – not very far away – planning how to get it back.

“Right, gentlemen,” said Skindle officiously, “there are two items on the agenda for this morning. Firstly, in order to ascertain whether MT’s friends are in fact ’ere, we need to scout the car park and look for their vehicle. And secondly, it occurs to me, Mr Sisulu, that in order for us to catch these amateur thieves, you will need to see them before they see you.”

“Um, yes, I guess so,” said Emtwetwe.

“So, we’re agreed then. You need a disguise. Sumfink that’ll allow you to walk around the grounds ’ere incognito, so to speak.”

“A disguise… yes,” said Emtwetwe, and his head was immediately filled with images of himself in a rather dapper-looking James Bond-style get-up.

“So,” Skindle continued, “describe the vehicle to Mr ’unt and I and we shall go out and complete these two missions forthwith.”

“Yes, well…” Emtwetwe hesitated.

“You said sumfink previously about a very colourful Land Rover?” Skindle eyed him enquiringly.

“Oh, yes, the Land Rover. If it’s here you won’t be able to miss it.”

“Excellent,” Skindle barked, “I fink we ’ave all the information we need. Come on, Mr ’unt, let’s be off.”

Hunt rolled his eyes and followed Skindle out of the door, leaving Emtwetwe alone in the room, daydreaming about picking up his new gadget-laden Rolex from Q Branch at MI6 headquarters.

The two dwarves walked across the lush green lawns and then skirted around the various buildings of the hotel complex. There was the main hotel, resplendent as it basked in the perfect sunshine, there was the casino entrance with enough neon lights hanging off its frontage to make it visible from space through a blizzard, and there was the car park. They sauntered between the cars, ducking down low whenever anyone came near. And there, parked in the far corner in the shade of a tree, was Nemesis.

“Ah, Mr ’unt, I do believe that we ’as found the vee-hicle in question,” said Skindle, grinning and rubbing his hands together. He and Hunt walked over to Nemesis and furtively inspected the vibrantly coloured vehicle.

“’Ere, Mr Skindle,” called Hunt, “take a look at this.” He was peering beneath the Landy and had noticed some unusual, dusty panels in the underside of the chassis.

“What is it?” said Skindle, getting onto his back and sliding under Nemesis. He started poking around at the panels and one of them popped open to reveal a hidden cavity – a perfect place for hiding contraband. And there were six such panels, all presumably covering further such spaces. “Interesting, very interesting,” said Skindle with a shrewd smile. “Once we’ve recovered our dosh I fink we should commandeer this conveyance – as payment for all the trouble these lot ’ave caused us – and use it for the purpose for which it was clearly intended… smuggling!”

Hunt grinned. “It would be perfect for some of our cross-border operations, wouldn’t it?”

“It would indeed, Mr ’unt!” Skindle crawled back out from under Nemesis and rubbed his hands again. “But we’ll discuss that later. For now, let’s go find Mr Sisulu a disguise. Seems he is quite a trustworthy fellow after all, if not a bit slow.”

They made their way back across the car park and along one face of the building, rounded a corner and saw a row of boutiques and restaurants.

“Ah, shops,” said Skindle. “Just what we need. They must have a place what sells wigs an’ stuff, right? Let’s split up. You go and ask in those two places at the far end, I’ll try these ones ’ere.”

Hunt grunted and walked off. Skindle stepped up onto the sidewalk and in through the door of a menswear shop. Within five minutes both he and Hunt were standing together on the sidewalk again, looking around dejectedly.

“Well, oh Glorious Leader, what do you want to do now? If all of these places say there ain’t any shops wif wigs ’n stuff around ’ere, then there ain’t,” said Hunt in a huff.

“Oi! No need to take that tone. Have you got a bloody better idea?” Skindle poked his finger into Hunt’s chest, and then continued before Hunt could answer, “No, I didn’t bloody fink so.” He turned and marched off down the sidewalk, and Hunt trotted resignedly after him. As they approached the corner at the end of the building, Skindle turned back to Hunt and said, “Anyway, I’m ’ungry. Let’s get sumfink to eat so’s I can fink better. I saw a burger place just around this… oof!”

Hunt rounded the corner to see Skindle face down on top of a giant red and yellow chicken. There were hundreds of pamphlets floating through the air and a hundred more spread all over the sidewalk. Hunt just burst out laughing. “Hee-hee, oh, Skindle, there’s no need to do that!”

Skindle was trying desperately to stand up, but he had somehow managed to get caught in the great bird’s feathers, and he and the chicken kept rolling helplessly around on the ground. “Gerrof, ouch, ’ere, what’s your game? And I don’t have to bloody do what, Inchworm?”

“Haa-haa, if you want chicken, all you have to do is go inside and ask. They give ’em to ya, cleaned and de-feathered and stuck in a bun an’ all. Hee-hee. ’sides, I think that one might be a bit more than you can finish!”

Skindle was livid. Grabbing the chicken by its neck he pushed himself up and head-butted it in the beak. The bird immediately went limp. “Fuckeen showed you, didn’I!” yelled Skindle, standing up. Then he kicked it in the ribs, just to make sure.

“Geez, Skindle! Now look what you’ve gone and done. I thought we were supposed to keep a low bloody profile. Now we’re in a right mess! What’re we gonna do?”

Skindle drew his arm across his mouth as if he were a cowboy wiping away a trickle of blood after a barroom brawl. “Erm… crap!” He stared around, expecting to see security guards running up to arrest him, but there was no one about.

“Bugger!” Skindle yelled again. “Quick – bring the car around and we’ll dump ’im in the boot before anyone sees!”

But Hunt just stood there. “Actually, I’ve got a better idea.”

“Eh? Just bloody do as I say. I’m the ideas man, remember! Get the car.”

“No, no, wait. Fink about it. We need a disguise, and ee’s wearing one!”

Skindle glared at Hunt and then looked down at the giant chicken. He quickly realised what Hunt meant. It was perfect. Bugger again, why didn’t I fink of that? Then the devious part of his mind kicked into gear. He doesn’t know that I didn’t fink of that! And it was me what found the bird. At which point Skindle managed to convince himself that it was his idea all along. It was on purpose. “It was on purpose,” he said out loud and far too quickly. “I mean, why the fuck do you fink I was tackling the fuckin’ fing in the first place?”

Hunt looked unconvinced.

“I meant for you to bring the car around so’s we could get him to the bungalow and get this suit off.”

“We can’t drive the car up to the bungalow,” said Hunt coldly.

“Oh. Well I didn’t know that, did I? We’ll ’ave ta carry ’im then. Let’s go.”

They each grabbed a leg and began hauling the hapless man-bird across the hotel lawn.

Back at the bungalow Emtwetwe had just ordered an imaginary vodka martini – shaken, not stirred – and was explaining to a delightful young lady how his jetpack worked when Skindle and Hunt came in, dragging a large chicken. He snapped out of his reverie.

“Mr Sisulu, your disguise!” said Skindle grandly.

Emtwetwe looked at him, confused. “Eh?”

“Your disguise… remember? So them thieves don’t recognise ya!”

“B-but… it’s a man dressed as a chicken!” Emtwetwe sputtered. “Where’s my Savile Row suit… and my jetpack, and… and the girl…” He fell silent, and sat and watched, dejectedly, as Skindle and Hunt pulled the various bits of the suit off the man inside. It turned out to be a skinny little guy with glasses, and he was out cold. They tied him up and put him in a cupboard with a gag in his mouth.

“Right,” said Skindle. “Mr ’unt, break out the ’ardware and I’ll run you boys through the plan.”

Hunt walked over to a large chest that he’d brought in from the car the night before. It was made of a shiny metal and had a massive padlock on it. He unlocked it and threw the lid back. Emtwetwe watched in amazement as Hunt reached inside and took out the scariest-looking gun that he had ever seen. It was a short, stocky, lethal-looking weapon, matt black, but with a strange, evil glow.

“Uzi nine-millimetre!” cried Hunt in his best Arnold Schwarzenegger, pulling the bolt on the weapon and letting it spring back with a ‘kerching’. Hunt put the Uzi down and pulled a second, identical one from the case, followed by two Glock handguns, and a pair of Kevlar bulletproof vests with what appeared to be hand grenades and various other utility items dangling from them. Then he took out a disturbingly large bowie knife and grinned.

Suddenly Emtwetwe wasn’t feeling so bad. “What do I get?” he asked excitedly.

“Eh?” Hunt looked at him quizzically.

“I need a weapon too!” said Emtwetwe.

“Not bloody likely, mate. You’re on probation,” sneered Hunt.

Emtwetwe wasn’t happy. “But what if I’m in danger from those bad people?”

Hunt thought about that. “Oh, alwight. There’s a baseball bat in the boot of the car – go get it later,” he said, turning to hand one of the Uzis to Skindle.

Skindle grinned as he clutched the weapon. “Ooh, this is going to be good. Right, we’ll stay indoors ’til dusk, then go find them bastards and teach ’em a lesson what they’ll never forget.”


Chapter 4 | And The Lord Taketh Away…

Ben, Mary, Kevin and Bill were lying on their backs on the face of a sand dune. The sand was a little cold and damp, but they didn’t notice. There was a huge fire blazing a few feet away to their left, and next to it sat a pile of logs, waiting to be sacrificed, but they didn’t notice that either. The dune was partly covered with vegetation, and it curved gently down to a pristine white sandy beach, onto which small breakers threw themselves with suicidal abandon, maniacally, persistently trying to erode the land away, but they didn’t notice. Sure, the ‘shushing’ sound of the waves registered somewhere vaguely in their minds, but none of them focused on it in particular. They were all far too busy studying, with excruciating attention, Mary’s toes. It appeared to them that the toes were dancing, of their own accord, on the end of Mary’s foot. Her right leg was bent at the knee, supporting her left leg, which was held up high so that they could all get a good view of the toes. And the toes weren’t just moving randomly or wriggling aimlessly, they were definitely, absolutely, moving to a beat. Quite a funky beat at that. And, more importantly, they no longer appeared to be entirely attached to Mary’s foot. The baby toe would swell up like a balloon, detach itself from the foot and pop up right in front of their eyes, then do a little wiggle and hurry back to the foot, at which point the rest of the toes would all cheer in squeaky little voices. Then it would be the big toe’s turn to do a trick. They were all fascinated. Had there been a third-party observer to their antics – which, fortunately, there was not – the thing they would have found most disturbing was the fact that neither Ben, Mary, Kevin nor Bill considered this chorus line toe-show to be particularly, well… disturbing. They were ooh-ing and aah-ing and laughing like a bunch of kids at the circus. Which was, in effect, what they were. Marilyn was doing her thing. They were all tripping off their trolleys.

The sun was setting to their right, partly over the land and partly over the sea, melting into the horizon like a blob of butter on a slice of hot toast. It was an astounding sight, and – suddenly, simultaneously – they all looked up and gazed in awe at their surroundings. The toes were instantly forgotten.

“Wow!” said Ben.

“Whoa!” said Mary.

“O-h-h-h man!” said Kevin.

“Is this real?” asked Bill.

“It’s incredible!” said Ben. “What a sunset! Who cares if it’s real! Wait, I tell you what – I’ll describe what I’m seeing, and if you’re all seeing the same thing then we’ll know it’s real, okay?”

The others nodded, and Ben began.

“We’re sitting on the shores of an ocean of treacle. The sun is falling into the sea, a massive, burning orange orb, sinking slowly beneath the waves…”

“Yeah!” sighed Mary.

“Cool,” said Kevin.

Bill giggled.

Ben continued, “It’s like the end of the world. The treacle is boiling, and a mist like a blanket spun from the silk of a million ghostly golden gossamer spiders is rising from its surface. It drapes itself over the land and sea with a warm ochre-red glow, reaching out, touching everything…”

“Yum,” said Mary.

“Nice one, dude,” said Kevin.

Bill giggled.

“The mist is the life force of the universe,” whispered Ben. “It is the pure light of existence, it is the thread that connects us all. It touches the ocean, turning it to gold. It touches the earth, causing it to shiver with the intensity of its power, to vibrate with the energy. The entire universe is quivering to the same pulsating beat. Even the rocks jutting up through the water’s surface have become jelly-like… soft… and they’re throbbing in time and glowing with an ethereal internal light. The fingers of energy are dancing off the gulls flying overhead and instantly their wings are gilded in amber. It probes our bodies and gently enters us to caress our souls… wait, I was wrong, it’s not like the end of the world, it’s like the beginning. This energy, it is life, it is the universe, it is everything…”

“Awesome!” sighed Mary.

“Hmmm,” said Kevin.

Bill said nothing.

They all lay still, staring dreamily, silently at their surroundings, just letting the colours and sensations that were engulfing their minds wash over them in waves. The sun was gone, the sky darkened around them.

Ben began to speak once more. “The energy is waning; it needs a new source… where is she?” He stopped. The ocean held its breath, waiting for him to continue. Mary, Kevin and Bill were now just too spaced out to say or do anything. They felt like they had been lying there for days, listening to Ben’s voice. Time had lost its memory, turned in on itself and eaten its own tail. The universe was mourning time, and as it did so it slowly collapsed into a pinprick that sparkled like a tiny diamond before each of their eyes. It had been almost three hours since they had divided up the little piece of blotting paper depicting Marilyn Monroe and swallowed it down. All was calm, peaceful, blissful…

Then Ben was off again. “Here she comes, the goddess moon, rising quickly up from the horizon, and here comes her entourage, a hundred thousand silvery fireflies following her adoringly across the night sky, sparkling as they bask in her glory…”

Silence.

“And now the clouds have seen her… they rush to embrace her in waves. They surround her like a coat of the softest, whitest fur, and her glow touches everything. She is the queen, she is ever-present, day and night.”

Silence. Not a word came from the rest of the Crew, and suddenly Ben felt very alone. “Are you guys still there?” he asked, tentatively raising his head. The fire had died down and the coals glowed darkly in the sand. “Guys?”

“Hmmm,” said Mary.

“Uh-huh,” said Kevin.

“Over here taking a leak,” said Bill. He was standing behind them at the top of the dune, facing inland.

Ben turned to look in his direction. “Okay, so what do you see?”

But Bill was already thinking about that – quite hard actually – while also thinking that he’d most certainly gotten his money’s worth with his little acid purchase. I mean, what Ben saw was nice and everything, but this…

“Bill? What do you see? Are you seeing the queen of the fireflies and the universal life force?”

“Um, nah mate… I’m seeing a garden gnome with an Uzi… no, wait, two of them… and… an eight-foot chicken with a baseball bat. Man, these are good drugs!”

At that moment Hunt came thundering over the top of the sand dune, waving his Uzi wildly and screaming at the top of his voice, “Don’t nobody fuckeen move. If I see so much as a hair blow in the breeze I’ll crease the lotta ya!” And with that he pushed Bill over into the sand.

Bill landed flat on his back and realised he was still holding his dick. Hell, was I still peeing? Bugger, I think I’ve wet myself… but this is so cool!

Ben got to his knees, confused, and turned to see Hunt stepping over Bill and walking toward him. “Shit! Mary… Kevin… um, I think you need to see this!”

Kevin and Mary were both still far away in a dreamland of stars and other sparkly things and hadn’t even heard Hunt shouting. They both opened their eyes and lazily raised themselves up on their elbows to look over at Ben. “What?” asked Kevin, only half interested. But as he spoke he heard a sound from behind him, and turned his head to see Skindle come huffing and puffing into view, not making quite the entrance that Hunt had. Kevin froze. Suddenly he began to feel somewhat less tranquil. Mary had now also seen the dwarves, but she too did not move a muscle.

Hunt was confused. He’d expected a better reaction to his gung-ho announcement, a bit of screaming, some frantic pleading for mercy even, but everyone seemed quite chilled.

And then Skindle was at his side.

“Right, you lot…” Skindle paused, trying to catch his breath. He was about to continue when Emtwetwe came bounding over the dune in his chicken suit. He’d been slightly slower off the mark when Hunt had called the charge, due partly to the weight of the suit, but largely to the size twenty bird-feet he was wearing. He was moving in a fashion similar to that of a scuba diver wearing fins while trying to walk into the sea. As he came over the top he spotted Bill lying on the ground, calmly trying to zip himself up. And in the same instant he found that running had become far easier. It took him a moment to realise that this was because he was now going downhill. Momentum had taken over. He hurtled toward Bill and tried vainly to jump over him. But the huge chicken feet had different plans. One foot crossed over the other and a claw wedged into the sand. Emtwetwe’s legs buckled, and he got airborne. He raised his feather-clad arms, trying desperately to balance himself, and soared over Bill, who was ecstatic.

“Whoa! Guys, this is awesome. Check out the size of this chicken… and it’s flying.”

And it was – straight at Skindle and Hunt, who had both turned and were now staring in horror as Emtwetwe came screaming down on them. The gradient of the sand dune meant that – as he powered forward through the air – Emtwetwe actually got quite a bit of height. But Gravity, as usual, got in on the fun pretty quickly, and now Emtwetwe was plummeting at what appeared to be the speed of sound and with all the grace of King Kong falling off the Empire State Building. Before Skindle or Hunt could move, the great bird bailed into them, knocking the wind out of them, and the three figures went rolling down the sand dune, right past Ben, Mary and Kevin. The intruders came to rest in a very messy pile on the beach, amid much swearing and shouting.

It was all too much for Bill. He was laughing so much he thought he might wet himself – again. “A-haaa, this is so cool! Hee-hee… oh my word, these are good drugs. Hoo-hoo. Or… or…” He stopped laughing. “Wait… is this real?”

Mary jumped up at exactly the same time as Kevin, who was now feeling very clear-headed.

“Fuck, oh my god, who the hell are these people?” yelled Kevin.

Mary grabbed a log from next to the fire and started running down the dune to the still wrestling, still swearing heap of chicken feathers and dwarf limbs. Like Kevin, her head had cleared very quickly.

Ladies and gentlemen, Marilyn has left the building.

But unlike Kevin, she knew exactly who these people were. And what they wanted. And in an instant Kevin and Ben realised it too, and they ran after her, secretly hoping that she knew what the hell she was doing.

She arrived on the beach and started thrashing at the chicken-à-la-dwarf stew with her log as Emtwetwe, Skindle and Hunt writhed around in the sand. Skindle bore the brunt of her blows. “Bloody mad bitch, get ’er off me! Ow! ’unt, get off my chest! Ow!”

“Can’t, MT’s lying on top of me!” Hunt yelled back. “MT, stand fuckeen up!”

Emtwetwe was trying to, but the sheer weight of the suit kept defeating him. “Sorry, boss, I’m stuck.”

Kevin and Ben stood next to Mary and watched her beating on the writhing pile with her log. Then, without warning, the pile rolled over and there came the ‘kerching’ of the bolt of an automatic weapon. Hunt had managed to escape from beneath Emtwetwe, and there he stood, Uzi raised in his right hand, and a shiny black grenade in his left.

With the pin out.

“Right, everybody fuckeen back off!” Hunt screamed. “MT, stand up – Skindle, ’elp ’im!” In an instant Emtwetwe and Skindle were up and brushing themselves off. Skindle stood doubled over, gasping, but managed to cock his Uzi while Emtwetwe felt around in the sand for his baseball bat.

Kevin and Ben froze on the spot, and Mary reluctantly dropped her log. Bill was still kneeling at the top of the dune, wondering what was going on. Skindle glared at him. “Oi, you! Shit-fer-brains. Get your arse down ’ere!”

Bill frowned, stood cautiously and took a step forward, then another, and then faltered, smiling again. “Okay, very funny. Ha-ha!”

“Get fuckeen down ’ere now!” roared Skindle.

The smile flickered off Bill’s face and he started walking down the dune. “Well, that’s just great. Our acid trip’s been hijacked by Doc, Grumpy and Big Bird from Sesame Street.”

At this comment Hunt exploded. “Let me ’ave ’im, Skindle! Save ’im for me! Did you ’ear what ’ee called us! I’ll kill ’im!” Skindle put his arm across Hunt’s chest, preventing him from rushing at Bill.

Mary glared at Bill and hissed, “Shut the fuck up, Bill, before you get us all killed.”

“Yes, Bill,” said Skindle sarcastically. “Shut the fuck up and get over ’ere.”

Bill was about to tell Mary that it was all okay, just part of the trip, but thought better of it and went to stand next to Ben, trying not to giggle.

“Right, you lot,” said Skindle, still gasping for breath, “where’s our fuckeen money?”

Kevin looked at Mary, hoping for guidance, but she kept her gaze firmly on the ground.

“Um, well, you see…” Kevin began.

“What fucking money?” Mary spat.

Skindle’s hand shot out and he slapped Mary across the face, but given the differences in their heights, this proved both difficult and ineffective. He maintained the bravado, nonetheless. “Wrong answer! Where’s the money?”

Mary stared daggers at him. “Actually, it was a question.”

Skindle was confused for a second, but then recovered himself and lashed out at Mary again, this time clenching his fist and giving a little jump to gain some height. Mary fell to the ground, and Skindle put the barrel of his Uzi to her temple, though he was feeling awfully bad for hitting her and really wanted to apologise. Bloody ’ell, he thought. I ’ope they tell us where the money is ’cos I ain’t gonna be able to keep this up much longer.

He steeled himself, Gotta act tough. “I’m not fuckeen playin’ games,” he hissed. “Where’s my fuckeen money?”

Ben knelt to help Mary up. He was aching to take a swing at Skindle, but Hunt raised his Uzi and pointed it menacingly at him. “Leave ’er. Stand up.”

Ben did as he was bid, and Hunt jabbed the barrel of the gun into his ribs. “Now,” Hunt growled at Kevin, “answer Mr Skindle’s question or your friend ’ere gets it!”

Kevin sighed and turned to Skindle. “Okay, just everybody calm down. I’ll tell you where the money is.”

Mary and Ben looked both upset and relieved.

Bill frowned, turned to Kevin and said, “Um. So… this is real?”

*   *   *

To Michael and Gabriel, sitting in a tree-top perch nearby, it had all been very real. Unfortunately, however, they had only become aware of the X-Crew’s predicament once the Dwarf Mafia’s attack was well under way. Their lack of attention could be blamed entirely on the fact that they’d been sitting in the tree since the previous evening and had therefore become rather bored. Boredom led to distraction in the form of Jerry Springer reruns (because once isn’t enough) which they’d taken to watching through the window of the couple in Bungalow 6.

They were deeply engrossed in this when Michael happened to look up just in time to see Emtwetwe completing his solo flight and crashing into Skindle and Hunt.

“Oh, my hat! Gabriel! They’re here!” shouted Michael.

Gabriel looked around, confused. “Who?”

“Well, I think it’s the people whose money we stole. Quick! Do something.”

But before they could do anything Mary had started beating on the dwarves and Emtwetwe with her log.

“Oh, it’s okay, Mary seems to have it all under control,” beamed Michael.

Then Hunt was up, and things took a turn for the worse.

Michael tugged at Gabriel’s non-existent sleeve. “Gabriel! Gabriel! What should we do?”

But Gabriel was in shock. “I don’t know! I hadn’t counted on them actually finding us!”

“Oh no! That nasty little man just hit the poor girl. We have to help them!”

“All right, all right,” said Gabriel, thinking fast. “Scare tactics! Michael, we’re going to go down there and show ourselves to them.”

“All of them?” said Michael, incredulous. “And then what?”

Gabriel was silent for a second, thinking, and then he realised what must be done. “We’re going to have to tell them the truth – the whole story. Let’s go.”

Michael was about to object, but Gabriel had already vanished.

*   *   *

Satisfied that Kevin was now willing to cooperate, Hunt lowered his weapon. “Good, I’m glad you’ve seen sense at last. So, tell Mr S. what ’ee wants to know. There’s a good lad.” He was as relieved as Skindle that the violence was over, and they wouldn’t really have to kill anyone.

Kevin raised his hands in submission. “Alright, alright. The money’s in the…”

But before he got any further there was a flash like lightning and Gabriel appeared between Mary and Skindle. Skindle jumped and fell backwards into the sand. Then there was a second flash and Michael appeared in front of Hunt. Hunt was shocked, but he stood his ground. Emtwetwe panicked and started to run away, but quickly realised that the chicken suit was going to make this futile – if not farcical – and stopped.

Gabriel turned to Kevin. “Evening, Kevin. You seem to be in a spot of bother… again.”

It took Kevin a second or two to get over his surprise, and another second to start feeling a touch embarrassed. “Ah. Hi, Gabriel… Michael,” he said, looking bashful.

Everyone else remained stock still, staring at the Angels with mouths agape, then Mary stood up shakily. “You… you know these… beings?” she asked Kevin, a confused look on her face.

Kevin sighed. “Yeah, kinda. They’re Angels.”

Mary turned questioningly to Michael. “You’re Angels?”

Michael smiled at her. “Yes, miss, exactly right. And here in the nick of time, it seems.”

Ben, shielding his eyes from the bright light being emitted by the Angels, said nothing.

Bill was now really confused. “So, is this part real… or just the part with the gnomes and the chicken?” No one answered him. “Guys?”

On hearing yet another reference to his diminutive stature, Hunt glared at Bill, but was too wary of the Angels to do anything.

Skindle got to his feet and stared in awe at Gabriel and Michael. “It… it’s a trick, right?” he asked, looking hopefully at Hunt.

But it was Kevin who answered him. “Well, they’ve been hanging around me a lot, and up to this point I’d half thought they were just a figment of my imagination, but as you’re all seeing them now…”

Mary’s mind was racing. “Hanging around you? Why?”

“Um…” Kevin hesitated, glancing at Gabriel. “It’s a long story.”

“It is indeed,” said Gabriel, “but Michael and I are better placed to tell it – and given this latest turn of events I think it’s time you all heard the whole, tragic tale from us. Then Kevin can get on with his job.”

“His job? What job? Kevin?” Mary asked, bewildered.

“His job – the job that he has so graciously agreed to do for us,” said Gabriel.

Hunt, still in Mission Impossible mode, was studying the Angels intently while giving this new twist in the situation some thought. He poked at Gabriel’s arm with his Uzi and was amazed as the barrel passed straight through the Angel. Now he felt a bit more confident. “’Ere, Mr Skindle, look! This one’s just made of… well, air! They can’t ’urt us. I say we bludgeon this Kevin bloke, get our money and bugger off.”

There was a crackle of static electricity as Gabriel glowed brighter and glared at Hunt, who quickly changed his mind and backed away nervously. But, as it happened, Skindle – though sceptical – was intrigued. He was wondering what possible help two Angels – if that’s what they really were – would want from a half-baked dropout, which Kevin clearly was. “Calm down, Mr ’unt. Never turn down an opportunity to learn sumfink. This is an amazing occurrence – not often you get a couple of Angels dropping in to ’elp a gang of two-bit thieves! We should ’ear ’em out and see what advantages this little situation might ’old for us.”

“Quite,” said Gabriel, “but perhaps we should retire to one of the bungalows – I feel a bit exposed standing out in the open like this, and I’m sure that you two would like to keep a low profile, what with all that weaponry you’re carrying.”

“That is a very good idea, Mr… Gabriel, is it?” asked Skindle, pleasantly.

“That is correct, sir. And we can use Ben and Mary’s unit – number ten,” volunteered Gabriel.

“Marvellous! After you.” Skindle gestured politely to Gabriel.

“Come along then, all of you,” said Gabriel, looking around. “To the bungalow!” And with that he disappeared. Michael stood for a moment, surprised by Gabriel’s departure, then he too disappeared.

Hunt immediately turned on Kevin. “Right, they’ve bloody gone – didn’t put enough film in the projector… or whatever it was that you used to make those two appear. Now where’s our bloody money?”

But Skindle was rubbing his chin contemplatively and staring at the spot where Gabriel had stood. “Not quite how I expected him to go on ahead of me, but anyway…” Then he turned and began walking up the dune. “Come on Mr ’unt. If we play our cards right we could be up for a bit of Divine Intervention in future. Might come in ’andy in our line of business. Let’s go ’ave a little chat with these Angel chaps, shall we?”

Ben looked at Mary and shrugged, then the two of them hugged briefly before starting off after Skindle. Emtwetwe, still in his chicken suit, followed them, goose-stepping up the dune like some mad Nazi at a fancy-dress party. Kevin glanced at Hunt, who was now somewhat indecisive, and then walked away too.

Hunt, sensing that arguing would get him nowhere and, more importantly, that he wasn’t going to get to fire his Uzi that night, turned to Bill. “I’ll fuckeen deal wif you later, gnome boy!” he hissed. He was about to stomp off after the little bungalow-bound party when he realised that he was still holding a live grenade in his hand, sans pin. He stopped, toed the sand and then looked forlornly at the grenade. “Bugger, lost the pin,” he said to himself.

And then it occurred to him that he would finally get to use one of the grenades that he had so lovingly polished every day since he had bought them several years ago. He smiled grimly. “Oh well, only one fing for it!” He tossed the grenade behind a small outcrop of rocks some thirty paces down the beach. A few seconds later there was a loud bang and a bright flash as it exploded. Everyone looked back in shock. White sand gushed up into the air, and at the same time a larger, heavier object rocketed into the sky. It was followed by a strange bleating noise. The object was on fire and it left a blazing trail behind it.

Hunt looked quizzically at Bill. “Was that a goat?”

But Bill didn’t answer. He just stood there grinning as his mind absorbed yet another awesome event of the evening.

“Mr ’unt! You’re a bloody eejit!” yelled Skindle from the top of the dune.

Hunt laughed, then jogged away.

Bill came out of his reverie and realised he was standing alone on the beach. Where’s everybody going? he thought numbly. The show was just getting interesting. Oh well, better get after them, I suppose. Maybe we really are all following a pair of weird ghosts and some crabby leprechauns and… Nah! Can’t be real. Still, reminds me of something… a movie with a tin man… and a scarecrow… hmmm. And with that he trudged off after his friends, singing happily to himself, “We’re off to see the Wizard, the wonderful Wizard of Oz.”

Arriving at the bungalow, he poked his head around the door. It was brightly lit inside, and he found it necessary to shield his eyes. During the walk he’d been thinking, half-heartedly, that perhaps everything would be back to normal when he got there – that the rollercoaster acid trip would have ended. And now he stood and gazed at the scene. There were Kevin, Ben and Mary, sitting on the sofa. Mary had her head in her hands, and Ben and Kevin were looking at something in the room that was out of Bill’s line of sight. So far so good. He took a step inside and his heart sank. Two gnomes, and a giant chicken. Bugger. Wonder how long this stuff lasts. Should have asked the bloke I bought it from. At least the ghosts aren’t… but Bill didn’t get a chance to finish the thought as first Gabriel and then Michael breezed in through the wall. Oh great. The whole funny farm is still with us. This could be a long night.

Gabriel addressed the group with a smile, “Ah, all here I see.”

“Indeed,” said Skindle cheerily, and then he gestured to Bill, who was still standing in the doorway. “Come on, erm,” he hesitated, looking at Kevin. “Wassisname? Bill? Sit down, there’s a good chap.”

Bill looked blankly at Skindle, then shuffled around the edge of the room, pulled out a dining chair, and sat down next to Hunt, who glared at him. Bill didn’t flinch. It’s just an illusion, Bill, mate, no need to be afraid. Just be yourself.

Skindle turned back to Gabriel. “Now, Mr Gabriel, do please tell us all about… well, the lad’s job what ee’s doin’ for ya. Um, and if you don’t mind, you might tell us where our money is too.”

“Ah, yes, your money,” said Gabriel with a fleeting look toward one of the kitchen cupboards. “We’ll come to that in just a second. First though, I think you’d better tell me what it is that you do for a living.”

“Eh? Us? Well…” Skindle glanced nervously around the room. “Um, that’s a bit complicated… and… well… confidential.”

“Really? How very cloak-and-dagger-ish,” said Gabriel sarcastically.

“Eh?” Skindle suspected he was being made fun of, but wasn’t sure, so decided to play it safe. “Um, yeah, I guess.”

“And it appears to involve the delivery and collection of mysterious bags – with the collection bag apparently having obscene amounts of money in it… afraid of banks, are we?” said Gabriel, arching his eyebrows mockingly at Skindle.

“’Ere, now look, there’s no need to take that tone. You might be an Angel an’ all, but that don’t mean you can take the piss. ’Sides, what’s my business is mine,” said Skindle, his voice trailing off as his confidence waned.

“Yes, and rather profitable it is too, it seems,” said Gabriel. “You’re a drug smuggler, aren’t you?”

Everyone in the room held their breath, waiting for Skindle’s reaction. They all expected him to be furious, but after a few seconds he just grinned, turned the palms of his hands upward, and shrugged. “You got me bang to rights, mate. So what?”

Gabriel glared at him. “So, you have been a menace to society, fed on the carcass of humanity’s lost souls, its dispossessed and disenchanted, and you have profited greatly. I think it’s time you gave something back!”

“’Ere, ’ang about,” said Skindle, “what do you mean by ‘menace to society’? I’m not sure I like that… come to fink of it, nor the bit about me giving sumfink back.” But then a thought crossed his mind. Gabriel needed something from him, and in Skindle’s universe, one man’s need was another man’s gain. This was a negotiation. “Um, what do you want me to give anyway?”

Unfortunately for Skindle, Gabriel was reading his every thought, and therefore had a decided, if not unfair, advantage.

“Oh, just the money,” said Gabriel nonchalantly. Then he added, “But only some of it,” as if this would make all the difference in the world to Skindle.

Skindle stared at Gabriel for a second, and then let out a great guffaw. “You’re ’avin’ a laugh, mate. If you fink I’m gonna give you my money, you’ve got a nuvver fink coming.”

Skindle looked at Hunt, who started laughing too, and then turned back to Gabriel, the smile disappearing from his face as he did so. “You’re being serious, aintcha?” he asked, his voice full of malice.

“Deadly,” said Gabriel flatly.

“Alwighty then. And why exactly would I want to do that?”

“Because, my dear fellow, Kevin here needs to be able to travel… quite extensively, in fact, and to do that he needs money.”

“Hmmm, so you want to send the lad on a little vacation with my ’ard-earned, do ya?”

“It will not be a vacation. Kevin is on a mission of the utmost importance, as I told you earlier. And if you help us out with this money matter, then I can help you out with a little problem that you’ve got.”

“Eh? What do you mean a little problem what I’ve got? I don’t ’ave any problems, mate.”

Gabriel glanced at Michael, hoping that he would follow his lead. But Michael appeared as keen as everyone else to hear what Skindle’s problem was.

“Well, Mr Skindle, now that you know that Angels exist, I’m sure you realise that must mean that Heaven and Hell exist too,” said Gabriel, slowly nodding as he finished the sentence.

Skindle looked down at the floor. He said nothing. His eyes flicked to Hunt and then back to the floor. Still nothing.

“So,” continued Gabriel, “I’m sure you understand that – due to your line of work – your particular ticket to the hereafter may already be stamped with the name of the less attractive of the two destinations…” He paused to allow his words to sink in, but also to glare at Michael who was hopping up and down as if he had something to say. Gabriel could just tell that he was going to ruin it all by blabbing about Heaven and who did or did not get access, but on seeing Gabriel’s expression he immediately stood still.

“So,” said Skindle, “you’re implying that if I ’elp you out wif a bit of dosh, I can buy my way into ’eaven? Hmmm… ’ere, ‘old on a minute – you still ’aven’t told us what the lad’s mission is!”

Gabriel sighed and looked around the room at the expectant faces. He’d been dreading having to answer this question, but knew he couldn’t avoid it any longer. “Ah, yes, well… where to begin? Um, well, as you already know, Michael and I are Angels… as in God’s servants, etcetera, etcetera.”

A murmur went around the room. Gabriel was grateful for the opportunity to pause and gather his thoughts. “Um. Yes. So, many, many years ago, God – and I apologise, Kevin, but I only recently remembered some of this – but God, well, He came down to Earth in physical form to settle an argument that had begun between a few… erm… well, let’s call them Holy Men.”

“Wow!” said Mary. “God came to Earth? In person? That’s incredible!”

The others nodded in agreement, and then the rapt faces turned back to Gabriel.

“What was the argument about?” asked Skindle.

“Well, the story goes back a bit further than the argument. For eternity God had been a mere observer of events on Earth. He’d watched all the great cataclysms and seen mankind struggle for thousands of years, and when it finally looked like civilisation was beginning to make some progress He decided it might be nice to show up and help out a little… you know, give everyone a few useful guidelines to follow. So, He’d taken to appearing in visions to people – people who He thought were intrinsically good, and who would take His suggestions to heart.”

“You mean like Isaac and Abraham and… well, all the Old Testament characters?” asked Ben.

“Yes, something like that – I don’t remember their names, but it was in the era that you would know as 600 BC. Anyway, God was hoping they’d spread the word – just teach others to live good lives. And it worked rather well, up to a point. I think God’s mistake was that He was approaching individuals, rather than appearing to groups of people, and that’s why the problems started. He’d wait until some old gentleman was out all alone, shepherding his sheep, tell him a few things, and then a few years later, in a different place, He’d talk to another chap who was out fishing by himself, and so on. Anyway, as you would expect, each of these people told a few other people and those people told a few other people and the word spread. ‘Great’, you might think – except it was like Chinese whispers…”

“Eh?” grunted Skindle. “What’s that? Sounds like some kinda sweet.”

“Oh, you know, like we used to play as kids,” Emtwetwe chipped in through his chicken mask. “Broken Telephone, we called it.”

“Ah,” said Skindle. “Never played that. Um, MT, perhaps you’d be more comfortable if you took that ridiculous chicken suit off. Or at least the head.”

“That’s not fair!” Emtwetwe yelled back. “You made me wear it and you said it looked fine. Now you’re calling me ridiculous!” He stopped, and then said quietly, “Besides, I can’t get it off – it’s stuck,” and to demonstrate this he tugged with all his might on the chicken head, to no avail.

“Alwight, don’t get all touchy, MT. We’ll get you out of it later,” said Skindle. “Sorry, Mr Gabriel, you were saying?”

“Ahem, yes,” said Gabriel. “Well, so God had a few quiet words with these people, just hints and suggestions, and before you knew it they were making themselves out to be His personal messengers with special powers and everything, and then of course as soon as one chap heard about the other chap, they got all upset and started slagging each other off.”

“Well, that would be human nature,” said Mary sadly, shaking her head.

“Quite,” said Gabriel, “and worse than that was the fact that they then started competing with each other to get more followers, and making up all sorts of rules of their own which they said God had told them, which clearly He hadn’t.”

Kevin grunted. “Sounds like a regular social media fake news fuck-you follow-me fest.”

Gabriel grimaced, then nodded. “Yes, I suppose it was similar to that. Anyway, things got really out of hand, so God decided to make up a list of things that He thought were important, you know – like not killing your friend or stealing his possessions and so on. Then He chose one gentleman who He thought looked quite nice and read him the list.”

“What?” said Hunt. “He just appeared to some poor bloke one day and said, ‘Hi, I’m God. I’ve got a list ’ere – just a few suggestions on ’ow mankind should conduct its affairs. Would you mind letting everyone know? Ooh, and while you’re at it, if you ‘appen to pass a shop, ’ere’s another list – we need some coffee, a box of Coco Pops and some milk up in ’eaven.’ Bloody ’ell. I’d a told ’im… sorry, Him, where to go shove ’is list.”

“Um, yes… quite,” said Gabriel, giving Hunt a rather concerned look. “But on this occasion He didn’t actually appear – He’d given that up. In fact, he was quite cross by this point, so He turned on the big voice and got creative with lightning bolts and such – etched the rules into a slab of rock, right in front of the chap. And it worked rather well – he seemed very impressed and was certainly the best messenger of the lot. Didn’t start a cult in his name. Problem was that by then all the other messengers had thousands of followers and had started persecuting people for not believing their versions of God’s word, and whole tribes were having wars and… well it had just become ridiculous.”

Everyone nodded sagely. They all saw this as a classic example of the ugliness of humankind – an ugliness that none of them wanted to be a part of, and that had led to each of them dropping out of the rat race, in one way or another. They didn’t trust it, didn’t like it and had opted instead to just hang about on its fringes and let it do its thing. Or, in the case of Skindle and Hunt, to take advantage of its weaknesses.

“So, what happened next?” asked Mary.

Gabriel sighed. “Well, that brings us to God’s disappearance. After several hundred years of this He was very disappointed. Blamed Himself for everything. That’s when He decided to try a different approach – some direct intervention. Come to Earth in person and take matters into His own hands, so to speak.”

Skindle was intrigued. “Amazing! ’oo did ’ee come as? Jesus, Mohammed, ’oo?”

“No, no. None of them. He just came as an average bloke on a donkey. He isn’t even mentioned in your Bible or the Torah or Koran. But Michael used to visit Him every so often, just to see how He was getting on. In fact, I think I should let Michael take over from here. It was he who accompanied God to Earth and kept in touch with Him. I don’t really have too much direct knowledge about this part.”

Mary turned to Michael. “You hung out with God? Did you meet Jesus?”

“Jesus? Hmmm… name sounds familiar. Oh yes, one of your Bible characters? I think I remember him.”

Mary was hardly able to contain herself. “Really? What was he like?”

Michael clearly didn’t share her excitement. “Same as all the rest – nothing like what it says in your stories… though I can see how it came about that he was made out to be a hero. As I recall it, he was one of the people that God had given a few pointers to previously. He went off and hired a few henchmen and they went about telling everyone how their boss was the greatest and how their boss had direct access to God and Heaven. All rubbish of course. They would set up a few magic tricks, plant a cripple who would later be miraculously cured and so on. They used to beat up anyone who called their bluff. There were turf wars and everything, between the various ‘prophets’ and their henchmen – real gangbanger kind of stuff.”

Mary was incredulous. “Jesus was a gangster? But what about walking on water and… and the thing with throwing all the money lenders out of the church?”

“Walking on water was easy to pull off. Just a trick,” said Michael. “And the thing with the moneylenders… like I said, they all used to have turf wars. Jesus and his hoods went into a competitor’s ‘church’ and trashed the place. Took over his spot. Then they had their scribe write it up as a moral protest thing and slagged the other guy off. It was all propaganda – spin. Just like all leaders, they manipulated the truth, and – over time – it became fact.”

Mary was absolutely horrified. She dropped her gaze and stared fixedly at her hands.

Skindle didn’t appear the least bit troubled by these revelations. “So, what ’appened to God?”

“Ah, yes. God. Well, as Gabriel said, I used to go and visit Him every so often. I thought things were going well, but He never said much. Anyway, one day I went back and He was gone. Just… disappeared.”

“What? Just like that?” asked Hunt.

“Yes, vanished. Didn’t leave a note or anything. I vaguely remember going back every day for years and searching everywhere for signs of Him, but… nothing. We never found Him.”

Bill’s attention had been wandering, and he’d only caught the end of Michael’s sentence. He looked up. “Did you ask anyone if they’d seen him?”

“You idiot,” Hunt sneered. “What do you fink? They’re just goin’g to appear to some bloke and say, ‘Hi, I’m an Angel, you know, from Heaven? Sorry to bovver you, but we’re all getting’ a bit worried up there – seems we’ve lost God. ’ave you seen ’im?’ Or maybe you fink they went around stickin’ posters up on telephone poles? ‘Lost: One God. Friendly old bloke, all dressed in white. Last seen parkin’ his donkey outside the Frog and Whistle pub, Main Road, Jerusalem. If seen please call 555 2671 or email us on chiefangel@hvn.universe. Reward offered.’ Bloody marvellous idea.”

Bill eyed Hunt, his brow furrowed, but said nothing.

“Okay, go on please, um… Michael,” said Mary quietly. “Tell us what happened next.”

Michael was about to speak, but something was bothering Bill, and he interrupted. “Did they have email back then?”

Hunt immediately turned red and shouted, “Of course they fuckeen didn’t. Didn’t ’ave telephones or telephone poles neither!”

“Oh,” said Bill.

Mary frowned. “Sorry, Michael, you were about to say?”

Michael sighed. “Well, that’s all there is to tell, really. I searched on my own for quite a few years, and then Gabriel turned up to help me. We’ve been at it for… ooh, over a thousand of your years, I think, but nothing.”

There was silence again, then Bill leaned over and tapped Hunt on the knee and said in a whisper, “So what did they stick the posters on then?”

Hunt went from red to purple. He was now really regretting having opened his mouth. “There weren’t any bleedin’ posters! No email, no phones, no posters!”

Bill threw up his hands as if everything were now clear. “Well there you are then! No wonder they never found their dog.”

Hunt was confused for a second, and then the penny dropped. “B… but…” he sputtered, and turned to Skindle, exasperated, but Skindle just shrugged.

Michael was also confused, but said nothing. The rest of them simply shook their heads, mortified at Bill’s behaviour.

Ben cleared his throat loudly in an effort to divert the attention away from his idiot brother. “So, Gabriel, from what Michael said, God’s been missing for… what, a thousand or so years?”

“I’m afraid so… well, I think so… we don’t really have much of a concept of time. Erm, which one is longer – a week or a year?”

“Um, that would be a year,” replied Ben in a somewhat mocking tone.

“Of course,” said Gabriel. “Anyway, it’s been impossible – for the reasons that Mr Hunt so eloquently pointed out – to ask people questions, so it’s been a difficult search.”

At this Michael nodded gravely, and then he felt he should say something positive as everyone was looking a bit depressed. “And that’s why we… um, Gabriel, that is, came up with the idea of getting a human to help us. We decided that we would get one human child and nurture it and look after it and occasionally appear to it, so it got used to us, and then one day we would pop the question, so to speak.”

“Pop the question?” asked Skindle.

“Yes, ask him to help us find God,” said Michael.

“And of all the ’umans in the world you chose Kevin ’ere?” said Skindle, pointing at Kevin.

Kevin thought he didn’t quite like what Skindle was implying, but remained silent.

“Quite so. And lucky for him too. Meant we were around all the time looking after him – protecting him when people do silly things like forgetting to tie a bungee rope to a bridge before throwing the poor lad off it,” said Gabriel, glaring at Bill. But Bill, as usual, wasn’t paying attention.

“A-ha!” exclaimed Ben. “I knew that there had to be more to that story than the wind blowing him into the trees!” He smiled at Kevin, who smiled back sheepishly.

“Which brings us to the here and now,” continued Gabriel. “So, Mr Skindle, the reason we need some of your money is because Kevin doesn’t have any and he needs to travel around the world for us.”

“I see,” said Skindle. “I’m not entirely convinced that I should ’elp you though. Tell me what your plan is… ’ow exactly are you going to go about finding God? Where are you going to start?”

“The Holy Land, obviously!” exclaimed Michael.

Gabriel glared at him. He hadn’t planned on giving Skindle their itinerary. “Erm, yes, the Holy Land… Israel and surrounds, then the rest of the Middle East, Mecca and so on.”

It was Mary who spoke first, but she and Ben had been thinking the same thing: Israel, the Middle East – this was too good an opportunity for obsessive travellers like themselves to miss. They sensed a huge adventure lay ahead. “Uh, Gabriel, can we help? I mean Ben and me and… well, Bill, kinda. Can we come with you? It’ll be a lot easier to gather information if there’s lots of us. And now that you’ve told us the whole story anyway, well…”

Gabriel was surprised, and turned to Michael to try to gauge his feelings on the matter. But Michael looked as surprised as he was.

“Well,” said Gabriel, “I’m touched at your offer. It would make things easier and quicker, but… well, it is Mr Skindle’s money…” He stopped, eyeing Skindle questioningly.

But Skindle was also thinking about opportunities. The Middle East… Imagine it! The suppliers, the buyers, Europe on our doorstep… and all with Angels protecting our business! Ooh…

“Mr Skindle?” said Gabriel. “Will you give us enough money to get us all there and keep us going for a while?” He was still reading Skindle’s thoughts and was now a bit worried at what was going through that little head.

Skindle looked up sharply. “Hmm? Oh, yes. Yes! I mean… no. Um, the money. Well, I’m going to need a little time to fink about this. Look, it’s late. We’ve all ’ad a long day. P’raps we should get some sleep and talk more tomorrow?”

Gabriel frowned, and then shrugged. “All right then. You do all look quite tired. Maybe you should get some rest, then we’ll continue in the morning.”

“And of course, you’ll let me ’ave my money now, just as a goodwill gesture?”

Gabriel laughed. “Mr Skindle, I may be asking for your help, but that does not mean I trust you one bit. You won’t be getting your money tonight.”

Skindle grunted and gave a little smile. “Thought not,” he said, then stood up. “Right, Mr ’unt, MT. Gavver up thou fings. We is off to ’ave a little conference and a little nap.”

Hunt checked that he was still carrying all his arms and ammunition, glared at Bill, and walked out of the bungalow without a word. Emtwetwe said goodnight to everyone in turn, then did his chicken walk across the room, ducking as he went through the door. Skindle looked Kevin up and down, grimaced and then smiled pleasantly at Gabriel and Michael. “Good night, Mr Gabriel, Mr Michael.” The Angels nodded curtly in reply. Skindle surveyed the rest of the X-Crew, grimaced again and stepped into the night.

Those remaining immediately turned to each other with gobsmacked expressions. Ben spoke first. “So, Kevin, you certainly have been keeping a few secrets from us, haven’t you? Personal friends with a couple of Angels! And all this time we were worried how we might have killed you at the bridge.”

Kevin smiled. “I only really met them at the bridge. Hadn’t really spoken to them before… I mean, I’d seen them, but I just thought they were ghosts or something.”

“Well,” said Gabriel, “we should be off. We’ll leave you to your confessions and see you in the morning – bright and early. Come on, Michael.”

And with that the Angels disappeared, and the bungalow fell into silence once more. No one said a word. No one moved. They were all deep in thought.

Eventually Kevin stood up. “Come on, Bill,” he said, “we should let these two get some rest – and get some ourselves.”

But Bill said nothing. After a moment he looked up at Kevin, then to Mary, then to Ben. Silence. He stood up and walked slowly to the door, then turned around.

“What, Bill?” said Mary, now sounding very tired and irritated. “What’s the matter?”

Bill shuffled uneasily, “Um, well, um… guys?”

“Yes, Bill?” said Ben, Mary and Kevin in unison.

“Well… just one thing. Was all that real?”

*   *   *

To Grunt it had all been painfully real. If the X-Crew thought that they’d had an arduous night, Grunt’s was positively hellish by comparison. But not hellish in a nice way, you understand. He had tracked down the Angels and spent the evening watching them as they’d spent the evening watching the Crew. Hidden behind a rocky outcrop on the beach, he’d been most happy when the Dwarf Mafia had launched their attack. Then those damned Angels had intervened, and things went downhill rapidly. Everyone had started talking and being all calm and cooperative, and that was not how he had wanted matters to progress. He was just thinking about what he might do to light a fire under the situation when someone lit a fire under him. He’d heard an object thud dully into the sand behind him, and then BOOM! Suddenly he was flying through the air with his butt on fire and shards of hot metal stuck in it. And to make things worse, as he flew, he could have sworn he heard someone mention something about goats again. By the time he’d finished putting the fire out by sitting in the cold, salty sea water he was in agony, and positively livid, but also feeling decidedly sorry for himself.

Why do things keep going wrong? Why am I always coming off second best and getting injured in some horrible way… and who the hell keeps yelling ‘Bingo!’ every time I do? I’ve had enough… that’s it – no more Mr Nice Guy. Ooh, I’m going to do some really nasty things to that lot. Ooh, just you wait.

Once he was sure he wasn’t smouldering any more, he’d crept quietly to Bungalow 10 and spent the rest of the evening outside the window listening to Gabriel talk about how God came to be lost. What he’d heard about God’s plans going wrong had cheered him up somewhat, but not immensely.

Still, at least now he knew a bit about what the Angels intended to do to find Him, and in the morning he’d go back and listen to all the details. When the humans went to bed he crept cautiously back to his cave, and there he spent the night, whimpering to himself and planning his revenge.

*   *   *

Skindle whistled merrily as he walked back to the Dwarf Mafia’s bungalow that night, while Hunt trotted along ahead of him, deep in thought, mulling over the turn of events. He was a bit worried about Skindle’s reaction to things. If it were down to me, I would’ve ’ad em all sleepin’ wif the fishes by now – taken the money and run, he thought, still in Mission Impossible mode. Of course, he would never have been able to do it, but they were his thoughts, and he could think them if he liked. And what he was thinking right now was that Skindle actually seemed to be entertaining the idea of helping the Angels and Kevin in their quest.

He stopped, waiting for Skindle to catch up with him, then walked with him as he broached the subject. “’ere, Skindle, what’s your game?”

Skindle smiled. “What on erf do you mean, Mr ’unt?”

“What I means is, well, why are we still ’ere instead of on our way ’ome wif our dosh?”

They reached their bungalow and walked in, with Emtwetwe following behind, still struggling with his chicken feet. Skindle turned on the lights and sat down on the sofa, but Hunt and Emtwetwe stayed standing, watching him.

Skindle smiled again. “Mr ’unt, do you know what synchronicity means?”

“Erm, no,” Hunt replied. “What does it mean?”

“It means an event what occurs at the same time as anuvver, relevant event, wif such first event ’aving a direct impact in some way on such second event.”

“Great, Mr Oxford,” said Hunt sarcastically, “but what’s it got to do wif us?”

“What it’s got to do wif us is simple. This place has been great as a base for our operations, but it’s gettin’ too dangerous. Souf Africa is changin’ – the Nigerians ’ave moved in and are literally blowin’ the competition away, the police are gettin’ more efficient at actually catchin’ criminals. Apart from that, we ’aven’t ’ad much luck with our central American programme. We need to look for new opportunities… and I feel like a change. So, I’m finkin’ that – instead of just shippin’ product from Afghanistan and Souf Africa into the rest of Africa – we need to look to Europe too, and the Middle East is the ideal gateway into both Europe and Africa, so that’s where WISE Inc. should set up its new headquarters.”

Hunt rubbed his chin, frowning. Emtwetwe sensed that he probably shouldn’t be listening to this conversation and walked into the kitchen to put the kettle on.

“Alwighty,” said Hunt. “I fink I understand. But we don’t need these blokes to ’elp us wif that.”

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong, Mr ’unt. You see, if we’re going to do this then we need to do a fair bit of research, and that means travellin’ around with considerable sums of money. Now, fink about what we’ve got. We’ve got a Land Rover wif secret compartments for stashing loads of cash, unsuspecting mules in the form of a few dumb kids that won’t know any better, and – if we play our cards right – the protection of two Angels. I mean, if we get stopped at customs or somewhere no one will be able to prove the cash is ours. And that Land Rover belongs to them kids – the Angels will have to protect them, so no one will get into any trouble!”

“Hmmm, I see what you mean. ’cept… well, why would we need so much cash that it would create a problem if we’re caught? I mean, it’s just travellin’ cash, surely?”

“Good question Mr ’unt. And the answer is that I’m finkin’ big. We’ve got our farm growin’ cannabis ’ere, right? And the plantation in Afghanistan doin’ poppies, but all we ever do is ship raw product. So, what I fink we should do is build ourselves a processing plant – you know, for processing and repackaging the product before export. Then we sell by the ton – and for a much higher price – and get uvva people to handle distribution… a.k.a. run the risk of smugglin’.”

Hunt gave a wry smile. He could see the value of such a processing plant, particularly as WISE Inc. had trained him to be two things – a gung-ho gunman, and, more importantly, a chemist. “Mr Skindle, I do fink you might be onto sumfink. And, just so’s you know, I’ve got a luvverly little formula up my sleeve. Been workin’ on it for ages. A formula for extracting THC from cannabis very efficiently.”

“THC?” said Skindle.

“Tetrahydrocannabinol,” said Hunt, but he could see that Skindle still had no idea what he was talking about. “The bit that gives marijuana its ju-ju… the ju-ju-juice, so to speak.”

“Oh, I see,” said Skindle, raising his eyebrows with interest while secretly being pissed off at Hunt for knowing more than he did and not telling him about all this before. “Tell me more.”

“Well, at the moment, we get a shoebox-sized package from each cannabis bush – if we compress it. To ship a ton of the stuff – a whole field of bushes – we need a huge truck with hundreds of secret compartments. An’ it smells to ’igh ’eaven. ’scuse the pun.”

“Yes, yes, go on,” said Skindle.

“Hee-hee,” laughed Hunt, “you’re gonna love this. My process ’as enabled me to get a fields’ worth of bushes – a couple of acres of cannabis trees, actually, tons and tons of the stuff… hee-hee, well, I can get the ju-ju juice out of it – pure tetrahydrocannabinol – and concentrate it down to a few litres of liquid!”

“Amazing!” said Skindle. “And then what do you do wif it?”

“Well, it’s also colourless and tasteless, so – using your Middle Eastern example – we could put it in some innocent-looking containers and send a mule in a regular car into Europe. Once it gets there the local boys can just divide the stuff up again. I mean, one tiny drop of the concentrate is like ten joints. It’s amazing! So, all they need to do is get some harmless old tobacco or bay leaves or oregano or something, then drip the teeniest drop of the concentrate onto it, and they’ve got marijuana… actually, no. This stuff is a bit better – only thing is that people won’t trust it ’cause it won’t have the smell, but we can fix that. And… oh, but, um…”

“What, what’s the problem?” asked Skindle. He was enjoying this and dreaming of a truckload of money and didn’t want to hear that there was some flaw in Hunt’s process.

“No problem, it’s just that the high isn’t quite the same as regular weed. It’s… well, it’s closer to an Ecstasy high, actually – all lovey, but with lots of giggling still and… um, psychedelic stuff too. Actually, it’s a lot better than regular weed, and I’ve already made up quite a big batch.”

“Brilliant!” yelled Skindle. “So we’re agreed then. We tell that Gabriel bloke that we’ll take these people to Israel, get them to do some unwitting smuggling for us, and then we set up shop somewhere around there!”

“’old on, ’old on,” said Hunt, “’ow are we gonna get seven people and two… non-people, and a Land Rover, into Israel?”

“Easy! In Mick’s An-12. Same way as we distribute all our shipments. I’ll call him in the morning and see if he’s available. Now, let’s get some sleep.”

But Hunt still had a few concerns, “’ang about, ’ang about. Are we sure we wanna do this?”

“Damn right! It’s a great business move,” said Skindle. “’sides, you ’eard what that Angel said about me not gettin’ into ’eaven. It’s an insurance policy too. Say, maybe the rest of ’em in ’eaven will fink I’m like that chap in the Bible… used to be a right bastard until ’ee ’ad a vision on some road somewhere. Changed his name and became a religious nutter. Paul… Saul… anyway, I can do that! I’ll pretend I’ve ’ad a revelation and become all religious like! Change my name to… ’ere, which one was ’ee first? You know the bloke – wrote a lot of letters to people. Stuck his nose in places where it weren’t wanted. I mean, imagine that – you’re sittin’ at ’ome shaggin’ your twelve concubines and a letter from Paul–Saul turns up telling you to stop. Well I bloody never. Mind your own business, mate. Come to think of it, maybe he just had a stroke on that road and then he couldn’t pronounce his name no more – couldn’t say ‘P’… slurred it into an ‘S’ and everyone thought he’d changed his name. ’appens after you’ve ’ad a stroke you know. Read it somewhere, I did.”

Hunt considered for a second telling Skindle that Paul had in fact been Saul first, and not the other way around, but then couldn’t be bothered to have that argument. Stupid git, he thought, and walked down the passage to his room, leaving Skindle to bore Emtwetwe with his dubious knowledge of the Bible.

*   *   *

The following morning Hunt rose early and busied himself with the task of cleaning up and packing away his arsenal, humming loudly as he did so. Skindle, woken by the humming and the clinking sound of metal on metal, came strolling through to the living room, a big smile on his face.

“Mr ’unt, I do believe that we are onto a winner. This plan is gonna work out just perfick.”

Hunt grunted. “You still ’ave to call Mick and see if ee’ll let us use that bloody great deathtrap of his to fly to Israel.”

“Ah, yes. Good ol’ Mick. Ee’ll do it for us for the usual fee, I’m sure. I’ll call ’im now,” said Skindle, reaching for his mobile.

Mick – real name Ivan Strickov – was a burly Russian aviator that Skindle had met in a bar in a hotel in Casablanca while on business – Morocco being one of the transit points for cocaine from South America destined for central and Eastern Europe. Mick had flown Antonov An-12 troop transports in the old USSR. His particular forté was flying at extremely low altitudes to avoid enemy radar, landing his rig on strips the size of a tennis court and with the surface quality of a Florida beach after a hurricane, unloading his cargo and getting airborne again in under ten minutes. After years of honing these skills with a view to one day using them to rid the world of the scourge of capitalism, he suddenly found that, post the decline and fall of the Soviet Union, he was being cut loose. It seemed that in the new Russia such skills were no longer desirable. He was ‘retired’, which meant being given a pension that dried up after three years when the Russian military realised it had run out of cash.

Mick had decided that the best way forward was to follow the Kremlin’s lead and embrace capitalism too. His skills may no longer have been desirable in Mother Russia, but he was pretty certain that they would be very desirable to any number of western drug lords and warlords. He marched onto his old base, fired up the three working engines on a decrepit old An-12, and flew off into the night. Air traffic control saw the blip on their radar screens for about three seconds, but that, and the sound of ‘Marrakesh Express’ being hummed over the airwaves, was the last anyone in Russia ever knew of Ivan Strickov.

When Skindle met him he said his name was Mick – just Mick – and that he had a Russian father and an Irish mother. Hence the name. On further questioning he told Skindle that he was in Morocco on oil-buying business. Knowing that the only oil available for sale in Morocco came from hashish, Skindle sensed he was dealing with a scoundrel, like himself. He decided to get the Russian drunk in an attempt to make him spill the beans. He was aware that Russians were reputed to have a huge alcohol tolerance, and made a mental note to proceed with caution.

After two whole bottles of the hotel’s best vodka, Mick was in love with Skindle. How could this little man hold his drink so well? Of course, Skindle had – after downing the first two shots – been surreptitiously pouring his drink over his shoulder where an eager hound had sat and lapped it up. It did occur to Skindle that the poor dog probably belonged to a Muslim family and all hell would break loose when it staggered home drunk as a skunk, but he didn’t let that concern him too much. As they opened up the third bottle, Mick opened up to Skindle, telling him his tale. Apparently, once he had gotten airborne after stealing the plane, he had searched around on a few maps for an ideal place to start his future. He knew that locating his base of operations on European soil would be risky, so had decided on somewhere in North Africa. He closed his eyes, jabbed his finger into a map, and Morocco it was. Upon arrival he had quickly hooked up with the local underworld and began doing regular drug runs into Spain in the old Antonov.

Skindle was enthralled. This man was just the sort of person he could use in his ‘organisation’, and he immediately offered Mick a job, based in South Africa. Mick (by that stage convinced that Skindle was his long-lost brother) had instantly agreed, and had been flying large consignments of various contraband items through Angola, Botswana Mozambique and Zimbabwe for WISE Inc. ever since – when he wasn’t so drunk that he couldn’t stand, that is… and sometimes when he was so drunk that he couldn’t stand.

Skindle hit the speed dial button on his phone and heard the line ring. And ring and ring. After a minute he disconnected and tried again. Ring-ring, ring-ring. After another minute there came a click and the phone stopped ringing, but there was silence at the other end.

“Um, Mick?” said Skindle cautiously into the mouthpiece. “Is that you?”

There was a further silence, then a groan, and a bleary voice said, “Da.”

Skindle grimaced. Mick only sounded like that when he’d had a really big night… and day… and night before that and probably several days before that too. His binges sometimes went on for weeks.

“It’s Skindle, Mick. Are you sober?” asked Skindle, hopelessly.

“Ah, my little friend,” said the heavily accented Russian voice, but not very enthusiastically, “what you want? Not due for a run ’til next week, huh?”

“Um, yes, well, sumfink’s come up. Need you to take us somewhere in a hurry.”

“Ugh. Where you wanna go?”

“Um, well, Israel…” said Skindle hesitantly.

“Israel!” bawled Mick. “You fuckeen mad, mate.” During the time that he’d known Skindle and Hunt, Mick had somehow managed to combine his Russian accent and phrases with good interpretations of their cockney ones.

“Eh? What? Why?”

“I no fly into Israel. They got radar everywhere – and itchy trigger. They shoot us up before we cross border. No way.”

“Alwighty then, where can you land us what’s near enough to Israel for us to drive the rest of the way?” asked Skindle.

“Hmmm, I fink,” said Mick, and then there was a click… and silence.

Skindle frowned. Had he been cut off or had Mick just put the phone down on him? I fink… I fink… what? thought Skindle.

“Well?” said Hunt, eyebrows raised.

“Eh?” said Skindle, still confused. “Oh, he’s gonna get back to us… I fink. He can take us. Just not into Israeli airspace.”

“Good, but is he sober?”

“Err… he’ll be fine. I’m going over to speak to them Angels about ’ow we’re gonna do this. You stay ’ere – wait for me to come back.”

“Fine,” said Hunt. “Just don’t expect me to fly with that mad Russian if he’s full of vodka. He’s dangerous enough sober.” But as he finished his sentence he looked up to find Skindle already gone.

*   *   *

Otto’s pet project was progressing quite well, he thought. He’d spent the weekend investigating where he could buy the various paraphernalia he was going to need: 600 clear plastic two-litre bottles and the same number of lids, 1,200 litres of grapefruit juice, 100 cardboard shipping boxes that would take six bottles each, and enough rat poison to keep Hamelin rodent-free for a year. He’d even got a quote for printing labels for the bottles and downloaded a copy of the label of a popular, luxury brand for that purpose.

It was all going to cost him a fortune, but it would be money well spent. As for the laborious task of filling, labelling and sealing all the bottles, well, he had a boarding house full of disgusting little boys that he would whip into action for those purposes. He would just need to premix the special ‘additive’.

For now, the next step was to make enquiries with his various peers in the Church about who the official caterers would be at the congress, which is precisely what he’d been busy with on this fine Monday morning.

The necessary information in hand, his plan was to contact the caterers in Jerusalem to let them know that a special order of juice would be dispatched to them, and that said order would be provided free of charge ‘as we’re very proud to be affiliated with this event’. The caterer would of course be delighted with this news, but would (Otto bet) no doubt still charge the congress organisers full price for the beverages.

However, Otto was a cautious man, and the communications with the caterers would therefore only be done later in the day – from the local internet café, rather than from the small computer in his study at the school, or from the one at his home, for that matter.

The other element that would have to wait was the dosing experiment. He was a tad concerned that he might overdo it immediately and have a corpse to contend with at a time when he really could do without that kind of a distraction.

Baby steps, he thought gleefully. All in good time.

For now, I think we should gratefully accept our invitation. He smiled and began tapping away on his keyboard, for yes – Otto most certainly did want to go to Jerusalem, in spite of the fact he would not personally be delivering his lethal cargo. That would be airfreighted to arrive shortly before him.

No, Otto wanted to go to Jerusalem so that he could see, first hand, the results of his evil efforts. He knew full well that death would be indiscriminate – there was no way he could direct into whose glasses the toxic concoction would land. Christian, Muslim, Jew, Buddhist – it didn’t matter. The accusations and anger and counter-accusations – added to the already-present general distrust and smouldering loathing – would do the rest… would stop the madness. Forever.

So, to Jerusalem he would go. “Just don’t drink the juice!” he chortled.

*   *   *

Skindle arrived at Ben and Mary’s bungalow and knocked on the door. Kevin answered, opening the door an inch and peering through the gap.

“Oh, morning,” said Kevin, somewhat nervously.

“Indeed it is, young Kevin,” said Skindle cheerily. “A particularly fine morning. May I come in?”

“Uh, I guess,” said Kevin, glancing behind him as he opened the door.

Skindle stepped inside and saw Ben and Mary pottering around in the kitchen making breakfast. “Mornin’ all…” he began, but his voice trailed off mid-sentence as Mary glared menacingly at him. He glanced around the living room, expecting to see Gabriel and Michael. “So… are your Angel friends up yet?”

“They were here earlier,” said Kevin. “They’ll be back any second now.”

“Good, good. I’ve got some news that I’m sure you’ll all be delighted to hear!”

“Really?” said Mary, letting her interest get the better of her, but as she spoke the corner of the room glowed brighter and the Angels appeared.

“Aha!” said Gabriel. “My dear Mr Skindle, just the man I wanted to see.”

“The feeling is mutual, Mr Gabriel. I ’ave good news.”

“Wonderful! Tell me all about it,” said Gabriel, though he already knew. He and Michael had sat, quiet and invisible, in the Dwarf Mafia’s bungalow the previous night while Skindle and Hunt had talked about their Middle Eastern expansion plans.

“Indeed, I shall. I ’ave decided that, rather than just giving you a whole bunch of my dosh to go flying around the world, I will take you to wherever you want to go… and arrange for accommodation during the time that you are there. That way I saves a lot of money, and all of this lot gets to go to Israel,” said Skindle, motioning toward Ben, Mary and Kevin. And then Skindle added, nonchalantly, “And, of course, me and my two associates will join you on your travels.”

Mary looked at Gabriel, waiting to hear what he would say. Gabriel could tell that she was both excited about the prospects of the trip and distrustful of Skindle’s motivations behind wanting to join them. And rightly so, he thought.

“That is good news, and incredibly generous of you,” said Gabriel. He wanted to add ‘but why would you wish to travel with us?’ just to see Skindle squirm, but knew this would be counterproductive. “All right, very well then. I…” – Gabriel stopped and looked at Ben, Mary and Kevin – “… that is, we accept your offer.”

Ben and Mary were jubilant. They jumped up and down, hugging each other while Kevin looked on, smiling.

His message delivered, Skindle wandered out onto the verandah and stood, very pleased with himself, and watched the waves rolling in from the ocean, the sunlight glinting off the water. He chuckled as he heard a celebratory chant coming from the room behind him. Michael, Ben, Mary and Kevin were all singing at the tops of their voices, “We’re going to Israel! We’re going to Israel!”

Just then his phone rang, and he walked away a few paces before answering it.

“’ello?” said Skindle cautiously into the phone.

There was a brief silence, then a gruff voice said, “Jordan.”

Skindle frowned, then said, “Erm, no, you must ’ave the wrong number, mate,” and hung up.

Within seconds the phone rang again, and Skindle, annoyed, stabbed at the answer button. “Yes?”

Silence, then a voice asked, “Is Skindle?”

And then Skindle realised who he was talking to. “Mick!”

“Da. Why you say is wrong number?”

“I, uh… you asked for someone called Jordan!”

“I don’t know person called Jordan. What you talking about?”

“Um, actually, I don’t know,” said Skindle – and he really didn’t. “Uh, what are you talking about?”

“You ask me where we fly. I say I fink. So I fink. And I fink Jordan. I call. I tell.”

Skindle struggled to follow the meaning in the clipped sentences, and then it dawned on him. Jordan! Of course, Jordan borders on Israel. “Oh, Jordan! You mean we should fly to Jordan?”

“Da.”

Skindle thought this sounded a bit too much like ‘duh!’ but he was fairly sure that the Russian didn’t have quite such a grip on the art of sarcasm. “Okay, good. Jordan it is. We’re up near Port Edward now – at the casino, but we’ll be back at HQ later today. Can we leave tomorrow morning?”

“Tomorrow morning good. You be at airfield 6am.”

There was a click and Skindle realised that Mick had hung up on him again. “Bugger, I hate it when he does that.” He turned and went back into the bungalow to update the Angels and Crew, having already decided to omit the information about the detour via Jordan, which he thought might raise a few queries – not to mention objections.

“Right you lot,” said Skindle. “I’ve just ’ad confirmation regarding our travel arrangements.”

“Excellent!” said Gabriel. “Do tell.”

“There’s a little airstrip northwest of Mthatha, just off the R61. ’ere, if anyone’s got a pen and paper I’ll draw you a map – it’s a bit difficult to find.”

Kevin pointed to the kitchen counter. “There, the hotel notepad.”

“Fank you,” said Skindle, opening the pad and scribbling away as he spoke. “It’s a four-hour drive back – probably more like five in that jalopy of yours – and you need to be there before 6am tomorrow. We need to get going really early – it’s a long trip!”

But Mary wasn’t happy. “Hold on. Surely we need to go to an international airport to fly to Israel?”

Skindle didn’t miss a beat. “Oh no, my dear. We’re going on a… um, private charter. And, to make fings easier when we get there, that old Land Rover of yours is coming wif us!”

Ben guffawed. “Nemesis is going to Israel? That’s so cool!”

“Quite,” said Gabriel, his voice thick with derision, but Skindle brushed it off.

“Indeed. Oh, and before I forget, I’ll need all your passports for… um, customs purposes… though not yours, of course, Mr Gabriel… or Mr Michael’s. Anyway, I’ll give them back when I see you tomorrow.”

The Crew looked to Gabriel for reassurance, but he simply stared at Skindle, reading his thoughts. Ah, so that’s your plan! You sneaky little devil. The thoughts read, Gabriel smiled and nodded his assent, and Mary went into the bedroom to fetch her and Ben’s travel documents.

“Mine’s in my bungalow,” said Kevin, heading for the door. “I’ll grab Bill’s on my way back.” He stopped, “Speaking of, has anyone seen him this morning?”

Ben shrugged. “Probably still sleeping it off. Best you knock loudly!”

As Kevin left, Mary returned and handed the passports to Skindle.

“Thank you, my dear,” said Skindle. “Right, Mr Gabriel, there’s one more little item we need to discuss.”

Gabriel arched his eyebrows. “And that would be?”

“My… well, my money. Can I ’ave it back now please?” Skindle asked hopefully. He had considered leaving it with the Crew for the duration of the trip, but was concerned about how much of it he’d actually get back if he did. Besides, they’d probably be suspicious if he didn’t make the request.

Gabriel had also been giving this matter some thought, and given what he’d learned about the Dwarf Mafia’s plans he knew that they now needed him as much as he needed them.

“Ah, yes, your money. Ben, be a good fellow and fetch Mr Skindle’s money.”

Ben hesitated, a questioning look on his face.

“It’s all right. Don’t worry,” said Gabriel. But then he sensed a bit of disappointment from Mary, so he turned to Skindle and, nodding, said, “Mr Skindle, you will of course permit my human companions to take a little cash for personal expenses now, won’t you?”

Skindle wasn’t entirely happy with the idea, but he begrudgingly agreed to it, and Ben grabbed the bag out of the kitchen cupboard and dropped it on the floor in front of him. Mary was beaming, but not as much as Skindle when he realised he was actually going to get his money back – at least most of it.

He stooped to grab a couple of wads of cash out of the bag and tossed them to Mary, then heaved the bag onto his shoulder just as Kevin came jogging back in.

“Got the passports. We should have a word about Bill though. He’s in a bit of a state.”

Skindle chuckled as he took the documents, “Not bleedin’ surprisin’. Well, I’ll leave you to sort out your young friend. ’til tomorrow. Cheerio all!” he said cheerfully, then marched off to round up Hunt and Emtwetwe.

“Well,” said Gabriel as soon as Skindle was out of sight. “It’s been a very interesting day. I suggest that you all relax here for a few hours. Michael and I have a few things to attend to, but we’ll meet you at the airstrip in the morning. All agreed?”

“All agreed,” said Ben, Mary and Kevin in unison.

“Excellent,” said Gabriel. “Come on Michael, off we go!”

The Angels disappeared in a flash, and Ben immediately turned to Kevin. “What’s up with Bill?”

“Not sure – couldn’t get much out of him. He asked me to send Mary over.”

Mary smirked. “Alright, you two start packing Nemesis while I go talk to him.”

“Cool,’ said Ben. “Shout if you need help.”

She waved her hand dismissively as she headed for the door. Arriving at Bill’s bungalow, she stepped right in without knocking. It was dark inside, and she could just make out Bill lying on his bed.

“Bill? It’s Mary. What’s up, mate?”

Bill wailed, “Oh Mary, Mary! I’ve really gone and done it this time.”

“What? What’s the matter?” she asked, sitting on the edge of the bed.

Bill gave a heavy sigh. “I keep having these hallucinations.”

Mary wanted to laugh. It was, after all, a pretty unbelievable twenty-four hours that they’d just been through. She couldn’t think of the best way to break the news to Bill, so she decided to take it slowly.

“Okay, Bill. What do you see in these hallucinations?” She asked this in the fashion of a parent trying to rationalise a child’s fears of the bogeyman under the bed.

“It’s gruesome, just awful. If I went to see a shrink they’d have me committed straight away,” said Bill. He was lying on his back with a brightly covered hotel duvet pulled up to his neck, and he fiddled nervously with the frill around its edge as he spoke.

“Hmmm. Well, Bill, sometimes we see things that we think aren’t real, and… well, they are.”

“No, No! These things are too weird.”

“I know, Bill, but it’s okay. They won’t harm you.”

Bill hesitated as the realisation slowly dawned on him that Mary wasn’t telling him that his visions weren’t real. Suddenly his eyes were like saucers. “You’re trying to tell me that they’re not hallucinations, aren’t you?”

Mary thought about the possible implications of any answer she might give to Bill’s question. Oh well, might as well tell him the truth. God, I hope this doesn’t backfire. “Bill…”

“Yes, Mary?” Bill looked at her like a kid who suspects they’re about to be told that Santa Claus doesn’t exist.

“Bill, it was all real.”

Bill’s brain squirmed like Jim Morrison’s proverbial toad. This was an entirely unexpected development. Now he had three problems. Okay, Bill. Either Mary is really sitting here telling you that the gnomes and the ghosts and the chicken were all real – that we all saw them, or… No, No! Wait, Bill, calm down… or this is also a hallucination and Mary isn’t even here or she’s not saying what you think she’s saying, or… Bill groaned. Or, this is really Mary… but she’s also hallucinating.

“Bill? Did you hear me?”

“Yes, um I think so…”

“What did I say?”

“I think… I think you said that all the things I thought I was hallucinating are actually real.”

“That’s right, Bill.”

Bill lay quietly, staring at Mary. Then it occurred to him that he had a fourth item of concern. This was the X-Crew. Their favourite pastime was winding each other up. Maybe they had all ganged up on him and he was the butt of some extended, sick joke. He tried to look for the telltale glint of mischief in Mary’s eye. Nothing. She looked very concerned for him, if anything.

“Bill?”

“Yes, Mary?”

“Are you okay with that now?”

Bill mulled this over. What choice did he have? Maybe he should just accept that these weird characters were going to pop up every so often and, real or not, he would deal with things as they happened. He would eventually be able to work out whether he was having the piss taken out of him or not. He sighed and looked Mary directly in the eye. “Yes, Mary. I’m okay with that.”

“Good, I’m glad we sorted it out. Now don’t get freaked out if you see the dwarves… I mean, little people, or the Angels again, okay?”

“Okay, Mary. Thanks.”

With that Mary stood up and went to find Kevin and Ben. They’d finished packing Nemesis and were sitting on the grass in front of the bungalow. She sat down next to Ben, sighing as she did so.

“And?” Ben queried.

“Yeah, he’ll survive. Might be some short-term side effects though,” she said with a chuckle.

The three of them sat in silence for a few minutes, then Ben shook his head, smiling. “Well, it’s been surreal.”

“Sure has,” said Mary.

“Yeah. Sorry I didn’t tell you guys about the Angels before, but you would’ve thought I was nuts,” said Kevin.

“Hold on,” said Mary, turning to Kevin, “I just realised something. That’s why you were asking us all about religion and stuff when we were driving here. You already knew about this whole quest thing!”

Kevin smiled. “Yeah, I was sitting there thinking that it was crazy for me to be going on a mission to find God when I wasn’t sure whether I – or anyone else – even believed in His… Its existence in the first place. Needed some other opinions on the matter. I was also a bit unsure about whether the whole thing was real or not. Bit like poor old Bill.”

Mary shook her head, laughing. “Oh, no. You could not possibly have been as bad as Bill.”

The three of them talked for a while longer, and then retired for an afternoon nap. In the evening they rose and had dinner together. Bill managed to join them and – later – they all sat on their sand dune again, staring up at the night sky and marvelling at the sight of the Milky Way. They sipped a few beers and once more talked about life, the universe and everything, and then, just before midnight, hauled themselves into Nemesis for the journey back to Mthatha, oblivious to the presence of a fifth member of their entourage.


Chapter 5 | Exodus I

Nemesis turned off the tarmac of the R61 and onto the dusty track that was the road to the Dwarf Mafia’s airfield. The dense green bush whizzed by on either side of the Land Rover as Ben expertly navigated the craters and boulders in the path ahead. Nemesis rattled and groaned, and ominous thunking sounds emanated from her underside as large rocks jumped up and hit the speeding vehicle. Mary was feeling a bit sorry for the battered old Landy and kept telling Ben to slow down. Had she known that there was a little goat-like demon clinging desperately to the chassis, hell-bent on her and her friends’ destruction, she might have told Ben to go faster. As it was, when the Crew arrived at the landing strip after half an hour’s drive on the dirt track, Grunt was coughing, spluttering, covered in dust inside and out, and bruised all over from the flying rocks.

The dirt track ended abruptly, and Nemesis bounced up onto a concrete apron. Kevin was riding shotgun, and as the vehicle squealed to a halt he opened his door and jumped to the ground, his mouth agape as he took in the sight of Mick the Russian’s gigantic cargo plane.

“Hey, guys, check it out!” yelled Kevin. “It’s all military green camouflage. Ain’t it cool?” Then his jaw dropped further as he realised that there wasn’t any runway, just a slightly wider and straighter version of the little dirt track on which they’d arrived. The apron was the only piece of concrete in sight, and off to one side stood a rusty corrugated iron shack, next to which was parked the Dwarf Mafia’s Mercedes limousine.

Mary, Ben, Bill and the Angels joined Kevin, and they all stood surveying the scene.

Just then Skindle stepped out of the shack. “’ello everybody… and ethereal beings,” he said cheerily. “Glad to see you all made it.”

They were startled by Skindle’s intrusion on their reverie – and mildly surprised to find that the Dwarf Mafia had kept their word and hadn’t run out on them once they’d got their money back.

“Hello, gnome dude!” said Bill, having reminded himself of his plan to treat his hallucinations as normal everyday events.

“Bill!” hissed Mary. “He’s a dwarf. Try to remember to call them ‘little people’, otherwise you’ll upset them.”

The last thing Bill wanted to do was complicate his life by giving his hallucinations any reason to show animosity toward him, so he corrected himself. “Sorry, little person… err, dude,” he said, smiling at Skindle.

Skindle, who had also had a word with himself about being nice to everyone, grinned back at him. “Well then, we’re almost ready to go. I’ll get Mr ’unt to drive that old crate onto the plane for you and strap ’er down. You can just leave all your luggage where it is.” Skindle turned and began to head back to the shack.

“Hey!” cried Kevin. “Who’s going to fly that thing? Can we meet them?”

Skindle hesitated. “Um… well, he’s pretty busy with pre-flight stuff. You know, speaking to air traffic control and all that. You can chat to him once we’re airborne.” This was of course a complete lie. Mick had never spoken to a commercial air traffic controller in his life, and Skindle doubted that he would even know what to say. But Skindle knew that the X-Crew would not find that information very comforting, and he knew that they would find the fact that Mick was still blind drunk even less comforting – probably downright terrifying – which was precisely why he’d given the aviator strict instructions to remain in the cockpit while the aircraft was being loaded.

Kevin was disappointed, but before he could say any more Skindle had disappeared into the shack. Hunt came bounding out moments later. He was dressed in military fatigues, and a small camouflage-coloured backpack hung casually off his left shoulder. He strode up to Ben. “Keys?”

Ben reached into his pocket and pulled out the keys to Nemesis’ ignition. Hunt smiled at the group, glared at Bill, then jumped into Nemesis and coaxed her engine back to life.

The cargo bay door in the tail of the An-12 was already standing wide open. The plane looked like a caterpillar that hadn’t quite made a success of its transformation to a flying insect. It had a squat, round fuselage from which protruded the landing gear, the wheels of which gave it just a few feet of clearance from the concrete apron. The wings were placed high up on the body, and four huge engines, each with a four-bladed propeller, hung below these. At the aircraft’s rear end the fuselage swept upward so that the tip of the tail was some eighteen feet off the ground, and the massive cargo bay door was positioned in this upswept section. The door was designed to open like a castle’s drawbridge, folding down onto the ground to form a ramp up which vehicles could be driven and troops could march. It reminded Kevin of the ramp into Noah’s Ark.

Hunt roared off, with a somewhat surprised Grunt still clinging on beneath the Landy. He guided Nemesis to the back of the aircraft, lined the vehicle’s wheels up with the ramp and drove smoothly into the belly of the plane. Once inside the cavernous cargo area, he turned off Nemesis’ engine, sat back and started poking around in the Landy’s interior, looking for anything of interest.

While Hunt was busy being a nosy parker, Grunt was thinking that he’d better find a new hiding place as quickly as possible. He released his grip on Nemesis’ axle, dropped to the floor and shuffled away from the vehicle. As soon as he was safely out of Hunt’s view he stood and began sneaking around the aircraft’s interior, searching for the perfect spot. Eventually he found a cupboard marked ‘Emergency Equipment’ and crept inside, closing the door softly behind him. It was dark, but warmer and far drier than the caves in which he’d recently spent so much of his time. His eyes quickly grew accustomed to the blackness, and he began picking up and studying various items that were lying in the cupboard, thinking hard about how he could scupper the Angels’ mission.

Out on the apron, Skindle was hurrying everyone onto the plane. Kevin and Mary stepped onto the cargo ramp, closely followed by Bill and Ben and the two Angels.

“This is amazing!” said Kevin, staring in awe at the gaping interior.

Mary stood next to him, smiling, while Bill and Ben skipped into the bowels of the plane and started looking around.

Hunt was by now lying beneath one of Nemesis’ wheels, attaching securing chains around her axle. He popped his head up and yelled at Bill, “Oi! Gnome boy! Don’t you go touching anyfink. Knowing you you’ll break sumfink critical and we’ll all die in a fireball of jet fuel.”

Bill jumped back from the button he was playing with. “Sorry,” he said sheepishly, and put his hands in his pockets. He was still itching to explore further, but the old saying about curiosity and deceased cats kept running through his mind.

“Mr ’unt?” Skindle called from the apron. “I think it’s time we were under way. I’m heading up front to… err… check on Mick. You get the limo on board ’n ’ave everyone take their seats.”

“Alwight, you lot!” Hunt shouted as he slid out from under Nemesis. “Your vehicle is strapped in and I suggest that you might want to be strapped in too. All of you go through that centre door…” – he stopped and pointed to a metal door in the middle of a bulkhead in the front of the cargo area – “…and make yourselves comfortable in the passenger compartment. Fasten your seatbelts and stay put ’til I tells ya!” He watched as they all moved toward the door, grinning happily to himself.

Meanwhile, Skindle was making his way around the outside of the aircraft to a small hatch beneath the cockpit, worrying as he went. What was worrying him was the state of his pilot, for Mick was always drunk – just the degrees varied – and Skindle had learned that the only way to catch him when he wasn’t so drunk that he couldn’t fly was to wake him up and put him straight into the captain’s seat on his aeroplane. It was a kind of get-up-and-go scenario and usually worked quite well as the Russian never had a chance to grab a hair-of-the-dog before getting airborne. But clearly this wasn’t necessarily the wisest option for Skindle to take today, for he’d arrived at the airfield that morning to find that Mick had been drinking all night, and was still blind drunk. As such, Skindle hadn’t been sure whether it was a good idea to get him going in the first place.

These, then, were his thoughts as he opened the hatch and climbed up into the cockpit. Entering from behind the pilot’s seats he could see Mick hunched forward over the controls.

“Mick?” he called softly.

Nothing. Then a low, rumbling snore.

Oh my gawd! The bastard’s fallen asleep! Fercrissakes.

Now Skindle was facing yet another conundrum, because waking Mick would put him face to face with three – probably life-ending – scenarios. The first of these was that Mick the Russian would think he was under attack and react before actually waking up, thus making mincemeat out of Skindle before realising who he was. But that paled in comparison to the second scenario. If he, Skindle, did wake Mick up, the very large, very drunken Russian would be flying a very large, very old aircraft through the airspace of some of Africa’s most treacherous and hostile countries – and at an altitude of only a few hundred feet and a speed of some seven hundred or so kilometres per hour. And then there was the third concern, in that the very large, very old aircraft was entirely serviced and maintained by none other than… Mick. Who was always drunk. So that brought Skindle full circle.

Should he wake Mick or delay the departure?

He took a cautious step forward and stared at the Russian, wrinkling his nose at the man’s odour.

And suddenly matters were taken out of his hands. The big Russian groaned, reached out one huge, meaty paw and gripped Skindle around the neck. Skindle found himself suffocating, the veins bulging in his face. He flailed hopelessly, trying to swat at Mick’s forearm. Mick’s eyes were still closed, but Skindle could hear a growling sound coming from deep in the big man’s chest. Skindle felt himself weakening and tried to cry out, but all he managed was a muted croak. He imagined his face turning purple and his eyeballs bulging.

And then Mick’s eyes sprang open. The vice-like grip on Skindle’s throat eased a touch, and he heard laughing.

“Ah, my little friend. Scared you, huh?” Mick guffawed, releasing his grip.

Skindle collapsed on the cockpit floor and sat there, wheezing and rubbing his neck. “You mad bastard! That’s not funny, I thought you wuz gonna kill me!”

With a speed that belied his size – and level of sobriety – Mick stood up, gripped Skindle’s hand, pulled him to his feet, and then picked him up and dropped him in the co-pilot’s seat.

“So, what’s our cargo today?”

Skindle looked cagey. “Um, just the limo… and another vehicle… and a few guests… but don’t you go off chatting to them now. Let’s get airborne and you can ’ave a chinwag later.”

“Da!” said Mick, plonking himself back down in the captain’s seat. Then, before Skindle could object, he pulled a half-full bottle of Jack Daniel’s from somewhere in his flight jacket, spun the cap and put it to his lips, emptying it in an instant. Mick wiped his mouth with his sleeve and looked over at Skindle with a grin.

“Sun is high, time to fly!”

Skindle shook his head in disdain, then stood up. “Right, I’ll go check everything’s ready.” He made his way to the door at the back of the cockpit and stepped through it into the passenger compartment, pulling the cockpit door closed behind him as he did so.

The passenger compartment had four rows of seats, with a central aisle running up the middle. There were four seats per row – two to the left of the aisle and two to the right, and each of the X-Crew’s members had nabbed themselves a window seat, as had Emtwetwe. Gabriel and Michael had taken seats next to each other in the back row, and Gabriel looked up as Skindle entered.

“Ah, Mr Skindle. Everything tickety-boo?”

“Mr Gabriel. Indeed it is,” Skindle replied with forced joviality. “Welcome aboard, everyone. Glad to see you’re all settled in. I just need to ’ave a word wif Mr ’unt. Be right back.”

He walked through the compartment, smiling at each passenger in turn, and went out into the cargo bay. As he did so he heard the whine of turbines as the An-12’s Number 1 engine came to life. Well, at least the bloody thing starts, he thought darkly.

He made his way through the gloomy cargo area, toward Nemesis’ colourful form. There were scraping noises coming from the Landy, but he couldn’t see Hunt.

“Err… Mr ’unt… is that you?” he called nervously.

The scraping stopped and Hunt’s head appeared from beneath Nemesis. “Yeah, ’s me. I decided to load our… err… assets while I ’ad the chance.”

“Ah, excellent! All squared away? Any problems?”

“Nah. Easy-peasy. The case of mineral water wif the ju-ju-juice is in the back… in their luggage – hidden in plain sight, so to speak – and the cash is stashed in the secret compartments. I’m just spreading some dust over the panels so it looks like they ain’t been touched. I’ll join you in a bit.”

Skindle grunted his approval and made his way forward again. As he went he heard the engine’s pitch change, and then there came the whirring of the propeller. He stepped through the passenger compartment door, walked to the front and turned to face his guests.

“Alwighty then, I ’ope you is all comfortable. We’ll be off in a minute. I’ll be sitting up front, but I’ll come an’ look in on you once we’re up and running.”

With that he gave a curt nod and went through to the flight deck, slamming the cockpit door behind him.

Mick was sitting in the engineer’s seat, hunched over the controls and apparently concentrating hard. Suddenly, and with a ferocity that startled Skindle, he banged his fist hard into the console, swearing in Russian. The Number 3 engine, which had up until then been emitting a somewhat sickly sounding whine, roared in response.

“Er… Mick?” said Skindle nervously. “Is evryfink alwight?”

Mick didn’t look up from what he was doing. He swore once more, and again said something in Russian that Skindle didn’t understand – or like the sound of. There was a bang from the engine and, sitting in his window seat in the passenger compartment, Kevin saw a puff of black smoke and a huge yellow flame shoot out from its exhaust.

Skindle sat down in the seat on the right – the co-pilot’s seat – a nervous sweat forming on his brow, half-expecting Mick to declare some sort of technical problem that would keep them grounded, but instead the Russian fired up engines 2 and 4 in quick succession, sat down in the captain’s seat, turned to Skindle, and said, “Okay, we go now.”

Skindle was surprised. “What do you mean ‘Okay, we go now’? One of those engines sounds like it’s goin’ to die any bleedin’ second – which would result in the same thing ’appenin’ to us if it does so mid-way through take-off!”

Mick looked at him, laughed and reached for the throttles. He pushed the four levers forward a fraction and the tone of the engines changed. The plane began to move. The Number 3 engine still didn’t sound quite as healthy as the others, but it seemed to be getting better. Mick steered the big bird off the apron and onto the dirt track.

In the passenger compartment, Ben, who was sitting behind Kevin, was feeling very nervous. Like Kevin, he too could see the occasional puffs of smoke from the engine, and he really didn’t like the sound it was making. Less so, the fact that their unseen pilot appeared to be unconcerned with the matter and was taxiing for take-off.

So recently the atheist of the group, he turned to Gabriel. “Um, Gabriel, do you think perhaps we should pray?”

To Ben’s astonishment, Gabriel appeared confused. “What would be the point in that?”

This wasn’t the response Ben had expected. “Um, well, if God is around somewhere, maybe he’ll hear us and make sure we’re safe – you know, take care of things.”

“Ah, yes,” said Gabriel. “Praying. An astounding piece of human invention. Why is it that you humans believe that God would intervene in your daily lives? On the one hand you want free choice, and on the other you want Divine Intervention.”

Ben looked hurt. “Hey, the world is a horrible place! I’d personally prefer not to perish in a plane crash today, if at all possible, and I’m sure there are a bunch of other people who’d quite like to skip death by car accident, cancer or tidal wave. So, it’d be nice if we could get a little help with that.”

Gabriel smirked. “Ah, but don’t you see? All of these things come about because of human failings and bad choices. We’ve put ourselves in this rather dubious situation, and what? Now you want God to take care of things – think He’s going to say, ‘Yes, you have been a silly boy, but I’ll help you out just this one time’? Apart from that, aeroplanes can be made so safe that crashes due to mechanical failure never happen. It’s human error that causes the problems – either tired pilots or inattentive maintenance people or some airline company trying to save money on fuel by having planes fly through storms instead of around them. Same with car accidents – they only happen when some idiot drives too fast on a wet road or overtakes on a blind rise. You do these things to each other – if you were all just a bit more considerate then they wouldn’t happen.”

Ben mulled that over, and then noticed the hole in Gabriel’s argument. “Ah, but what about tidal waves?”

“Well, tidal waves are easy. I mean, if you want to avoid death by tidal wave, earthquake or volcano, don’t bloody live where you know they happen! Don’t ask God to make it better for you. Your choice, again.”

“Okay, and cancer and other nasty diseases like that?”

“Man has developed – or is developing – the ability to control and cure these things. If you need to pray, pray to the chap in the biotech lab working sixteen-hour days for years on end to find the cure. God isn’t doing those kinds of hours… wherever He is.”

“So… what… the hand of God is not at play in any of these things?”

“Why would it be? Why on Earth would God intervene in solving problems that humans create and are quite capable of sorting out for themselves anyway?”

Ben frowned. “Well, hardly seems much point in finding Him then.”

Gabriel blanched. “Ah, well… there’s a bit more to it than… um… we’ll have that conversation at another time.”

The plane lurched as it arrived at the end of the dirt track, and Mick revved the port engines to swing it around. The passengers were flung to the left as the Antonov turned, and Kevin looked out of his window to get a view of the runway. He felt sick. It didn’t look long enough to let a duck take off, let alone a fifty-something-ton airplane, and the end of the track was cleverly demarcated by a row of trees and some telephone lines. He closed his eyes and gripped his armrests tightly.

The plane continued turning until it pointed up the track, and then the passengers were thrown forward in their seats as Mick hit the brakes. He paused, studying the dials, bells and whistles in the cockpit for a few seconds, then eased the throttles up to their stops. The engines roared, but he held the brakes for a moment longer while he checked the dials once more, then released them. The Antonov jumped forward and all eyes in the passenger compartment turned to look out of the windows.

Grunt was still poking around at things in his cupboard and was completely unprepared for the take-off. As the plane lurched and began to accelerate, he fell over and a stack of life jackets and parachutes fell on top of him. He struggled around on the floor as the aircraft shook. Flailing about with his right hand he managed to find something solid and grabbed it to pull himself to his feet. Unfortunately for Grunt, it was the release mechanism on the inflatable raft that was secured to the wall of the cupboard. There was a pop and the hiss of compressed air as the raft expanded all around him. In seconds the entire cupboard was filled with yellow rubber, and Grunt found himself pinned to a wall, unable to move and struggling to breathe.

“Bugger!” he cried helplessly, using a word he had recently learned from Bill. Oh well. At least I’ve got my own airbag in case we have an accident, he thought grimly.

The Antonov picked up speed incredibly quickly, and the passengers watched as bushes and trees sped by outside. Then the nose lifted and they felt themselves being pushed into their seats as the great bird powered into the sky. The rumbling of tyres on the dirt track subsided and Kevin flinched as a telephone pole whipped past the wingtip. There came the whir of hydraulic pumps as Mick raised the undercarriage. They were airborne, but they were only a hundred feet up when they felt the rate of climb decrease. Like most people who have travelled on commercial airlines, the Crew were all used to a long climb to the safety of thirty-five thousand feet before levelling off, and now they found themselves wondering why their pilot had begun this manoeuvre so early. Of course, they all thought the worst – engine failure – and started to murmur and glance around at each other.

The An-12 climbed a little more and then levelled out completely, and – just as the passengers began to get really nervous – Skindle’s voice came over the intercom. “Okay, everybody, I ’ope you is all doin’ alwight. We is at our cruisin’ altitude of…” – he stopped and consulted the altimeter – “…three ’undred and fifty feet. We shall remain at this altitude for the duration of our flight, ’cept in the event that we come across any mountains or… erm, unfriendly natives with Kalashnikovs. You can unfasten your seatbelts and walk about the cabin if you like, but I bleedin’ ain’t.” There was a click as Skindle released the talk button.

Michael turned to Emtwetwe and was about to comment on the mechanics of flight when he realised that Emtwetwe was staring straight ahead, eyes like saucers. He glanced down and saw that Emtwetwe’s fingernails were tearing holes in the armrests of his seat. “Are you all right, young man?” Michael asked with a look of deep concern.

Emtwetwe’s eyes flashed to Michael and then back to the headrest of the seat in front of him. “Never done this before,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Oh, I see,” said Michael, nodding. “Not to worry – it’s really quite safe. Did you know that you’re a million times more likely to be involved in a car crash than in a plane crash? Oh, but you’ve already had a car crash, haven’t you? Plane crash next, eh?” Michael grinned. “Joking – I’m sure it’ll all be fine.”

Emtwetwe grimaced and kept staring ahead. Just then Skindle came through from the cockpit. “Alwight everyone. Let me tell you our itinerary. This heap of aluminium can only get about three and a half thousand kilometres on a tank, so we are going to ’ave to stop to refuel – only once, mind. Mick… that’s our pilot, says he knows of a little place in Uganda. It’s just north of the Equator. We’ll touch down there, refuel and get a bite to eat, and then carry on to Jordan.”

The voices went up as one. “Jordan?”

Skindle was mentally kicking himself. Bleedin’ eck. Didn’t mean to tell them that yet!

Kevin raised his voice above the rest of the passengers and called out to Skindle, “What the hell are we going to Jordan for? We’re supposed to be going to Israel!”

“Yeah, Israel!” said Ben, Bill and Mary in unison. Emtwetwe stayed silent. He already knew of the Dwarf Mafia’s plans and, in any event, he didn’t care where they were going so long as it involved him getting his feet back on the ground as soon as possible.

“Yes, yes. Calm down,” said Skindle. Think fast, Skindle me old chum. Make up an excuse… ’old on… got it! “I’m sorry to ’ave to tell you this now, but our pilot couldn’t get clearance from air traffic control to go directly into Israel. Seems they don’t like last-minute charter flights,” he lied. “Can’t say I blame them what wif all the trouble they got there. So anyway, we’ll land in Jordan, right near the border, and just drive across. Easy-peasy! Oh, and speaking of borders, ’ere’s your passports back.”

There was a chorus of mumbling and grumbling from the Crew as Skindle handed out their travel documents, but no one challenged his lie – and fortunately none of them opened their passports, as the site of a neatly forged South African exit stamp and Jordanian and Israeli entry visas would have raised a few more queries.

Skindle breathed a sigh of relief, and then noticed Mary glaring at him. He dropped his gaze, thinking of the unpleasantness on the beach. He’d been feeling particularly low since he’d struck Mary, and now decided that he should apologise. He walked over to her seat and stood in front of her, but she ignored him and continued staring pointedly out of the window.

“Erm, Miss?” said Skindle hesitantly.

Her eyes flicked to him. “What? What do you want?” she spat vehemently.

Skindle was taken aback. He fumbled with his hands in front of him. The plane was bouncing around in low-altitude turbulence, and he was struggling to remain upright, so he made a decision and sat down next to her. She had gone back to staring out of the window. He leaned over and tapped her on the arm. She shrugged.

“Miss?” said Skindle softly, but loud enough to be heard over the roar of the engines.

She turned to face him, eyes narrowed.

“Mary, is it?”

No reply, just the dagger-stare.

“Well, I just wanted to say that I’m really sorry about hitting you… on the beach, like.”

Still no response.

After another minute’s silence he stood up, turned back to her and said, “Anyway, I feel really bad about it. Alwight, bye.”

And with that he swivelled on his heel and walked back through the door up to the cockpit.

*   *   *

The flight from Mthatha to Uganda went surprisingly smoothly. The Antonov’s Number 3 engine seemed to settle down, and the occasional bangs and accompanying plumes of exhaust flame became more infrequent. In any event, the utterances from the engine had quickly become less of a concern to those on board – their cruising altitude of 350 feet at a speed of 650 kilometres per hour having superseded it in the ‘cause for concern’ stakes.

As the hours ticked by, the travellers even developed a certain indifference to the occasional sharp banks to port or starboard as Mick hauled on the controls to avoid some or other particularly dangerous obstacle in their flight path, and eventually they became so complacent that they were able to find great amusement in the startled reactions of various air- and ground-borne African wildlife – not to mention the angry herdsmen shaking their fists in futility at the giant aircraft as the livestock under their care scattered in all directions.

It was thus a fairly jaded group that collectively shrugged nonchalantly as they looked down on a muddy ribbon of a road that Skindle explained would serve as their landing strip for the Ugandan refuelling stop at mid-afternoon that day.

The stop itself was uneventful, and an hour and a half later, with both travellers and aircraft refuelled, the Antonov roared back into the sky. They weren’t in the air for long, however, before it became evident that at least one of those fuel sources may have been somewhat dodgy.

Bill was feeling a bit nauseous. Hmmm… more than just a bit. Best you find the khazi, post-haste, mate…

He stood and started heading down the aisle, then had another thought, turned around and grabbed his backpack. Not quite sure which end this is going to come out of… best I bring my spare pair of undies.

As he headed aft again he could feel the bile rising up in his throat, and knew he’d better achieve his objective very soon. He made it to the door of the WC in the cargo area and turned the handle. It didn’t budge.

“Err… is someone in there?” Bill called out, hoping desperately that no one was.

Sadly for him, there came the sound of Emtwetwe’s voice, shakily, from within. “Yes… MT… sick.”

Bugger! Bill panicked as the alarm in his brain switched from ‘uncomfortably queasy” to ‘hurling imminent’, and it became clear that he was in urgent need of a receptacle of a suitable nature in which to toss his cookies.

He looked around desperately, but none was to be found. And then – in a startlingly lightbulb-like moment – he whipped his backpack off his back, poured its contents out on the floor, and – in quick succession – poured the contents of his stomach into the backpack.

He instantly felt much better, and then almost immediately felt upset about the state of his favourite backpack. He stopped, thinking for a moment, and then decided to explore the cargo area in search of a suitable replacement. He opened and closed various compartments and hatches to no avail, and then spied a door that looked as if it might hold some promise.

Placing his now-dripping backpack on the floor, he reached out to open the door and was disappointed to find nothing more than a fully inflated life raft inside.

Odd, he thought to himself, and then spotted a parachute pack wedged beneath the raft.

He eased it out, sat down on a bench, and removed fold upon fold of parachute silk from the pack. This task completed, he disconnected the harnesses and placed his prized possessions into the pack: one Bob Marley tape, an old, well-used copy of Penthouse magazine, a change of underwear, a Swiss Army knife, a pack of Rizlas and a small bag containing his last few grams of weed. Then he changed his mind and put the bag of weed into his back pocket, stood, and placed the pack down next to the door of the Emergency Equipment cupboard.

Satisfied with a job well done, he ventured forward to the passenger compartment and retook his seat.

The rest of the gang had evidently managed to avoid whatever it was that Bill and Emtwetwe had imbibed, and chatted happily over the drone of the Antonov’s engines as it continued on into the now-darkening sky.

Destination: somewhere in Jordan.

*   *   *

It was 7pm, and the An-12 was just under an hour from its destination when Grunt decided he was bored. He’d had a moment of unexpected excitement when Bill had come poking around in his cupboard, but other than that his experience of flying had been an extremely dull one.

I do believe it’s time for some inflight entertainment, he thought with a giggle. And with that, he opened the door and stepped out of the cupboard. This he might have achieved with far more finesse if it weren’t for the fact that his right leg had gone to sleep while he’d been cramped up behind the raft. As a result, he did not so much step out of the cupboard as fall face-forward straight onto a bag of something cold and slimy that was lying on the load deck.

A second later the smell of vomit hit his nostrils, but before he could yell out in disgust, Insult decided to double down and proceeded to empty absolutely everything in the storage cupboard on top of him. Finding himself now covered in vomit, and once more crushed by rubber and tangled up in parachute packs, Grunt was livid. He flailed around like a madman, freed himself, and shouted, “That’s it! I’ve had enough!”

He stormed through the cargo area frantically searching for anything that looked technical and important – anything that, if ‘accidentally’ broken, would cause the giant aircraft to plunge to the ground – hopefully in a fireball.

Tearing open a service hatch with his claw-like nails, he found himself staring at a mass of wiring. “That should do it,” he murmured, following this with an evil chuckle, and then began ripping out the wiring.

Up in the cockpit, Mick had been dozing – at least that’s what he’d told Skindle he’d be doing when he’d set the autopilot. Skindle was fairly certain that flying on autopilot at 350 feet was suicide, but daren’t call the big Russian out on it – particularly as he was now almost sober and had been flying virtually non-stop for some thirteen hours.

In any event, as a result of Mick’s dozing, it was Skindle who spotted the first little flashing red light as it quietly came to life on the engineer’s console. He frowned, just a tad perturbed, and then almost had an epileptic fit as the console lit up like a Christmas tree, accompanied by an ear-splitting klaxon that told one absolutely nothing about the nature of the emergency, but did an excellent job at spreading absolute hysteria.

Mick sat bolt upright in his seat, and as he did so the Antonov’s Number 1 engine began screaming – a noise that was quickly followed by several loud bangs and the sound of metal grinding on metal as the jet turbine tore itself to shreds.

And then Skindle found himself screaming with the same pitch as the dying engine, “Mick! What the fuck? Do-sum-fuckeen-thing!”

But Mick’s hands were already in action, expertly flicking switches as his eyes scanned the multitudinous gauges. “Oil pressure gone on Number 1!” he shouted to Skindle, as if this information would be useful to him.

Skindle was about to point out as much, when the Number 4 engine began a self-destruct song and dance too.

“Sheet!” yelled the usually unflappable Mick. “We have problem.”

“No? You don’t fuckeen say! This is what happens when you service this rust-bucket after one of your binges! I’ll fuckeen…” but Skindle stopped mid-sentence as he saw the expression on Mick’s face and realised that if he uttered another word he’d have no need to worry about dying in a plane crash – the big Russian would kill him with his bare hands right there in the cockpit.

He was about to splutter an apology when Kevin and Hunt burst in through the cockpit door.

“What the ’ell is ’appenin’?” shouted Hunt.

“Yeah, its pandemonium back there!” added Kevin.

“Well what the ’ell do you think it’s been like up ’ere – a bleedin’ teddy bears’ picnic?” Skindle howled in reply.

They all looked at Mick. “Okay, okay, everybody. No need for panic – two engines still left. We good. We just take our time and find place to land,” he said, looking out through the windshield.

But as he did so, the Number 2 engine began whining.

“Mick!” Skindle yelled again.

“Okay, okay. Now we panic!” Mick shouted as he shut off the engine in an attempt to save it. “We going down. You… hippy boy… you and your friends go get inside the Mercedes and strap yourselves in.”

Kevin was confused. “Wait, what? Why should we get in the Mercedes?”

“Airbags,” said the Russian. “And is at back of plane. Safer. Go now!”

And with that, Kevin was gone – racing down the stairs to assemble the rest of the passengers.

Mick turned to look at Skindle. “Right, my little friend, you keep eyes peeled for place to land.”

Hunt had a better idea, or so he thought. “What about parachutes?”

“No time… too low anyway,” said Mick.

“Bugger,” muttered Hunt.

Skindle was frantically scanning the rapidly approaching ground for a suitable landing strip when a passing cloud obscured the moon, and the world below became pitch black.

“What the… could anything else go wrong? And we’ve got bleedin’ Angels on board fer chrissakes!”

But as he spoke the cloud passed, and suddenly the earth below them was bathed in gloriously bright moonlight.

“There,” said Mick, pointing at what appeared to be a recently ploughed postage stamp surrounded by trees.

“What? There?” yelled Skindle, following the line of Mick’s arm. “It’s a fuckeen kids’ sand box!”

“Landing strip,” said Mick flatly, banking the Antonov sharply to port as he spoke.

Hunt was caught off guard by the ferocity of the turn and reached out for something solid to hang on to. He quickly recovered his balance and shouted, “No, no wait! Let’s look for sumfink bigger… or at least more… flat… and tree-free!”

“No time. Losing power. We land now,” grunted Mick, and with that he yanked on a lever to lower the landing gear.

Down in the passenger area, Kevin was breaking the news to the anxious travellers. “Okay, look, Mick – the pilot – well, he’s not feeling too… err… confident, and he said we need to get out of here and strap ourselves into the Mercedes… best place to be if we crash, apparently.”

Everyone simply gawked at him, incredulous.

“Now!” he yelled, and they all sprang into action – including Grunt, who had been behind the door between the passenger and cargo bay areas, listening to this piece of information with great interest.

Grunt smirked. “Oh, no, I’m not letting you off that easily,” he whispered, and ran through the cargo bay looking for the perfect tool for the job he had in mind.

He stopped. A fire axe. That’ll do! He ran back to the Mercedes, hoisted the axe above his head and brought it down with a crunch on the securing chain around the vehicle’s front left wheel. It shattered, and the car shifted slightly. He moved quickly from wheel to wheel, breaking the remaining chains, and was running toward the rear cargo door just as the passengers came bustling into the cargo bay. They all froze, staring at the strange creature, but Grunt didn’t miss a beat. He hit the switch on the cargo door controls and, as the huge door started opening, grabbed a parachute, and ran to the top of the ramp. Turning to look at the paralysed passengers, he flipped them the bird, let out a whoop, and jumped out of the plane.

Up in the cockpit, Mick was fighting to line the Antonov up with their chosen landing site. They were losing altitude fast now, and Hunt was convinced they weren’t going to make it. “We’re too low!” he shouted to Mick. “We need more height!”

“Not enough power!” Mick yelled back.

Hunt was now terrified. “Well how many engines do we need to stay airborne?”

Mick turned back to answer him, but as he did so, Skindle yelled, “Tree!”

“No,” Mick sneered at him, “not tree, only need one good one.”

“No,” screamed Skindle, now hysterical, “I mean there’s a fuckeen tree!”

Mick snapped his gaze forward and, in the same instant, hauled back hard on the yoke as he saw the massive pine tree looming through the cockpit window. The huge aircraft shuddered, seemed to hesitate, and then slowly lifted its nose – an action that prompted the still-wailing klaxon to change its tone from ‘Everybody Panic’ to ‘It’s Fucking Armageddon’ as the Antonov’s speed dropped and she came dangerously close to stalling.

Meanwhile, the passengers in the cargo area were still glued to the spot, confused by the goat-like creature’s appearance in – and sudden exit from – the stricken aircraft.

“What the fuck was that?” shouted Ben as the wind from the open cargo door roared around them.

“No clue, doesn’t matter, get in the car!” screamed Kevin. But just then the great bird went nose up, butt down, and they all watched in horror as the Mercedes began rolling slowly toward the now fully open cargo bay door. It stopped, poised at the end of the ramp, and then gracefully exited the Antonov.

“Oh, Jesus!” wailed Kevin. “We’re all gonna die.”

*   *   *

Interestingly, at that same moment Grunt was having precisely the same thought about the fate of those on the plane, but he was a lot happier about it than they were. Happier, that is, until he pulled the ripcord of his recently acquired parachute. He was perplexed as a photograph of some very large breasts went fluttering over his head, and a touch concerned when this was followed by several Rizlas. But on seeing a Bob Marley tape wrapped in a pair of underpants go flying off into the evening sky, he realised he might be in trouble. He whipped the parachute pack off his back and peered inside. Nothing. Strange. Wait… He thrust his hand into the pack and pulled out… A Swiss Army knife? He was about to scream, but was thwarted when the breath was knocked out of him as he collided with a very large, very hard pine tree.

Sliding down the trunk, being sure to hit all the branches on the way, he was cognisant of just how miserable his life had become. And then, with a whump, he arrived back on solid earth.

Peeling himself off the ground, he sat up and realised he was still holding the knife. Bonus! Might come in handy, he thought with a wry smile, and was about to do a little jig to celebrate his windfall when he was distracted by the sound of something of considerable proportions crashing through the tree above him. He looked up just in time to see a two-and-a-half-ton Mercedes-Benz limousine hurtling down on him.

“Crap,” said Grunt.

“Whump,” went the Mercedes.

“Bingo!” cried a voice somewhere far away.

*   *   *

It was morning. Mick had pulled off a small miracle and landed the Antonov in one piece, on just one engine. The Number 3 engine. The irony in this was lost on no one. They’d waited out the night in the relative safety of the hulking aircraft, hypothesising about the mysterious saboteur and his fate, and now Mick was walking around the undercarriage pulling branches, leaves and a bird’s nest – complete with a very startled pigeon – out of the landing gear.

Hunt was pottering around Nemesis, loosening the securing chains from the Landy’s wheels, while Mary stood on the open cargo ramp, sucking in the clean air, and watching Bill as he tossed the remaining parachutes out of the ‘Emergency Equipment’ cupboard.

“Damn, I hate it when that happens!” said Bill angrily.

“What?” said Mary. “Why are you worrying about parachutes now. We’ve landed. We’re safe. We don’t need them.”

“I’m not looking for a parachute, I’m looking for the pack I used to stow all my stuff… oh, hell…” The realisation of what had happened to his pack and all his precious stuff slowly dawned on Bill. He walked over to Mary, stood and gazed back down the dirt track on which they had so very nearly perished, and spotted the crumpled wreck of the Mercedes in the distance. “Man, I have gotta go take a look at that.”

Hunt trotted up next to him. “Me too. Need to check if I can salvage anything.” He looked at Bill. “Your vehicle’s ready to go – let’s drive up there and see what we can see.”

Hopping into Nemesis’ driver’s seat, Bill turned the ignition and was amazed as the old Landy started up immediately. In all the times he’d driven the temperamental vehicle that had never happened, and he wondered whether perhaps she was concerned she’d end up like the Merc if she misbehaved.

They trundled along the dusty road and, on arriving at the crash site, found the limo planted butt-first in the ground, propped up by the pine tree that had so nearly resulted in a premature end to their adventure. The trunk of the vehicle appeared to be far shorter than it had previously been – either because it had concertinaed on impact, or because it was buried a metre into the ground. It was hard to tell which. The bonnet had burst open and was bent backwards over the windscreen which, together with all the other windows, was shattered. Shards of glass littered the ground, along with various bits and pieces of car.

Hunt – who was really only interested in retrieving his Top Gun baseball cap from the glove compartment – crawled into the car via one of the back windows, while Bill wandered around in the vain hope he’d find some of his belongings. He hadn’t got far when he spotted the Marley tape lying in the grass.

“Awesome!” he said, bending to pick it up. And then he was overjoyed as, glancing upward, he spied his spare underpants snagged on a branch just above his head. With two of his prized possessions retrieved, he walked back to the wreck of the car to check how Hunt had fared and was surprised to see the empty parachute pack lying nearby. “Sweet, got my pack back too! Could this day get any better?”

A moment later, Hunt shuffled out of the wreck, baseball cap in hand. “Right, well I’m all set – and I see you’ve ’ad some success too. Best we ’ead back.”

Back at the Antonov they found the rest of the travellers milling around on the cargo ramp. Skindle was looking agitated. “Where ’ave you been?” he shouted at Hunt and Bill. “We need to get packed up and out of ’ere before the locals spot this bloody great plane.”

“Awight, awight,” growled Hunt. “Keep yer knickers on. Do we even know where ’ere is?”

“West Bank,” said Mick. “About thirty kilometres from Jerusalem.”

Skindle was astounded. “You what? You mean we’re already in bleedin’ Israel?”

“Maybe yes, maybe no. Some parts under Palestinian control, see? Anyway, Number 2 engine fixed, Number 3 working fine, so I go now. Get fuck off my plane.”

“Okay,” said Skindle to Mick, and then he turned to the others. “You ’eard ‘im. Get yer kit together and let’s get that rust-bucket of yours on the road.”

They all sighed, picked up their bags and strolled over to Nemesis. Ben hopped into the driver’s seat, and Mary called shotgun. That meant that the Angels, along with Kevin, Bill, Skindle, Hunt and Emtwetwe, got to fight over the seating arrangements in the back. They re-arranged the luggage to take advantage of the Landy’s rear bench seats, and Kevin, Bill and Emtwetwe got to sit in relative comfort in the second row, while Skindle, Hunt and the two Angels sat facing each other over a pile of bags and other paraphernalia.

While they were getting organised they heard the whine of hydraulic pumps as the Antonov’s cargo bay door closed. There was further whining as the engines were fired into life, and a minute later the plane started rolling. They all stopped what they were doing and watched as Mick the Mad Russian taxied to the far side of the field in preparation for his take-off. They were very interested to see how he would do on just two engines, and also all very grateful that they weren’t on board for the experience.

“I think I’m going to miss that guy,” said Kevin.

“Yes, lovely chap,” said Michael, leaning forward for a better view.

The Antonov turned at the bottom of the field, and Mick opened the throttles. The An-12 lurched forward, then rapidly picked up speed, growing larger and larger as it roared toward them. And then, just as they were starting to feel that they and Nemesis would shortly become a hood ornament for a cargo plane, Mick eased the yoke back and the great bird lumbered into the sky.

Within minutes the Antonov was out of sight and out of earshot, and an uneasy quiet descended. The travellers felt a sudden sense of panic. Here they were, thousands of kilometres from home, having illegally entered a foreign country, and their ride had just left without them.

Ben shook his head and twisted the ignition key, and Nemesis’ engine coughed into life. “Right,” he said, almost too cheerfully, trying to hide his own anxiety, “I assume we’re taking any road that leads west?”

“Yeah,” said Kevin. “I guess we might as well start in Jerusalem… dunno – Gabriel, Michael? What do you think?”

Gabriel nodded. “Hmmm… yes, seems as good a place to begin as any. Let’s go.”

“Great, Jerusalem it is then,” said Ben, and with that he crunched Nemesis into first gear, revved the engine, and they were off.


Chapter 6 | Revelations II

Maude Finchley (spinster), resident of the small and little-known ex-slate-mining town of Godkeidless in mid-Wales, hummed absent-mindedly to herself as she made her way up the street from her home to her place of business. While this was a distance of some 1.6 kilometres, Maude always walked it – with a rather spritely spring in her step for a seventy-year-old – come rain, snow or (infrequent) shine. She was of a spindly build, and at five-foot five she wasn’t particularly tall, but in her presence even a seven-foot man felt as if she towered over him. Her crazy, afro-curly, ice-white hair seemed to enhance her height, while also giving her a passing resemblance to Albert Einstein.

Maude, in addition to being one of Godkeidless’s loopiest inhabitants, was also one of its most popular ones. She seemed to have the energy of a teenager and greeted all and sundry with great gusto wherever she went. If she stopped to ask you how you were – something she would do with almost everyone she passed – you felt as if she was genuinely interested in and concerned for your well-being, and absolutely everyone always felt better after a chat with Maude.

Her chats, however, were part of the reason why Godkeidless’s 348 other inhabitants perceived her to be loopy (albeit in the nicest possible way). She would stare intensely as she spoke with you, as if she were looking into your very soul, and then make a few remarks that would at first seem a bit strange or irrelevant, but then – after an hour, or perhaps a day or even a week – their relevance would become clear.

This ability resulted in her being treated as something of a mystic, though she always pooh-poohed this idea. However, this did not stop her from using that term in the names of both of her businesses in the town.

For yes, not only was Maude popular in Godkeidless, she was also something of an entrepreneur – and quite a successful one at that. She’d started her first business, The Mystic Mullet, before Kevin had arrived in her life, and – partly because there was so little to do in Godkeidless – it quickly became the social hub of the village.

But there was more to it than that. The place seemed to everyone to be so much more than just a regular fish and chip shop. It had an aura of peace and tranquillity about it, but also one of excited anticipation. When people entered The Mystic Mullet they instantly felt like it was Christmas Eve and they were a child again, like the world was a wonderful place, filled with promise. Word quickly spread, and soon she had customers from surrounding villages, and then from as far away as Cardiff and Swansea, and even Birmingham, across the Welsh–English border. Eventually the place was packed to the rafters constantly, all day, and people would leave rather reluctantly when Maude began to pull the shutters down in the early evening. And that’s what – in some small part – led her to establish her second business in the village. But more on that later.

For now, we should note that Maude would ordinarily hum happily as she walked, but today was different. She was concerned. She had not seen her adopted son in some three months, and things hadn’t quite been the same without him around, but that was not the cause for her concern. No. What was concerning her was the sudden reappearance of the lodger whom she’d accommodated in her loft, off and on for several years, until some fifteen years ago. And not just his reappearance, but also the discussion the two of them had had about her prodigal son the previous day. But more on that later too…

*   *   *

While Maude was in a state of consternation, Grunt was in Hell.

Literally.

Having been planted six feet under the ground by the impact of the Mercedes, he’d dug himself out over a number of hours by using the little spoon on Bill’s Swiss Army knife, all the while consoling himself with the thought that he had, in fact, been correct in assuming that it might come in handy.

He’d finally reached the surface just before dawn – quite some time before Hunt and Bill’s arrival at the wreck – when, in yet another astounding frying-pan-to-fire moment, he’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. “Brilliant”, he wailed, as a million volts of electricity convulsed his body. “Not a cloud in the sky and I get struck by lightning!”

But of course, it wasn’t just any old lightning, as he soon discovered.

He’d been summoned.

Back to Hell.

And now, here he was, waiting in the anteroom to the Chief Overseer’s office, wondering exactly why. He didn’t have to wait long.

The large wooden door to the Overseer’s office opened with an ominous creak to reveal a hunched, terrified-looking minion who silently gestured to Grunt to enter.

He stepped into the gloomy office, glancing around furtively. The room was really little more than a small, dark cave, carved out of the dank earth. The mud-coloured walls were devoid of any decoration, and the Chief Overseer was sitting at a large desk writing in a huge ledger with a quill pen. Behind him, just visible in the gloom, was a small alcove with a second, larger door.

Grunt’s emotional needle swung from ‘a bit nervous’ to ‘really quite bothered’ when he realised that the Overseer’s desk appeared to be manufactured entirely out of human skeletons which had been scorched to black by fire, but the needle stopped there only briefly before rocketing up to ‘what-the-fuck/definitely-shit-scared’ when one of the skeletons turned its head and stared straight at him.

Grunt let out a whimper, which caused the Chief Overseer to look up and glare at him for what seemed like an eternity. The moaning and wailing of a billion damned souls somewhere in the bowels of Hell seemed to stop abruptly, as if every one of those souls were holding their collective breaths, waiting to see what would happen next.

“State your name and rank,” the Overseer’s voice boomed, echoing and amplifying as it bounced off the cave walls until it seemed like there were a hundred, thundering voices in Grunt’s head.

He covered his ears in agony, squinting hard, then muttered, “Err… Grunt 903… Private, Under-Slime Class, your… err… majesty.” He paused, expecting a reaction, but none came. “I’m… I mean… you sent me to follow those two Angels around on Earth to figure out what they were doing and…”

“Silence!” The Overseer’s voice boomed again, this time with so much violence that Grunt felt his eardrums pop – a fact that was confirmed by the trickle of blood running down his clammy neck.

The Overseer stared for a moment longer, then moved his hand as if to put his quill pen down. As he did so one of the skeletons raised its hand to catch the pen neatly in the inkpot it was holding.

“Ah, Grunt, yes…” The Overseer spat these words out as if they’d left the foulest of tastes in his mouth, but at least there was no more booming voice involved.

“…and what do you have to report?”

Grunt could hardly contain his excitement – tempered though it was by an almost crippling fear. He was finally going to get to tell his story. He was absolutely sure he’d be hailed as a hero, given the information he was about to impart, and his mind raced as he tried to get his thoughts in order while simultaneously trying to formulate a few little embellishments that would make him look really good. Best you omit certain embarrassing details involving buses, hand grenades, parachutes and the like, he warned himself.

“Ah, yes, well…” Grunt began.

“Wait!” boomed the Overseer’s voice once more, then he squinted at Grunt with an expression that went from curious, to angry, to absolutely livid.

Grunt stood, frozen in fear.

“You are aware that any form of individuality is absolutely forbidden in these parts, are you not?” shrieked the Overseer.

“I’m, um, yes, your lordship, most certainly… we’re not to do anything that might demonstrate some sort of self-expression or free will,” stammered Grunt, now confused.

“Then what, pray tell, is the purpose of that three-pointed star on your forehead?”

“Eh? I mean… excuse me, your highness? I don’t…” Grunt stopped as the realisation dawned on him. Three-pointed star! He’d been teleported back to Hell in the vagrant’s body and the flipping Mercedes logo on the boot of the limousine had branded him as it crushed him into the ground.

“Ah. Yes, well you see, that was an accident,” explained Grunt, “a very recent one in fact. It’s certainly not the kind of personalisation I would have chosen… err, should such body decorations have been permissible, of course. Oh, and this isn’t my body anyway…”

“Very well,” sighed the Chief Overseer, seeming calmer now. “Continue with your report.”

And so Grunt began to tell his story. He spoke of the Angels and the difficulty he’d had keeping track of them whenever they’d dematerialise to go off into the past or future.

“At first I thought about following them, but there was no way to know where… or when they’d gone to, so I’d just sit about, waiting ’til they came back. Fortunately, they were hanging around this horrible youth quite a bit, so I started shadowing him and that paid off.”

The Chief Overseer sighed. He was looking a bit bored, so Grunt thought it might be a good idea to start building up to the revelation.

“And when I say ‘paid off’, I mean, really paid off. You will not believe what I discovered!”

The Chief Overseer raised one eyebrow, then sighed again. “Go on.”

“Yes, well it turns out that the Angels were grooming this young man – they needed his help with something.”

“I see. And this ‘something’ was what exactly?”

Grunt could hardly contain himself. “It’s about God.”

The Chief Overseer stiffened, and suddenly Grunt felt a strong urge to relieve himself. He’d forgotten that mentioning ‘His Name’ was strictly taboo around these parts and would get you thrown into a thorny pit so deep that no one had ever reached the bottom – it was like falling forever, all the while being ripped to shreds by the thorns as you went. He was done for. The Chief Overseer was rising to his feet, drawing in a long breath as he did so, and Grunt felt himself panicking. Grunt, you idiot! This cannot be good! Think fast… oh, nothing for it… time to spill the beans.

“He’s gone missing.”

The Chief Overseer froze, eyes wide. Grunt dared not utter another word. The Overseer stood motionless for fully a minute.

“He’s gone missing,” the Overseer whispered, looking down at his desk with a frown. “How very odd.”

Grunt felt he should add something. “Yes, well, it did seem a bit strange to me too, and clearly it’s a problem as they’ve got their top people out looking for Him.”

The Overseer glanced up at Grunt, as if he’d forgotten he was there.

“Missing… yes…” The Overseer turned slightly. His gaze flicked to the door in the alcove behind him, then he looked back to Grunt. “Stay there. Do not move,” he said, and strode over to the door.

Grunt was perplexed. “Err, yes, of course, your highness. Won’t move a muscle.”

The Chief Overseer opened the door a crack, and Grunt’s jaw dropped in astonishment as he caught a glimpse of a brightly lit room filled with very happy-looking people, and the sound of music and raucous laughter came flooding into the dark cave. Someone was having a really amazing party in the next room!

The Chief Overseer glanced at Grunt, then slipped through the door, closing it firmly behind him. Grunt’s flabber was gasted, but with the closing of the door the sounds ceased completely, and after a few moments of sitting in the gloom he started doubting what he’d seen and heard. Don’t be silly, Grunt. They don’t have parties in Hell. You’re delusional… probably the lightning fried your brain a bit.

After what seemed like an eternity, but what was probably no more than ten minutes, the door opened again and, lo and behold, there came the unmistakable din of a party once more. And suddenly the Chief Overseer was opening the door wide and Grunt was certain he’d lost his mind.

People! Loads of them! And all happy! And all dressed up as if they were off to the Oscars or a bash at some billionaire’s house! Grunt couldn’t move. He simply stared past the Overseer, gawking incredulously.

And then the Chief Overseer grinned at him and spoke, but in a voice that seemed almost normal… quite friendly even, if not in a bit of a used car salesman kind of way. “Come on, Grunt. Pull yourself together, there’s a good chap. A few people here would like to meet you – and hear your story.”

Grunt was paralysed. He wanted to stand but his legs seemed to be refusing to take any instructions from his brain.

“Oh, for goodness sakes, Grunt, we haven’t got all day. Move, damn you!” yelled the Overseer, but with nowhere near the terrifying tone he’d used previously, and still with a smile on his face.

Grunt stood and started walking, zombie-like, toward the door, mouth still agape.

The Chief Overseer put his arm around Grunt’s shoulder and guided him through the doorway, and then Grunt was convinced he was hallucinating. It was as if someone had transported the Playboy mansion and plopped it down right there in Hell. The room was vast and filled with warmth and sunshine that was spilling in through a series of frameless glass doors that opened onto a paved patio. The patio in turn led to a huge, lush green garden with perfectly manicured lawns that rolled down to an Olympic-sized swimming pool. Several little waterfalls of crystal hue flowed with a pleasant tinkling sound into the pool, where a posse of Adonis-like men and a bevy of gorgeous young women in bikinis were splashing around playfully in the water.

On the patio was a bar, complete with two barmen who were expertly mixing cocktails and pouring various drinks for the guests. People of all ages were milling around, talking and laughing, drinks in hand.

Somewhere far off in the distance, Grunt heard a voice say, “Would you like a drink?”

He ignored it. Just your imagination. Best you wake up soon, Grunt.

“Hello? Grunt? I asked if you’d like a drink.” Grunt looked up at the Chief Overseer, speechless, his mind too numb to comprehend what was being said. “Come on, old boy, this way – let’s get you something stiff. Looks like you need it.”

He guided Grunt over to the bar, greeting people as he went, and then shouted an instruction to the bartender. The next thing Grunt knew he was standing on the lawn with a Tequila Sunrise in his hand, staring out at the scene. He took a sip from the drink and tried to speak. “What… what’s going on? Is… is this Heaven, or… where are we?” he asked hoarsely.

“Heaven? Huh! Don’t be silly. We’re still in good ole Hell. And this, dear boy, is the Thursday Night Pool Party!”

“The… the what?”

“Thursday Night Pool Party. We have them – every Thursday. They’re great. Although some people prefer Tuesdays, when we have Game Night.”

“I… I don’t understand,” stammered Grunt. “If we’re in Hell, who are all these people… and why are they having fun? It isn’t allowed… it’s not… Hell-like.”

“Huh! I see you’ve fallen for that nonsense the Bible-bashing God-squadders love spreading about Hell being all fire and brimstone!” the Overseer guffawed. “Ridiculous! Why on earth do you think Lucifer would punish people for doing bad things? He loves bad things – positively encourages a bit of chaos and mayhem. Rewards for a job well done – that’s what Hell is all about.”

“But… but then why have I been stuck in a dreary Soul Pit for five hundred years with thousands of other miserable ghouls?”

“Ah, yes – that’s where most of the fundamentalists and clerical types end up. We’ve got an entire floor dedicated to ISIS fighters, goodness knows how many priests and rabbis, and oh… yes, some chap named Bin Laden. Man, you should have seen his face when he arrived! ‘What, no virgins?’ Fuck me, that was funny,” the Overseer guffawed, shaking his head. “‘What, no virgins?’ Hee-hee. Had us all in stitches for weeks, that one. Anyway, it’s a choice thing.”

“I beg your pardon?”

The Overseer blanched, suddenly serious. “Eh? Oh! Err… nothing. The important thing is that He doesn’t much like mediocrity.”

Grunt was still trying to grapple with the Overseer’s comment about ‘choice’, but decided to drop it for the moment. “Um, what do you mean by ‘mediocrity’?”

“Well, this is the Millionaires’ Club, see? You can only get in by causing death and destruction on a grand scale. And it can’t be just boring stuff, like pushing an iceberg in front of an ocean liner that everyone thought was unsinkable. No, it’s all about exposing small-mindedness… hypocrisy, fanaticism, bigotry, piety, and prejudice in humans, and then getting them to turn on each other. Then you get to see their reactions when they learn the truth. It’s brilliant!”

“But what about me? I mean, I tortured and killed quite a few people…”

“Ah, yes, ‘quite a few’. What? Maybe a hundred or so?”

Grunt nodded somewhat sheepishly.

“Exactly. Mediocre. Amateur. And boring. But apart from that, you were the very type of person who deserved to be in the ‘bad’ Hell – the bigot… the fanatic. You were so convinced you were right!”

Grunt was suddenly feeling quite miserable. Me, an amateur. Mediocre.

“Oh, cheer up,” said the Chief Overseer encouragingly. “It’s never too late to improve. Here, let me give you some examples… um… yes, see that guy over there?” asked the Overseer, pointing to a tall Middle Eastern-looking gentleman with an unkempt beard and large nose. “He’s been busy with the Islamic Fundamentalists for ages now. Of course, it’s not a very efficient way of spreading death and destruction – having to convince a whole bunch of individuals about your cause – but once it starts gathering momentum, well… Personally, I think he might have a winner on his hands.”

The Overseer paused, scanning the faces in the crowd. He was clearly enjoying himself.

“Ah! There’s another hard worker,” said the Overseer, this time pointing to a squat African man who appeared to be telling a joke to a very scantily clad Barbie doll-like woman. “Started some genocide or other, he did, but again, had to talk to lots of people before things really got going. Not ideal. No, what you really want is a Hitler-type chap, like the one that old Gassy over there came up with – someone who’s totally psycho but totally convincing and can stir up the masses for you with just a little prodding. Genius, old Gassy is.”

Grunt looked around him, feeling quite dejected, and then the Overseer was off again.

“Look, look over there – there’s someone you should know. He started out in the pits around the same time as you. Did a few missions back on Earth and eventually started getting the hang of things. Came up with the idea for the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Brilliant! Do you know how much unnecessary pain, suffering, misery and death that’s caused? He got promoted up here for that one – and well deserved it was too.”

Just then Grunt spotted a very famous face. “Ooh! Isn’t that Elvis?” he asked excitedly. “Wait, why’s he here – was he evil… surely he didn’t kill anyone?”

“Well, he certainly murdered Neil Diamond’s ‘Sweet Caroline’, but no – he heard how much fun it was here and chose this place instead of the other. Besides, he’s a party animal, and we needed the entertainment. Oh, and speaking of entertainment, there’s Hugh over there. He’s recently taken over the organising of the Thursday Night Pool Party. Good thing too – was getting a bit same-ish if you ask me.”

“Right,” said Grunt sadly. “A party to which I’m not good enough to be invited.”

“Ah, well. That might be changing now, mightn’t it? Speaking of which, it’s time we had a little sit down with the rest of the gang so you can tell them what you learned. They’re all waiting for us in there,” said the Overseer, gesturing toward a small stone building across the lawn.

They walked together, with the Overseer stopping now and then to greet someone with a beaming smile and a “Hello!” or a “Love your work!”

As they moved through the crowd Grunt began to notice that everyone had a somewhat strange complexion. It was as if their skin were slightly translucent, and if viewed from a certain angle or caught by the light in a particular way he could see right through it and catch a glimpse of something horrific beneath. An involuntary shiver ran down his spine. Nothing here was as it seemed.

Arriving at the structure at the bottom of the garden, the Overseer guided Grunt through what appeared to be a waiting room and into a spacious boardroom, complete with an enormous, expensive-looking table surrounded by ten chairs. Three of these were occupied – one by an indescribably beautiful, raven-haired, sultry, middle-aged woman who stood and glided up to Grunt, her hand extended.

“Hello, beautiful man,” she purred in a low voice. “I am so very pleased to meet you.”

Grunt felt his knees go weak as a strange sensation welled up in his groin. He instinctively put out his hand and felt a surge of sexual energy pulse through him as the woman gripped it gently in her own.

Grunt grinned like a lovestruck schoolboy and stammered, “H-h-hello.”

The Overseer chuckled. “This is Naamah. You probably remember her from that Bible of yours as a bit of slut – even shagged a few of her own family members. She’s a genius at using jealousy, guilt and sex to invoke hatred and rage.”

Grunt expected the woman to be offended, but she laughed appreciatively, let go of his hand and went to sit down again.

The Overseer pointed to a rather distinguished-looking greying gentleman in a tailored navy-blue suit, “That’s Azazel. Famous for introducing humanity to so-called ‘forbidden knowledge’. He’s really just a bit of a scapegoat for every human failing.”

The man nodded in greeting.

“And then we have Onoskelis,” said the Overseer, putting his hand on the shoulder of the other woman at the table. She was dressed like a medieval peasant or a hermit, and her appearance was not frightening in the least, yet Grunt felt another shiver go down his spine as he looked at her. The woman immediately averted her gaze.

“Excuse her,” said the Overseer. “Bit shy and doesn’t like being out during the day. But don’t let any of that fool you. She’s an indiscriminate killer – the envy of every serial murderer there ever was.”

He paused. “Well, that’s everyone for now. Take a seat.”

The Overseer pulled a chair out for Grunt, and then went around the table and sat next to Azazel. “Oh, and you can call me Baal. So, on to business – the old codger’s gone missing, eh?”

Grunt hesitated. “Um, yes. At least according to Michael and Gabriel.”

“Never liked those two,” said Baal.

The other demons around the table murmured in agreement, and then Azazel spoke. “Do they have any idea how long He’s been gone?”

Grunt thought for a second. “They didn’t seem sure. At first they said it was a thousand years or more, but then there was something about going back and forth through time looking for Him, and they’d got confused about how long it had been.”

Baal sat back in his chair, tapping his finger on the table. He looked at Azazel. “I think we need to tell him.”

Azazel clasped his hands, palm to palm, and raised them to his lips, as if deep in thought, then nodded. Naamah nodded too, but Onoskelis just sighed.

“Tell me what?” said Grunt.

“Well, here’s the thing…” Baal began. Then he paused and leaned forward, both elbows now on the boardroom table. “Hmmm… there’s no easy way to say this, but um… well Mephi’s gone missing too.”

Grunt stared at him, confused. “Mephi?”

“Mephistopheles. Lucifer. Satan. The Devil? Missing too.”

Grunt could feel that his jaw had dropped again. He couldn’t formulate any words. He simply sat there, looking gormless, gawking at Baal. His thoughts raced and jumped like they were one of those steel balls flying around inside a pinball machine, and just as he felt he’d managed to string a question together a flipper would strike the thought off in a new direction or a bumper would blast the sentence into oblivion.

“B-b-b…” gibbered Grunt.

“Take your time,” said Baal, soothingly.

Finally Grunt managed to come up with a word. “When?”

Baal shrugged. “Difficult to say. Those Angels are right in that the whole human construct of time does make things a bit confusing. Apart from that, it’s not like we sit around every day having prayer meetings and singing ‘Kumbaya’ with Him – sometimes we wouldn’t see Him for weeks, then one day one of us would walk into the bar and there He’d be, sipping a Margarita.”

Now it was Naamah’s turn to speak. “The real question is where the two of them have gone, and why. Maybe Mephi’s tracking God, trying to figure out what He’s doing – or better yet, looking for an opportunity to kill Him off… hmmm. Hopefully they haven’t killed each other off.”

Baal grimaced. “Yes, well, I think the point is that Grunt here is onto something big, and we need to have him stick to those Angels like glue. Maybe they’ll find the old geezer and Mephi won’t be too far away – then we can solve that mystery as well. Are you up to it, Grunt?”

“You… you want me to keep following Michael and Gabriel, on Earth, in the hope we’ll find God and Mephi… Mephistopheles?”

“Exactly.”

“And what do I do then?”

“Not to worry – we’ll put a watcher on you. As soon as either one of them shows up I’ll be there in a flash to sort things out,” said Baal. “Are we all agreed then?”

The other demons nodded.

“Good. Right, Grunt, why don’t you grab a little R and R in the garden. I’ll send someone over to have you transported back to Earth, and we’ll take it from there.”

“Very well,” sighed Grunt, standing up cautiously.

“There’s a good chap,” said Baal, then he wrinkled his nose. “Oh, and maybe it’s about time you found yourself a new body to possess… when you get back there, that is.”

Grunt looked down at his shaggy, stinking overcoat. It had holes in it everywhere now, and through those he could see the vagrant’s filthy skin. He nodded numbly and staggered toward the door. He was feeling decidedly unstable on his feet, but managed to make it out into the garden.

Standing on the lawn amongst the revellers, he closed his eyes, turned his face to the warm sunshine, and breathed deeply.

What a day!

*   *   *

Dust rose in a reddish-brown plume behind Nemesis as the Landy trundled along a dirt road in the general direction of Jerusalem. Though it was early spring, the temperature soared as quickly as the sun did in the sky, and by midday – after almost four hours of motoring – the travellers were extremely hot and grumpy. Mick’s estimation that they were only about thirty kilometres from their destination had omitted several important pieces of information. The first of these was that he’d meant ‘as the crow flies’, and while his straight-line calculation of the distance may (or may not) have been accurate, the road they were on was about as far from straight as it was possible to get. It wound its circuitous way through shallow canyons, up hills and down dales, and was occasionally replaced by nothing more than a riverbed.

The second item that Mick failed to mention was military checkpoints. Skindle had suggested that it may be best to avoid these, and – to his relief – the rest of the group had agreed without his needing to give any further explanation. This meant they were forced to stay on the demi-road, even though – according to Google Maps – there were better options available to them.

As best they could tell – compliments of Google Maps again – the road they were on would see them pass through Bethlehem to enter Jerusalem from the south-east. Eventually. There was no telling how many more sudden stops they’d have to make to avoid stray herds of sheep as they crested a hill, or bone-jarring dongas they’d have to navigate in order to bypass some or other hamlet, before that objective was achieved, and nerves were frayed to the absolute limit.

As such, when they made their hundred-and-first detour into the orchard of a deserted farm in order to avoid a vehicle of uncertain origins (was it military or not?), Ben had had enough.

“Right, that’s it! We need to stop and take a break – at least until it cools down a bit.”

“I fink that’s a fine idea,” said Skindle from the back of the Landy, where he and Hunt had been lounging on the bench seats ever since the Angels had gone off about an hour earlier to ‘scout ahead’.

Everyone else murmured in agreement, and Ben manoeuvred Nemesis into the negligible shade offered by what remained of a wooden packing shed and shut off the vehicle.

The sudden quiet that descended around them felt heavenly. It was indescribably peaceful after the constant racket of Nemesis’ roaring engine, crashing gears and squeaking suspension of the past few hours. Ben breathed a huge sigh, then opened his door and hopped out. The others followed suit, and they gathered in front of the shed and gazed around them.

The orchard they were in had clearly not been tended to for several months – no doubt yet another casualty of the perpetual Palestinian conflict. There were rows of orange trees, complete with maturing fruit, but they appeared to have gone without water for far too long, and the leaves were withering in the sun.

“This is so sad,” said Mary as she stepped away from the group and made her way over to the nearest tree. She took a leaf between her fingertips and rubbed it gently. “Poor tree. I’m sorry.”

“More casualties of war,” murmured Ben. “Not much we can do. Anyway, I’m bushed – excuse the pun – going to find a place to take a nap… if there’s anywhere cool enough.”

“Yeah, me too,” said Bill. “Maybe that big tree over there – looks nice and shady. Coming, Kev?”

“Yeah, in a bit. I’m going to have a look around first – need to stretch my legs.”

“Okay, see you later. And what are you two going to do?” said Bill, turning to Skindle and Hunt.

The Dwarf Mafia had adjusted their uniform to suit their new environment and were now both wearing brightly coloured Hawaiian-print shirts and powder-blue board shorts, while their cream Panama hats and brown deck shoes completed the picture. They’d said they wanted to blend in by looking like tourists, and they had most certainly achieved that goal.

“Hmmm… alwight, might as well get some kip while we can,” said Skindle. “’ow about you, MT?”

Emtwetwe had been hanging back in the shed. “Um… Yes, okay, I’ll come too.” He nodded, and the five of them headed off to lounge in the shadowy cool beneath the ash tree at the edge of the orchard.

Mary, meanwhile, was walking between the rows of orange trees, arms outstretched, her fingers brushing leaves and branches as she went. Kevin smiled, watching her go, then went off on his own adventure, striding across the dusty earth. He was sure he’d heard a donkey braying, somewhere on the other side of the smallholding, and decided to go and take a look. He didn’t have to go far before he spotted a dilapidated timber fence that appeared to form part of a paddock, and there in a scrubby field stood one very lonely-looking donkey.

“Hello, you,” he called out softly, not wanting to attract the attention of any unfriendly locals who might be within earshot. The donkey pricked up its ears, but didn’t approach, so he figured he’d climb through the fence and go over to it. He’d put one leg between the planks when he heard an angry snort very close by. He looked up… and froze. The rather large, decidedly displeased bull from whence the angry snort had issued did not, however. Freeze, that is. Rather, it let out another – now enraged – snort, and charged full tilt at Kevin, who had no choice but to fall backwards out of the paddock to avoid having his leg broken. He just managed to get clear as the bull reached the fence, and – being uncertain as to whether it would stop there – he scrambled away on all fours in an effort to put as much distance between himself and the irate beast as possible.

Fortunately for him, the bull did stop at the fence, and Kevin hauled himself up off the ground, breathing heavily. “Whoa, guess that donkey isn’t so lonely after all.” The bull glared at him, and Kevin laughed nervously as he backed further away.

Once he figured he’d reached a safe distance he turned, looking around for somewhere to sit down and gather his wits, and spotted a rundown cart – clearly designed to be hauled by the donkey – sitting in a shady grove next to the paddock.

“That’ll do,” he said quietly to himself, walking over to the cart. He lay down on the cargo bed, his hands behind his head, and gazed dreamily at the sky above, but the exhaustion that always follows an adrenaline-fuelled misadventure soon began to set in. That’s definitely more than enough excitement for one day, Kev. Time you took a little nap too.

As his eyelids began to droop he heard Mary laughing, and looked up to see her skipping through the orange grove. She had a water bottle in each hand, and stopped at a tree to dribble a little water around its roots, then took a sip for herself before skipping over to the next tree to repeat the process. Kevin smiled again. “Soft lass,” he murmured, and then fell sound asleep.

*   *   *

Otto’s wife had noticed a distinct change in his mood over the last few days. He’d gone from being constantly surly, aloof and threatening around her to being really quite jovial. Of course, he still locked himself away in his study for hours on end doing goodness knows what (she was fairly sure she did know what), but when he came out he would actually converse with her – albeit briefly – about something other than what meal she would be putting in front of him later.

She expected that this out-of-character behaviour would cease very soon, and without warning, and so was pleasantly surprised when he came in through the front door, whistling a merry tune, and nodded pleasantly in her direction. It was early evening, and she’d prepared schnitzel and noodles – his favourite – for dinner that night, as she always did on a Wednesday.

“Hello, my dear,” said Mrs Grossman. “Welcome home. Dinner will be ready in half an hour.”

“Marvellous,” chortled Otto. “I think I’ll just go up to my study for a bit to clear my mind. Call me when it’s ready.”

Mrs Grossman smiled. Ordinarily he would simply have grunted in response and stormed off to his study without a word.

“Very well, dear.”

Otto climbed the stairs, two at a time, and was quickly sitting at his desk with the study door closed. He opened his satchel, pulled out a ream of printed documents, and began reading through them.

The first document was an email from the catering company in Jerusalem expressing their gratitude at – and acceptance of – the offer of complimentary grapefruit juice from such an esteemed brand for the delegates at the upcoming congress. They also included their shipping address for ease of reference.

Check. So easy!

The next few documents all related to the pending delivery of his various orders: bottles and lids, labels, grapefruit juice (bulk), and cardboard shipping boxes.

Wunderbar! It looks like everything will be here before the weekend. All I need to do for now is organise a work party at the boarding house for Saturday and Sunday, and then we’ll be ready. Except…

Otto fumbled in his coat pocket and pulled out a small banker’s bag filled with pink pellets. This had been decanted from one of two larger 2.5-kilogram packs he’d bought at a hardware store that morning on his way into work – said hardware store being one of six that he planned to visit over the next few days, having identified them as being far enough away from his home to avoid him being recognised. The other important factor in his choice had been that these were family-run stores that had been around for decades, and the staff were therefore less likely to ask too many questions when a stranger wandered in to buy the ‘particular’ rodent poison he needed, this being one that was more commonly used for eradicating moles… and which contained strychnine.

He’d preferred the deep-blue-dyed bait, just for its colour, but was disappointed to discover that the ‘particular’ poison didn’t come in that shade. In any event, he figured that the pink product would add a ‘ruby grapefruit’ tinge to the drink, whereas the blue might produce a fairly odd hue.

Right, Otto, I think we need to begin our little dosing experiment.

Just then, Mrs Grossman called from the kitchen, “Dinner’s ready, mein Schatz.”

“Ja-ja. Ich kommen. I’m coming, my dear.”

Perfect timing, thought Otto as he made his way downstairs.

He could hear his wife dishing up the food in the kitchen as he stood at her place at the dining room table and opened the little bag of death. He’d already stored a small medicine spoon in the bag, and he used this to carefully measure one five-millilitre dose of the poison, which he tipped into her glass. He then picked up her dinner knife and quickly stirred the concoction.

The colour had hardly changed. Excellent. He picked up the glass and sniffed it. Can’t smell anything odd. So far, so good. He grunted with satisfaction, put the glass carefully back into its place, sat down in his chair, and waited.

And within a minute Mrs Grossman, unwitting guinea pig that she was, came into the dining room, laid her and Otto’s dinner plates carefully on the table, and took her place for her last supper.

*   *   *

“Bingo!”

*   *   *

Grunt arrived back on Earth with a bang – and a bit of a flash. Having taken some time to figure out the whereabouts of the intrepid travellers, the Transportation Captain in Hell had pulled a few levers and punched some buttons on an ancient-looking, grime-covered machine and told Grunt to stand absolutely still and hold his breath.

“If you move about too much we might lose bits of you en route.”

Grunt, of course, had endured the process once before, but in spirit, rather than physical form, so there was no mention of the risk of losing body parts that time around. He was horror-struck. “Wait… what?”

The Captain waved his hand dismissively and flicked another switch, at which point Grunt heard a loud whirring noise emanating from somewhere above his head. He watched in horror as the matted fur on his coat began to stand up on end as masses of static electricity built up around him, and was about to ask whether there were perhaps any alternative methods of travel, when the room he was in disappeared and he found himself standing, gasping, in semi-darkness, in a deserted field.

Or so he thought. A snort from somewhere very close behind him alerted him to the possibility that he was perhaps not alone, and this was confirmed – terrifyingly – as he turned to see a large, dark shape heading toward him at full tilt. The thundering of hooves seemed to spur his own legs into action, and before he’d even figured out what kind of creature was bearing down on him with such malice he was leaping – really quite nimbly, he thought – over a ramshackle fence to (what he hoped was) safety.

He stood, doubled over, trying to catch his breath as the beast stood stomping angrily on the ground on the other side of the fence before it eventually lost interest and disappeared back into the field.

Grunt breathed a sigh of relief, but his respite was brief, for as he did so he heard another snort nearby. He scurried to a tall, leafy bush for cover, then squinted as he tried to establish from whence this new sound had come, all the while hoping desperately that his eyes would soon grow more accustomed to the dark.

There was a further snort, and then he saw it. There… on that donkey cart. What is it?

‘It’ was of course Kevin, whose ‘little nap’ had turned into something somewhat longer. In fact, if it weren’t for Grunt’s thunderclap arrival, he would likely have pushed on for a good few hours more.

As it was it was almost 5am, and he sat up, stretched, and looked around, brow furrowed, as he tried to figure out where he was.

“Ah. Right. Bloody Israel… or Jordan?” he uttered out loud. “Jeez, what time is it?”

He fumbled around for his phone and checked the time. “Crap. Slept all night! Why the hell didn’t anyone wake me?”

He stood up and brushed himself off, and then – to Grunt’s horror – started walking directly toward the demon’s hiding place. Grunt held his breath as Kevin approached, then cringed as he heard the distinctive sound of someone urinating.

And cringed again as a warm feeling crept up his lower leg.

Ee-ew, ee-ew, ee-ew! Grunt had to use all his self-control to stay quiet – and still – as Kevin did the manly thing and drew patterns up and down and all across the bush as he peed.

After a couple of final clearance squirts, he zipped himself up and wandered off in search of his companions, leaving Grunt shaking his leg in disgust. “Right, I absolutely have to find myself a new body,” he moaned, before setting off furtively after Kevin.

Arriving at the ash tree, Kevin realised that he was not the only one who’d turned a ‘short nap’ into an all-nighter. Bill, Ben, the two dwarves and Emtwetwe were still sound asleep. He tapped Bill’s boot with his own. “Oi! Bill. Wakey-wakey.”

Startled, Bill sat straight upright, blinking in the soft dawn light. “Whoa! Kev… what time is it?”

“Just after five. Looks like we all crashed for the night. Except…” Kevin looked around. “Where’s Mary?”

The others were stirring by now, and Ben yawned and mumbled, “Haven’t seen her since…” He stopped, then was on his feet in a flash. “Shit, where is Mary?”

“Last I saw her she was running through the orange grove watering the trees,” said Kevin, “but that was about 3pm yesterday.”

Hunt stood up and brushed himself off. “Water. Hmmm… I could do wif a splash of…” He paused as a faintly disquieting thought ran through his mind, then frowned and shook his head in an attempt to shrug it away. “Um, water… Err, anyone else want some?” he asked as he walked – as nonchalantly as he could, given the panic that was rising in him – toward the shed where Nemesis was parked. “I’ll just grab a few bottles, shall I?” he said, breaking into a sudden run.

Skindle sat, bemused, and watched him go. “Wonder what’s up wif ’im?”

“Don’t care right now,” said Ben. “I’m more worried about where Mary’s gotten to.”

Kevin put his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “Alright, let’s not panic, mate. How about we get a fire going, make some coffee, and then if she’s still not back we can split up and go look for her.”

“Yeah, okay. Guess you’re right – no need to panic. Yet.”

With that, Ben, Bill and Kevin went off to scavenge for kindling and firewood, leaving Skindle and Emtwetwe sitting idly beneath the tree.

“Right, best we go see what Mister ’unt is up to, MT. He was acting a bit strange.”

Emtwetwe nodded, but as the two of them made to stand up they saw Hunt sprinting back toward them. He was moving so fast that they thought there must be some terrifying creature pursuing him, and both hesitated while trying to decide whether they too should be running away.

“Sk… Sk…” Hunt gasped as he ran.

“What the ’ell!” yelled Skindle, decidedly scared now. “What’s the matter?”

Hunt slowed as he approached them, his chest heaving. “It’s the bleedin’… she’s gone an’…”

“What? What? For goodness’ sake, spit it out!” said Skindle.

“It’s that girl, Mary,” Hunt gasped. “She’s taken all our fuckeen’ water!”

Skindle looked confused. “Oh. Alwight. Well I’m sure we can get more. Bound to be a…”

“No, you’re not bleedin’ listenin’.” Hunt was exasperated. “I mean she’s taken the…” He searched his mind frantically for words he knew Skindle would understand. “The ju-ju-juice! She’s taken all the bottles.”

Skindle stood, absolutely still – for just a second – then his jaw dropped at precisely the same moment as the proverbial penny.

“B… but…” Now it was he who was struggling to verbalise his thoughts. “No! How… Why?”

“Well if what that Kevin bloke said is anything to go buy, the stupid cow used it to water the trees… blimey! I ’ope she didn’t drink any of it!”

“Oh my gawd. Would it kill her?” Skindle was genuinely concerned for Mary now.

“Don’t know… but it’ll certainly ’ave ’er baked out of ’er ’ead before it does.”

Just then Kevin came strolling back with an armful of firewood. “What are you lot looking so fussed about?”

Skindle hesitated, trying to think of the best way to deal with the situation. “Um, Kevin…”

“Yeah?”

“Err… you said you saw Mary yesterday afternoon – what exactly was she doin’ when you saw ’er?”

“Um, well, like I said, she was just walking through the orchard watering the orange trees, and then I dozed off.”

“I see. I suppose she must ’ave been thirsty… was she drinking the water too?”

“Eh? Yeah, I did see her taking a few sips. Why?”

“Oh mother! I mean… alwight, not to worry.” Skindle walked away a few paces and signalled Hunt to join him.

Kevin shrugged and set about making a fire. Emtwetwe considered for a moment joining the dwarves, but then decided against it – this was a problem that he really didn’t want to get caught up in – so he stayed and helped Kevin while Skindle and Hunt had their very animated discussion.

Bill and Ben returned a few minutes later and piled their collection of wood next to the fire. “What’s up with them?” asked Ben, looking at the dwarves.

Kevin shrugged. “Not sure; seem agitated though, don’t they?”

Ben was about to go over and see what the problem was when Gabriel and Michael appeared.

“Ah, there you are!” exclaimed Kevin. “We were wondering what had happened to you two.”

“Yes, well, we had an urgent matter to attend to which took somewhat longer than anticipated,” said Gabriel.

“Well there’s an urgent matter here now and we could use your help,” Ben scowled. “Mary’s gone missing – no one’s seen her since yesterday.”

“Oh dear,” said Michael, concerned.

Gabriel immediately glared in the direction of the dwarves. “Is that what those two are talking about?”

Kevin’s eyes narrowed. “Not sure, but they have been acting strangely since we found out… Oi, Skindle! What’s going on?”

Skindle looked up, startled. “Eh? Ah… our spirit-friends ’ave returned, I see,” he said with clearly forced joviality, and he and Hunt walked over to rejoin the group.

“What were you two talking about?” asked Gabriel.

“Well, Mr Gabriel, we was discussing the disappearance of poor Mary, and what we might be able to do to… err, assist in finding her.”

“I see,” said Gabriel, unconvinced.

“Well, unless you two have come up with a better idea, the plan is to split up in twos and go looking for her,” said Ben.

Skindle nodded in agreement. “Yes, well we ’aven’t got a better idea, but we are very much willin’ to ’elp.”

“Very good. Perhaps you could tend to the coffee-making activities while Michael and I have a little word with these three?” Gabriel said, gesturing to Kevin, Ben and Bill.

“Alwighty. MT, Mr ’unt, let’s make ourselfs useful.”

But Hunt was thinking. “Um, yeah, alwight, but err… why can’t you two Angels just do the angelic fing and find her… don’t you ’ave some sort of powers for doing that?”

Michael scoffed. “Do I look like a bloodhound to you?”

“Now, now Michael,” said Gabriel. “No, Mr Hunt. It’s not really something we’re able to do. Far more difficult than you’d imagine. Now excuse us.” He turned to Kevin, Ben and Bill. “Come on, you lot.”

The five of them headed off into the orchard, walking in silence. Grunt, who had been observing things from nearby, wanted desperately to follow them, but the lack of cover forced him to abandon the idea.

After a few minutes Gabriel stopped and turned to the others. “Right, I need you all to be aware that Michael and I… well, I think it’s time that we let you in on some additional… really quite critical information regarding our quest.”

Kevin glanced at Michael, but he kept staring, resolutely, at the ground. “Okay, this sounds serious… and I’m guessing by Michael’s expression it is?”

“Indeed,” said Gabriel. “There’s a bit… a lot more to it than what we’ve divulged so far, but before you get all upset you should understand that we didn’t want to burden you with additional emotional stress.”

“And that’s changed now because…?”

“Because there are a series of events that are about to transpire – imminently – and they are going to result in the deaths of many millions of people.”

There was a brief silence as this news was digested, then Ben spoke. “You mean like the Apocalypse?”

“Oh no!” Gabriel exclaimed. “No, that’s not a thi…” He stopped, biting his ethereal tongue. “Um, no. This cataclysm will very much be initiated – and perpetrated – by humans, and its consequences will have a grave impact for millennia to come, but it is not the end of the world… err… so to speak.”

“But it is dreadful,” Michael interjected. “A war between people, not armies… men, women, and children dying the grisliest of deaths at each other’s hands, entire families wiped out and whole countries destroyed, scorched earth where once there were crops, billions left starving and total economic and societal collapse…”

Kevin, Ben and Bill were horrified, unable to speak.

Gabriel broke the silence. “But we think there’s a way to avoid it.”

“Well you could have led with that!” yelled Kevin.

“Ah, yes… perhaps that would have been kinder. Sorry,” said Michael.

But Gabriel was less apologetic. “Perhaps, but I felt it important that you understand the gravity of the situation first. The possibility of avoiding it is… well, it’s unknown.”

Kevin nodded. “Right, but there’s a possibility, so how about you explain that to us?”

Gabriel drew in his breath. “Well, we’ve obviously been doing a lot of running around trying to figure out what happens, and when.”

“Okay, so when is this all going to happen?”

“Week after next,” said Michael, matter-of-factly.

“Whoa!” cried Ben and Bill in unison.

Kevin gestured to the two of them. “Yeah, what they said. Whoa! And you’re only telling us this now?”

“Well, we’ve really only been able to narrow it down over the past couple of days. Before that we had no clue,” said Gabriel.

“Why? I mean, why couldn’t you narrow it down before?” asked Kevin.

“Um, all right,” said Gabriel, “let me explain time travel to you…” He stopped, looking around as if searching for something. “Ah. That will do,” he said, pointing to Bill’s boot. “Could I borrow that lace, please?”

“Err… sure,” said Bill, kneeling as he untied the piece of red string that served as his left bootlace. He handed it to Gabriel.

“Thank you,” said Gabriel, and then he unravelled one end of the string and pointed to the frayed end. “See all these loose strands?”

They all nodded.

“Well, imagine they represent the future. There are an infinite number of possible futures, and each one is slightly different. The woven string itself is the past, and the place where the loose strands join the weave is the present. Are you with me so far?”

This time Kevin, Ben and Bill nodded, but Michael looked confused and was clearly wanting to ask something. Gabriel ignored him. “Right, now any one of these strands – these possible futures – could become the reality; it just depends on what happens at the point of the weave… that is, the precise combination of events that actually occur in the present. It’s your basic cause and effect formula – if you do ‘A’, then ‘B’ will happen, but if you do ‘X’, then ‘Y’ will happen. From there of course there’s only one past – the woven string – because that is the result of what you did… the events that took place in the present. Now, when Michael and I go into the future, we know it’s the future because we can see an infinite number of these loose strands around us – except they’re streams of energy, not strands of string. Anyway, we can jump from one stream to the other to see the different possible futures, but seeing all of them would take… well, far longer than we’ve got. So that’s our first problem. Our second problem is that we can’t tell exactly how far into the future we are, so knowing when exactly a possible future will become the reality is incredibly time-consuming. We sort of have to feel our way back along the energy streams until we reach the point where they converge at the weave – the present. Are you still with me?”

“Err… mostly,” said Kevin.

“Good,” continued Gabriel. “Now, here’s the fun bit. Where the past is the result of what we do in the present, all these possible futures are also shaped by what we do in the present. So, for example, if you liked doing a bit of clifftop walking then there’s a possibility that one day you’d fall off a cliff and die. And if you walk daily then the likelihood of it happening increases, so out of a hundred possible futures ninety of them would see you ending up battered to death on the rocks beneath a cliff. But if you hated the great outdoors and never went near clifftops then the likelihood of your dying by plummeting off one would be extremely remote, and – therefore – that possible future would be extremely remote. Perhaps one future out of a hundred would include that as a possible event. Do we all understand?”

“Um, yeah,” said Bill. “If I’m a complete bastard to Ben all the time then there are going to be fewer and fewer possible futures that involve him lending me money again.”

Ben half smiled. “Yeah, best you remember that.”

“Quite so,” said Gabriel. “The essence of all this is that the past can only be observed, but you can change the future through your actions in the present. Doing the same thing over and over again – good or bad – really will get you the same results over and over again, because you’re limiting the events – again, good or bad – that can be included in your possible futures, so the majority of them will look pretty much the same.”

“Okay, that makes sense,” said Kevin. “Go on.”

“Excellent. Well, what I should make clear at this point is that all of this is true on not only a personal scale, but also on a planetary and even a universal one. So, even though there are an infinite number of possible futures for your little planet, the majority of them are all fairly similar, because the events taking place in the present are all fairly similar… you know, humanity doing its day-to-day living kind of stuff. That’s useful because it helps us to figure out the most likely future on a planetary level, and that’s how we know that there’s a calamity coming – and that it’s a virtual certainty. It’s been evident in every possible future we’ve had the time to visit… at least up until recently.”

“Until recently? How recently?” asked Kevin.

“The last few days – since you agreed to help Michael and me.”

“Wait… you mean that my agreeing to help you find God has somehow reduced the chances of… the horror-show future happening?”

“Precisely. And those chances seem to have reduced a fraction more since we arrived here. But we don’t know why… we can’t figure out what the cause of the change is.”

“Well surely it means that we’re in the right place and I somehow find God and he sorts it all out?”

“No, not necessarily. In fact, having looked at the other possible futures – the ones that don’t involve the catastrophe – there’s no evidence to suggest that God had a hand in the changed outcome. No obvious rejoicing and ‘rah-rah, God’s back – we’re all saved’. It’s just back to normal – the regular wars, global warming and morning rush-hour traffic. So actually, your finding God and Him then solving the problem is probably the least likely explanation.”

Kevin looked a bit crestfallen. For a minute there he was seeing himself elevated to superhero status – the man who found God and saved the world. Ben and Bill were silent, their minds racing as they tried to make sense of the information, then Ben remembered Mary. “Um, okay this is all fascinating – not to mention scary – stuff, but I honestly don’t feel able to deal with it right now. We have to find Mary!”

Gabriel reached out and put his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I understand your concern, and yes – we should search for her – but that’s the other reason why we’ve divulged this information to you now. You need to understand that we cannot dally here for too long, given how little time there is before the most likely possible future becomes the present reality.”

“But you said it’s looking less likely – the whole death and destruction thing.”

“Yes, less likely, but still a very definite possibility. We must stay on the course we were on in the hope that something we do is the thing that makes the difference.”

Ben wasn’t happy. “Okay, but what if the ‘something we do’ is stopping here to look for Mary… or finding her. Maybe she’s the answer?”

Gabriel frowned, thinking hard. “I suppose there is that possibility, but having you all tag along with Kevin on his quest was not part of our original plan, so it seems unlikely. Still…”

“Alright, Ben,” said Kevin in a placatory tone. “So, Gabriel, as I understand it you want us to keep searching for God in spite of the fact that it’s unlikely that he’s actually going to do anything to help?”

“Well, yes. And I’d have thought that that would come quite easily to you humans – given the fact that it forms the entire basis for just about every religion on this planet.”

Kevin shrugged. “True. Can’t argue with that, but I think we need to at least try to find Mary now, and then if we haven’t had any luck by tonight we can make a decision – stay another day to search some more, or leave. But hopefully it won’t come to that. She’s probably just sitting talking to a rock somewhere and lost track of time.”

Ben sneered. “The old Mary, maybe – not so sure about the new one. Okay, let’s split up and start searching.”

“Very well. Bill, you go with Ben – head in that direction,” said Gabriel, pointing south. “Michael – you and Kevin go east. I’ll go back and organise two more search parties with the little people and their assistant… I think I’ll partner with that Skindle fellow – he’s so highly strung around me, which can be great fun. We’ll meet back at the ash tree in five hours… at noon.”

And with that the various parties set off on their separate ways, calling Mary’s name as they went. Their desire for a morning coffee had, it seemed, been superseded by their desire to find their missing friend and save the inhabitants of a small blue planet from impending doom.

*   *   *

Ben had been right. Mary was in fact not sitting talking to a rock. Having unwittingly imbibed decidedly dangerous quantities of Hunt’s ju-ju-juice the previous afternoon, she had abandoned her tree-watering operation when her mind began playing tricks on her. First she started hearing faraway voices calling to her, like they were echoes from the hills. She’d followed these, but soon her sight became bizarrely vignette-like – blurred around the edges so that she seemed to be walking inside a tunnel of clouds – and then odd shapes and colours kept appearing and disappearing all around her. At that point she still had some capacity for logical thought, and surmised that perhaps Marilyn had turned up for a repeat performance, but as the sun began to set she realised that she’d lost all sense of time and direction, and very shortly after that she lost all sense of everything.

At least she thought she’d lost all sense of everything. It was hard to tell. There were moments of absolute pitch blackness, and then moments where she was certain she was sitting in the beam of an intensely bright floodlight that was shining down from above her, and she had to shield her eyes from the glare. It made her feel extremely vulnerable, and she began to panic, like a deer that knows it’s being stalked but cannot see the predator.

She had no clue how often she’d gone from the darkness to the light and back again, nor over what period of time this had all transpired, but, after what seemed like an eternity, she realised she was no longer panicking, and a calm descended upon her. As it did so the light around her changed, becoming soft and warm.

As far as she could figure out, she was sitting in some sort of glowing ball of energy. She tried reaching out to find its edges, but there didn’t seem to be any. It just went on and on.

“Curious,” said Mary, out loud.

And then she began to detect a presence somewhere nearby, and she knew she was not alone.

*   *   *

While Kevin and company had been busy oversleeping, Otto had been busy digging a hole. It galled him intensely to be ripping great chunks of turf out of his once-exquisite lawn, but the unexpected result of his surprisingly effective dosing experiment had left him few choices. Besides, the moles had been continuing with their earthworks with a gusto that Otto felt clearly demonstrated a lust for revenge on their part, and his garden was now very far from the gloriously beautiful chocolate-box vista it had once been.

He would deal with them later.

For now, working first with a shovel and then with a pickaxe, and then alternating as necessary, Otto carved out a final resting place for poor Mrs Grossman. Not being one who was used to working with such tools (aside from not being used to manual labour of any kind whatsoever), Otto was finding it hard going, but a hole he needed and a hole he would dig.

By the time he was five feet down he was absolutely exhausted and knew the sun would be rising soon. As such, he began getting a little sloppy, swinging the pickaxe high above his head before smashing it down blindly into the dank-smelling earth, then quickly shovelling loose soil out of the pit. Eventually he could dig no more.

Enough! I need to get her into this trench and cover up the evidence before dawn.

He scrambled to the surface and looked down at Mrs Grossman’s cold, lifeless body lying in the dirt beside the hole, his face showing no emotion. Then, grabbing her arm, he dragged her closer to the edge of the pit, before walking around her, putting the heel of his boot against her hip, and shoving her in. There was a dull thud as she hit the bottom. Otto grimaced, then began shovelling soil on top of her.

He was breathing heavily, wheezing with every shovelful, and the more effort he put in the louder and more laboured his breathing became, which would probably explain why he didn’t hear the faint whistling sound of gas escaping from the main he’d nicked with the pickaxe in his haste to get finished.

Once he was done, he grabbed a few sods of grass and patted them into place on the resulting mound, then stood, nodded in satisfaction and went back into the house. Stopping in the dining room, he cleaned up his recently departed wife’s grapefruit juice, which she’d spilled as she’d fallen, then cleared away the dinner plates and went upstairs to shower.

Half an hour later he was at the kitchen window, staring fixedly at the mound as he drank his tea, and then came that little pang of remorse. He shrugged, then murmured, “Ah well, at least she helped serve a greater purpose.”

Putting down his cup, he looked at his watch. It was just after eight, and ordinarily he’d be at the school by now, but today he’d taken the day off, because today would see the arrival (in bulk, by courier, direct to his home) of the second key ingredient that would – when combined in a ratio that he now knew produced the perfect result – put a stop to the madness.

Forever.

He smiled, and just then the doorbell rang.

*   *   *

It was early afternoon back in Jordan as the last of the search parties – the one comprising Ben and Bill – arrived back at the base camp. Ben, seeing that the others had returned already, jogged toward the ash tree with a hopeful expression on his face.

“Any joy?”

They all shook their heads as one. The first search for Mary had proven fruitless.

“Sorry, mate,” said Kevin. “Michael and I walked for hours, zig-zagging as we went, looking for signs of her, but nothing.”

“Same here”, said Bill. “This is the one time when I really wish Mary was a litterbug and left a trail of garbage for us to follow, but we didn’t even spot an empty water bottle.”

“Yes,” said Gabriel, “sadly Mr Skindle and I found absolutely no trace of her either. I suggest that you all partake of some refreshments and a spot of lunch, and then we can set off again… though I must say I’m now very much doubting our searches will prove fruitful. Nonetheless…”

“Yeah, me too,” Ben sighed as he placed a few logs onto the fire.

“Chin up,” said Skindle. “It ain’t over ’til the fat lady sings, as they say. Anyway, Mr ’unt and my good self need to ’ave a little chat. We’ll rejoin you in a bit for a bite to eat.”

He gestured to Hunt and the two of them sauntered off.

As soon as they were a good distance away, Skindle turned to Hunt and spoke as they walked. “Right, Mr ’unt, I fink we is goin’ to ’ave to plan our exit from this little gathering. Much as I feel for that poor lass, we’ve got business to attend to and we can’t be bleedin ’angin’ about ’ere for days on end ’opin’ we’ll find ’er.”

“I know what you mean. ’part from that, I’m seriously concerned that one of them military patrols will show up, and then we’re all done for. We’ve already lost our wares, and if we lose that bleedin’ cash too… well, that’ll be the end of it.”

“Agreed,” said Skindle, stopping suddenly. They’d arrived at the paddock next to the old cart where Kevin had spent the previous night, and Skindle had spotted the bull standing in the field. “Unfriendly lookin’ bugger, innit?”

Hunt walked to the fence, but Skindle hung back. “I wouldn’t get too close – that fence don’t look like it’ll ’old ’im.”

“Nah,” said Hunt. “I’m sure ee’s a big softy. Probably just ’ungry. ‘Ere…” He paused, then turned his back to the bull and trotted over to one of the orange trees. But as he did so, the bull began to charge.

“Mr ’unt!” yelled Skindle. “Look out!”

Hunt spun around just in time to see the bull reach the fence, where it skidded to a halt and stood in a cloud of dust, snorting angrily and waving its huge, horned head aggressively.

“Bleedin’ ’eck!” exclaimed Hunt, shaking with fear but keeping his eyes firmly on the bull.

“Told you,” said Skindle. “Anyway, forget about the stupid cow – ’ow are we goin’ to blow this cookie stand without arousin’ too much suspicion?”

Hunt shook his head, plucked an orange from the tree, and walked back over to Skindle. “Well, I think it would be best if we just snuck out tonight – steal that jalopy of theirs and ride off into the sunset, as it were. I know it would mean they’d be left stranded, but we ’ave to ’ave transport, and ’sides, there’s no way I’d be able to retrieve all our cash from the compartments without getting spotted.”

He paused, tossing the orange up into the air and catching it while staring at the bull. “You’d love a piece of me, wouldn’t you? Yeah? Well ’ave a piece of this!” And with that he hurled the orange at the bull… and missed it completely.

“Bugger.”

The bull snorted as if mocking him, then sauntered over to the orange and began eating it.

“Leave the poor beast alone,” said Skindle, moving cautiously toward the fence now that the bull had moved away. He leaned on the wooden plank that formed the top rail, raised his leg to rest it on a lower rail and stood, cowboy-style, gazing across the field.

Hunt shrugged, then walked over to join him, just as the paddock’s other inhabitant – the donkey – came wandering into view. “Ooh, it’s a regular zoo round ’ere,” said Hunt.

“Yeah,” said Skindle. “Peaceful though, innit?”

“Yeah.”

They stood in silence for several minutes, watching the two animals grazing in the pasture, and generally enjoying the tranquillity of it all.

“Anyway, watcha fink?”

“Of what?” Skindle had forgotten their earlier conversation.

“Of the plan. Nick their vehicle and bugger off tonight.”

“Oh. Yeah, alwight. Guess there’s nothing else for it. Although…” Skindle stopped, distracted by the bull. “’Ere, what’s it doin’?”

The bull was behaving a bit strangely. It appeared to be following a butterfly across the field, plodding after it as it flitted here and there. As they watched, the insect landed on a large sunflower, and the beast came to a stop, its nose mere inches from the bloom. It remained there, motionless, then sat down on its haunches.

“Weird. Looks like ee’s sniffin’ that flower,” said Hunt.

As the bull sat, the butterfly took off again and landed on the tip of its nose.

“Ooh,” said Skindle. “Now you’re for it!”

But the bull didn’t move. The butterfly opened and closed its wings a few times, and then, after a moment, flitted off once more. The bull turned its head, as if looking for the insect, then hauled itself upright, and – to Skindle and Hunt’s amazement – began gambolling after the butterfly like some grossly super-sized spring foal.

The dwarves watched in fascination as the two creatures appeared to do a synchronised dance across the paddock, the bull running and jumping playfully as the butterfly soared and swooped around it. Then, after fully two minutes of these exploits, the bull stopped, sat on its haunches again, and began lowing. But it wasn’t the mournful type of low as ordinarily issued by cattle. No, this was something quite the opposite – positively joyous.

“What the ’ell!” Skindle exclaimed.

“Oh my gawd! Skindle…” Hunt paused. “I fink ee’s… no, it can’t be…”

“What? Ee’s what?” cried Skindle.

“Well, ee looks like ee’s stoned!”

“What? Wait… No. How?” cried Skindle.

“I dunno for sure, but I don’t see any strange botanicals in this field, so the only other possibility is the bleedin’ orange! Eating that’s got ’im trippin off ’is trolley!”

“Really? But ’ow’s that possible?”

“Well, I did say that my ju-ju-juice was highly potent, so I’m guessing the trees sucked it up when Mary sploshed it all over them and it’s made the oranges… well, psychedelic!”

Skindle was about to query Hunt on the various biological processes involved in such a horticultural phenomenon when the bull stood up and began plodding toward the two of them, still lowing.

“’Ere, look,” said Hunt excitedly, “it’s coming over to us.”

Skindle was getting nervous again. “Alwight, best we move away.”

“No,” said Hunt. “I’ll bet ee’s all docile now… well, ee will be if ee’s really stoned. Let’s wait and see.”

The bull arrived at the fence and stood staring at the two little men. Hunt smiled, then put his arm through the fence and touched the beast on the nose. To his surprise, it stuck out its tongue and began licking his hand, then it sat down again.

“Ha-ha,” laughed Hunt. “I was bleedin’ right. Ee’s sky-high. Look at ’im – ee’s like a giant Labrador puppy sittin’ there. ‘Ere, come on, let’s go in and pat him.”

“Not bloody likely,” said Skindle.

“You big girl’s blouse. Come on, it’ll be fine,” Hunt taunted him, stepping through the fence as he did so.

If there was one thing Skindle couldn’t stand it was when Hunt showed him up – particularly after calling him a big girl’s blouse. “Fuck off, Edward, I’ll show you,” he grumbled, and then stepped through the fence too.

“Hee-hee,” Hunt laughed. “There, see – not so bad. Go on – pat ’im.”

Skindle stuck out his hand and touched the beast gingerly, then jumped back as it lowed in response.

“Relax,” said Hunt. “Try strokin’ ’im.”

Skindle reached out again and cautiously ran his hand down the bull’s neck.

“See,” said Hunt. “’ere, stay there – I want to get a photo of this!” And with that he pulled out his phone, took a few paces back and framed up his shot.

Skindle continued stroking the bull’s flank, feeling a bit more confident now, while Hunt snapped photo after photo. Suddenly Hunt stopped, frowning, and stared at his screen, then looked past it at the bull. “Ah, and as it turns out, ee’s also more loved-up than a rave-bunny at an Ibiza all-nighter. Told you my ju-ju-juice was good – look at the size of the dong on that thing!”

It was at that moment that the bull shook its head, knocking Skindle to the ground, and then stood up and moved over the top of him.

“Fuck me!” yelled Skindle, lying supine beneath the beast.

“I think that’s what ’e ’as in mind!” shouted Hunt, wailing with laughter and snapping photos at a rapid rate.

Skindle was trying to scrabble backwards toward the fence, but the bull moved resolutely with him – and with an incredibly determined look on its face – so he changed tack, rolled between its legs and made a run for it.

But the bull was having none of that – it mooed loudly and took off after him. By now the donkey was expressing its joy at the highly entertaining series of events unfolding in its ordinarily humdrum field, and hee-hawed loudly. Skindle was convinced it was egging the bull on, and yelled obscenities at it as he ran, but that was a mistake – the shouting slowed him down, and in an instant the bull was right on his heels. It tapped him with its muzzle and down went Skindle – face-first into the dirt.

Hunt was doubled over with laughter.

“Fuckeen stop laughin’ an’ ’elp me, you bastard,” Skindle howled.

“Alwight, alwight. Keep yer knickers on,” Hunt shouted back. He pocketed his phone and looked around for something to distract the bull, but as he did so the lustful bovine stood over Skindle once more, clearly ready to get down and dirty with its new little friend.

Skindle closed his eyes tightly, bracing himself for the inevitable, and muttered, “Bugger.”

Hunt was now a little panicked – this had gone far enough. “Um, um, ’ang on, err… okay got it – munchies!”

“What? This is no bleedin’ time to be thinkin’ about lunch!” screamed Skindle.

“No, that’s what ee’s goin’ to want next – he’s bound to get the marijuana munchies in a minute. Shame we don’t ’ave any pizza. Grass… hee-hee… ’scuse the pun… grass will have to do,” said Hunt, still laughing as he ripped up handfuls of scrubby plant-life and shook them in front of the bull.

It turned its head, hesitating for just a second, but that was all Skindle needed to make a break for the fence. Then, lowing once more, the beast started toward Hunt, who quickly threw the diversionary meal at it and bolted through the fence himself.

“Bleedin’ ’eck!” Skindle gasped. “That is the last time I ever let you talk me into doing sumfink what I knows is bound to end in tears.”

“Sorry… sort of,” laughed Hunt, “but ’ere, you do realise what this means, right?”

“What, that horny bulls find me strangely attractive?”

“No, numbnuts. It means we’ve got our gear back! Actually, it’s even better than that – all we’ve got to do is stick around ’ere for a week or so, ’arvest the oranges and viola! They’re ready-made dope-smuggling receptacles – we can send that fruit anywhere and nobody’d ever suspect what was in it!”

“Bloody ’ell! You’re right,” said Skindle. “This changes everything… in fact, maybe fate ’as dealt us a winnin’ ’and and we’ve landed precisely in the perfect place – this little piece of land could be the ideal location for the new Middle Eastern Headquarters of WISE Inc.”

“True… could be. Alwight, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We should get back to the uvvers – grab a bite then help search for Mary again.”

“Yeah, no need to rush out of ’ere now. Way our luck is goin’ at the moment we may even find ’er!” said Skindle.

“’ope so – don’t really want them lot angin’ about ’ere forever… certainly need them gone before we start settin’ up shop.”

“True.”

They sat where they were for a minute longer, watching the bull as it grazed its way through copious amounts of grass – the recent rejection of its amorous advances on Skindle now forgotten – then the two of them stood up, brushed themselves off and headed back to the ash tree encampment.

As they went Hunt was counting the rows of orange trees, trying to calculate their yield, and by the time they got to the camp he was looking very pleased with himself – something which Gabriel noticed immediately.

“Why are you looking so happy,” he asked, eyeing Hunt suspiciously.

“Me? Err… well… err, I just have a good feelin’ that we’ll find Mary soon,” said Hunt, rather half-heartedly.

“Hmmm,” Gabriel murmured. “Well you’re late as it is – the others have gone off already, except your employee over there. I suggest that you partner with him this time, Mr Skindle – I’ll go along with the strangely happy Mr Hunt.”

“Very well. Come on, MT, let’s show ’em ’ow it’s done and actually find the lass,” said Skindle, and off the two of them went.

“Mr Hunt, shall we?” said Gabriel.

Hunt kept getting distracted by the thought of the bounty the orange trees would yield. “Eh? Oh, yeah… alwight let’s go.”

He picked up a stick, figuring it might come in handy for beating bushes in order to scare off any snakes, then looked at Gabriel. “Which way?”

Gabriel pointed, and Hunt set off, swinging his stick to and fro as he went, with Gabriel floating along behind him.

They searched in absolute silence for over an hour. It was blisteringly hot once more, and all sorts of blood-sucking insects seemed to be finding Hunt incredibly tasty. His interest in the entire affair was waning rapidly, until eventually, after swatting away yet another squadron of dive-bombing midges, he’d had enough.

“Argh!” he cried in frustration, then stopped and turned to Gabriel. “Look, Mr Gabriel, do you seriously fink we’re going to find this lass? I mean, she could be anywhere… and much as I feel sorry for her, well… I think we’re wastin’ our time.”

Gabriel sighed. “Yes, I’m afraid you’re right. In all honesty I’m just going through the motions for the sake of poor Ben, but perhaps enough is enough and it’s time for a rethink.”

“Agreed,” said Hunt, relieved.

“Come on then,” said Gabriel. “It’s getting late anyway – we’ll head back and chat to the others… see what we can come up with.”

The two of them turned back toward the camp, making much faster progress now that they weren’t weaving and stopping constantly to call out Mary’s name. They were about halfway back when Gabriel cleared his throat loudly. “Um, Mr Hunt, would you mind if I asked you a personal question?”

Hunt stopped and turned to look at Gabriel, a quizzical look on his face, “Err… yeah, alwight. What?”

“Well, I was just wondering what exactly it was that made Mr Skindle and your good self choose your, err… particular line of work?”

Hunt frowned, then sighed. “Well, what we is is not what we wanted to be, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Gabriel nodded. “I see. And what was it that you wanted to be?”

Hunt looked a bit sheepish. “I… well, I wanted to join the army – SAS actually – ’elp defend people from the ’orrors of the world, but…” he stopped, raising both hands to gesture to his body. “As for Skindle, well, he wanted to be a surgeon. Anyways, what we wanted outta life was not available to us, so…”

Gabriel eyed him. “So, you chose this life instead? Out of bitterness?”

“Maybe,” said Hunt. “Ultimately there ain’t an elluvva lot of jobs out there for people like us – discrimination laws or not. So, we figured out our own way to get by.”

“Understandable. I’m sorry that fate has dealt you such a cruel hand,” said Gabriel.

“Yeah, well… whatever,” said Hunt, then he sighed, turned and started walking again.

They arrived at the camp to find a very solemn gathering of souls. Every face looked to them with a faint expression of hope, but this immediately turned to despondency as Hunt silently shook his head.

‘All right now,” said Gabriel. “I know we’re all feeling a bit downhearted, but let’s not lose faith. I think the situation simply calls for a different approach.” He was addressing everyone but looking pointedly at Ben.

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right,” Ben sighed.

“Good,” Gabriel continued. “Now I suggest that the most reasonable way forward would be to contact the local authorities in the hope that they might assist, but to do that we’re going to have to head into civilisation… Jerusalem, specifically.”

Ben nodded. “I guess there’s also the possibility that she’s just got lost and decided to head in that direction anyway – I mean, she knows that’s where we’re going ultimately.”

“Indeed,” said Gabriel, looking around at the others. He was about to go on when he noticed that Skindle and Hunt were looking concerned. “Is there a problem, Mr Skindle?

“Err, well… actually I fink…” What do I fink? Come on, need an excuse not to leave… Ah, got it! “Yes… I fink that Mr ’unt and MT and my good self should stay ’ere – per’aps for a few more days. Then at least if the lass does find her way back she won’t find this place deserted… which’d be ’orrible… and then we can make contact wif you lot and meet up somewhere. Watcha fink?” asked Skindle hopefully.

“Hmmm,” said Gabriel. “That’s not a bad idea… and surprisingly considerate of you.” If only it were Mary’s well-being you were thinking about. “Very well. Ah… but how will you travel? We’ll have the Land Rover; what will you use?

“Bugger,” said Skindle out loud. “I ’adn’t fought of that.”

But Hunt had a different concern – specifically, how he would get all the Dwarf Mafia’s money out of the secret compartments in the X-Crew’s vehicle before they left.

“Err, Mr Gabriel, would you mind if Mr Skindle and I ’ad a quiet word? I might ’ave some ideas on the subject.”

Gabriel looked sceptical. “All right, that’s fine. Off you go. As for the rest of you, it’s going to be dark soon, and you don’t want to be travelling these roads at night. So perhaps you should prepare a fire and organise some food – we’ll spend the night here and leave in the morning.”

They all nodded and set about their tasks while Skindle and Hunt went off for another of their little chats.

“Bleedin’ ’eck! What were you finking?” Hunt chastised Skindle as they walked.

“What? Wassamatter?” asked Skindle indignantly. “I fought you’d be glad to get rid of ’em!”

‘Yeah, numbnuts, ’cept all our cash is stashed in their vehicle. ’ow the ’ell am I supposed to get that out before they bugger off?”

“Ah! I see your point…. well… but actually, we don’t need to get all the money out of it, do we? We only need enough to take care of business for a while. I mean, fink about it – we’re going to take our wares into Jerusalem anyways, so we can meet up with them again and get the rest of the dosh then. In fact, it’s better that way – they’ll be smuggling our cash for us wifout even knowin’ it!”

“Yeah, I s’pose so,” said Hunt. “’adn’t fought of that… ’cept, what about transport for us? Not sure there’s any used car dealerships around ’ere!”

“Hmmm… yeah, p’raps not. Well, maybe we can convince a local to sell us their vehicle – anyway, as long as we’ve got money we can make a plan, so let’s worry about that later.”

“Alwight, best I get going – it’s gonna take me a while to find those compartments in the dark and get them open – can’t exactly be buggerin’ about under there with a torch now, can I?”

“Okay, but just get enough for us to get by on – no need to be greedy and run the risk of gettin’ spotted,” warned Skindle.

“Alwight, you just make sure none of them comes near that shed,” said Hunt, then he turned and trotted off toward Nemesis.

Skindle sighed and headed back to the camp. It had been a long, eventful day, and – early though it was – he was quite looking forward to curling up for a good night’s sleep.

Gabriel greeted him as he returned. “Ah, Mr Skindle. Everything all right… transportation problem solved?”

“Ah, yes, well – Mr ’unt pointed out that we do ’ave a, um, small cash reserve, so we’ve decided that we’ll attempt to acquire a motor vehicle from one of the locals. There’s sure to be someone about wif a spare they’d be willing to sell.”

“Very good, I’m glad it’s all worked out. And where’s your Mr Hunt now?”

“Err, ee’s just off checking that we’ll ’ave enough provisions after you lot leave.”

“I see. Excellent,” said Gabriel. “Tuna sandwich?”

“Eh? Oh, right… where on erf did those come from?” asked Skindle, taking a sandwich from the plate to which Gabriel was gesturing.

“Seems your Mr Emtwetwe is quite a dab hand at rustling up meals with very little in the way of actual ingredients. I’ll wager he’s made about fifty of those. Outstanding they are too… or so I’m told – I haven’t actually eaten one.”

“’oo knew!” said Skindle.

“Indeed. Right, gather round everyone, and let’s discuss the plan of action.”

The weary group of travellers congregated around Gabriel, though after a couple of days without proper washing facilities it was a rather loose congregation as no one wanted to get too close to anyone else for fear of offending or being offended.

Gabriel looked at each of them in turn and sighed heavily before speaking. “First, though, I feel I must apologise for what’s happened… I feel perhaps I should have given more thought to the idea of you all coming along on this quest before consenting to it. Nonetheless, the situation is what it is, and I believe we’re all agreed on the way forward.”

There were murmurs of assent, and Gabriel continued. “Now, tomorrow is Friday, which means that the Muslim faithful will be meeting for their noon prayers, which in turn will – I hope – have the Israelis feeling a bit less jittery than normal, so that would seem to be our best option time-wise to cross into Jerusalem. Does that make sense?”

There were nods all round, except from Kevin, who raised his hand. “That’s fine, but I just realised that we don’t actually have entry visas for Jordan… or Israel for that matter, so if we do get stopped, well…”

Skindle interrupted him. “Ah, well, actually I fink you’ll find that you do have the necessary stamps in your passports – Mr ’unt and I took… well, let’s just say it was taken care of before we left Souf’ Africa.”

The implications of what Skindle was saying – that they all had forged stamps in their passports – was missed by no one, and there was much grumbling as a result.

Skindle, however, was unfazed, due primarily to a little gem of an idea that was forming in his brain. “Alwight, alwight, calm down, so we messed wif your passports – it’s not as if you didn’t know ’oo you wuz dealin’ wif. Anyway, it does raise a question as regards Mary. I mean, I fink that it would be wisest if you left ’er passport wif us, ’cos that way we won’t ’ave any problems getting ’er into Israel if she turns up ’ere.”

What Skindle was actually thinking was that this was an ingenious insurance policy in that it would ensure that the Crew had to rendezvous with the Dwarf Mafia no matter who found Mary first, and that would ensure that he could retrieve the rest of his money from Nemesis.

There were further sceptical murmurs, but Gabriel interjected. “Very well, that seems reasonable. Ben, please let Mr Skindle have Mary’s passport. Then I think we should all turn in for the night – it’s going to be a long and undoubtedly stressful day tomorrow.”

The meeting dissolved, and as the group dispersed to attend to their sleeping arrangements Hunt came trotting back.

“Ah, Mr Hunt. Been a busy chap, have we?” Gabriel enquired with no small hint of sarcasm in his voice.

Hunt shrugged. “Yeah, well… you know, I needed to make sure we’re going to be okay by ourselves out ’ere… you are desertin’ us in the middle of nowhere, after all.”

“Quite,” said Gabriel, “and all is well, I assume?”

“Very well, fanks,” Hunt replied, glancing at Skindle.

“Good. Then I suggest you have one of these wonderful sandwiches and turn in for the night too,” said Gabriel. Then he turned to Michael. “As for you and I, I think we need to find a place from whence we can keep watch over our friends for the next few hours.”

Michael nodded, and the two of them dissolved into the cool night air and reappeared moments later in the upper branches of the ash tree. There they sat, observing the hustle and bustle of the humans below until all were bedded down for the night and the activity ceased.

The hours ticked by uneventfully until, shortly before dawn, Michael spied an oddly shaped creature scurrying around the edge of the encampment in the direction of the shed.

“Hello, what’s that?” he asked, nudging Gabriel.

“Hmmm…? Ooh, this is an interesting development. From the dark energy it’s giving off it looks very much as if we’ve attracted the attention of a demon.”

“How exciting!” said Michael.

“Yes, well, the important question is whether it just stumbled across us or if it’s been sent by the other side with a particular purpose,” said Gabriel. “Last thing we need right now is interference from those lot… or them finding out what it is we’re doing. Best I go and see what it’s up to – you stay here.”

And with that he vanished, leaving Michael sitting alone and nervous in the tree.

The demon was, of course, Grunt, who’d decided that it would be sensible for him to take up a position beneath Nemesis before the travellers began waking. His plan from there was to assume his previously used tagalong methodology of clinging to the Landy’s axle for the duration of whatever journey the group had planned next.

By the time Gabriel rematerialised near the shed, Grunt was already hiding under the vehicle, leaving Gabriel searching around in vain for the demon. After a few minutes of this he gave up and glided back to the campsite where he found that Bill, Ben and Kevin were just beginning to stir.

“Ah, good morning you lot. Up bright and early. I trust that means you all had a pleasant night’s sleep?”

Ben rubbed his eyes. “Not really. I just want to get the hell out of Dodge as soon as possible and go find Mary.”

“Yes, well, the sooner we’re on the road the better – and I think we should travel on the main route from here on in, rather than the backroads.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Kevin.

Bill looked around. “Where’s Michael?”

Gabriel frowned. “Hmmm… where did I… ah, yes,” he said, looking up. “Michael, you can come down now.”

In a flash Michael appeared next to him. “Good grief, that took you long enough. I thought you’d forgotten about me!”

“Oh, don’t be such a ninny,” huffed Gabriel. “Come now, while this lot are breaking camp lets you and I scout ahead to check the lie of the land.”

As soon as the Angels left, the campsite became a hive of activity. Sleeping bags were rolled, air mattresses deflated and backpacks stuffed, and the fire was stoked in preparation for some early-morning hot beverage-making. Emtwetwe and the dwarves lent a hand here and there, but largely stood by and observed the proceedings with the occasional (unhelpful) “You don’t wanna do it like that” or “Don’t ferget yer toofbrush” comments thrown in for good measure.

Gabriel and Michael returned with little to report, and a round of coffees and some stilted conversations later they were all packed up and ready to go. Ben, having racked up the most experience on Jordanian–Israeli roads, opted to drive again. Kevin was up front with him, while Bill and the two Angels got comfortable in the back, and – unbeknownst to all – Grunt resumed his undercarriage-hugging position.

As the Dwarf Mafia stood by, smiling uncertainly, Ben wound down his window. “Right, you have my mobile number. If Mary shows up here you’ll call us straight away, right?”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t you worry. Just you be sure to let us know if you find the lass in the meantime,” said Skindle. “Either way we’ll see you in Jerusalem in about a week. Now bugger off… and good luck!”

Ben nodded, eased out the clutch, and away Nemesis rolled. The Dwarf Mafia stood and watched as first the quiet, then the dust settled, and then stood some more, suddenly feeling quite forlorn.

After a minute, Skindle spoke. “Right, I guess now that we ’ave some privacy we should get ourselves organised. Come on you two – and stop looking so glum.”

Hunt sighed, Emtwetwe nodded, and the three of them wandered back to the now very small encampment and sat down around the fire to plan the establishment of WISE Inc.’s new empire.


Chapter 7 | Exodus II

With the exception of Bill, the mood of the occupants of the Land Rover was no less gloomy than that of the trio sitting around the campfire, and very little was said for the first twenty minutes of the journey. Bill, however, spent most of it glancing to his left at Gabriel, then to his right at Michael, and then giggling like a schoolboy. It was, after all, not often that one got to sit between two Angels on a road trip through the Holy Land.

They were still travelling on a dirt track, hoping to stumble across a more substantial main road when, after about half an hour, Ben stomped on the brakes and Nemesis ground to a sudden halt. “There, what does that sign say? 3683? Is it on the map?” he asked, turning to Kevin.

Kevin consulted his phone. “Sec… not much of a signal here. Wait… yeah! According to this it leads to Bethlehem, and from there we get on the Hebron Road for about ten kilometres – straight into Jerusalem… except for the minor issue of some sort of a frontier line in between… Armistice Agreement Line?”

“Oh well, we’ll cross that frontier when we come to it,” Ben said half-jokingly. “At least we know where the hell we are now – and that we’re actually going in the right direction.”

He popped the clutch and Nemesis skidded onto the (thankfully) paved surface of the 3683, Bethlehem-bound.

“Wow,” said Bill. “Bethlehem! Who knew!”

Gabriel looked curiously at him. “What’s so special about Bethlehem?”

“Oh, you know… Joseph, Mary… baby Jesus?” Bill stopped, looking first to Gabriel then to Michael, then back to Gabriel, expecting some sort of a reaction. They both seemed perplexed. Bill sighed, exasperated. “Really? Have either of you two actually read the Bible?”

Gabriel shrugged. “Well, bits of it… and a long time ago… has it changed much?”

Bill’s jaw dropped, and he turned to Michael again.

“To be honest I haven’t – I was kind of waiting for the movie.”

“Unbelievable!” cried Bill.

“Well,” said Gabriel, “to be fair it was written by your lot, not any of us, remember? So, it’s never really held much interest for us… well, apart from for the obvious comedy value.” He stopped, grinned at Michael, and then the two of them burst out laughing.

Bill was floored. “What’s so funny?”

“Oh, nothing, nothing. Don’t you worry about it,” said Michael, still snickering.

“Yes, you’ll all figure it out eventually,” said Gabriel.

Bill leaned forward between Ben and Kevin. “Are you hearing this?”

But they simply joined in the laughter, shaking their heads as they did so.

“Jeez, Bill, it’s hardly surprising – given our own conversation about some of the more obvious gaffes in the Bible,” Kevin chortled. “Also, you didn’t ask whether they’d read the Torah, or the Qur’an… but I’m guessing you’ll get the same answer if you do.”

“Quite so,” Gabriel nodded. “Never been one for fiction – let alone fairy tales. I’m more of a non-fiction person – you know, DIY and self-help books… gardening and baking and such.”

“And I like books about cars,” said Michael.

Bill sat back and folded his arms in a huff, and they continued in silence for a few more kilometres. As they went along the scenery became more suburban, with homes dotted here and there along the roadside, then a business or two, until eventually it was evident – given the appearance of a number of banks, several car dealerships and the inevitable KFC – that they were in the centre of Bethlehem.

“Whoa!” said Kevin. “This is totally not what I expected.”

“Me neither,” said Ben. “I guess I still have the Sunday School imagery playing around in my head. This is serious city stuff… sadly.”

The urban mayhem continued for another few kilometres before – thankfully – they found themselves back in the calm of the countryside. The respite didn’t last long, however, before countryside once again gave way to suburbia as they reached the outskirts of Jerusalem. Kevin was keeping his eyes firmly on his phone, following their progress on the map app.

“Right, guys, do we want to go straight to the city centre, or should I just look up places to stay around here?”

“I think,” said Gabriel, “that perhaps you should find suitable accommodation nearby, then seek out a police station or some such in order to get help with the Mary problem.”

“Okay,” Kevin nodded. “So, hotels nearby… ooh, how much do we want to spend?”

“Well, it’s Skindle’s money, so let’s go luxury!” said Bill.

Ben was thinking more practically. “Actually, maybe we should head toward the old part of the city – ’cos I’m guessing that’s where all the biblical things happened, and we are trying to find God after all… well, God and Mary, right?”

“True…” said Kevin. “Actually, it looks like we’re headed that way anyway. Cool, there’s a place called the Orient coming up soon… serious luxury, and the Old City is about a kilometre and a bit further on. Best of both worlds!”

“Awesome. Book it, Danno,” said Ben. “Then tell me how to get there.”

It was a little before noon by this time, and the roads had become strangely quiet as the muezzin called the faithful to their knees, and the last few stragglers hurriedly entered mosques around the city. As such, Nemesis made good time in covering the final three kilometres to the hotel that was to be the group’s new home base for the next week or so.

Gabriel and Michael immediately set off to do some scouting around of a temporal nature while the boys went to check in. The clerk was intrigued by ‘Mr Finchley, K and friends’ as the hotel was not often frequented by a dishevelled bunch of twenty-somethings with their particularly ‘derelict’ fashion sense, but the sight of a wad of crisp hundred dollar bills (and a fifty for his troubles) quickly put his mind at ease.

“I see you’ve requested three suites for five days, Mr Finchley? I must advise you – in case you’re thinking of staying for longer – that we’re fully booked from next Friday evening onwards due to the congress.”

Kevin raised his eyebrows. “Congress?”

“Yes, there’s a global congress of religions starting Monday week, but we’ve got people arriving from Friday and we’ll be packed to the rafters with rabbis, priests and… other sorts thereafter. And of course, it’s Passover that weekend too, so that’ll add to the chaos, no doubt. May I have the bellboy take your bags to your rooms?”

But Kevin wasn’t listening. He’d zoned out on hearing the words ‘global congress of religions’ and was wondering whether that might be a good omen and helpful to their search, or a bad one and horrifyingly connected to the impending doom that the Angels were so worried about.

“Sir?”

Kevin came out of his reverie. “Eh?”

“Your bags… may I have the bellboy take them up to your room?”

“Oh!” Kevin chuckled. “No, we just have a few backpacks – that really won’t be necessary.”

“Very well,” said the check-in clerk. “Here are your keycards – you’re all on the fourth floor. The elevators are to your left. Enjoy your stay.”

As Bill, Ben and Kevin strolled through the cool of the air-conditioned hotel lobby, Grunt was in a far less agreeable space. He’d been waiting patiently for the right moment to extricate himself from Nemesis’ undercarriage, but when that moment arrived the extrication process took far longer, required considerably more effort and was decidedly more painful than he’d expected, due primarily to the fact that he was totally unable to unlock his grip after so many hours of clinging on for dear life. He eventually resorted to biting down on each finger in turn in an effort to peel the uncooperative digits from the Landy’s axle. The final finger released, he hit the paving with a thud and rolled out from beneath the vehicle, coughing up dust and wiping the bodies of various dead and dying insects from his face and eyes as he went. He stood up, looking around for a place to conceal himself while he got his bearings, and spied a narrow alley behind the hotel. Perfect! he thought and scurried into it – only to find his path blocked by an extremely odorous garbage dumpster. He was about to turn back when he heard footsteps approaching from behind him, and immediately panicked.

“Bugger! Need to hide,” he whispered, his eyes darting around in the hope he’d spot some alternative place. There was none. “Bugger again!” he said, more loudly this time, then opened the dumpster lid and rolled in just as a busboy from the hotel came around the corner. Grunt heard the lid open, then very quickly felt the slimy detritus of days-old kitchen waste being poured onto him, and shortly after that smelled the gag-inducing, stomach-churningly putrid odour of said kitchen waste. He was trying desperately not to scream, hurl or move a muscle when he heard the lid close again, followed by the sound of a bolt being thrown as the busboy locked the dumpster.

This then was where Grunt was – and would be for the rest of the day and the ensuing night – while not thirty metres above him Bill, Ben and Kevin, having packed away their things, sat in a large hot tub, sipping ice-cold cocktails while soaking off the grime accumulated during their journey.

“Ah, this is the life,” sighed Kevin, resting his head back on the edge of the tub and closing his eyes in bliss.

“Damn right,” said Bill, before he too closed his eyes.

“Yeah, but I’d be enjoying it a lot more if I knew Mary was safe,” said Ben, his voice muffled by the warm, wet facecloth he’d pasted over his face.

They sat in silence for a few minutes, mulling over Mary’s fate while semi-dozing, then Kevin opened his eyes to take a sip of his drink and was startled to find that Gabriel and Michael had joined them in the tub at some unknown point.

Kevin spilled half his mojito down his chest as he shot upright. “Jesus! When the hell did you two show up?”

Bill jerked and opened his eyes, and Ben pulled off his facecloth to see what all the commotion was about.

Gabriel and Michael appeared totally unfazed. “Hmmm?” said Gabriel. He was clearly enjoying the warmth of the water, though Kevin doubted he could actually feel it.

“Rather pleasant this, isn’t it, Gabriel?” Michael sighed.

“Err, hello?” said Kevin sarcastically. “Could you two please snap out of it! I’m assuming you must have something to report?”

“Yeah,” said Bill and Ben in unison.

“Hmmm… report….” Gabriel murmured languidly, then he too sat bolt upright. “Oh my goodness! Yes, we do!”

“We do?” Michael appeared confused, and then his memory was jogged. “Oh, yes – we do! We’ve confirmed that we’re definitely in the right place!”

“Right place for what?” asked Kevin.

“The start of the disaster… we’re at its epicentre… it’s triggered by something that happens here, in Jerusalem… and very soon, as we already know.” Gabriel spoke hesitantly, as if trying to make sense of what he’d seen.

“Wait,” said Ben, now very concerned. “So, the carnage is still on? You said before the risk seemed to be reducing a bit?”

“Sadly, yes,” said Gabriel. “It’s still on, as you put it. I thought we’d see some change – a further reduction in the likelihood of it occurring if we stuck to our plan and came here, but it seems to have made absolutely no difference.”

“Apart from that, we still don’t know what actually triggers the disaster, let alone what stops it,” added Michael.

“Oh, wait…” said Kevin, reaching for the newspaper he’d been reading earlier. “I had an idea about that. It seems there’s some sort of religious get-together happening here – look, it’s in the paper. Maybe that has something to do with it.”

Gabriel studied the article intently, his eyebrows raised. “Well, it’s certainly a recipe for either renewed harmony or total disaster… all those very different, dogmatic opinions being aired by several extremely obstinate groups of people all in one room.”

“Totally,” said Kevin. “So, let’s assume for one second that this event is where it all goes pear-shaped… the problem we have is that we still don’t know what the catalyst is. I mean, do they all just get into a round of fisticuffs – given, as you say, the number of huge egos that’ll be floating around – or does something else happen?”

“Well, if we could figure that out we could at least come up with a plan to stop it,” said Gabriel.

“Exactly,” said Kevin, “but then there’s also the question of why there’s been no change in the likelihood-level since we’ve arrived here… are we not exactly where we’re supposed to be, or… what?”

Gabriel frowned. “Hmmm… I can only surmise that there are pieces of the puzzle that have yet to move into their places, and without knowing what those are we can only keep on keeping on – although Michael and I do now have something we can focus on in the form of this congress. That will make our haystack a bit smaller and perhaps we’ll actually find the needle before the whole thing goes up in smoke. What do you think, Michael?”

Michael was trying to fathom the analogy. “Um, yes… well, I suppose you’re right,” he stuttered, fairly sure that he was expected to agree, yet having no clue what he was agreeing to.

“Very well then, let’s be off,” said Gabriel.

“To find the needle?” asked Michael.

“Indeed.”

Michael was about to request clarity on what exactly the needle was, but Gabriel was already dissolving into the steam that was rising from the hot tub, so he figured he’d best follow suit for fear of losing track of him.

Kevin, Ben and Bill sat quietly for a while longer, then Bill stood and stepped out of the tub. “Right, well, I know we’re facing global devastation and everything, but I could really do with a decent meal. Anyone else?”

“Good idea,” said Ben. “We’ve been living on sandwiches and coffee for too long.”

“Yeah,” said Kevin, “definitely up for that. How about we meet in the lobby in thirty?”

“Cool,” said Ben, and the three of them went up to their rooms to dress. Forty minutes later they were sitting in the hotel’s restaurant, drooling over the menu. The subsequent meal was a sumptuous, though leisurely one. They reminisced about the events of the past few days, and the talk eventually turned back to Mary, and how best to explain the situation to the local authorities.

“Speaking of,” said Ben, pulling out his phone, “let’s check whether Skindle and Hunt have any news.”

He tapped out a quick message: Arrived Jerusalem. No problems with roadblocks. Any sign of Mary?

A minute later he had Skindle’s reply: Glad it was uneventful. No, sorry – Mary ain’t showed up.

Ben typed again: Okay. Keep us posted.

*   *   *

Skindle put down his phone. “That was them kids – seems they got into Jerusalem wifout a problem. Good to know… ’opefully means we won’t ’ave any problems eivver.”

Hunt scowled. “Yeah, well that assumes we actually find a bleedin’ way to get there! Oo’d a thunk it’d be so bleedin’ ’ard to find a vehicle around ’ere?”

Skindle nodded. He and Hunt had spent the entire day walking down farm roads looking for any sign of human life, but it seemed that the land was deserted for several kilometres around. They hadn’t even seen or heard a single car as they went, and by evening they were seriously doubting their decision to stay behind at the orange grove.

But it hadn’t been all bad. Emtwetwe was proving to be extremely skilled at performing various mechanical and agricultural tasks. He’d found a borehole point next to the shed, and after an hour of working on its wind-powered pump he’d managed to get the water extraction system up and running and they now had copious amounts of clean spring water bubbling up from the ground. He’d then reconnected and patched up several lengths of irrigation pipes, and the roots of the orange trees were soon soaking up the precious liquid.

This concerned Hunt a little. “Don’t you be giving ’em too much water, MT. I don’t want you makin’ ’em… err… well, less sweet.” Of course, what he was really worried about was the possibility that the water would dilute his ju-ju-juice. “Come to fink of it, do you ’appen to know ’ow quickly they’ll suck up that water?”

Emtwetwe frowned, thinking. “Not very long. When it’s hot and dry like this it takes about an hour for the fluid to move a metre or more up the tree.”

Hunt smiled, thinking, Well, that explains ’ow that bull got buggered so quickly.

Then he addressed Emtwetwe again. “Fascinating. Right, like I said – not too much water.”

Emtwetwe nodded. “Okay, I’ll turn it off now and do more tomorrow. Um… you know that these oranges are ready for harvesting, yes?”

Hunt was surprised by this. “Really? What a spot of luck. If only we ’ad a few extra warm bodies to ’elp us pick the bleedin’ fings.”

“Yeah,” said Skindle. “Not to mention some way of gettin’ ’em to the, err… market.”

Emtwetwe shrugged. “Oh, it won’t take long to pick them all. I think there’s maybe a hundred oranges on each tree… and what… fifty trees? It might take two hours per tree, so… a hundred hours total. That’s… wait… two weeks or so?”

“Bloody ’ell!” Skindle gasped. “That’s too long for our… err… purposes. Besides, we told them kids we’d see ’em in Jerusalem in a week. But again, that assumes we can find transport.”

“Yeah, and it ’as to be sumfink we can cart all them oranges in,” Hunt added.

“Oh! Actually, that’s a good idea… the cart!” Emtwetwe exclaimed.

“Eh? What cart?” Hunt was suddenly interested.

“The donkey cart,” said Emtwetwe. “And there’s even a donkey. He must have pulled that cart before… otherwise I’m sure I can train him.”

Hunt looked questioningly at Skindle, then back to Emtwetwe. “Well, it’s not a bad idea… ’ow many oranges do you fink ee could pull in a load?”

“Um, don’t know. Perhaps two thousand?”

Now Hunt was getting excited. “Alwight, and it would take us about five days to pick that many, so… yeah, that would actually work out perfickly. We’ll do one run to Jerusalem, sell the lot, buy a decent vehicle while we’re there… and ’ire some ’elp… then nip back an’ ’arvest the rest. Easy-peasy lemon-squeezy… or orange-squeezy if you like!”

“Alwight, sounds like a plan,” said Skindle. “Well done MT! Now let’s get some kip – I’m bushed from all that bleedin’ walkin’.”

*   *   *

It was a sunny spring morning that Saturday as Otto trotted across the quad and into the prep room of the school’s boarding house. As he entered, he heard the voices of a hundred little boys chattering away while they busied themselves with the ‘small charitable task’ he’d set them. Ordinarily the jabbering would have irritated him and he would have screamed for silence, but today he was feeling extremely cheerful – more so as he gazed across the room at the number of already-filled, sealed and labelled bottles of grapefruit juice that were being carefully packed into shipping cartons at the end of the makeshift production line.

He’d told the children that the juice was for a local orphanage that was having a market day in order to raise funds, and – being the good Christian children that they were – they’d jumped at the opportunity to assist with this righteous endeavour. Otto had, of course, made it clear that any pilfering of the product would have extremely severe consequences. He didn’t want any accidental poisonings on his hands. So far, so good… no sudden bouts of nausea or juvenile delinquents dropping dead, he thought with a smug smile, pleased with just how terrified he was able to make these children feel. By tomorrow afternoon they’ll have packed the lot, then on Monday morning the couriers will collect the cartons and it will be on its way.

Otto folded his arms across his chest and smiled again. It was going to be a very productive day, and weekend.

*   *   *

For Kevin, Bill and Ben that Saturday was proving far less productive than Otto’s. They had not considered the fact that Saturday is the Sabbath in Israel, which meant that the entire country was about as productive as any Christian one ordinarily is on a Sunday.

They’d risen early and – after a quick breakfast – had made their way to a nearby police station to file a report about Mary. The desk officer was mildly interested in assisting them – at least initially – but his attention began waning quickly as he realised just how little information he was going to have to go on, and the fact that some of the information he was being given was clearly being abbreviated to avoid mention of some or other misdemeanour that this group of foreign youths had evidently committed.

“So, you say she went missing on Wednesday, possibly Thursday this past week, while you were camping by the roadside about thirty kilometres east… or maybe south-east… of Bethlehem?” he asked of Ben in a thick Israeli accent, though in surprisingly good English.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Ben replied, but with a degree of hesitation that always makes any officer of the law (or experienced mother) suspicious.

“I see,” said the desk officer. His eyes narrowed, then his gaze flicked to Bill and Kevin. Bill was nervous as hell and sweating profusely. The officer studied him for a few seconds then looked back at Ben. “Yes, I see… and you’re unable to say exactly what road this was on?”

“Well, yes – we were a bit lost and it wasn’t showing up on our maps,” said Ben, thinking that that, at least, was true.

The officer drew a breath, then sighed resignedly. “Very well. I’ll put out a general alert. You have a photo of her?”

“Yes, um… here…” Ben handed him his phone.

“Okay. Well, like I said, I’ll put out a general alert and we can only hope that one of the patrols picks her up somewhere. Let me have your mobile number and we’ll get in touch if we hear anything. But if she still hasn’t shown up in a few days I suggest you go to the Irish Embassy in Ramat Gan – outside Tel Aviv… although, without her passport they’re probably not going to be able to do much either. You say your other friends have it – that they’ll be joining you soon?”

“Um, yeah… in the next few days. They… they stayed where we lost Mary in the hope she’d show up there.”

“All right. Well, I can’t really help you much more right now, but keep us informed, please.”

“Right, okay. I’ll do that,” said Ben.

Ben, Bill and Kevin stumbled out of the police station and stood, looking dejected, in the street.

“Well, that’s that I guess,” said Ben with a heavy sigh. “At least until the dwarves get here. This is a fuck-up.”

Kevin put his hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, mate. It’ll all be fine. Let’s just stay positive. How about we do some sightseeing… bit of a distraction?

“Yeah, okay,” said Ben half-heartedly.

And so the three of them spent the next hour wandering Jerusalem’s quiet streets, but it soon became apparent that there were very few establishments of any interest to them that were operating on the Sabbath. They eventually gave up on the idea of sightseeing and headed back to the hotel to laze around the pool before sitting down to another evening meal in the restaurant.

The following morning they all met in Kevin’s suite for breakfast, during which they sat and discussed their options for seeking out any signs of an ancient deity who – to the best of their knowledge – no one had seen in millennia.

“Well, Sunday seems like a good day to find God,” said Bill, with no small touch of sarcasm in his voice.

Kevin chuckled. “Yeah… no, wait… what? You think we should go to church?”

“Sure – there must be some really old ones around here… we can ask a priest or something.”

“What…” said Ben. “Like, ‘Hey, if we wanted to find God where should we look?’”

“Yeah,” said Kevin. “Ask that and I’m guessing they’ll just tell us we’re in the right place.”

Bill shrugged. “Okay, well what do you think we should do?”

Kevin frowned. “Um, to be honest I’m feeling somewhat less enthusiastic about this whole ‘search for God’ thing.”

“Yeah, me too,” said Ben, who was obviously more concerned with finding Mary.

Kevin continued, “I know it’s only been a week or so since we started this, but… well, given what Gabriel told us in his ‘the future’s like a piece of string’ analogy – how he wasn’t too sure that God plays any role in helping to avert this whole disaster thing – I’m thinking that finding Him, or Her, or It is less important right now than figuring out what triggers the carnage and how to stop it.”

Ben nodded. “I agree. And actually, there’s also the possibility that solving the one problem will help solve the other – like, because we stop the catastrophe God decides to show up to give us a medal or something.”

Bill gave a wry smile. “Okay, so you’re saying we should focus on this congress – find out more about it… the venue, who’s attending, what they’ll all be doing and stuff?”

“Exactly,” said Kevin. “At least it’ll keep us occupied while Gabriel and Michael do their future-gazing thing. And, as Ben said, we might stumble across God in the process.”

“Makes sense,” said Bill. “Alright, I guess we should start by chatting to that desk clerk in reception, then take it from there.”

“Cool,” said Kevin. “I’ll join you guys down there in a bit.”

Ben and Bill left, closing the door behind them, and moments later Gabriel and Michael appeared.

“Ah, just the ethereal beings I wanted to see,” said Kevin.

“Oh really?” said Gabriel, intrigued.

“Yes, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you – it’s about when I was a baby.”

“Ah.” Now Gabriel looked apprehensive. He glanced at Michael.

“Yeah,” Kevin continued. “After rescuing me from that little bungee-jumping misadventure you said that you’d spent ages trying to attract my attention… to get me to help you… and, well, the thing is I had this weird dream while I was unconscious after the fall, and it was of you two looking over the edge of a basket – at me… I was a baby.”

“Ah,” Gabriel repeated.

“Yeah,” said Kevin. “So, was that a real memory… and was it you?”

“Well…” Gabriel glanced at Michael again. “Um, yes, it was us.”

“Okay,” said Kevin. “So, then my first question is, ‘Why me’? And my second question is… well, what the hell were you doing in Wales in the first place?”

“Hmmm…” said Gabriel contemplatively. “Well, as I recall we were following a lead… you know, while searching for God.”

“Really? What lead could possibly have led you to my hometown?”

“Oh, it wasn’t anything big – just one of our cohorts – a fellow Angel – had reported a few strange goings-on… an unusually strong and pure energy field that seemed to be having a remarkably positive effect on the locals.”

“I see,” said Kevin. “But you didn’t find God there, obviously?”

“No, though we weren’t very confident we would. By that point we were feeling incredibly jaded – we’d followed so many leads that went nowhere. And that’s when we came across you.”

“Okay, and where was I when you found me?”

“In a basket, outside the front door of someone’s house.”

“Yes, okay – that’s what Maude told me too.”

“Who is Maude?” asked Michael.

“Um, my mum… stepmum, I suppose. She said she found me on her doorstep. Took me in and raised me.”

“Sounds like a wonderful person,” said Gabriel. “Anyway, that’s all there is to tell, except…”

“Except what?” said Kevin.

“Um.” Gabriel was hesitating again. “Except for the fact that we were sort of drawn to you by the energy coming off you… it was unusual.”

“Still is,” said Michael.

“What does that mean… unusual?” asked Kevin.

“Well, it was nothing like the energy our cohort described – just unusual for a human child… almost angelic, but obviously you’re not one of those.”

“Um, no… definitely not, as I’m sure you know.” Kevin smiled as he thought of all the very un-angelic things he’d done in his life.

“Quite,” said Gabriel. “Still, that’s all I can say on the matter. Perhaps your mum would be the best person to ask if you’d like to know more?”

“Yeah, well, I think she’s told me all she knows, but I was planning on phoning her tonight, so we’ll see. Anyway, apart from that, what did you guys find out on your latest jump back to the future?”

Gabriel sighed. “Nothing new, I’m afraid. What about you lot – have you come up with any ideas?”

“Actually, yes,” said Kevin, “but I need to meet Bill and Ben downstairs – I’ll tell you about it on the way.”

They made their way down to the hotel’s reception area, and then hung back, waiting for Bill and Ben to finish chatting to the receptionist. After some animated conversation, much pointing at brochures and drawing on maps, they evidently had the information they needed.

“Okay, so the congress is happening at the International Convention Centre, which is about a thirty-minute drive from here,” said Ben as he and Bill walked over, “but he said that there’s not much going on there now. Apparently people will start arriving on Friday, and they’ve got some extra-curricular type stuff going on for a couple of days – you know, touristy things – then from Monday onwards they’ll be at the ICC.”

“Yeah,” said Bill, “and they’ll also be doing prayers at different holy places each evening after the conference so the Christians can experience Muslim prayers, and the Jewish guys can show how they do it and so on.”

“Right,” said Gabriel. “Then what we need to do is visit the convention centre – just so Michael and I can get a feel for it – and then we should stop by the different prayer sites. You never know – we may pick up some clues as we go, but either way it’s useful for the two of us to get familiar with these places so that when we do jump into the future to investigate further we’re more easily able to find our bearings.”

“Okay,” said Ben, “but they’re dotted all over the city, so it’ll take a good few days to get around to them all. I think we need to make a list and then decide which ones to visit each day.”

“Yeah, agreed,” said Kevin, “but it’s pretty late already, so let’s get to the convention centre now, then head back here to plan the rest.”

And with that they went off to find Nemesis in the hotel parking lot.

*   *   *

Grunt, having eavesdropped on the travellers as they made their plans, hurried back to his latest hiding place – a janitor’s cupboard – to mull over these latest developments. He was rather pleased with his new body, which he’d acquired through cunning, speed and sheer brilliance, if he did say so himself. Having spent almost the entire night trapped in the stinking dumpster he was relieved to hear a human voice singing – rather tunelessly, but very loudly – in the alley at about 5am. The vocalist was a hotel employee – a waiter who’d just come off the graveyard shift, a shift which he’d made slightly more bearable by quaffing copious quantities of left-over liquor from abandoned room-service trays.

On hearing the decidedly unmelodic cacophony, Grunt banged on the side of the dumpster. The singing stopped abruptly, and then – after a moment – there came the sound of the bolt on the dumpster lid being slid back. The lid was opened gingerly, and a pair of eyes peered cautiously over the edge. Grunt was already poised to spring into action, which he did, lunging through the gap to grab at the waiter and pull himself out of his foul prison. The man, drunk as he was, didn’t have time to react, and fell flat on his back in the alley with Grunt on top of him.

Grunt immediately placed his hands on either side of the man’s head and began the low, slow chant that he’d been taught to use to possess humans. He soon felt – and saw – his energy leaving the body of the vagrant that he’d inhabited for far too long, and entering that of the waiter.

“What a stroke of luck!” Grunt whispered, examining his new form and relatively clean attire. “A hotel employee – and drunk too. Couldn’t have wished for a better host… though I really should practise possessing unintoxicated people one day.”

He smiled and looked down at the now-sleeping vagrant’s body. “Hmmm… still alive, are we? Boy, are you in for a big surprise!” He laughed scornfully and set off in what he expected would be a rather jaunty walk, only to find himself staggering drunkenly for a few steps before almost falling over. He put his hand out, steadying himself against the alley wall.

“Bugger. Hate it when that happens. I hope this body sobers up soon,” he said, and then slowly made his way out of the alley, using the wall to support himself as he went.

As for the vagrant, when he finally woke a few hours later he was indeed spectacularly surprised (as Grunt had predicted) to find himself, bewilderingly, in an alley somewhere in Jerusalem, Israel. Very, very far away from the alley behind his favourite pub where he’d passed out a lifetime ago.

Once his new body had sobered up Grunt felt confident enough to hang around in the lobby, waiting for his prey to show up.

Now, of course, sitting in the janitor’s cupboard, he had a new problem – how to follow them around outside of the hotel as they traipsed around Jerusalem looking for any sign of God.

“Right, think, Grunt,” he whispered to himself. “We really don’t want to get this nice clean uniform dirty… or this body buggered up by travelling under their car the whole time, but… wait, what’s this?” He paused, peering at a set of keys hanging from a hook in the cupboard. “Vespa?” he frowned.

Having died in the early part of the sixteenth century and having subsequently spent some five hundred years in Hell, he’d obviously missed out on a great number of the weird and wonderful technological marvels that had shown up on Earth during his time away. To compensate for this handicap he’d been given a crash course in these things shortly before being sent off on his mission. But the teachers in Hell weren’t exactly the nurturing kind – read ‘extremely impatient, scornful and terrifying’ – and had rushed through various slides depicting strange machines and modern human behaviour and yelled “Silence!” whenever anyone raised a hand to ask a question (or even when the class was already quiet, just for fun).

As such, most of what Grunt knew had come from his own observations over the past months. “Vespa… that’s one of those motorised horse-scooter things… Yes, I’m sure I can work one of those out… ooh, and a helmet too! Perfect disguise.” And with that he donned the helmet, grabbed the keys and exited the janitor’s cupboard.

In the parking garage he quickly found the ‘horse-scooter’ that belonged to the keys, then fiddled around with the machine as he tried to figure out how it operated. After a few minutes of this he heard voices, then the sound of vehicle doors slamming, and a moment later Nemesis roared past him on her way to the exit.

“That’s them! Right, Grunt – go!”

And so it was that road rage, multiple vehicle pile-ups and total carnage followed the X-Crew and Angels as they drove to Jerusalem’s International Convention Centre. Thanks to Bill’s Marley tape they were blissfully ignorant of the madman behind them and the destruction he was leaving in his wake as he trailed them on his scooter – a madman who knew exactly how to make said scooter go, but absolutely nothing about how to make it stop, and who screamed his lungs out as they passed through every intersection on the way.

Arriving at their destination, Ben parked Nemesis and hopped out, only to jump back in fright as Grunt narrowly missed him as he went shrieking by.

“Jeez, locals have other ideas when it comes to road rules here!” Ben gasped, then shouted after the delinquent rider, “You’ll get yours, mate!”

He was right – Grunt would get his, but only after motoring on in terror for another two hours before driving through the middle of a road repair crew as they sprayed tar oil onto a newly laid pavement, and then running into the back of a truck carrying live chickens to the local market.

Thus tarred and feathered – rather judiciously – he vowed never to go anywhere near such a beastly contraption again, and then trudged his way back in the general direction of the hotel.

While Grunt was doing his grand horror-show tour of the city, the X-Crew and Angels wandered around the empty convention centre. The receptionist had been right – there really wasn’t much to see, and only the banners and window-posters gave any inkling that there was a big event about to happen there. Disappointed once more, they too headed back to the hotel, all with the hope that the new day would be a more fruitful one.

*   *   *

Standing in his office at the school, Otto slammed the door, rubbed his hands with glee, and did a little victory jig. “Yes! It’s done!” he yelled at the top of his voice, before singing out loud, “The juice is going to Jerusalem! The juice is going to Jerusalem!”

This Monday afternoon song-and-dance routine was brought on by the fact that a truck laden with 1,200 litres of toxic grapefruit juice had just departed the school’s premises, and that this deathly cargo would arrive at its destination by Thursday of that same week.

“Thursday. And on Saturday morning I’ll be boarding my own flight to Jerusalem. Ah, the joy! I’ll have a front-row seat as it all unfolds, and then I’ll moan and wail about the perpetrators of this despicable act and how they must be punished – all while remaining totally above suspicion. How perfect!” he said out loud as he picked his airline ticket up off the desk, studied it briefly and placed it into his coat pocket.

“This calls for a celebration… hmmm… or perhaps I should wait?” He frowned, mulling over this question. “Yes, let’s not tempt fate – we’ll celebrate once it’s arrived… just carry on as normal for the next few days.”

And so Otto locked his office door and trundled off for a quiet evening in his now very lonely home.

*   *   *

It was a fine morning in Jerusalem on the day that Otto’s lethal cargo was due to touch down. The sun shone warmly, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and birds chirped merrily in the trees. There was no ominous sign from the heavens heralding the imminent arrival of the lethal concoction that would indiscriminately kill a group of holy men and women and spawn a war that might, perhaps, result in untold suffering and desolation for humanity for millennia to come.

Yet in spite of the pleasantness of the day the assistant manager of the hotel where the X-Crew were staying was in a particularly bad mood. He had been looking for some glass cleaner with which to remove a smudge from one of the mirrors in the reception area when, upon opening the janitor’s cupboard, he’d discovered a pile of extremely dirty waiters’ uniforms. He immediately went on a rampage – storming around the hotel looking for the staff member who had fouled, and then dumped, so many shirts, bow ties and trousers in the cupboard.

The culprit, of course, was Grunt, and the filthy uniforms were a result of his resorting to his under-Nemesis technique of tagging along with the X-Crew and Angels on their travels – his Sunday afternoon run-in with a horse-scooter still being painfully fresh in his memory.

Since then, the X-Crew (with Grunt in tow) had visited several holy sites over several days, but had come away from each none the wiser as to what had happened to God. There were no subtle clues or sudden flashes of light and inspiration – just various millennia-old tourist attractions that, while incredibly spiritual, yielded no indication that a magnificent, omnipotent universal power had ever passed through – or even near – any of them.

Everyone had begun feeling rather downhearted, and to make matters worse Ben’s daily check-ins with the Dwarf Mafia had continued to produce the report of ‘no sign of Mary’ – at least until the Tuesday night, when he’d received a brief text from Skindle to say that his phone’s battery was about to die. From there they’d had no contact at all, and things seemed pretty desperate.

And so, on that fine Thursday morning in Jerusalem, it was a very glum group of travellers who decided, at Ben’s insistence, that they’d do one last tour of the city, after which, if they’d heard from neither God, the Dwarf Mafia nor Mary, they’d head back to the orange grove in the hope that they’d stumble upon at least two of the three objectives.

They hauled themselves, rather despondently, into Nemesis. Grunt was already in position beneath the Landy, and – as a result – the assistant manager’s search was also to prove fruitless.

Pulling out of the hotel’s parking garage, Ben guided Nemesis up the ramp and stopped at the exit.

“Right,” he sighed, “which way am I turning… where are we going this time?”

Kevin shrugged. “Dunno – I was kinda hoping Gabriel and Michael would have a suggestion, but as they haven’t shown up this morning…”

“Ooh, look,” Bill interrupted him, pointing. “That sign over there says ‘Garden of Gethsemane’… or at least I think it does. Let’s go that way.”

“Okay, nice… yeah… you never know – maybe Jesus will show up and we can ask him if he’s seen his dad recently,” said Kevin sarcastically, tapping the destination into his phone.

“Okay,” said Ben, “the Garden it is.” He slammed Nemesis into gear and turned right.

They hadn’t gone far before a hiss and a pop alerted them to the Angels’ return. They materialised on either side of Bill, who up until then had been sitting alone in the back. By now he’d become quite used to the Angels and their materialising trick and greeted them without a hint of surprise.

“Gabriel… Michael,” he said, turning to nod at each of them in turn.

“Hello all!” said Gabriel merrily. “And where, pray tell, are we off to today?”

“Hey, Gabriel. Gethsemane,” said Kevin, glancing over his shoulder. “Another spot that gets a mention in the Bible.”

“Excellent,” said Gabriel.

From there – with the exception of the occasional navigational instruction from Kevin – they spent most of the fifteen-minute journey in silence, each of them deep in thought, though each with different thoughts. But that changed instantly when they were a mere half a kilometre from their destination.

“Bugger!” yelled Ben, and all eyes turned to see what he was so upset about. Nemesis had just crested a rise, and the scene before them was one of truly biblical proportions. The Temple Mount stood majestically up above and to their left, while the Garden of Gethsemane lay spread out below and ahead of them.

Of course, absolutely none of this was particularly upsetting. The upsetting bit was what was sitting directly between them and their objective: a random Israeli Defense Force roadblock.

Ben eased off the gas and they coasted slowly down the hill to the back of a queue of three other cars, at the front of which a handful of bored-looking but heavily armed soldiers were standing.

“All right, let’s just act normal,” whispered Gabriel. “Everything’s above-board and tickety-boo.”

Ben sat up straight. “Easy for you to say – they can’t even see you.”

Bill, on the other hand, was doing his best to disappear into his seat while desperately attempting to get something out of his pocket. “Shit-crap-shit.”

Gabriel glared at him. “What on earth is the matter with you?”

“Nothing, it’s fine… it’ll be fine…” Bill stuttered in reply, but he was looking ashen.

As Bill fidgeted, a soldier raised a makeshift barrier and two of the waiting cars passed through the checkpoint. Another soldier gestured to the driver of the vehicle directly ahead of Nemesis, and the car moved up to him and stopped. The soldier leaned in to inspect the licence disc, and as he did so Bill reached through Michael, opened the right-hand passenger door and slid out onto the sidewalk.

“Excuse me!” said Michael, most offended by the fact that Bill had passed straight through him.

Bill didn’t respond. He simply closed the door softly behind him, staying down low behind Nemesis. Kevin and Ben gawked at each other. “What’s he doing?” Kevin asked in a hushed tone.

“No clue,” said Ben, “but I wish he’d sort himself out before he gets us all into deep shit.”

There was now a very obvious gap between Nemesis and the vehicle at the barrier – a fact that had attracted the attention of one of the other soldiers.

“Crap!” said Kevin. “We’re going to have to move. Okay, just sit tight a second – I’ll go see what the problem is.” He climbed out and went around to Nemesis’ rear to check on Bill.

“Bill, mate, what’s going on?”

“Err… nothing. It’s just… well, I’ve got some… I just need to ditch…”

At that moment the soldier, who had become quite convinced that something untoward was going on with the occupants of the extremely colourful old Land Rover, snuck up behind the two of them and tapped Bill on the shoulder.

Both Bill and Kevin got such a fright they nearly wet themselves. “Jeez!” yelled Bill. And then he began stammering, “Oh my god… um… hi, mister err… soldier guy.”

The soldier, a private, stood with both hands firmly clasping his Galil machine gun across his chest, and stared quizzically at Bill. “You’re Australian?”

“Yeah, right – from Down Under. Err… G’day, mate!” said Bill, smiling goofily and putting out his hand.

The soldier glanced down at the hand, but didn’t seem interested in shaking it. His finger tapped on the gun’s trigger guard, then he turned to Kevin. “You too?”

“Um, no… Wales, actually,” said Kevin.

“I see. And are you travelling together?”

“Yeah,” said Kevin.

“No!” said Bill, almost simultaneously, and quite emphatically.

Kevin stared at Bill, confused, but Bill didn’t miss a beat. “I was just hitch-hiking – these guys picked me up. I don’t actually know him… them. We’re not travelling together… as such.”

The soldier appeared unconvinced. He eyed Kevin, then Bill, then Kevin again. “Is this true – he’s a hitch-hiker? You don’t know him?”

“Um…” Kevin could hardly speak – his mind was racing as he struggled to figure out what Bill was up to.

“It’s true,” said Bill. “I don’t know him… he doesn’t know me.”

The soldier nodded. “Very well. Could you both please empty your pockets.”

And that was when it dawned on Kevin why Bill was denying that he knew him. Bill sighed and started turning out the pockets of his jeans. The first was empty, but out of the second came a clear banker’s bag with a small quantity of something green and herbaceous-looking in it.

His weed.

The soldier spotted it – and knew what it was – instantly. He took a step back and waved his weapon menacingly at Bill. “Stop!” he ordered. “Do not move.” Keeping his eyes on Bill’s hand, he turned his head slightly and shouted to one of his colleagues at the checkpoint, “Moshe… Corporal! I think you need to see this.”

The corporal looked up and jogged over to them. “What’s the matter?”

“It looks to me like this Australian guy is unaware of the severity of the punishment we in Israel mete out to those caught in the possession of drugs – foreigners or not.”

Bill blanched, his hands shaking furiously. “I’m really sorry. I… I didn’t know… it… it’s only a tiny bit, honest. Not even that good.”

The corporal shook his head. “That doesn’t matter, my friend. It’s a serious offence to be carrying that shit in this country.” He turned to his colleague. “And this one?” he asked, nodding at Kevin. “And the driver?”

Ben had surreptitiously opened his window a crack so he could hear what was going on. He was terrified, as were Gabriel and Michael who – in spite of being invisible – had hunkered down low in their seats. The private shrugged. “He says he doesn’t know them… they were just giving him a lift.”

“Right,” said the corporal, eyeing Ben. “Search the vehicle – if it’s clean let the others go.” Then he turned to Bill. “But arrest this one, obviously.”

Bill was beside himself. “Whoa! Dude! Arrest me? Seriously?”

But the corporal ignored him, turned on his heel and started jogging back to the barrier, shouting orders as he went. “Bring that under-vehicle inspection mirror – search the whole car. Hurry!”

Ben put his head in his hands, distraught, and whispered under his breath, “For fuck sakes, Bill.”

The private looked at him. “You. Out of the car.”

Ben nodded, turned off Nemesis’ ignition, pulled the handbrake and stepped out of the driver’s seat, glancing over his shoulder as he went in the hope that the Angels would give him a sign or offer some help, but they’d disappeared.

As for Grunt, he’d been quite enjoying the show from his concealed position beneath Nemesis, but on hearing that a search was to be done, and on seeing the boots of several more soldiers surrounding the vehicle – together with some sort of telescopic arm with a mirror attached to it – he’d immediately become extremely unhappy.

No! They’re going to find me! How am I going to explain this? They’ll arrest me too… well, this body at least. Got to get out of here. But how? They’ll see me if I run away now! Unless…

Grunt eyed the grimy steel cable arching past his right hand. The brakes? Yes! Rip out the handbrake wire – escape unseen under this heap of junk when it rolls away!

He reached out and pulled on the cable with all his strength, but only managed to bend it slightly – and cut his hand in the process. Grrr… no wonder they call this wretched machine ‘Nemesis’.

He pulled on the cable again, but it still didn’t break free. He was about to give up and think about a ‘Plan B’ when – inexplicably, and very surprisingly to all – Nemesis began rolling.

Whether Grunt had succeeded in partially releasing Nemesis’ handbrake, or Ben hadn’t fully applied it, or Nemesis – realising her friends were in trouble – had decided to act of her own accord in order to rescue them, is open to debate, but what transpired next is indeed the stuff of legends. Sadly, ‘a legend’ was something that Nemesis was shortly to become.

All Grunt heard was angry shouting, followed by several metallic clicks as the bolts of numerous machine guns were pulled back, and several more clicks as safety catches were flicked to the ‘now the shit’s gonna hit the fan’ position.

In spite of all the humans yelling “Halt!” and “Stop, or we’ll open fire!” at the tops of their voices, Nemesis proceeded quite sedately down the hill, picking up just a little bit of speed as she went. She passed – rather politely – to the left of the vehicle waiting at the barrier, and then crashed noisily through said barrier, scattering some very angry soldiers in the process.

Grunt was clinging on for dear life, quietly reciting every prayer he’d ever learned, and thinking hard about when the best moment would be to release his grip and roll out from beneath the Landy. His thoughts were interrupted, however, by a strange chattering sound from somewhere up the road – in stereo, no less – and the clunk-clunk-clunk of hundreds of rounds of ballistically perfect, copper-jacketed lead slicing through Nemesis’ aluminium body at approximately 1,350 metres per second.

Nemesis didn’t seem at all happy about this and responded by increasing her forward velocity to quite a scary pace – at least as far as Grunt was concerned – while (incredibly) staying in her lane as she travelled down Derech HaOfel Road. Next stop: The Garden of Gethsemane. Of course, there was going to be the small matter of the hairpin bend to the right which was coming up in about 400 metres, but she thought she’d deal with that when the need arose.

As it happens, she didn’t have to.

A ‘tracer round’ is a bullet that has a small amount of magnesium placed in its rear end. The magnesium is ignited by the gunpowder when the bullet is fired, with the result being that the bullet in question glows with an intense white light, brighter than a star, as it travels toward its target. Usually every fifth round in a magazine is a tracer, and this is useful as the glow helps those shooting at things to see – more or less – where most of their rounds are actually going. It’s not particularly helpful, however, to those being shot at.

Magnesium burns at approximately 2,200 degrees Celsius, or 4,000 degrees Fahrenheit if you live in a backward country. As such, when the tracer round fired from the corporal’s Galil machine gun entered Nemesis’ fuel tank there was a fair amount of combustion already taking place behind it, and adding 42 litres of 93-octane gasoline to this existing combustion yielded some rather catastrophic – yet astoundingly pyrotechnic – results.

In an instant, Nemesis joined the esteemed ranks of many a vehicle that’s starred in a Hollywood action movie. She went airborne, cartwheeling tail-over-nose through the air in a huge yellow-red fireball, followed by a plume of dense black smoke for added effect. She cartwheeled straight off the Derech HaOfel Road (just before the hairpin bend), passing clear over the top of the stone barriers that had been carefully placed in an effort to stop vehicles from exiting the road at this particular point, and went careening down the dizzyingly steep embankment before bouncing to a fiery stop.

In the Garden of Gethsemane.

On top of Grunt, who was still clinging on for dear life.

The soldiers, together with Ben, Kevin and Bill, ran to the edge of the road and stopped, staring in disbelief down the embankment at the smoking wreck that was Nemesis. The corporal spoke first. “Was there someone else in that car?” he asked, looking pleadingly at Ben.

“No… shit no!” said Ben.

“Then who was driving,” said the corporal.

“No one… no one… I must have not put the handbrake on properly. Or… well it sometimes doesn’t work properly… didn’t… won’t any more, I guess.”

They continued staring in silence. Heads were scratched perplexedly and sweat was wiped from brows. Ben was devastated. Grunt needed a new body. The corporal needed to do something. “Right… you people,” he yelled, gesturing to Ben, Kevin and Bill. “Get out of here!”

Bill couldn’t believe his luck. “What? Me too? Can I go?”

“Yes, just leave – it’s the eve of the Passover weekend and I don’t want to spend it filling out paperwork… besides which, we have to sort this mess out. So go, but I’d better not see you again.”

“Awesome,” said Bill happily. Then the full impact of the events hit him, and he realised they had no transport. “Ah. Crap. Nemesis.”

“Yeah, sorry guys,” said Kevin, looking at Bill and Ben.

Ben doubled over, put his hands on his knees and sighed heavily.

Bill pointed up the hill, in the direction from which they’d come. “Um, I guess we can try walking back up that way – see if we can get a cab from there or something?”

‘Yeah, let’s do that,” said Kevin. “Come on, Ben, let’s get back to the hotel and… well, try to figure a way out of this mess.”

Ben grimaced. “Dude, my girlfriend’s gone missing somewhere in Jordan… or Israel… fuck knows where, my brother almost got arrested, and now my car’s been blown up – quite spectacularly – by the Israeli Defense Force. I am so over this whole programme right now.”

Bill nodded. “Yeah, I’m starting to think it’s time for someone else to step up and save the planet… this shit was not in the glossy brochure.”

“Agreed,” said Kevin. “Maybe we’ve done all we were supposed to do anyway… whatever that was… to avert the disaster. We should just focus on finding Mary and then get the hell out of here.”

“Right, well so much for the plan to head back to the orange grove tomorrow,” said Ben. “Fuck. Whatever. Okay, let’s get to the hotel.”

The three of them began trudging up the road, occasionally glancing behind them as they went, and shuddering at the pall of black smoke hanging in the sky above Nemesis’ final resting place.

The Angels watched them go.

*   *   *

Approximately twenty kilometres (as the crow flies) away, not very far from the ash tree and orange grove, but in a totally different reality and plain of existence, Mary was doing some focusing of her own. She was sitting inside her glowing ball of energy in a perfect meditation pose – cross-legged and straight-backed, with hands upturned on knees and index finger and thumb lightly touching. She had adopted this pose in an effort to still her mind long enough to tune in to the presence she felt nearby, but it was proving difficult. The effects of Hunt’s ju-ju-juice appeared to be nowhere near on the wane just yet, and her senses were being flooded with visions, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures that were all remarkably colourful and quite unfazed by the norms ordinarily dictated for human senses. Textures became tastes, and visions sounds, while smells seemed to flit from being audible to being visible and then back to being, well, smelly, without a care in the world. Every sense was interchangeable, and they were all quite enjoying trying on each other’s clothes.

This was obviously quite distressing for Mary, who felt she was losing her grip on her sanity. Eventually she could take it no more. She breathed in as deeply as she could and screamed so hard she felt her lungs would burst. But instead of a scream, all she heard was a voice. And it wasn’t her voice. It was the voice of another woman, and it was calming and peaceful – a complete paradox to the scream she thought she had emitted.

“Mary,” the voice whispered.

Her eyes still tightly shut, Mary frowned and whispered cautiously, yet curiously, in response, “Hello?”

“Open your eyes,” whispered the voice.

And so she did, and found herself now sitting in a rather surreal desert scene that appeared to be straight out of Wayne’s World 2, with notable exceptions. The first of these was the absence of Jim Morrison’s ghost, and the second was that the ‘weird naked Indian guy’ had been replaced by a less weird, definitely clothed Indian woman.

Mary squinted at her in the bright sunshine. She was beautiful, with long, straight, black hair and striking brown eyes that seemed to twinkle with mischief. The suede-beige animal skins from which her clothing had been fabricated emphasised the tones of her dusky skin perfectly, while shells and beads woven into the fabric complemented those woven into her hair. It was difficult to determine her age, but Mary guessed that she was in her mid-forties.

The woman smiled, revealing her perfect white teeth, and her eyes twinkled even more.

“Hello, Mary,” she said in her whispering voice.

Mary couldn’t help but smile back. “Hello.”

“How are you feeling?”

“I… um, a bit strange. No, a lot strange.”

The woman chuckled. “That’s understandable, given what you’ve been through.”

“Yes… about that…” Mary paused, trying to decide whether she wanted to know the answer to the question she was about to ask. “Am I…”

“Dead?” the woman interrupted her, then chuckled again. “No, my dear. Far from it.”

“Ah, good. I sort of feel like I’ve got a lot to do still.”

The woman put her hand on Mary’s knee. “Indeed, you do.”

“Okay, so why am I here… wherever here is?”

“Well, you’re here as the result of a rather extraordinary series of events that recently took place, but also because of the even more extraordinary events that are about to take place – and about which we need to talk.”

Mary looked quizzical. “I see. Do you mind my asking who…”

“I am?” the woman interrupted her again.

Mary nodded.

The woman moved closer until her nose was mere inches from Mary’s, then stared fixedly into her eyes, as if gazing into her soul. “I am exactly who you think I am.”

Mary gasped. “So you are a woman!” she exclaimed happily.

“Well, not really, dear. I’m not sure why anyone ever attributed a gender to me. Rather ludicrous, don’t you think?”

Mary nodded again. “Okay, but then why…”

“Because this is how you want me to look. Everyone sees me as they want to see me. Speaking of which, thanks for making me so attractive.”

Mary blushed.

“Anyway, we shouldn’t dally here. There’s just one thing I need to tell you… I need you to help me with.”

“Really? Okay, sure – what is it?” Mary asked eagerly.

“When you leave this place I need you to speak to Kevin.”

“Speak to Kevin?” Mary was shocked. This was the last thing she had expected to hear.

“Yes. I need you to tell him to abandon the silly quest Gabriel and Michael sent him on.”

“But we’re trying to find you!”

“I don’t need to be found, dear. I’m not lost. Well, I’m only as lost as I want to be.”

“But the Angels seemed very concerned about…”

“Yes, I understand, but those two have always been such mother hens, not to mention forgetful. I must’ve told them a thousand times not to come running after me every time I wander off for a bit.”

“Well, it’s hardly been a bit, has it? They said you’ve been missing for over a thousand years!”

“Absolute poppycock! They really don’t have any concept of time, do they? But quite apart from that, whether it’s been one week, one month or one thousand years is all quite irrelevant.”

Mary felt a bit glum, but realised this was not an argument she was qualified to have. “Okay, if you say so.”

“Good. Now, I need to leave, but you must please do as I ask. Tell Kevin to go home. Okay?”

“Yes, okay, but…”

“Yes?”

“Um, sorry, but may I ask you a question?”

“You may.”

“Well, Gabriel and Michael told us about how you decided to come to Earth and teach people, and they said something about Jesus which I found hard to believe… that he was a bit of a thug and the disciples were his enforcers and so on…”

“Oh my goodness, those two really are a couple of blithering idiots, aren’t they? That was Jethro, dear… someone else – not Jesus.”

Mary beamed. “Really? That’s… I mean, I’m strangely happy to hear that.”

“And I’m glad we cleared it up. Now it’s time for you to go and find your friends, and… oh, congratulations, by the way.”

Mary was confused. “For?”

“Ah! You don’t know yet. Oh, well. Goodbye for now, Mary.”

And with that the woman vanished and the desert dissolved into a fine mist that hung in the air around Mary. She felt a gentle breeze, and the vapour began to move. The breeze turned into a wind, and quickly into a gale, whipping the mist into a vortex around her, until suddenly it all stopped. It was dark. Quiet. And a bit cold, which came as a surprise to Mary as she’d felt neither heat nor cold for the duration of her little adventure – not even during the conversation in the desert.

Her mind was racing again, trying at once to establish where she was, whether she was still hallucinating, and exactly which part of her experience had – or had not – been a hallucination in the first place. At the same time, she was desperately trying to cling to her memory of the events – particularly the conversation – for, real or imagined, she felt there was an important message in it.

Calm down, Mary. Let’s start with where you are… or think you are, right now. She opened her eyes as wide as possible, turning her head as she tried to pick out anything recognisable in the inky-black surroundings. Then she started feeling around her with her hands. Hmmm, feels like sand, but damp, not desert sand.

Slowly, as her eyes became accustomed to the dark, she was able to discern rocks dotted here and there around her and, looking up, she could see yet more rock. And then she realised she was sitting in a cave, and at almost the same moment she realised she desperately needed to pee. She shuffled quickly over to the cave wall, got semi-naked, squatted and let rip… like a horse.

Jeez, feel like I’ve been holding that in for days!

As she sat waiting for her body to complete its ablutions, she noticed that the cave seemed to be lighter toward one end, and after quite some time – so much time that even a horse would have been impressed – she stood, made herself decent and began feeling her way along the wall toward what she hoped would be an exit.

She was right, and after negotiating one or two narrow passages in her path she exited into bright sunshine and searing heat. The cave was set halfway up a low hill, at the bottom of which was a flat plain. As she stood, hand raised to shield her eyes from the sun’s glare, she thought she could make out a grove of trees, perhaps a few kilometres away.

Ugh. I must have walked for miles to get here! Hopefully that’s basecamp… you’d think God might have given me a few directions. Oh well…

And with that she set off down the hill and onto the plain, where she discovered that it was actually a salt pan. A heat haze hung above it, while down below an endless mirage made it appear as if the entire surface was one massive sheet of water. She stepped onto the pan, feeling and hearing the baked salt earth crack beneath her feet, and then began walking with purpose toward the grove.

The sun was directly in front of her, which was useful as the lake seemed to dip as she went, and she soon lost sight off her destination. Thankfully the sun was also setting, and the longer she trudged on her path the cooler it began to get, though this was all relative, and the mirage persisted.

After half an hour of walking she saw something moving in the distance, but couldn’t quite make it out. Human or animal? She broke into a run, hoping to catch the creature, and as she got closer it bleated and scurried off. Sheep! And there’s another! Maybe there’s a shepherd too – would be good to know if I’m going the right way.

There was, in fact, a shepherd – a young Arab boy, perhaps twelve or thirteen years old. He had been watching his flock extremely closely, having never been to this area before, and had therefore seen Mary long before she’d even spied his first sheep. He was, however, very uncertain as to whether he wanted her to see him.

His uncertainty was due largely to the fact that – as he’d stood at the edge of the salt pan calling his sheep – she had appeared from somewhere within the pan. This was not remarkable in itself, except for the fact that – due to the effects of the mirage – as far as he was concerned she had risen, apparition-like from a large expanse of water – first her head, then her body and then – growing ever larger – had walked with great ease and very little care across the lake, directly toward him.

As it was, he was too terrified to move, and soon the apparition was standing right before him, smiling. For Mary’s part, she was simply hoping he could speak English.

Oh, well, give it a go. “Hello,” said Mary, still smiling. Then she frowned. That’s odd… What did I just say?

The boy smiled back. “Hello.”

Now Mary was really confused. The boy had replied using the same word as her, and she knew he’d said hello, but the words they’d both actually uttered had been something else completely.

Weird. Try again. “Hi, I’m Mary,” she said, sticking out her hand. Okay, no! What the hell did I just say?

“I am Achmat,” the boy retorted, also sticking out his hand. “I am pleased to meet you.”

They shook hands, with Mary still trying to grapple with the strange words she was hearing – and saying.

“Your Arabic is very good,” continued the boy. “Where did you learn to speak my language?”

Wait, what? Arabic? How am I speaking… oh! Wow! “Um, from a strange lady in a cave… I think. Are you from around here? I’m sort of lost – I’m looking for an orange orchard. My friends… six men – two very short – they’re all there. Do you know where it is?”

“No, I’m not from here, but I did see the two short men you speak of. They were working on the farm – over that way,” he said, pointing.

“Okay, great – thanks so much. Hopefully that’s them. Err, goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” said the boy. Mary strode away and he immediately started gathering his sheep, whistling and herding them hurriedly, for boy did he have a story to tell his family and friends when he got home.

After another half hour of walking Mary arrived at the paddock adjoining the smallholding. It was early evening, and she made her way quickly but cautiously through the orange grove in the fading light.

By the time she got to the ash tree it was quite dark, and she could just make out a few bodies on the ground as she approached.

That’s strange, she thought. Skindle was nearest to her, fast asleep, while Emtwetwe and Hunt were curled up around the embers of an already-dying fire. She looked around, confused, wondering where Ben, Bill and Kevin were, then leaned down and shook Skindle by the shoulder.

“Skindle!” she said in a loud whisper, but Skindle just rolled over and went on sleeping.

Hunt, however, was a far lighter sleeper. He shot upright and yelled, “Oi! Oo’s that? Whatchoo fink you’re doin?”

“Shhh!” Mary hushed him. “It’s me, Mary.”

Hunt rubbed his eyes. “What the…? Where the bloody ’ell did you come from?”

“I was… I sort of went walkabout.”

“Bleedin’ long walkabout!” exclaimed Hunt, standing up.

Now Skindle was stirring. “What… what’s goin’ on?”

“S’Mary! She’s back!” Hunt was fumbling around, trying to switch on an electric lamp.

Skindle jumped up, staring at Mary in disbelief. “Oh my gawd! Where have you been? We thought you was dead!”

Now Mary was getting a little worried. “Why… how long… what day is it?”

“It’s Thursday,” Hunt replied, finally sorting out the lantern and bathing the little camp in white light. He held it up to Mary’s face, as if checking she was real.

Mary shrugged. “Okay, so it was Wednesday when I went wandering off. What’s the big deal… and where are Ben and Bill and Kevin?”

Skindle gawked at her. “The ‘big deal’, love, is that you disappeared on Wednesday last week… you’ve been missing for eight days now!”

Mary’s mind was reeling again. “B… but… that can’t be!”

“Well it is,” said Hunt, “and your friends are all in Jerusalem already. Them Angels were gettin’ right pushy – sumfink was definitely up with ’em. We eventually ’ad to stop searchin’. Skindle and MT and me agreed to stay ’ere to… err… wait and see if you showed up.”

“But eight days? That’s insane! Hmmm… no wonder I’m starving. Okay, so the boys are already in Jerusalem. Right, give me your phone – I need to get hold of Ben… oh, and Kevin.”

“You can ’ave it, luv, but it won’t do you no good. Ain’t workin’,” said Hunt. “None of ’em are – no power out ’ere, so we ain’t been able to charge ’em.”

“Seriously?” cried Mary, exasperated. “Okay, then we need to get to some place where we can charge them – ASAP.”

“Well, now there you’re in luck,” said Skindle. “We’ve just finished packing up today – headin’ toward Jerusalem tomorrow. Soon as we arrive some place that has anyfink resemblin’ civilisation we can get the phones powered up and try get in touch wif your mates.”

Mary wasn’t very happy with this. She was feeling a strange, intense sense of urgency, but realised there were no other options. “Okay… okay fine. We’ll do that.”

“Good,” said Hunt. “Glad we got that sorted out. Now, while I, for one, am extremely intrigued to know where you’ve been all this time, I fink you should leave that explanation ’til tomorrow. For now, I suggest that you… we all get some kip – it’s going to be a long day’s travelling, what wif us bein’ in a donkey cart an’ all.”

“A donkey cart!” exclaimed Mary. “Why? Actually, forget it – I don’t want to know. Just give me something to eat.”

“Alwighty… MT, give the lady one of ’em luverly sandwiches of yours.”

Emtwetwe obliged, and once Mary had eaten her fill, they all bunked down for the night.

*   *   *

Stepping into the street outside The Mystic Mullet that Thursday evening, Maude Finchley locked the front door, pulled down the shutters and then – satisfied that her eatery was secure – began walking the two hundred or so metres up the road to her other establishment in Godkeidless.

She was, once again, in a contemplative mood, but this time her concerns were primarily about her low-down, inconsiderate, irritatingly absent lodger, Norman Bloggs, who had once again disappeared without so much as an ‘I’m off to the shops – see you in a bit’.

It was not, of course, that she felt he had any obligation to notify her of his every move, but she did worry, and it had, after all, been over a week since she’d last seen him. These then were the thoughts that were buzzing around her head as she turned the corner and walked straight into…

“Norman!”

“Maude.”

Maude put her hands on her hips and began admonishing him. “I’ve been worried sick! Where have you been? I mean, you show up here, out of the blue after years and years, and then you just bugger off again without a word. I wasn’t sure whether that was it for another decade or…”

Norman looked shifty. “Ah, well… yes, sorry about that. Odd story though, I had to visit a friend of Kevin’s… she was in a spot of trouble… needed some help, and it took a while longer than I’d expected.”

“A friend of Kevin’s? How on earth would you know one of his… Oh, never mind! I’m sure I’m not going to get the truth out of you… or at least I’ll only get part of it.”

“Yes, well, you know – some things are better left unsaid.”

“Yes, I think in this instance you may just be right. Look, I have to go and sort out a few odds and sods at work – expecting quite a crowd tomorrow. You know how the blue-rinse brigade is – they’ve got nothing better to do over the Easter weekend.”

“Indeed, but… um, Maude, I really need to talk to you about… um, well, a few things actually.”

“Oh,” Maude frowned. “This sounds serious. Alright, well I suppose you’d better come with me – we can chat in my office.”

“Very well,” said Norman, and the two of them walked on up the road in silence.

After a few minutes they arrived at a large, incredibly busy parking lot, toward the back of which was a three-storey building that had once been a theatre, many, many years before. There were three coaches pulling into the lot and two more pulling out, and another pair parked in front of the entrance, each of these ejecting a hundred and one excited, chattering grannies who hurried into the foyer of the building.

Both Maude and Norman stopped, admiring the scene.

“I’m so glad you agreed to let me set this up and run it,” said Maude with a huge smile.

“Well, you were quite adamant that they needed some help, and I have to admit, as experiments go…” Norman trailed off. “But you do remember my telling you that it won’t make a blind bit of difference? I spent millennia trying to teach the human race how to tie its own shoelaces – all to no avail. They simply have to be left to figure it out for themselves. Perhaps they’ll eventually do so.”

“Yes… No, but it makes me feel better. And besides, it’s more fun than playing chess against you every night.”

Norman smiled. “Undoubtedly.”

“Anyway,” said Maude, “up to the office.”

They jostled their way through the queues of grannies, with Maude greeting everyone as she went, and then made their way up the stairs to her office on the second floor.

Maude sat down at her desk and gestured to Norman to sit in the chair opposite her. He obliged, but remained quiet, looking rather awkward.

“Well, spit it out,” said Maude.

“Hmmm? Ah, yes… sorry, still getting used to your odd phrases.” Norman paused. “Um, now, where to begin…”

“Let’s try the beginning, shall we?” said Maude, a touch of sarcasm in her voice.

“Quite so, start the story from the beginning,” said Norman.

And so he did. He spoke for nigh on an hour, and as he spoke Maude’s jaw dropped more and more, her emotions running from disbelief to anger to fear to incredulity and all the way back again, until Norman had eventually said all he had to say.

“And there you have it,” said Norman. “Now you know why I’m so interested in him, and more importantly why I need you to phone him. Get him to come home before he – or any of the others – gets even more caught up in this mess and ends up hurt… or worse. Then, once he’s back, tell him what I’ve told you… though not everything you know about me, mind.”

“Yes,” said Maude quietly. “Yes, of course. I’ll phone him first thing in the morning.”

“Good. And thank you, Maude. Now, I’m afraid I’m going to have to take my leave – I think it would be best if I’m not here when he gets back. So, would you be so kind as to give him this parcel when you see him.” Norman placed a package wrapped in brown paper on the desk. “All right?”

“Yes,” said Maude. “Not to worry, I’ll make sure he gets it.”

“I’m sorry, Maude, but you do understand that I cannot be here when he hears all this. He’ll have questions – questions that would best be left unanswered for now.”

“No… yes, I understand… where are you going this time?”

“Well, I should probably show my face back at the office – seems there are some concerns as to my whereabouts and constitution. But from there, well, I spent a few years in London not so long ago – did ‘the knowledge’, got my cabbie’s licence. Wonderful way to learn about people. So, I think I’ll spread my wings a bit and try the same thing in New York… or perhaps Los Angeles. I’ll undoubtedly pass this way again, but until then, goodbye, Maude.”

“Goodbye, Norman.”

*   *   *

It was just before dawn on Good Friday in the orange grove, and Skindle, Hunt and Emtwetwe were sleeping peacefully. Mary, on the other hand – though exhausted from her ordeal – was sleeping fitfully. She dreamed of a dark cave and a strange Indian woman, of God and Kevin. She saw herself sitting, cross-legged in a bubble of white light, and then – on looking down – noticed that her belly had swollen to the size of a watermelon.

And suddenly she heard the cry of a baby. She sat bolt upright, squinting in the semi-darkness. She heard the cry again, and realised that it was the call of a hawk circling overhead that had woken her. She immediately looked down at her belly. It was flat.

“Congratulations…” Mary frowned. “What did She mean by that?”

She cupped her breasts, one in each hand, and squeezed them gently, “Hmmm… tender… when was the last time you had your period, Mary?”

She counted the days… weeks in her head. “Jesus!”

Her exclamation woke Hunt, who yawned, rubbed his eyes and turned to her. “What?”

“Um, nothing,” said Mary, quickly releasing her grip.

Hunt frowned, then yawned again. “S’pose it’s time we got up… Oi, Skindle, MT! Wakey-wakey, rise and shine.”

Emtwetwe was up in an instant, but Skindle moaned, rolling over slowly. “What time is it?”

Hunt glanced at his watch. “5:30. We should get goin’ though. Don’t know how well that donkey’ll behave when we hit the open road – or how long he’ll keep movin’ before gettin’ all stubborn and demandin’ a break… probably not very far, knowing our luck.”

“Yeah, s’pose you’re right,” grunted Skindle.

For the next hour the dwarves and Emtwetwe scurried here and there, packing bags and other bits and pieces and throwing everything on top of the mountain of oranges already loaded on the donkey cart.

Mary, having absolutely no possessions, stood around idly and watched.

Eventually they were ready, but for the minor issue of hitching the donkey to the cart. Emtwetwe had practised this with the uncooperative beast of burden several times over, and it had largely gone without a hitch – or rather, it had frequently gone with a successful hitch. However, sensing that this particular hitching may subsequently require a great deal of effort on its part, and perhaps also sensing that the humans needed it more than it needed them, the donkey dug in its heels and had to be manhandled into position.

Another hour was wasted on this process until finally – at 7:30am – the donkey, the cart, its cargo and passengers, rolled out of the orange grove.

Next stop: Jerusalem.

Or not…

*   *   *

Ben, Bill and Kevin were sitting at the hotel bar, each nursing a beer, each feeling miserable. They had come down at 10am, having packed their bags and vacated their rooms to make way for the vast numbers of (pre-booked) clergy that were descending on Jerusalem and its many hotels that day.

The initial reason for meeting in the bar was so that they could grab a coffee or two while calling around to sort out alternate accommodation and transportation, but after forty minutes, many phone calls and much laughter at their expense from the persons on the other end of the line, it had become acutely apparent that there were simply no rooms nor cars available for rent in the city.

At that point they had abandoned hope, along with coffee, and opted for beer, which had remained their beverage of choice for the subsequent few hours.

“This really has become the holiday from hell,” grumbled Ben.

“Yeah,” said Bill, “the double-whammy being if we hadn’t lost Nemesis we’d at least have somewhere to sleep.”

“Yeah, sorry guys. I cannot tell you how bad I feel about this whole thing… I mean, I dragged you into it… but I just thought it would be a laugh.”

“Nah, mate,” said Ben. “Not your fault – we were dead keen to tag along.”

“Fuckit,” said Bill. “I’m going to talk to that reception dude and see whether he’s got any suggestions.”

And with that he heaved himself off his bar stool and staggered through to the hotel foyer, beer in hand.

As he disappeared, Kevin’s phone rang. He looked at the screen. “Bugger. It’s my mum. Last person I want to talk to right now.” But he answered the call anyway. “Hi, Mum.”

“Kevin? It’s Mum.”

“Yes, Mum, I kinda got that from the caller ID.”

“Ooh, I always forget how clever these modern telephones are.”

“Yeah, genius… look, Mum, I’m sort of in the middle of something – can’t really talk right now…”

“In the middle of what, Kevin?”

Kevin sat up straight. Maude suddenly sounded very stern – like she did when she was scolding him for doing something wrong when he was a kid.

“Um, well, just talking to a mate actually.”

“Where are you, Kevin?”

“Um… well, Jerusalem, actually.”

There was silence on the other end of the line.

“Mum? Hello? You still there?”

“Yes… yes, I am. Now Kevin, listen carefully. I… I don’t know how best to say this really, but…”

“What? What’s the matter?”

‘Kevin, I need you to come… no, you have to come home.”

“What? Why? Are you okay?”

“Yes, yes – I’m fine. It’s nothing to do with me. It’s… well it’s to do with you, actually. And your friends.”

Now it was Kevin’s turn to be silent.

“Hello?” said Maude.

“Yeah, I’m still here,” said Kevin, thinking hard. “Okay, so… me and my friends. Um…”

“Yes. Mr Bloggs and I had another conversation last night, and… well, there are some things you need to know about him – from when you were a baby… but also he… oh dear…”

“Mum, I’m really struggling to figure out what you’re saying.”

“Oh, for goodness’ sakes,” sighed Maude. “Look, Kevin, I really, really just need you to come home. Immediately. And your friends would be well advised to leave Israel too… they can come and visit here, if they’d like.”

Kevin was gobsmacked. “Right… okay, I see.” He paused, shaking his head to clear his mind. “Okay, I’ll speak to them and…”

At that moment Bill came running back into the bar, yelling, “Guys, guys, I’ve got great news…” Then he realised that Kevin was on the phone. “Oh, sorry mate.”

“No worries,” Kevin whispered back. “Just a sec, Bill… Mum? I’ve got to go – we’ll have a chat and I’ll let you know what the plan is. Okay?”

“Very well, dear. But please do as I ask – and soon.”

“Okay. Love you, Mum. Bye.”

“Love you too, dear. Bye-bye.”

He ended the call, shook his head again, then looked questioningly at Bill. “What? What’s the news?”

“I have acquired us some lodgings for the night… or a few nights,” Bill said proudly.

“Awesome!” said Ben.

“Um, yeah – awesome,” Kevin concurred. “How’d you manage that?”

“The reception guy – well, his brother, actually. He’s got a smallholding a few kilometres from here – north-east of the city – says we can crash there for a few days… well, not in the house, ’cos it’s Passover and he’s got family staying and all, but in the barn.”

“The barn!” Kevin and Ben yelled in unison.

“Err… yeah, why not? Warm and dry… it’ll be fine. At least for a few days.”

Ben took a swig of his beer, then nodded. “Yeah, okay. For a few days.”

“Yeah,” Kevin agreed, then looked around the room. “Bit of a let-down after this place… but beggars can’t be choosers, I guess.”

“Anyway,” said Bill, “who was that on the phone? You looked a bit freaked out.”

“Eh? Oh, yeah… it was my mum. You know she’s always been a strange old bat, but this time she excelled herself.”

“Really? How’s that?” asked Ben.

“Um… she wants me to come home. Seems to think I… we… are in some sort of danger.”

“Jeez,” said Bill. “Is she psychic? I mean, we have had a couple of pretty close calls, and there is the whole mini-apocalypse thing that’s supposed to be about to happen, if Gabriel and Michael are right…”

“Yeah,” Ben agreed. “Maybe we should take her seriously… I mean, how could she know that shit?”

Kevin gazed at the label on his beer bottle. “Hmmm… maybe. But she also said something about her lodger. Was a bit jumbled. Honestly though, I think she’s losing her marbles. Which I guess means I should go home soon anyway – to look after her.”

“Probably the right thing to do,” said Ben, and Bill nodded in agreement.

“Yeah,” said Kevin. “On the bright side, she said to invite you lot along for a visit.”

“Ooh, that could be fun,” said Bill.

Ben smiled. “Right… I’ll have to think about that.” Then he frowned. “Not to mention chat to Mary about it.”

“True,” said Bill.

“Anyway,” Ben continued, “let’s get our stuff together and order a cab. Once we’re settled in our new digs we can focus on coming up with a solid plan to find her.”

“Cool,” said Kevin. “Let’s hit the road!”

And so, the three of them gathered together their somewhat diminished belongings – which fortunately still included sleeping bags – and headed out of the hotel.

*   *   *

For Grunt, now ensconced in yet another new body – being that of the barman – the information as to where the boys were to be staying was very useful indeed. He was also just a little intrigued (and excited) at the mention of some sort of apocalypse that might soon be taking place, but decided to focus on the job at hand and investigate the fun stuff later.

His immediate concern then was exactly how to follow the boys. He placed the glass he had been polishing down on the counter and stared at the cash register.

“Oh well. Why not?”

Opening the register, he grabbed a handful of cash and walked off to the lobby to hail a cab of his own.

*   *   *

Otto closed his laptop and stood up slowly from his desk. He was feeling a little lightheaded, shaking with excitement (and no small amount of trepidation) at the email from the courier company that he’d just read. He had resisted checking his mail for the entire day the previous day – the Thursday – for fear that something had gone wrong.

But this email – sent late on Thursday afternoon – told him otherwise. His cargo had been delivered. Nothing had gone wrong. Forget about a Good Friday – this is shaping up to be a great Friday! he smiled.

He was at once thrilled at just how well his plan was working out, and terrified at the thought of what was about to happen far, far away, in Jerusalem.

And then there was that little pang of remorse. “Ah, well. There’s no stopping it now. It is out of my hands, so to speak,” he said out loud, as if trying to convince himself.

But the pang was still there.

“Hmmm, I think I need a distraction.” He walked into his bedroom where his still-empty bags lay strewn on the unmade bed.

“Yes, pack my bags for tomorrow’s flight, then take a little afternoon nap, and after that it’s out to celebrate.”

*   *   *

The donkey had, as anticipated, been extremely stubborn, and required a very, very great number of breaks as Mary and the Dwarf Mafia wended their way toward Jerusalem. In fact, after what felt like the thousandth stop on the route and the thousand-and-first attempt by Emtwetwe and Hunt to coax the obstinate beast back into action, it was very clear that they were not going to make Jerusalem that day, and that they should perhaps cut their losses and aim for a town somewhere nearer by where they could spend the night before continuing on to their final destination on the Saturday.

And so it was that on that Good Friday evening a strange band of travellers rolled into Bethlehem: Mary (inexplicably pregnant) on the back of a donkey, and the three men from WISE sitting atop a cartload of hallucinogenic oranges which suspected (perhaps due to the mystical, intrinsic knowledge that permeates all things in the universe) that they would soon have an important role to play in this story.

As it turns out, they were right.

But more on that later.

For now, there was the urgent matter of sorting out accommodation for the night, which – as Emtwetwe pointed out – might prove difficult with a donkey and cart requiring parking.

“S’pose you’re right, MT,” said Skindle. “Can’t exactly leave the bleedin’ creature in some ’otel car park for the night, can we?”

Their search was exacerbated by the fact that not one of them had a working phone with which to navigate or search for appropriate spots, and – as a result – they soon found themselves travelling through a rather rundown part of town.

It was very obvious that they were no longer in the Jewish area, and they were feeling a distinct and very uncomfortable level of hostility from the few locals that were still on the streets.

“Bleedin’ ’eck,” said Hunt, “I wish I ’adn’t ’ave buried all our weapons back at the orange grove. Uzi’d come in right ’andy about now… even just for comfort’s sake.”

And then the donkey stopped dead in its tracks and began braying. Loudly. And incessantly.

“Oh my gawd,” yelled Skindle. “Talk about attracting unwanted attention.”

“Alright,” said Mary, climbing down off the donkey’s back. She took the animal’s neck between her arms and stroked its nose. “There, there. Calm down. I know you’re tired – we all are.”

The donkey ceased its braying and nodded its head, as if agreeing.

“Good boy,” said Mary. Then she turned to the others, still sitting atop the oranges. “Come on you lot. Get off there and…”

“Hello,” said a voice.

Mary looked down to see a young girl, perhaps Jordanian or Lebanese, smiling broadly up at her.

“Oh, hello,” Mary replied.

“Do you need help?” asked the girl.

Mary looked questioningly at Skindle. He nodded, and he, Hunt and Emtwetwe climbed down off the cart and walked over to Mary and the girl.

“Um, yes,” said Mary. “My friends and I are lost. We were looking for a place for the night – for us, and our donkey here.”

“He’s sweet,” said the girl. “And hungry.”

“Yes,” agreed Mary. “We all are.”

“Okay, you come to my house. We only have one room, but you are welcome to share it. We also have a donkey – he stays in the back yard. Your donkey can stay there too.”

“Well, that’s… that’s incredibly kind of you. But shouldn’t you ask your parents first?”

The girl’s smile vanished. “No parents.” She glanced down the street, and a hint of fear flashed across her face. “They were taken… arrested. It’s just my brothers and sisters and me.”

Mary felt a tugging at her heartstrings. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay… we’re okay. Come. This way,” said the girl, and she gripped the donkey’s reins and led him on up the street, chatting to him merrily as she went. The beast followed her without hesitation, and Mary and the Dwarf Mafia had no choice but to do the same.

The girl’s ‘house’ was actually a five-storey apartment block that had been earmarked for demolition. There was not a single unbroken window, and certainly no evidence of electricity – a fact that made Mary’s heart sink further as she realised she would not be phoning Ben that night.

The girl led them around the back to an open plot of land where a donkey stood grazing and pointed. “Tie your animal next to him. They will like being together.”

Emtwetwe unhitched the cart and did as the girl instructed, after which she led the weary travellers into the building.

They entered the broken structure and climbed the stairs to the first floor, then walked down a corridor past room after decimated room. In each of these were at least half a dozen children – that Mary could see – and all were busying themselves, preparing food by the light of candles around fires they’d made on the concrete floor.

Even Hunt was moved. “’ere, young lady, do you know all these kids… and why are they all living like this?”

The girl looked over her shoulder at him, talking as she walked. “Yes, they are all my friends… my family now. Orphans of the war. We live here together.” Then she stopped at a door. “Please, come inside.”

Mary went through first, followed by the Dwarf Mafia. The room was the same as the others, and the grimy, gaunt and haunted faces of five small children looked up at them as they entered.

The girl skipped past her guests and joined her ‘siblings’. “Welcome to our home. I’m sorry – we don’t have much to eat, but we are happy to share it with you. Please, sit.”

Mary sat down next to the fire, cross-legged, and Emtwetwe followed suit, but Skindle and Hunt seemed a bit hesitant.

“Come on, you two,” said Mary. “Don’t be rude – sit down with us.”

Hunt sat, as did Skindle, but he seemed to be having trouble with something in his eye, which he was rubbing with the back of his hand.

“Oh, Mr Hunt,” said Mary, “perhaps we can share some of your oranges with our new friends?”

“Eh? Not bleedin’ likely!” said Hunt, but then he realised that he’d sounded quite harsh – not to mention greedy. “Um, I mean… well they’ve all been sold already, and I wouldn’t want to short-change the buyer.”

“Really?” said Mary.

But Skindle answered, “Yeah, but actually, now that I fink about it, we’re going to need some ’elp wif directions and such, so per’aps the young lady can assist us tomorrow for a small stipend?”

Mary looked at the girl questioningly. “Would you be able to help us? We need to get to Jerusalem.”

“And my associates and I are coming back this way, so we can drop you right back after,” added Skindle.

The girl beamed. “Yes, I’d love to help.”

“Good. That’s sorted then,” said Skindle.

“Thank you,” said the girl and she began handing out vine leaves with little parcels of food on them. “Here, eat.”

Skindle wiped his eyes again and took the food. “No,” he said, “’fank you.”

*   *   *

As Mary and the Dwarf Mafia were sitting down to enjoy the comfort of young strangers, Otto was waking from his afternoon nap. He did not, however, get up immediately, but instead lay – quite still – for a good ten minutes, just thinking about the events that had led up to that moment, and the events that were soon to be unfolding in Jerusalem.

Then he sprang into action. “It’s time to celebrate!” he shouted as he waddled quickly through to the bathroom. “First, I’ll go visit my young friend, then it’s off to the pub.”

He dressed quickly and rushed downstairs, stopping briefly in the hallway to check his appearance in the mirror. Then he opened the front door and stepped calmly out into the quiet street, and within half an hour he was entering the brothel.

There he exerted far more effort than ever before in satisfying those unique personal needs of his, until eventually – much to the relief of his young friend – satisfaction was achieved, and Otto decided it was time for a drink.

On arriving at the pub Otto took his usual seat and ordered his usual stein, but on this evening he only had the one before heading off home. On arriving at his house he quickly switched on a few lights – something his wife would ordinarily have done – then went upstairs to shower while belting out ‘Ode to Joy’ from Beethoven’s Ninth.

It was a warm night, so he threw on his far-too-short dressing gown without tying the chord, slipped his feet into his favourite leather slippers, and waddled downstairs with the gown flapping about him as he went.

“I think I’ll pour myself a little schnapps,” he said, to no one. “Ha! No nagging from the bitch… hmmm, let’s see how she’s doing.” He downed the schnapps in one gulp, then picked up the bottle and sauntered out into the garden, feeling a bit tipsy by now.

Standing at the mound that marked Mrs Grossman’s final resting place, he chuckled.

“Would you like some schnapps, my dear? Yes?” And with that he pulled open his gown and began urinating on the mound. “Sorry, it’s already been through me, but there should still be some flavour in it. Ha-ha!”

His act of urination and desecration completed, he gulped down some more schnapps and gazed out across his decimated lawn, but rather than feeling anger he felt a sense of calm. He was about to get his revenge, after all.

“Ah, yes. Vermin. Time to sort you out too!” he laughed, staggering toward the garden shed. Once inside he turned on the light and peered at the contents of the shelves. His eyes stopped briefly on the rat poison.

“No… no… that won’t do. We need a grand gesture for such an auspicious occasion. Hmmm… Benzin from the lawn mower? Ja, I think so!”

He put a box of matches into his pocket, picked up a half-full jerrycan of fuel and stumbled back out onto the lawn, stopping every now and then to take a swig from the bottle of schnapps.

“Right, my furry friends, where shall we begin?” he chortled, looking around at the myriad mole tunnels that criss-crossed the grass. “Here? Yes!” he said.

He bent over and – using the index finger of the hand that was holding the schnapps bottle – poked a hole in the mole tunnel while spilling schnapps on the grass. Satisfied, he flicked open the lid of the jerrycan and poured gasoline into the hole.

“Good. And another one, yes? Yes! Where…?” he looked around for a second point of ingress. “There,” he said. He took another hit of schnapps, staggered a few paces and then repeated the hole-making and gasoline-pouring operation.

“Good. Two more, I think – one in that corner and another over there.”

The task completed, he fumbled around in his dressing gown pocket for the matches. “Und from where shall we begin our purge?” He paused, then decided that the ideal place was almost exactly in the centre of the lawn.

“Ja, we’ll just pour one more splash for you…” he said, glugging gasoline down the hole, “…und one more for me…” he continued, raising the bottle of schnapps to his lips again, “…and we’re ready.”

Placing the jerrycan on the ground, he opened the matchbox and – with schnapps bottle still in hand – pulled out a match and struck it against the flint. It sparked, then flashed as the potassium chlorate, sulphur and various other chemicals got intimate with each other. Holding the burning match, he giggled dementedly, bent over to get closer to the hole, and dropped the match into it.

Had Nemesis been present at that moment she would have been extremely envious at just how much more spectacular Otto’s ending was than was her own.

Of course, it all started off rather inanely. The match appeared to die as it fell into the hole, and a little plume of grey smoke rose to mark its demise.

From there things got a teensy bit more interesting. The match’s dying embers ignited the vapour of the gasoline, which had soaked into the damp earth, resulting in a satisfying ‘whoof’ and a rather mesmerising flame that ran quickly through the tunnels and created a beautiful tapestry of yellow, flickering light across the lawn.

And then, as one might expect, all hell broke loose.

Otto heard a “whump”, and almost immediately after that a small furry fireball came shooting out of the ground like a rocket, squealing as it flew. Then another, and another.

At first, he was confused. “What the…?” And then it dawned on him. “Ha-ha! Moles!” he shrieked with delight. And he was right. There were flaming, squealing moles flying through the air all around him. He doubled over with laughter, exposing his pasty-white buttocks to the cool night air in the process, and at that precise moment one of the little rocket-propelled furball incendiaries came shooting straight up out of the ground, right beneath him, and buried itself halfway into his anus.

“Verdammt Ungeziefer!” Otto screamed in pain and started flailing around behind him to try to prise the blazing rodent out of his arse, but in doing so he managed to spill schnapps all over himself.

An instant later there was a second, equally satisfying ‘whoof’ as Otto’s dressing gown burst into flames. He screamed again, then dropped to the ground and rolled in an effort to put the fire out. He succeeded, but his troubles weren’t over yet, for as he lay, face down and panting on what was left of his once-pristine lawn, surrounded by little clusters of fire, in excruciating pain from the burns that were now covering most of his body, and with a smouldering mole carcass wedged firmly between his butt cheeks, he heard a very loud, very low-pitched, rumbling ‘boom’.

This confused him too, as it seemed to have come from deep within the earth. “Hmmm… how far down do these mole tunnels go?” he wondered. He was still wondering this when he – together with his entire garden, ascended some three metres into the air in a mushroom cloud of dark brown soil and blue-green exploding gas, only to come crashing back down again moments later.

Fortunately for Otto the force of the gas explosion blew out all the fires, and he found himself lying in the dirt, acrid smoke rising all around him, with his ears ringing from the thunderous detonation. He groaned as he tried to muster up enough strength to move, and – strength mustered – began crawling toward the house, just a few metres away, moaning in agony as he went.

“Will not… die like… this. Must… get help… just need to… make it… to house.”

And he would have made it too, except at that moment Mrs Grossman, whose rotting corpse had been unceremoniously ejected from its (until recently) final resting place by the gas explosion, and which had become extremely flammable itself due to the methane build-up that always accompanies decay, came crashing down on top of him in a massive fireball.

Otto collapsed under the weight of the cadaver and lay, pinned to the ground, slowly roasting to death beneath the wife he had so recently, so brutally murdered. Her head hung limply over his shoulder, her face – a gruesome death mask – turned toward him with teeth bared in a fashion that made it seem as if she was grinning at him.

He whimpered, and then, as he died his agonising death, he was certain that he heard her whisper in his ear.

“Bingo.”

*   *   *

Kevin, Ben and Bill, having spent a surprisingly comfortable night in the receptionist’s brother’s barn, arose early on Saturday morning and headed back to the Garden of Gethsemane. They’d figured that it should by now be safe to return to what remained of Nemesis to see whether they could salvage any of their possessions, one of which was Ben’s mobile phone. He was – understandably – quite keen to retrieve it, given that his was the only phone number the Dwarf Mafia had for them, and that it would likely be the first number Mary would call if she were able to get access to a telephone.

At around the same time that the boys were hitting the road – which, coincidentally was also around the same time that Otto should have been boarding his flight for Jerusalem – Mary, the Dwarf Mafia and their young guide were hitting the road too.

The girl seemed to know all the shortcuts out of Bethlehem, and – aided further by the fact that the donkey was feeling somewhat refreshed – they made good time as they travelled to Jerusalem. By 9am they were on the outskirts of the city, and Mary spotted an internet café.

“Oh, thank goodness!” she shouted gleefully as she hopped down off the donkey’s back. “Skindle… your phone – let’s get it charged up in here so we can call the boys.”

“Good idea,” said Skindle, and he and Mary went into the café while Emtwetwe parked the donkey and cart by the side of the road with Hunt and the girl’s assistance.

It took about ten minutes to get the phone charged enough to make a call, but to Mary it seemed like ten hours. It finally powered up, and she whipped it off the counter and dialled Ben’s mobile. It rang. And rang. And rang. She frowned. “Damn it, where is he?”

He, together with Kevin and Bill – and watched from afar by Grunt – was climbing cautiously down the embankment above the Garden of Gethsemane, heading toward the wreck of Nemesis, around which the Israeli Defense Force chaps had thoughtfully placed some yellow ribbon with the words ‘Danger! Keep Out!’ printed on it.

Bill stopped suddenly, frowning. “Um… anyone else hear that ringing sound?”

Kevin and Ben stopped too, listening. But the phone had already rung off. “Nah, mate,” said Ben. “I think you’re imagining it.”

Mary rang again, and this time Ben heard it. “Wait… I hear it too… but where’s it coming from?”

They all scanned the ground around them, trying to spot the phone, and then Kevin saw it, not four metres away from them, lying in the dirt after having been ejected from Nemesis as she bounced down the embankment. “Got it!” yelled Kevin. “There.”

Ben scurried over to pick it up. He looked at the number on the screen, “It’s Skindle… sec.” He stabbed at the answer button. “Skindle?”

But the voice that replied was, of course, most definitely not Skindle’s. “Ben?”

Ben was dumbstruck. “M… Mary?”

“Mary?” yelled both Bill and Kevin, their faces reflecting total disbelief.

“Yes, oh my God. Ben, it’s me!”

“Holy shit…” said Ben, who was still lost for words. “Um… oh my God, this is so awesome! Where are you… this is Skindle’s number… you found the dwarves?”

“Yeah, yes I did – we’re just on the outskirts of Jerusalem… somewhere. Not sure – only just got this phone up and running so haven’t checked the map yet. Where are you guys?”

“Um, well, weirdly, we’re in the Garden of Gethsemane right now.”

“Really? What are you doing there?” asked Mary.

Ben hesitated, glancing at the wreck that was Nemesis. “Um… long story.”

“Um, okay,” said Mary. “Tell me when I get there. Is Kevin with you?”

“Yeah, and Bill.”

“Oh, thank goodness. Okay, I have so much to tell you, but…” she stopped, aching to drop the news about her ‘surprising condition’. Not now, Mary, she told herself. “Um, okay, look, Ben, you need to speak to Kevin… I kinda had a weird vision while I was wandering around in the bush, and… well, let’s just say that I think we need to get out of Israel – like now…”

“Really?” Ben was shocked. “That’s seriously strange – Kevin’s mum phoned yesterday and said the same thing. Shit… I guess we really should be getting out of here.”

“Definitely,” said Mary. Then Skindle tapped her on the shoulder and pointed to his watch. “Yes, Skindle, I know… sorry, Ben, we’ve got to go… but I’ll see you soon.”

“Awesome,” said Ben.

Mary paused. “Actually, you know what… this can’t wait, so, um, Ben?”

“Yes, Mary?”

“There’s something else I have to tell you.”

“Err, okay. Sounds serious.”

“Yes, it is. Um, Ben, I’m pregnant.”

There was silence at the other end of the line.

“Ben?”

She heard him draw in a very long breath. “Really?”

“Yes. And Ben?”

“Yeah?”

“It is yours. I know you’re supposed to be sterile and all, but it is most definitely yours.”

There was silence again.

“Ben?”

All she heard was, a soft ‘Wow!’ and then the phone in her hand beeped as the battery died again.

“Shit!” Mary cried as she looked up at Skindle, pleadingly.

But Skindle couldn’t respond. He was standing, mouth agape, looking nearly as gobsmacked as Ben had sounded.

“Pregnant?” he stammered.

“Yes, whatever… we need to get this fucking phone powered up again.”

“No time – we have to go…” Skindle began, but he was interrupted.

“Um, maybe this will help?” The voice came from the man standing behind the cash register. He was holding out a power bank.

“Brilliant!” said Mary. “Is it fully charged… how much?”

She didn’t wait to hear the answer. Grabbing the power bank, she turned to Skindle and barked, “Skindle, pay the man!” and then strode out of the café.

Once outside, she plugged the device into the phone, powered it up, and dialled Ben’s number again.

Ben was still standing, eyes wide in amazement, staring at the phone in his hand, when it began ringing again. He raised it cautiously to his ear. “H… hello?”

“Ben, it’s me… can’t talk for long. Where should we meet you?”

“Um, I guess… back at the place we’re staying. I’ll text you the address.”

“Okay, we should see you soon,” said Mary. “And Ben?”

“Yes, Mary?”

“I love you.”

“Yes, Mary.”

And with that, Mary hung up. A minute later she got the text with the directions to the barn, and quickly punched them into the phone’s map app.

“Where are they… how far?” asked Skindle, having joined the others outside.

“Looks like six-and-a-bit kilometres from here,” said Mary. “We should be able to get there in… what? An hour?”

“Sounds about right,” said Hunt. “Go on then, mount up – let’s move.”

And so the Dwarf Mafia, Mary, the young girl and the donkey began the final leg of their journey. Destination: a barn, somewhere north-east of Jerusalem.


Chapter 8 | The End Time

Gabriel and Michael, meanwhile, were standing side by side, gazing at an infinite number of light streams – possible futures – that were radiating out all around them, while having an argument.

“Look, Michael, I hardly think that playing a game of ‘rock, paper, scissors’ in order to decide whether Earth is or is not about to be plunged into a cataclysmic war that will last for millennia and see humanity reduced to living in conditions unparalleled since the Dark Ages is appropriate. It lacks a certain… gravitas – fails to recognise the seriousness of the situation.”

“But why? It’s all looking far better… I mean, there have to be at least as many good futures as bad futures showing up now, haven’t there?”

“Perhaps, perhaps not – it’s still too hard to tell. We need a way to calculate the probabilities with more certainty.”

“Fine. What about poker then?”

“No, not poker either.”

“All right, I give up. What do you think we should do to figure this out?”

“Well, I think we should each jump from one possible future to the next – randomly, mind – and count how many good ones and bad ones we come across as we go.”

“Hmmm… okay, fine. You do ten and I’ll do ten.”

“Michael, ten each is really not a sufficient sample size to ensure an accurate result.”

“Right, fair enough. So how many then?”

“I think five hundred each.”

“What? No! That will take… well, a long time.”

“Undoubtedly, but we need to do it.”

“Humph. I suppose you’re right.”

“Good. I’ll start over there,” said Gabriel, gesturing to his left, “and you start on that side. And no cheating by just making up numbers.”

“As if I’d do that!”

“I’m fairly certain you were thinking about it. Now get on with it – we’ve dallied here long enough.”

*   *   *

After an hour’s slow plod through Jerusalem and out into the city’s north-eastern suburbs, Mary and company finally pulled into the driveway of the smallholding where Kevin, Ben and Bill were staying. The boys, being ignorant as to the mode of transport the travellers had employed, ignored the approaching clip-clop of the donkey’s hooves, and – as a result – Mary and company were not greeted by any whooping or cheering when they arrived.

She was a bit disappointed. “Ben! Kevin… Bill?” she called out, frowning. Then, from around the back of the house, there came the sound of running – and the whooping – she’d so hoped to hear.

“Mary!” Ben shouted as he came hurtling around the corner.

“Ben!” cried Mary, as she started running to him.

They embraced in the classic motion-picture style of long-separated lovers, with Ben spinning Mary around in his arms and both laughing in the sheer joy of the moment.

Bill and Kevin came trotting along as the lovers were doing their thing, and they, the girl, and the Dwarf Mafia exchanged greetings and then stood around looking self-conscious as they waited for Ben and Mary to disentangle themselves from each other.

The moment finally arrived. “Hey Bill, hey Kevin,” said Mary, giving each a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Man, it’s good to see you guys!”

“Hey Mary,” said Kevin. “Yeah, you too. Damn, we were worried… you are going to have to explain what the hell happened to you… where you’ve been.”

“Totally,” agreed Bill.

Hunt felt the need to interrupt. “Um, nice to see you lot an’ all, but speaking of err… missing fings, where’s that ’eap of junk you people call a car?”

Now Mary was curious too. “Yeah, where’s Nemesis?”

“Ah, long story,” said Ben, now looking a bit glum again, “but she is currently parked in the Garden of Gethsemane… in a rather sorry state after having been shot up and then blown up by some trigger-happy Israeli army blokes.”

Mary was shocked. “Really? Are you guys all okay?”

But Hunt was furious. “What? What the ’ell? What do you mean by ‘blown up’?”

“Yeah,” said Skindle. “And how bad is it?”

“Um, yeah, we’re all fine, thanks, Mer,” said Ben. “As for Nemesis, not so much. I guess a bullet hit the fuel tank… she’s totalled, though not completely burned up. But why are you two so interested anyway?”

“Eh?” said Hunt, glancing at Skindle while trying to think up an appropriate answer. “Um, well… oh, ah… all we’ve got for transport is this flippin’ donkey. I’m just a bit concerned about ’ow we’ll get around is all. So, not totally burned up, you say?”

Bill answered, “No, but definitely wrecked – lots of bullet holes and she went flying down an embankment too.”

“Alwight,” said Hunt. “Well I think we should go ’ave a look. Maybe we can sort sumfink out… MT ’ere is pretty good wif these sorts of fings.”

“Yeah, okay,” said Ben. “We’ll take you there tomorrow. Right now I want to hear about Mary’s adventure… or misadventure… amongst other things.”

“Yeah,” Kevin chimed in, “and your whole vision-message thing, which was freakily similar to what my mum told me.”

Hunt wasn’t entirely happy with the thought of Nemesis – together with a substantial amount of the Dwarf Mafia’s hidden stash of money – spending another night out in the open, but he couldn’t come up with a good reason why they should go and check on the vehicle immediately.

He looked questioningly to Skindle, but he only shrugged in reply, and then followed the others to the barn around the back of the house.

“Alwight,” Hunt said to himself. “I guess it’s tomorrow then.”

*   *   *

The pre-registration – or ‘Getting to Know Each Other’ – day of the ‘Finding Our Common Ground’ congress had got off to a decidedly bad start on that Easter Sunday morning. Rather than finding common ground, it appeared that all the delegates were quite keen on putting each other six feet under said ground.

Everyone had already been rather grumpy when they’d gathered for morning prayers at the conference centre. For the delegates who had flown in from foreign climes over the past two days the irritation had begun on their arrival in the Holy Land, when they felt they were treated extremely harshly by Israeli customs officials. It all started with a deacon, who for some strange reason had decided to bring an unusually large votive candle along in his luggage, and subsequently had said votive candle confiscated due to the fact that – according to the customs officer – it appeared to be shaped rather like a dildo. The airport customs area had erupted in chaos, whereupon a surprisingly great number of delegates of all faiths (except, strangely, the Rastafarians) took the opportunity to sneak off to the toilets to re-pack their bags. There were literally queues outside each cubicle in the men’s room, and later that day the janitor was astounded by the number of strange objects he had to pull out of the WC in his attempts to unblock it. In fact, he was really quite angry about it all until he realised that he might be able to profit from the situation by setting up an online sex shop that sold toys that had been previously blessed by the clergy. It’s all in the marketing, after all.

In any event, this initial unhappiness had increased incrementally on the Sunday morning when it was discovered that there was no fruit juice due to a problem with the catering. This added further to the ire of the already doubly-disgruntled Muslim delegation, who were refusing to eat anything as someone had thought they’d smelled bacon cooking in the kitchens (ignoring the fact that they were in a Jewish-run establishment and being fed by a Jewish-owned caterer).

It was thus a fairly ugly scene, the one taking place in the conference centre’s hall, in which hundreds of tables had been carefully laid out, beautifully clothed, and lovingly bedecked with cutlery, crockery and flowers in preparation for the breakfast that was to take place immediately after the morning prayers. A breakfast that would undoubtedly have impressed, if only there were fruit juice.

Sadly, there was none, for the caterer had discovered, very early that morning, that the grapefruit juice which had been so generously donated by an esteemed brand was, in fact, off. This was very evident from the strange discoloration of the liquid in the bottles, as well as its fairly lumpy-looking texture. Clearly Otto had not age-tested his concoction, and something in the mole poison had turned the juice to a rancid, pee-coloured gunk.

As such, the caterer had no choice but to throw the whole lot out and urgently seek an alternate supply. “You!” he shouted to an apprentice chef standing at a hob. “I need you to go to the market and buy juice.”

The apprentice sneered in reply. “Really? It’s Sunday on the Passover weekend! The market will be closed… everything will be closed.”

The caterer turned red with anger. “I don’t care – don’t give me problems… I need solutions.” He handed the apprentice a huge wad of bills. “Here, take this money. Don’t come back until you’ve got juice… if you want to keep your job.”

The chef’s apprentice did sort of want to keep his job, and duly headed outside, hopped into the catering company’s tuk-tuk and went speeding noisily off across the city in search of the desired bounty.

*   *   *

Having spent most of the previous afternoon and night entrenched in the barn at the smallholding, listening to each other’s stories and generally enjoying each other’s company, the various members of the X-Crew and Dwarf Mafia were all caught up, and now, over breakfast, it was time to discuss their next steps.

“Well,” Bill began, “if Gabriel and Michael would only show up we could bounce some ideas off of them.”

“Yeah,” Kevin nodded, “but actually, given what they’ve already told us and what my mum said to me – and the message from Mary’s strange visitor – I think it’s pretty clear that this particular adventure is over.”

“I’m with Kevin,” said Ben. “We’re getting messages from the universe that are telling us to get the hell out, and Gabriel already said that finding God was no longer looking like the cure he and Michael originally thought it was.”

“Okay.” Mary tapped the table as if affirming the decision. “So does that mean you’re going back to Wales, Kevin?”

“Yeah, I guess so. What about you guys? Why don’t you come for a visit?”

Ben smiled. “Well, given Mary’s situation the two of us are heading off to Northern Ireland. She wants me to meet her family and stuff. So, actually, sure, why not go via Wales… Mary?”

“Hmmm… I guess it would make this feel a bit less like the end of the road – a little trip to London and on to… what’s-it-called?” Mary stopped, looking at Kevin.

“Godkeidless.”

“Right,” she smiled on hearing the town’s strange name, “Godkeidless. Then a ferry across to Dublin and up to Belfast.”

“Cool,” said Kevin. “And you, Bill?”

“Yeah, actually I was thinking of going to London anyway… get a job there, save up some cash before travelling again. So… okay, count me in.”

“Okay, then that’s settled,” said Ben. “I’ll check on flights to Heathrow.”

“Well,” said Hunt, “while you lot get yerselves sorted out, I’d like to go take a look at that Land Rover of yours. If you could just give me a general idea about where in the Garden the wreck is?”

“Ooh, Nemesis… poor Nemesis,” Mary frowned. “Actually, I want to come too.”

Hunt wasn’t keen on that – he had planned for just himself, Skindle and Emtwetwe to go so they could have some privacy while retrieving any unburned cash from his secret stash. “Err… well, err…” But he couldn’t come up with a reason why she shouldn’t accompany them. “Alwight, I s’spose.” At least we can go see the lay of the land, then we can nip through again later to get the cash. He nodded, agreeing with his own thought. “Yeah, alwight then – that’s fine. Come on, MT, we need to get that donkey hitched up again.”

While Hunt and Emtwetwe went to sort out the transport, Mary, Kevin and Suraiah – the young girl who’d guided them so well during their travels – did the washing up.

The job done, Suraiah turned to Mary. “Can I come too? I’ve always wanted to see the Garden.”

Mary smiled. “Yes, of course! We can be tourists together. Let’s go see if they’re done hitching up the donkey.”

The two of them skipped out of the barn and around to the front of the house to find that Emtwetwe had just finished the task, and Skindle and Hunt were already sitting on the back of the cart.

“Ready to go?” Emtwetwe asked Mary.

“Yup, I’ll ride on the donkey with Suraiah here.”

She put the girl on the donkey’s back, climbed up behind her and then tapped the destination into her phone. “Whoa, talk about worlds colliding – using satellite-guided maps to find a place you’ll be riding to on a donkey… there isn’t a button for that.”

She leaned forward and pointed at the screen, speaking quietly into Suraiah’s ear. “Look, we’re going to go down to the Damascus Gate, into the Old City and then across to the Garden. It looks amazing, doesn’t it?”

Suraiah nodded in agreement, and they set off at the donkey’s usual leisurely pace, which somehow seemed very appropriate for a peaceful Sunday morning.

*   *   *

“Right, what’s your tally?” said Gabriel, eyeing Michael mistrustfully.

Michael started counting on his fingers, concentrating hard as he did so, until Gabriel stopped him. “Seriously, Michael? You cannot possibly have counted to five hundred using your fingers!”

Michael glared at him. “Of course not, you ninny. I’m just adding up the hundreds… okay, so I make it two hundred and fifty-two for ‘all’s well’, and two hundred and forty-nine for ‘oh dear, this looks bad,” he said, beaming with pride at his accomplishment. Then he frowned. “Give or take…”

“Give or take?” Gabriel was exasperated. “Apart from the fact that your totals don’t add up to five hundred, that ‘give or take’ could be all the difference there is between aeons of untold pain and suffering and… well, whatever it is that humankind calls their existence at the moment.”

“Yes, sorry… got distracted. It is very difficult, you know. I mean, it’s not like watching a movie where you know the horrors you’re seeing are all make-up and ketchup… this is grotesque stuff… it’s… disturbing.”

Gabriel sighed. “I know, you’re right. Sorry. Problem is that I got fairly similar numbers. So, it looks like we’re just over fifty per cent on the safe side. Still that’s better than yesterday.”

“Exactly,” said Michael. “So, can we go now?”

“Yes. I suppose so. At least we know around about when the trigger for this event is supposed to happen, and we’re also fairly sure it’s got something to do with this whole religious congress, and we now know the chances of it happening are still reducing. So, perhaps the best thing to do is drop in at the congress to see whether there’s anything that might upset the status quo, and from there we should go and break the news to our friends… and see what they’ve been up to while we’ve been gone. Hmmm… I wonder if that Mary of theirs has shown up yet. Anyway, off we go.”

*   *   *

The chef’s apprentice was having absolutely no luck at finding any open establishments, let alone one that stocked large quantities of juice. He’d been driving around from store to store for over an hour and was about ready to give up. “One more option,” he said to himself, looking at his phone as he sped down the narrow streets of the Old City in the tuk-tuk. “If this doesn’t work out I might as well just phone that stupid caterer and tell him I’m resigning.”

As it happened, he didn’t have to, for as he came screaming through the Damascus Gate, mostly on the wrong side of the road, and still gawking at his phone, a donkey and cart came trundling around the corner in front of him.

“Dreck! Shit-shit-shit…” The chef’s apprentice swore hard and swerved hard, narrowly missing the beast, but it was all too much for the roadholding capabilities of the Tuk-Tuk. It rolled onto its side and went skidding along the cobbles, coming to a stop with a bang as it hit the kerb.

“Oy gevalt! Can’t get up…” He was lying crumpled against the door of the tuk-tuk, struggling to untangle himself. The engine was still running, so he raised a hand and turned off the ignition, then somehow managed to stand up in the cockpit.

He checked himself for injuries. “Okay, all good… no blood.” He reached above him and pushed at the opposite door, flinging it open, then hauled himself out through the side of the vehicle.

As he jumped down to the street, Mary came running up to him. “Are you alright?”

He squinted at her. “What? Why did you say ‘Bingo’? What does that mean?”

“What? Um, I didn’t say… I just asked if you were okay.”

The chef’s apprentice shook his head. There was a slight ringing in his ears, and he was feeling a little unsteady on his feet, and then he glanced past Mary and realised he was saved. A donkey cart, full of ripe, juicy oranges!

He looked at the woman in front of him. “English?”

“Um, yeah, English.”

“That your cart… the oranges?”

“Um, well, no. I guess they kinda belong to those three,” she said, gesturing to Skindle, Hunt and Emtwetwe, who were standing next to the cart.

The chef’s apprentice staggered past Mary, heading toward Skindle. “Hey, Mister! These your oranges?”

Skindle was about to answer when a Jerusalem District Police car came cruising up and blipped its siren. An officer got out, strolled over to the cart, and picked up an orange.

“Hey, man… officer… wait,” the chef’s apprentice pleaded with the policeman. “I really need those oranges – all of them. Badly. My job depends on it.” Then he turned to Skindle. “I’ll buy them from you – how much do you want for them?”

“Eh, not bleedin’ likely,” said Skindle with a sneer. “They’s… um, they’re already sold – just takin’ ’em to the customer now.”

Hunt, meanwhile, was looking very nervously at the policeman, praying that he wouldn’t start eating the orange. “Yeah, Mister Policeman… they’s all spoken for, an’ our customer won’t be ’appy if you nick one.”

The officer had no idea what Hunt had said, but nodded and put the orange down anyway. Then he addressed the chef’s apprentice. “You – why is it so important that you have this fruit?”

“Um, it’s for the congress… the religious one at the conference centre… the juice they ordered was off and we have all these clerics to cater for.” He turned to Skindle again. “Please Mister, I have four thousand shekels here… you can have it all – I must have these oranges.”

Mary looked suspiciously at Skindle. “Come on, Skindle. They’re only oranges – and this conference thing sounds important… I’m sure your ‘customer’ would understand. Besides, you’ve got a lot more back at the grove.”

But Hunt was having none of it. “’ere, now look, they’s our bleedin’ oranges and we’ll bleedin’ do as we please wif ’em!”

The policeman glared at Hunt. “Well, I for one think it’s very strange that you won’t sell them… four thousand shekels is a lot of money – way more than they’re worth. Or is there something else going on here?”

“Eh? Really,” said Skindle. “’ow much is it… in dollars, I mean.”

Mary consulted her phone. “Over one thousand one hundred.”

“See,” said the chef’s apprentice.

“Yes, see?” said the policeman. “I think you need to sell this man these oranges before I feel the need to further investigate the contents of this cart… and you.”

Skindle gulped, then glanced at Hunt. “Erm, alwight… fine.”

“Yeah, fine,” agreed Hunt. “We’ll sell you the oranges, but we also want your… what is that fing?” he asked, pointing to the tuk-tuk.

“That thing…” The chef’s apprentice wasn’t too sure about this, but he didn’t like the caterer anyway. “Um, okay… it’s not actually mine, but I’ll explain it to the boss. I’ll take your cart and… um, the donkey.”

Mary felt a pang over giving up the donkey, but figured that the tuk-tuk was probably a far better mode of transport anyway.

“Alwight then,” said Skindle, clearly still not happy, but resigned to accepting the exchange, “Giz’ us that cash and we’ll be out of ’ere.”

And so it was that the hallucinogenic oranges – oranges whose hue articulated the red of passion tempered with the yellow of wisdom; oranges that symbolised love and marriage; oranges whose very taste demonstrated that opposites can co-exist in harmony and even be better together; and oranges which, quite possibly, held the fate of the entire planet within the sweet juice locked inside their succulent vesicles, imprisoned in ten segments, jealously guarded by bitter piths and thick, waxy skins – were traded for a wad of shekels and a slightly damaged tuk-tuk.

The transaction completed, the Dwarf Mafia, Mary, and Suraiah tuk-tuked noisily to the Garden to have a look at the wreck of Nemesis, and then tuk-tuked noisily back to the smallholding to tell their story to the boys.

*   *   *

The oranges, meanwhile, were feeling a little unappreciated. They were being sliced in half and shoved through a juicer at an alarming pace. It was carnage in Orangeville, with the caterer yelling constantly as all his staff worked feverishly to complete the task: “Come on, move… move! Get this stuff out to the tables. Wait… no – dilute it more. We need enough for tomorrow. It’s a holiday again and we don’t want to run out before the markets open on Tuesday.”

The waiters did as they were bidden, and very quickly every table was blessed with a large jug of freshly squeezed orange juice. The clerics, still grumbling loudly, took their places in the queue for the breakfast buffet in much the same manner as convicts do – with suspicious glancing over shoulders, general distrust and even a bit of jostling.

From there they went to their seats, and the breakfast began at last, but a cloud of malice and discontent hung over the room, and the disparate groups, each at their separate tables, ate in silence – with the exception of the occasional “Pass the salt.”

And then, quite suddenly the atmosphere changed. The Pope began chuckling as he remembered a joke about a priest, a prostitute, a nun, and a ten-buck quickie that someone had told him once, and which he’d found most offensive at the time.

A little chatter started over here, a little giggling over there, a chair or two was pushed back as delegates strolled over to have a word with their religious alter egos from the other side, whereupon hands were shaken, backs were slapped and seats at tables were exchanged.

The Pope and the Grand Imam of al-Azhar got into a discussion about football, and realised they were both Man United fans (no surprise there, then). Eventually everyone was behaving very differently, except, once again, the Rastafarians, who simply maintained their inane grins while nodding sagely in agreement with some point someone had made in a conversation that had actually ended ten minutes earlier.

By the end of the breakfast the Pope had set up a Facebook page called ‘Christians for Islam!’ and the Muslims created a Twitter feed under the hashtag ‘The Pope is Dope’. There was much love and happiness, hugging and laughter.

In fact, the entire event had become the antithesis of what Otto had worked so hard to achieve – his worst nightmare come true.

As his guests boarded the coaches waiting outside – coaches that would whisk them away for shared noon prayers at the Church of the Resurrection – the caterer gave a huge sigh of relief and congratulated himself on a job well done.

Gabriel and Michael, invisible and watching the proceedings from behind a potted Judean date palm, were quite relieved too.

“Well, Michael, it looks like it’s all going rather swimmingly, don’t you think?”

“Indeed – far better even than we could have hoped for. Can we assume then that all will be well?”

Gabriel nodded sagely. “I think so. From the look of these people it’s clear there will be no global disasters triggered as a result of this congress.”

“Excellent!” said Michael. “Then let’s go and tell our friends – I’m sure they’ll be ecstatic.”

It is a strange, yet well-known fact that wood spends a great deal of its time – and takes a great deal of pleasure in – thwarting the best-laid plans of arrogant humans. Wood’s propensity for this undoubtedly came about in response to said arrogant humans rudely felling trees without so much as a ‘by your leave’ or a ‘would you mind awfully?’, which ultimately led to trees – and, by extension, any items crafted from the wood of those trees – getting really quite cross about the whole thing and seeking ways to get revenge. This is why one is seventeen-point-two times more likely to stub one’s toe on the leg of a coffee table made from wood than one made from any other material. That’s the tree getting its own back, and they can be quite vindictive about this.

Fortunately, trees – and, by extension, any items crafted from the wood of those trees – are also easily fooled, which is why – when making any sweeping statement in the presence of either tree or wood – it is customary to tap on it, and then issue one’s statement while tree/wood wanders off to see who’s at the door.

We should note here that – whether due to ignorance or arrogance – Gabriel failed to abide by this rule.

*   *   *

Gabriel and Michael’s arrival in the barn early that Sunday afternoon was heralded by the sound of a child screaming. Whether Suraiah was more terrified at the sight of them, or they by the scream emanating from her, is open to debate. Suffice it to say that, on hearing Suraiah’s scream, Michael put in a very good shriek of his own, which in turn set Gabriel off.

And there the three of them stood, glued to the spot while screaming at the top of their lungs, when Bill and Ben came running in to see what the fuss was all about.

“What the…?” yelled Ben. “Gabriel… Michael… Suraiah…”

The screaming stopped, and all three turned to him, looking for solace, while Gabriel and Michael pointed at the girl and she pointed at them.

“What’s going on… Ah!” Ben finally realised the problem. “It’s okay, Suraiah, they’re not ghosts. Just Angels.” Then he turned to Gabriel and Michael. “What were you thinking, scaring her like that?”

“We scared her?” shouted Gabriel, exasperated. “Can you not see the state… err… Michael’s in?”

Michael just blubbered.

“Alright, calm down,” said Bill. “Where have you two been anyway? A lot has happened since you left.”

“Well, we have news for you too… where is everyone?” asked Gabriel.

“Outside,” Ben answered. “We’re having a farewell barbie… come join us so we can do a catch up.”

The five of them headed outside, and after the usual greetings were exchanged, they stood around the fire and told their stories – with some omissions, as deemed necessary (particularly on the part of the Dwarf Mafia). There was much ‘ooh-ing’ and ‘aah-ing’, and many ‘but how’s and ‘but where’s, until finally all the questions were answered – largely satisfactorily – and there were no more tales to tell.

A silence fell upon the group, until eventually Kevin broke it. “Anyway, um, Gabriel… Michael… as a result of all that, we obviously aren’t going to be able to help you any more – with your search for God, I mean.”

Gabriel sighed. “Yes, well I can understand that. It’s fine – clearly the urgency has diminished for now… world’s out of danger, so to speak. Michael and I will just have to keep poking around in the hope that we stumble across Him somewhere… or some-when. Actually, perhaps we should revisit the last good lead we had – in Wales – in which case we might see you there.”

“Okay, yeah – good,” said Kevin, though not too enthusiastically.

“Excellent,” said Gabriel. Then he gestured to Ben, Mary and Bill. “And are you three going to Wales too?”

“Yeah,” Ben answered. “We all fly out together tomorrow morning. Mary and I are planning to spend a week with Kevin and his mum, then we’re off to Belfast and Bill’s off to London.”

“And what about you three?” asked Gabriel, looking to the Dwarf Mafia.

“Erm…” Skindle hesitated. “Well, we got a few errands to run ’ere, then we’re going back out to that smallholding with the orange grove. We’ve decided to become… well, let’s just say gentleman farmers.”

“I see,” said Gabriel.

“Yeah. Apart from that we ’ave to drop this young lady back in Bethlehem,” said Hunt, gesturing to Suraiah.

“Well,” said Gabriel, looking at the faces around the fire, “it sounds like you all have some wonderful plans for the future. Here’s to it being a bright one.”

“Yeah,” said Kevin, raising his beer. “Cheers!”

The others followed suit: “Cheers!”

After that they chatted for a while longer before Gabriel announced that it was time for he and Michael to take their leave. What followed was a rather odd farewell, primarily due to the misguided attempts that some of the humans made at hugging the Angels, but in spite of the light comedy of the moment, it was a poignant one.

*   *   *

As the Angels disappeared in a fine mist, Grunt was lying on the roof of the barn, planning his next move. He’d been extremely happy on hearing the screaming that marked Gabriel and Michael’s return as he’d found it rather dull hanging around the humans, waiting for something to happen. Now at least the game was afoot again – he was back on the tail of the Angels and clearly his next stop had to be Wales, given that that was the last best clue anyone had as to God’s whereabouts.

I suppose I’ll have to get myself a new disguise. They’re going on an aeroplane… hmmm, maybe I can grab myself a pilot’s body at the airport tomorrow. No, too risky – don’t know much about flying… might end up killing everyone. Time for that kind of a jolly later. What about an air steward? Yes! That’ll do.

*   *   *

The following morning the remaining travellers all rose early to pack their things in preparation for their various journeys and, once they were done, they strolled out to the driveway in front of the house where the tuk-tuk now stood groaning beneath the weight of the Dwarf Mafia’s gear.

There they gathered, looking sheepish as people always do in these situations, and waited together for the X-Crew’s taxi to Ben Gurion Airport to arrive, which it did before too long.

Further uncomfortable hugs, waves and ‘bye’s followed, until finally there was just Skindle, Hunt, Emtwetwe and Suraiah.

“Right, well… I fink I’m goin’ to miss them lot,” said Skindle, wiping a little tear from his eye.

“Yeah,” said Hunt. “Well, all good things must come to an end, as they say. Anyway, I’m kinda glad they’ve finally buggered off – been getting a bit worried about ’ow much more of our money they were planning to spend. Speakin’ of, it’s time we hit the road too – we still ’ave to stop by that wreck of a car of theirs an’ try an’ retrieve some of our dosh.”

The four of them climbed aboard the tuk-tuk and headed toward the Garden of Gethsemane.

They arrived within an hour – the tuk-tuk not being the speediest form of transport when loaded with four passengers and their luggage, but nonetheless far speedier than a donkey.

“Right, young lady,” Skindle addressed Suraiah. “You sit tight ’ere while Mr ’unt and MT and myself go ’ave a little look round that wreck.”

Suraiah nodded, and then sat and watched as the three men climbed out of the tuk-tuk and went off to inspect Nemesis.

*   *   *

In stark contrast to the Registration Day, the first official day of the congress seemed to have got off to an extremely good start. The delegates had all arrived at the conference centre in very good spirits and were mingling more freely than a puppy let loose in a kindergarten.

There was absolutely no evidence of the separatist attitude they’d all so recently maintained, and clerics and representatives from every religion were talking animatedly in small groups and waving hellos to newfound friends as they entered the hall for morning prayers.

As a group they all seemed to be in far better health too. An elderly nun, who on the previous day had struggled to keep up with all the walking around the Old City, was telling a young Muslim cleric how she could now do the splits – something she hadn’t been able to achieve in decades. She was quite certain that this was as a result of some holy force emanating from this, the holiest of cities, and eventually resorted to demonstrating just how supple she had inexplicably become by doing a flic flac across the room.

On seeing this achievement, a gaggle of rabbis cheered and applauded, and an Irish priest immediately got up to show everyone precisely how good he was at doing a jig. While all this was going on the Pope sat and marvelled at his hands, and the fact that he was able to straighten his fingers without experiencing any of the excruciating pain that arthritis sufferers ordinarily have to bear when attempting such an act.

After prayers they gathered for breakfast, accompanied by further jugs of – though sadly the last of – the magical orange juice, and then adjourned to a lecture hall where they all engaged in a lively discussion session on spirituality and the role of religion in the twenty-first century.

From there they boarded several coaches and headed to the Temple Mount, and more specifically, the Dome of the Rock, to experience Muslim noon-day prayers.

The jovial mood of the delegates changed quickly to one of awe and respect as they climbed the stairs below the shrine and walked across the square to the main entrance. Removing their shoes, they filed silently into the building and around the open corridor that surrounds the Rock. The occasion was made more auspicious by the fact that non-Muslim clerics and also women were among the congregants – something that would ordinarily have been strictly forbidden.

They each took a moment to say their own private prayers before filing into the adjoining hall for the group prayers. There were carpets laid out on the floor for them, and each delegate chose their spot to kneel, though all – of course – faced Mecca.

The Grand Imam took his place, and they were ready to make salah. He took a deep breath, but before he could utter a word, a man clad from head to foot in black robes came sprinting in from the back of the hall, stopped behind the rearmost row of silent, kneeling delegates, and shouted with all his might, “Allahu Akbar! Death to the traitors!”

His right arm was raised, and those nearest him could see that in his hand he was holding a small black cylinder with a red button on top – a button over which his thumb was poised.

The delegates drew back in horror, parting like the Sea of Galilee, and unwittingly creating a convenient path across the hall for the man as he pushed his way toward the Grand Imam.

Sadiq al Sadiqi (Sadiq the Sadist to his friends, who were limited in number for reasons that will soon become clear) was the (current) spiritual leader of an Islamic Fundamentalist group that had chosen to name themselves ‘Yad Allah’, which – loosely translated – means ‘Hand of God’.

Their sworn mission – apart from sowing death and destruction amongst all whom they felt unworthy to walk on God’s green Earth – was to make Al-Qaeda, the Taliban and ISIS look like a bunch of bumbling amateurs. As far as they were concerned, Osama was a coward, hiding away in caves while his followers martyred themselves at his bidding. Their way required that every member of their organisation martyr themselves – from the top on down. Of course, when they first started up – six months back – this had created a few succession issues, what with senior management all blowing themselves to smithereens on a far-too-regular basis, but once they’d agreed to cut back on the dress-rehearsals, and put a knowledge-sharing plan in place, things started panning out.

“You!” shouted Sadiq, pointing at the Grand Imam. “Get back there with the rest of the infidels.”

The Grand Imam nodded and moved slowly, mindfully, to stand amongst his religious brethren, then turned to face Sadiq. “Brother, what ails you?”

Sadiq stared vehemently at him. “You… this… all of this,” he shouted, gesturing across the hall. “You have invited these heathens into this most holy of holy places… and women, no less!”

The Grand Imam spoke gently, keeping his calm. “I see. But brother, these people are guests in our house. We are all here to celebrate Allah, Subhanahu wa ta’ala.”

“No! There will be no prayers offered to the Glorious and Exalted One – not by these dogs. They are not worthy of speaking His name. And there will also be no more dirty tourists and homosexuals walking over the Temple Mount, defiling our sacred place with their selfies and McDonald’s litter. My brothers and I are going to make sure of that. Here. Today. When I push this button – in God’s name – SWT, all of this will plummet into the bowels of the earth where it will be safe from this sacrilege. Forever.”

The Grand Imam looked into Sadiq’s eyes and knew that there would be no reasoning with this man. This was not going to end well – he might as well go for broke.

“Hmmm. I am confused, brother, as to why Allah – Subhanahu wa ta’ala – would need you to do such a thing on His behalf. I suspect that perhaps your God is not the same as my God, for your God must be very weak if he requires the assistance of a mere mortal – and an ignorant one, no less, to fight His battles for Him. My God is strong. He needs nothing from me, and asks only that I do not judge, but rather act with love, compassion and respect for all people – including those homosexuals you are so worried about.”

At that moment the Pope stepped forward and stood side by side with the Grand Imam. “I’m with my friend here. In our religion only God can pass judgment, and it is only Satan who commissions the assistance of humans. Brother, are you sure you haven’t been bamboozled by Beelzebub?”

In that moment, for just a second, there was a flash of uncertainty in Sadiq’s eyes. In the same moment, a Muslim cleric stepped forward to join the Pope and the Grand Imam and said, “We stand together against you.”

And then a Rastafarian followed suit, and a rabbi, and a Buddhist monk, and so it continued until Sadiq was surrounded by clerics and spiritual leaders of every persuasion, all softly repeating the mantra, “We stand together against you.”

And so Sadiq, filled with doubt, fear and loathing, closed his eyes.

And pushed the button.

*   *   *

El Al Flight 315 had pushed back from its gate at 11:30 that morning and had then taxied out to the queue of waiting aircraft on runway zero-three of Ben Gurion International Airport. It got to the front of that queue just before noon, took off in a southerly direction, and then banked to port to make a wide left-hand turn that would see it pass eight kilometres to the west of Jerusalem, travelling north.

In the cabin, Grunt – now in the body of a female air steward – was repeating the words ‘chicken or beef’ over and over as he/she walked down the aisle, and then placing trays of food that resembled neither in front of various passengers.

Mary was in a window seat on the right of the plane, and Ben was next to her. Kevin and Bill were occupying the seats directly in front of them.

Meanwhile, just below the Dome of the Rock in the Garden of Gethsemane, Hunt was feeling quite optimistic. “Alwight,” he said, peering under Nemesis. “I fink I can get under that… and it don’t look too badly burned, which is a good sign.”

He lay on his back, shuffled beneath Nemesis and started poking around at the secret compartments that held the remnants – hopefully intact – of the Dwarf Mafia’s cash, and then yelled, “MT! Pass me a screwdriver.”

“Phillips or flat?” Emtwetwe shouted back.

“Erm… flat’ll do… actually, both.”

Emtwetwe bent down and passed the tools to Hunt, then hopped into Nemesis’ cockpit to look around in there. He’d spotted the military radio earlier in their travels and wondered why no one had ever used it. Now he was wondering whether it might still work – and whether he might salvage it for himself.

Then, at exactly 12:17, he reached out for the radio’s power switch.

As he did so, Flight 315 was climbing through four thousand feet with the Dome of the Rock visible off the aircraft’s starboard wing. Grunt had just asked Ben the ‘chicken or beef’ question when – before he could answer – Mary cried out, “Ooh, look! You can see the sun reflecting off the golden roof of the Dome of the Rock!”

The other three members of the X-Crew turned to look, and Grunt stooped to have a gander himself.

As such, all eyes were on the Dome of the Rock when Sadiq pushed the button.

*   *   *

According to the Israeli Defense Force Bomb Squad, the little red button below Sadiq’s thumb was designed to send a light electrical current flowing through a pair of wires that were taped to his arm. This then activated a mobile phone that was strapped to his belt, and the phone automatically dialled a pre-set number that connected it to another mobile phone.

This second mobile phone was taped to the south wall of the Dome of the Rock and was connected via another series of wires – some 100 metres in length – that wound their way through a manmade tunnel to a detonator. The detonator was attached to one of fifty barrels of a fertiliser-based explosive that Sadiq and his friends had placed in a huge cavern they’d dug (over several months) below the Rock, with each barrel also containing slivers of radioactive material that the terrorists had acquired by raiding several clinics and dental surgeries over many months and stealing their X-ray machines.

On detonation, the enormous quantity of explosive materials involved would cause the cavern to collapse and the entire top section of the Temple Mount – Dome of the Rock and all – would plummet into the resulting void. That, in turn, would blast several tons of radioactive material high into the air above the Mount, making the surrounding area impassable to humans for decades to come.

That’s what should have happened.

What actually happened was that, as Sadiq pushed the button, Emtwetwe flicked the power switch on the UHF military radio. There came a noise like the wailing of ten thousand banshees, and everyone within a square kilometre of Nemesis covered their ears in agony. Dogs howled, babies awoke in their cribs and started screaming at the tops of their lungs, and the entire Israeli Cellular Network collapsed.

Skindle shouted, “MT, turn that fuckeen thing off.”

Startled by the horrible noise, Hunt banged his head on Nemesis’ undercarriage.

Ben turned away from the window, looked at Grunt and said, “Chicken please.”

Mary went back to watching Episode 6 of Friends (‘The One with the Butt’), and Bill and Kevin clunked their beers together and said, “Cheers!”

A tinny voice from the mobile phone on Sadiq’s belt said, “We’re sorry, your call cannot be completed as dialled. Please try again later.”

Sadiq said, “Oh fuck.”

Someone in the crowd of delegates yelled “Bingo!” and then they all proceeded to kick the crap out of Sadiq.

*   *   *

Having retrieved almost two hundred thousand dollars in usable bills from Nemesis, the Dwarf Mafia and Suraiah were tuk-tuking their way back to Bethlehem when Emtwetwe turned to Skindle and whispered something in his ear.

Skindle nodded. “Good idea, MT. Err… Mr ’unt, let’s stop at that supermarket up ahead on the left – we need to make some acquisitions.”

Hunt shrugged, pulled over and looked questioningly at Skindle.

“You’ll see,” said Skindle with a smile, and he Emtwetwe dismounted and went into the shop.

Twenty minutes later they came out again, each pushing a shopping trolley brimming with groceries.

Skindle called out to Suraiah. “Right, young lady, come an’ ’elp us load this lot in the back.”

The young girl hopped out, and the three of them transferred the bounty into the back of the tuk-tuk. There were hundreds of loaves of bread, enough fruit and vegetables to feed an army, and at least two hundred cans of tuna, beef mince and baked beans.

“Who is all this food for?” asked Suraiah.

“It’s for you and your family,” said Emtwetwe. “Tonight, I will make you all a feast.”

Suraiah squealed, “No! For us? All of it? We’ll have enough food to last us for weeks and weeks!”

“Indeed you will, young lady,” said Skindle. Then he handed her a huge wad of dollar bills. “And money to buy more once it’s finished.”

She squealed again. “Oh my goodness! Thank you! My family will be so happy.”

“Good – I’m glad,” said Skindle. “And thank you – for your hospitality and your help. Come on now, let’s go.”

And with that, they climbed back into the tuk-tuk and continued on toward Bethlehem, Suraiah beaming all the way.


Chapter 9 | Revelations III

The X-Crew’s flight from Tel Aviv to London was an uneventful one, and on arriving at Heathrow they took the Underground to Euston Station, and from there an InterCity to Birmingham New Street. A series of local ‘Sprinters’ and several hours later, they were standing outside Caersws Station trying to arrange a cab to Godkeidless.

It was thus an extremely weary group of travellers who finally arrived at Maude’s house, only to find that she wasn’t home.

Kevin had no keys, so a phone call to Maude was the only option. “Mum?”

“Ooh, Kevin? Hello, darling! Where are you?”

“Erm, we’re outside your house… did you not get my text saying we were all coming today?”

“Oh dear, I completely forgot! I’m sorry, darling, but I’m sort of stuck at work right now – you know how the evening rush goes here. Why don’t you come up and get my keys, and maybe stay for a chat?”

“Um, okay – fine. We’ll walk up there now. See you in a bit.”

He hung up and turned to the others. “Sorry, guys, but my mum forgot we were arriving – we’ll have to go get the keys from her.”

They all groaned, then picked up their rucksacks and started up the road, with Kevin leading the way.

They passed The Mystic Mullet – which was closed already due to the lateness of the hour – and arrived at Maude’s other establishment.

As usual, there were coaches coming and going, and hordes of grannies wandering into and out of the building, babbling excitedly as they went. Kevin, who had seen it all before, was unmoved by the sight, but Bill, Ben and Mary stopped dead at the edge of the parking lot, mouths agape and eyes wide in astonishment at the scope of it all.

“Wow!” said Bill.

“Yeah,” said Ben. “Wow!”

Mary was a touch more eloquent. “Whoa… this is your mum’s place, Kev?”

Kevin shrugged. “Yeah… yeah, it is.”

“Wait,” said Bill, “so your Mum owns a bingo parlour? ‘Mystic Bingo’… that’s so awesome!”

Kevin laughed. “I guess. Come on, let’s go find her.”

Bill, Ben and Kevin started walking, but Mary stood staring at the sign above the doors, a small bell ringing in the back of her mind, “Hmmm… Bingo… where have I heard that word recently?”

Ben, noticing she’d fallen behind, turned and shouted back to her, “Hey babe, what’s up?”

She shook her head, frowning. “Nothing…” then jogged to catch up with the boys.

They crossed the parking lot and entered the foyer of the building where Kevin stopped, gazing around, looking for his mother. But she saw him before he saw her. “Kevin, yoo-hoo, over here, love!”

She was standing at the entrance to the parlour itself, holding a stack of bingo cards which she was handing out to players as they entered.

Kevin smiled and ran over to her, and the two of them hugged. Then he turned to the others. “Mum, I’d like you to meet Mary, Ben and Bill. Guys, my mum.”

They exchanged greetings, with Maude alternating between doing her ‘gazing into your soul’ stare and gushing about how happy she was to meet them all.

Once she’d calmed down, Kevin popped the question. “So, um… you seemed awfully worried about me… us. What was up with that? Oh, and where’s Norman?”

Maude frowned, suddenly looking a little flustered. “Oh dear… um, well he had to leave, I’m afraid – some important business to attend to. And as for worrying about you – yes, we both were, and that’s sort of what I have to talk to you about.”

“Oh,” said Kevin. “Okay…”

Then Maude turned to Ben, Mary and Bill. “I don’t mean to be rude, but the conversation is a bit personal, so would you three mind sitting in the coffee shop while Kevin and I have a chat?”

“Oh, sure… no problem,” said Mary. “Come on, boys, let’s get some coffee.”

As the three of them strolled off to the coffee shop, Maude took Kevin’s hand and led him upstairs and into her office.

“Sit down, dear,” she said, closing the door behind her.

Kevin sat. He was very concerned as to what exactly was going on but remained silent so as to give Maude time to gather her thoughts.

“Right,” said Maude. “Where to begin?”

“How about the beginning?” said Kevin.

“Yes, quite, the beginning. Well, it seems that the beginning began with our dear Mr Bloggs, as I’ve only recently learned.”

“Okay,” said Kevin.

“Yes. Apparently it was he who left you on my doorstep all those years ago.”

Kevin sat forward, intrigued. “Really?”

“Yes, really. If what he says is to be believed, he found you in your basket outside an orphanage in Cardiff. He couldn’t bear the thought of you growing up in such a place, so he scooped you up before the staff found you and went off looking for a suitable home for you, which is how you ended up with me.”

“Okay, well… that was nice of him, I guess. Um… that’s not really as big of a deal as I thought you were going to drop on me though. Is there more to it than that?”

Maude blanched, then stammered, “N-n-no… no, not at all. Well, not really. I suppose it was just a surprise to me, and it sort of explains why he showed up every now and then. He was interested to see how you were doing. And that’s also why we were both worried about you when you were abroad. I suppose he’s developed a bit of a paternal feeling toward you. Quite sweet, really.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” said Kevin. “Pity he couldn’t be here to tell me himself.”

“Yes, pity,” said Maude. “Oh! I almost forgot….” She opened her desk drawer and took out the parcel Norman had left for Kevin. “He asked me to give this to you. No idea what it is.”

“Oh, cool – thanks, Mum. Well, apart from that little revelation, how’ve you been?”

“Ooh, I’ve got so much to tell you…”

*   *   *

While Maude and Kevin did their little catch-up, Bill, Ben and Mary were watching the action in the bingo hall. The coffee shop sat on a mezzanine level, looking down over the hall, and so provided the ideal vantage point for observing the caller and players.

Ben had tried counting the number of participants but gave up once he got to a number somewhere over two hundred and fifty blue-rinsed little old ladies. “Jeez, Kev’s mum must be coining it!”

Bill giggled. “Yeah, I’m sure the Dwarf Mafia would love a gig like this!”

Mary, however, stayed silent, her eyes shut tight, her fingers pressed against her temples. She felt like she was developing a massive migraine – her head was pounding and the noise from the hall was making her feel panicked. Apart from that, whenever someone shouted “Bingo!” she would have a flash of some sort of bizarre vision that made her wince every time.

“You alright, Mer?” Ben asked, putting his hand on her shoulder.

She flinched, opening her eyes. “Sorry. Head is killing me… got to go outside for some fresh air.”

“Okay, cool – I’ll come with you,” said Ben.

“No, no it’s fine – I just need a moment. Stay here.”

“Okay… um, see you in a bit.”

Mary stood and left in a hurry, fearing she might faint if she didn’t get outside fast.

Ben and Bill ordered more coffee, and as it arrived so did Kevin.

“’Ello, mate,” said Bill. “All good?”

Kevin nodded. “Yeah, nothing to worry about. I think she just worked herself up into such a frenzy that she was imagining all sorts of terrible things might happen to us. But apart from some new and interesting info about her old lodger and him rescuing me from an orphanage, there’s not much to tell. Um, where’s Mary?”

“Outside,” said Ben. “She’s got a headache – think she’s just exhausted. Long day.”

“Yeah, totally,” agreed Kevin, “but I’m still feeling a bit wired. How about we get Mary back to my mum’s so she can get some rest, then the three of us head down the local pub?”

“Awesome idea,” said Bill.

“Yeah, I’m in too,” said Ben.

They found Mary sitting on the far side of the car park, away from the hustle and bustle, and told her the plan.

“That alright with you?” asked Ben.

“Yeah, perfect,” said Mary. “I just need some sleep. I think I’m having flashbacks from that whole orange grove experience – was starting to feel convinced that there was a hell of a lot more than bingo going on in that hall. Freaked me out. Sorry about running off like that.”

The boys looked back at the building with its huge neon sign alternately flashing the words ‘Mystic’ in red and ‘Bingo’ in blue, and little old ladies streaming in and out.

“Nah,” said Bill, “definitely just bingo.”

“Yeah, definitely,” Ben agreed. “Come on, let’s get you into bed.”

*   *   *

Having settled Mary in, the boys strolled down to the pub in the cool night air. It was surprisingly quiet inside – in contrast to the raucousness of the bingo parlour – with only a handful of punters evident in the interior gloom. They had their choice of tables to sit at and chose one near the window – furthest away from the low, droning voices coming from the TV and the synthesised musical pinging of the fruit machine as it did its best to entice some unsuspecting mark to slip a coin into its slot.

Kevin dropped Norman’s parcel onto the tabletop and said, “Right, who wants what?”

“Lager,” said Bill.

“Guinness,” said Ben.

“Yeah, I think I’ll have one of those too,” said Kevin. “Be right back.”

He wandered over to the bar and placed the order, then stood and watched as the barman organised the drinks. He didn’t seem very sure about what he was doing and had a manner about him that reminded Kevin of another barman he’d met somewhere before, but he couldn’t figure out when or where.

The drinks finally in hand, Kevin strolled back to the table.

“Thanks, Kev,” said Ben.

“Yeah, thanks,” said Bill.

“No worries,” said Kevin, taking his seat.

They raised their glasses for a muted toast and sipped at their beers, idly watching the TV. It was showing some documentary about Roger Waters, and as they watched the visuals went from an interview to some footage of the original Live Aid gig in 1985 with Waters’ ‘The Tide is Turning (After Live Aid)’ playing over the top.

Bill emitted a sardonic chuckle. “‘Tide is Turning’… how wrong he was.”

“Yeah,” Kevin nodded. “Sad really, isn’t it? So much hope, and yet three and a half decades later and nothing’s changed.”

Ben shook his head. “Yeah… or over two thousand years later and nothing’s changed. Whoever this God-person is, He, She or It… bollocks, I’m just going to change that to ‘HeShIt’ so no one gets left out or offended…”

Bill guffawed. “You’re calling God ‘HeShIt’ so as to avoid offending anyone?”

Ben smiled sheepishly, but Kevin raised his glass. “Change approved.”

“Awesome,” said Ben. “Anyway, as I was saying, whoever HeShIt is they’ve got a lot to answer for.”

“Yup, best they don’t show their face in Glasgow. They’ll fookin ’ave ’im,” said Kevin, imitating a thick Glaswegian accent.

“Yeah,” said Ben, “or Birmingham… London, New York, Bali, Somalia, Haiti, Christchurch… pick a spot, name your poison – terrorism, flood, famine, war…”

Kevin nodded. “Alabama, Georgia, Ohio… sermonise about the evils of Islam while pulling on your jackboots to go goose-stepping all over women’s rights.”

“Columbine, Marshall County – school shootings…” said Ben.

“Global warming and plastic in our oceans,” said Bill. “Oh, and the internet.”

“Eh?” said Ben and Kevin in unison, looking questioningly at him.

“The internet… there’s no place with more hate than the internet.”

“True…” said Ben.

Kevin shrugged. “Well, I for one can’t believe I agreed to go on that stupid quest. I don’t really believe there is a… HeShIt anyway, and all that trip did was reinforce that feeling. I’m starting to suspect – in the cold light of day – that those two so-called Angels were actually just a couple of demented ghosts.”

There were sighs of agreement all round. Now they were feeling despondent again, and sat sipping their drinks in silence until Bill piped up, “Anyway, who’s the parcel from?”

“Eh? Oh, yeah.” Kevin frowned then picked up the package and weighed it in his hands. “It’s from Norman… Mum’s lodger. Apparently he left it for me. Feels heavy… something solid in here, and something soft too.”

Bill laughed. “Stop behaving like a kid with a Christmas present – just open the bloody thing.”

Kevin laughed too. “Yeah, alright.”

He tore open the paper wrapping and placed the contents on the table. He was right – it was something solid and heavy wrapped in something else – or several something elses – made from white cloth. He pulled the solid thing out from between the folds of cloth and looked at it. It was a flat piece of slate – an extremely common item in an ex-slate-mining town, such as Godkeidless was – the kind of item one would find in any of the local souvenir shops, usually engraved with unpronounceable Welsh town names, or ‘My folks went to Godkeidless and all I got was this lousy piece of slate’. This particular piece was about the size of an A5 diary, and just as thick, and did indeed have something etched on it.

Kevin dropped it back on the table without even looking at it, shaking his head in disgust. “Oh… ha-ha. He got me a frikkin’ tourist trinket.”

“Awesome,” said Bill sarcastically. “Hold on, there’s a note too.”

Kevin picked up the note, only half interested. It wasn’t a very long note and had been handwritten in extremely neat cursive.

“Go on then,” said Bill. “What’s it say?”

Kevin cleared his throat and began reading out loud.


Kevin,

The experiences you’ve had during your recent misadventure with Gabriel and Michael…



“Whoa? What?” cried Bill.

“Yeah,” said Ben. “How the hell does he know those two?”

Kevin shrugged, dumbfounded himself. “Dunno… I guess they get around quite a bit. I know they have been here – when I was a baby, at least – so maybe they’ve been haunting him too.”

Bill nodded. “Suppose if they do drop by here again like they said they might then we could ask them.”

“Yeah,” said Kevin. “Anyway, where was I? Oh, right…”


The experiences you’ve had during your recent misadventure with Gabriel and Michael will undoubtedly have left you and your friends feeling extremely doubtful about the existence of a Universal Power of some sort, and whether there’s any hope for the future of mankind without such an Entity.

I’m sorry to have to inform you that the existence or non-existence of such a Thing is entirely moot. It has no bearing on humanity’s predicament and is not the solution to its problems.

This fact, I realise, will raise the question of what the solution is and, as such, I decided to provide you with a succinct answer – a panacea – by way of this gift (and please give my apologies to your friend Bill for borrowing from his T-shirt design).



“Eh?” said Bill. He picked up one of the cloth items – it was a T-shirt, one of four – and laid it out on the table. It had a large black ‘X’ printed on the back. “Cool! He’s made us some new X-Crew T-shirts.”

“Really?” said Kevin. He frowned and picked up the piece of slate to take a closer look at that. It too had a large ‘X’ on it, engraved on one side.

Still frowning, he turned it over and saw that there were words engraved on the back: ‘Don’t Look Up’. “Silly man. He’s got it wrong – check that T-shirt, Bill.”

Bill flipped the T-shirt over. “Yup, he’s put ‘don’t look up’ instead of ‘don’t look down’ on it. Doh!”

Kevin sighed, shook his head and then continued reading.


By way of explanation, the solution is ‘X’. X marks the spot, and X is YOU. Whatever happens in the world only happens because of what you and others do, so don’t look up to find guidance, to lay blame, or to beg for retribution to be rained down on someone who’s wronged you, and do not pray for things to be different.

Absolutely every problem can be solved if each and every one of you simply takes responsibility, and there will be no need for retribution once everyone does.

And on that note, karma is a thing, but it doesn’t work the way most of you think it does. It’s a universal thing – an ‘everyone or no one’ kind of deal. If nine people spit on a beggar in the street, don’t be surprised when you, as number ten, get mugged when you were just walking over to give the man a fiver.

So, remember: ‘X’ marks the spot. Don’t look up.

I hope that clarifies things.

With affection,

Norman Bloggs



“Whoa! Deep,” said Bill.

“Yeah, who knew?” said Kevin.

“Totally,” said Ben. “He writes a bit weirdly though – like he’s some grandad lecturing the entire planet as if they’re his kids or something.”

“Yeah,” Kevin laughed, “old people are like that, I guess. Anyway, I suppose he’s kinda right… if everyone was just cool to each other and had each other’s back’s then life on this planet may be a lot better. In fact, I think I’ll post something about that… maybe use #DontLookUp.”

“Yeah! Go for it,” said Bill.

Ben wasn’t quite so enthusiastic. “I’d be careful, mate. Seems the last bloke who said that got nailed to a tree for it.”

Kevin grimaced. “True. Still, live in hope, I say.”

“Cheers to that,” said Bill.

As they raised their glasses someone cranked up the volume on the TV. There was a newsflash about an attempted bombing at the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, and it immediately grabbed their attention.

When the article finished Kevin shook his head in amazement. “So that’s what it was all about. Hmmm… we didn’t stop it after all… wonder what did?”

Just at that moment the barman came over to their table. “You done with these?” he asked, pointing to their empty glasses.

“Oh, yeah – thanks. You can take them,” said Bill, then he leaned forward to get a better view of the TV. “Jeez, you gotta wonder where these people come from… how are they made? I mean, is there a University of Global Domination that churns them out? Do they have courses like ‘Megalomania 101’ at some institution? Is there a Diploma in Psychopathics too?”

“Yeah,” Ben smiled, “and if you take both courses you get twenty per cent off when you enrol for ‘Practical Thermonuclear Weapons’ or ‘Bio-hazardous Materials for Dummies’.”

“Marvellous!” said Kevin. “Me and my ole buddy Osama will sign up for that… ooh, and can we join the knitting class too?”

They all laughed, and as the barman walked away he gave a little smile too, thinking as he did so, I know exactly where they come from. In fact, my associates and I are quite adept at finding them and helping them achieve their full potential.

The boys chatted for a while longer, then headed for home and some well-earned rest.

Shortly after they left the pub, an old man stood up from the dark corner where he’d been sitting quietly, paid for his drinks and left too.

Grunt, from behind the bar, had noticed the old man – primarily because, like Grunt, he seemed to be watching Kevin, Bill and Ben quite closely. Probably just some old pervert, he thought darkly. Well, no sign of those Angels – best I go hang out wherever those humans are going.

He threw his bar towel on the counter and walked out of the door, leaving the establishment totally unattended, but just as he stepped outside he felt his skin start to prickle and the hairs on his head stood up.

“Crap. Lightning. Oh well, back to Hell…”

*   *   *

Grunt was extremely confused upon his arrival back in Hell. In fact, he wasn’t entirely sure he was even in Hell. He found himself in the middle of a conga line with Latin music blaring and a huge crowd of people all singing, “Let’s all do the conga, let’s all do the conga, la-la laa-laaa, la-la laa-laaa” as they danced around the room in the line.

He broke free from the dancers and stood looking around, trying to figure out what was going on. And then he heard a voice calling him: “Grunt! Oi, Grunt – over here.”

He tried to follow the sound of the voice, and spotted Baal waving to him from across the room, near the bar. The demon he’d so recently known as just the ‘Chief Overseer’ staggered toward him, spilling his drink as he went.

“Welcome back – it’s great to see you! Fancy a drink?” He put his arm around Grunt’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s get you a cocktail.”

Baal guided him through the crowd, doing a little dance step as he went and spilling yet more of his drink.

“Baal!” Grunt yelled over the blaring music.

“Eh?” said Baal. “What?”

“What is this… where are we?”

“Oh, Saturday night is Caribbean Night. You should try the mojitos – they’re awesome!”

“Okay, great,” said Grunt. “But why have I been summoned back here? I haven’t found God yet… job’s not done.”

“Eh? Oh, don’t worry about that. Mephi showed up and told us to forget about it.”

“Wait! What? Mephi… I mean, Beelzebub is back?”

“Yeah! In fact… where is he now – saw him a moment ago… there!” said Baal, pointing to a decidedly normal and un-scary-looking old man who was shimmying his way under a limbo bar.

Grunt was flabbergasted. “That’s Mephistopheles?”

“Yeah, sure… why?”

“He just looks so… ordinary.”

“Ha! Maybe so, but don’t ever get on the wrong side of him. He can be right nasty.”

Grunt stared, watching Beelzebub dance. His brain was feeling a bit fried after the whole teleportation experience, but he couldn’t help feeling that there was something incredibly familiar about the old man. He was about to comment on this to Baal, when the Chief Overseer pushed him to the front of the limbo line.

“Go on, Grunt. Show us your stuff!”

 End
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