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Critical Reviews

“This lavishly told masterpiece is stylish, sophisticated and thrilling, with moments of gut-wrenching realism and intense emotion. The language truly sings. Terrifically satisfying stuff!” ~ A. Lyer, The Daily Undependable.

“Let yourself be carried away by the read of a lifetime! Make no mistake, this is a monumental literary experience.” ~ V. Gullible, Sunday Telephone.

“Reading this story was an indescribable experience.” ~ Ophelia Payne, editor of Tripe Odd’s Alien Taxi Service Weakly.

“They never had anything like this when I was in the Gnus and Loyals.” ~ Major Blooper, ex British Army.

“This story is so instructive it ought to be standard military issue!” ~ Private Parts, US Marines.

“What can the publishers these days be thinking of?” ~ Evan Elpus, Londinium Evening Standup.

“Cyberchicks” is like a never-ending sailor’s yarn. Bring more rum!” ~ Captain Albert Ross, SS Minnow.

“They use just the right number of vowels” ~ S. Johnson, Author of a Most Illustrious Dictionary, Who Does Not Wish To Be Associated With This Book.

“Some of the greatest works of modern fiction have been created by the most seriously deranged minds” ~ S. Freud. 

“I have read this book and now I would like to get back into my grave.” ~ A. Einstein.

“Name your price for the movie rights” ~ S. Spielberg. “No matter how cheap, I’m not interested.”

“The punctuation is unusual.” ~ L. Tolstoy. 

“It may have frayed my sleeve.” ~ Moliere.

“Not as good as my books.” ~  J. Austen.

“I am very attractive man. Place me in your story upon several alluring women of marriageable age.” ~ Borat S.

“Tess is my kind of woman. Please give me her telephone number.” ~ Ra Ra Rasputin.

“Could you please forward to me a copy of the TOATS Rule Book on Etiquette?” ~ Secretary-General of the Untied Nations. 

“The penmanship in “Cyberchicks” is extraordinary. My husband and I hope never to see more literature of this quality throughout the Commonwealth. Keep calm and please go away.” ~ E. Windsor. 

“I am biggest “Cyberchicks” fan in my country.” ~ Terry Bull, editor, Air Banana In-flight Magazine.

“If you hate political correctness, this is for you. If you like political correctness, this is for you. If you don’t care either way, this is for you. Also, if you don’t know what political correctness is, this is for you. Have I missed anybody?” ~ Journal of Plausible Reviews.

“Geheim habe ich meinen fictional Abenteuern in dieser erstaunlichen Geschichte gefolgt. Ich schauen vorwärts zu jedem Kapitel.” ~ Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer . . .  

( . . . which AltaVista®’s Babelfish online translator rendered as “I followed to mean secret fictional adventures in this amazing history. I look forward to each chapter.”)
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RECAP OF BOOK 1

[image: ]


The story so far . . .

Have you read Cyberchicks Book 1 yet? Have you bothered?

Hmm? 

Well if not, here’s what happened. 

In a nutshell. . . 

Gorgeous movie star. Oozing charisma. Amazing actor.

Has a German accent. Is actually German.

Pack of incredibly hot fan-girl chicks. 

They are all crazy for him.

Clueless.

They visit his fansite on the new-fangled “Internet”.

It’s 1998, so this is ancient history, when THINGS were possible. Mysterious, arcane things. 

Like a whole new Virtual World called “UnEarth” arising in cyberspace, born purely from the passions of some star-struck, obsessed, fashion-slave air-heads. 

Avatars.

Mayhem ensues. 

Everyone now exists in two places at once, or they pop back and forth between them. Your guess is as good as mine. 

Anyhoo, everyone now has an Original version and an UnEarthly version of themselves.

Madcap adventures unfold. A horde of beautiful young women, all unfeasibly pursuing the same guy through cyberspace.

So far, in their quest to elbow each other out of the way and be alone with their idol, the cyberchicks have travelled to Artificial Australia, Almost Africa, Implausible Ireland, Inauthentic Iceland etc.

Too many stereotypes to keep track of. Sure to offend somebody.

And their life-story has taken on an acronym— “TOATS”.

Stands for “The Original and the Sexy”, or “The Obsession and the Story,” or The Old and the Senseless”. Take your pick. Make up one of your own. 

Who knows where they’ll go next in their interminable quest? Or what they’ll find, what they’ll do, or who they’ll meet? 

Other characters include Nicolas Birdhouse, Daniel de Licious, Gabriel Yearn, Lance Boyle, Ray Fiends etc., who are completely fictional. I swear. No resemblance to anyone. Pure satire and parody. No lawyers please.

This is a work of literary genius mangled together with atrocious prose. Verbal trash-and-treasure.

When you get to a boring bit, just keep reading. Something better will be along soon. 

Fanfic, chick lit, bodice-rippers, movies, pop culture, virtual reality and travel guides all rolled into one. 

Or two. 

(There are two books in the series, don’t forget.)

So, if you didn’t read Book 1, and you’re just picking up this book for the first time, don’t blame me if it doesn’t make sense. 

No, seriously.

It barely makes sense even if you have read Book 1.

(Which is a rollicking read, by the way. Treat yourself.)

You have a lot to look forward to.

New characters.

New scenes.

Completely extinct volcanoes.

Gorgeous Portuguese models (model aeroplanes, that is). 

A visit to Bogus Brazil.

Stiletto heels. 

Expensive, designer clothes and accessories.

A hastily-assembled Ratintosh computer.

The Rainforest Rondaybooze Bar.

And more.

Now you’ve learned something.

Enjoy.
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UnEarthly Character Bios
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(. . . so far, and in order of when they were written)

SIEGFRIED (our hero)

Tall . . .Amazing eyes, like chips of heaven. Lean, athletic frame. High, moulded cheekbones.

He is the perfect sea-captain; a strong, quiet, lonely man, somewhat remote, but always accessible, always humane, compassionate; a man to trust implicitly; to love; a captain whose crew would die for him. 

But almost above all, he has that magnetic inner gleam— what is it?—a vast sense of humor?—profound knowledge of the world?—has he perhaps discovered the meaning of life?

BARB

Barb’s origins are obscured by the mists of legend and romance. Some say that as an infant, she was discovered, washed up on a lonely island shore, by a lighthouse-keeper. 

Raised by the lighthouse-keeper and his wife amongst their own family, Barb grew up to be a young woman of astonishing beauty—some said an exact replica of Cloudy Chiffon®. It was whispered that she had strange powers. Had it not been for the remoteness of the windswept isle and the treacherous seas incessantly pounding its rugged coastline, she surely would have been sought by hordes of young suitors. 

The news of her stunning looks travelled across the ocean, borne by tall ships, their sails unfurling against the grey and stormy skies like the wings of wild swans.  . . . 

When one evening a tall stranger with long, dark hair arrived at the isle enquiring after the lighthouse-keeper’s adopted daughter, Barb mysteriously fled the place of her childhood and ranged out into the world, where she now roams, writing or doing what I wot not what of.

These are the only heretofore known facts about the history of Barb, scribed by the oracle Myopia and subject to change without notice. 

EMILY

Emily, a well-endowed lass with a fiery spirit, was born in the Forests of Southern Europe. Raised by a band of roving circus performers, she learned the art of juggling and knife throwing. Due to a slight miscalculation while blindfolded, she missed her target by inches and wounded an innocent spectator  (who actually wasn’t so innocent, but that’s another story). 

Deciding it was time to take her vivacious personality on the road, she left the troupe and headed for the high seas.

Emily became an expert with pistol and cutlass and was considered as dangerous as any male pirate. She was fearless in her exploits and the life of any boarding party. 

Her last confirmed sighting was as a fire-eater in the Virgin Islands. Rumour has it she has since settled down, preferring to write novels about her exploits in a great, oak-panelled library with the scent of almond blossoms and frangipani wafting in from outside. 

DONNA

Donna was kidnapped in childhood and raised by Tibetan Monks in the belief that she was the true Dalai Lama, until the arrival of puberty when her incomparable beauty and stunning femininity revealed the depth of their error.

Striking out across Asia alone on horseback, she conquered kingdoms and plundered hearts in search of her true destiny. Her youthful exploits are the subject of the biographical best-selling epic, “Magnificent” by J. Michener.

LOTTIE

An (almost) descendant of King Edward I, Lottie was born in a magnificent castle on the banks of the river Nore in Ireland. 

Two days later her family were turned out of the castle, bankrupt and destitute. They stowed away in the hold of a three-masted barque, bound to Chile for nitrates. But the ship foundered in mountainous seas off Cape Horn with the loss of all hands. Lottie and her family swam across the Pacific Ocean to Australia, where she has lived ever since.

Stunningly beautiful and dazzlingly intelligent, Lottie almost gained three university degrees, and would have achieved international fame as an artist, if they had only printed her name on the catalog. She just missed out on being the first woman to sail solo around the world, and she gave back her Olympic Gold Medal for showjumping after she realized she’d accidentally ridden someone else’s horse.

She went on to write what would have been a best-selling novel, but the only copy of the manuscript was stolen from the back seat of her car. She is presently at work on a film script which will star Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer in a truly heroic role. Needless to say she is sure to make millions and win numerous awards...

JULIANA

The Oracle representing Juliana says. 

I think that picture​[1] says it all. 

No bio needed in this case. 

What magnificent hair, what beastly horns! That IS Juliana, born of unborn souls, drenched at birth in herring skin and the tousled hair of elkhorn maidens! 

She is lost in timewarps for eons at a time and is the most inconsistent in devotion to the Object of Desire, she might be off chasing the Man in the Moon tonight, never mind the aforementioned. 

And oh yeah, she was born in Walhalla by some unborn souls. 

Came to earth to get her little horns in a little twist. 

Which happens now and again, well that is destiny for you!
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An Air Banana plane
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A TOATS taxi
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1: A Brief Detour
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20 January 1999 

Juliana, having managed to flag down a convenient (although typically unroadworthy) TOATS taxi, had zoomed off to the airport and flown back to Inauthentic Iceland. There she dwelled as queen for the next eleventy-one episodes, surrounded by lusty latter-day Vikingers, trolls, a Norwegian Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer clone, a novelist whose name I can’t remember, a crocodile which has miraculously been restored to life, some stereotyped fish-stinking villagers, a few giant spiders, Tammie, Tinfingers, Nicolas Birdhouse, Connie, Tess, seven hundred Vulgarian sailors and a few Australian blowflies. 

They are all having such a great time they have become too boring to write about and so are best forgotten for the moment. This also makes it easier for prospective TOATS authors to untangle the grossly over-complicated plot.

[image: ]UNEARTHLY LOTTIE

21 January 1999

Connie groaned and rolled over. “Wha . . . ?” she said, opening her eyes to see a bleak, black bay before her, dotted with little icebergs. She recognised it straight away. “Oh no! Ich hab’s ja geahnt, dass etwas schiefgehen wurde!” 

“What?” said Nic, climbing out of a mound of snow nearby. 

“Sorry,” Connie said, “it’s this website. Sooner or later everyone starts speaking German. It’s just . . .  well, I thought things were going too smoothly. There we were, happily trotting back to Siegfried and His Idiots aboard the beautiful horse Brian and suddenly, here we are—back in bloody Inauthentic Iceland! But I know who’s behind this. It’s that bitch Barb—just because the love of her life is stuck on some mangy, flea-ridden planet and she can never return to him because she foolishly left her spaceship in outback Australia where, no doubt, it’s been carted off and dissected at some top-secret stupid place . . .  anyway, in her insane jealousy she used the force of her evil Splingian-air-powered mind to zap us back here! Grossly over-complicated plot, eh? I’ll give her over-complicated plot! She thinks she’s got a monopoly on revenge, but she ain’t seen nuthin’ yet!” 

“How are you going to . . . ?” began Nic, but Connie interrupted, “Well, I’m not likely to get any help from you, am I?” 

“Connie, you know I can’t do anything, this is not my web-si . . . ” 

“I know, I know . . .  Look, after I’ve finished dealing with Barb, how about we fly off to some bit of cyberspace devoted entirely to you, where you can be hero?” 

“No, nothing happens there,” he replied. “Anyway, I like it here. I get to travel in unexpected ways and see interesting places. Besides it’s too crowded back there; you’d be lost amongst thousands of desperate females and I’d never see you again. Oh look! Here comes a TOATS taxi—that’ll get us back to More-or-Less Morocco.”

Connie flagged down the taxi. “Quick, take us to More-or-Less Morocco!” she said. 

To her surprise, the driver was human. “I’m very sorry,” he said with unexpected civility; “but I already have a passenger.” 

Connie noticed the taxi was bouncing up and down. She peered into the back seat. “Get out, Juliana,” she snapped. “We need this taxi. You can do that anywhere.” 

The young Norwegian Siegfried clone looked up from his pleasant occupation and said politely, “I’m sorry, but we got here first.”

Juliana looked up. “Push off,” she said. 

“Anyway,” said the driver, “although some TOATS taxis fly, this one is totally land-bound. I’m very sorry.” He wound up the window and drove on. Connie stamped her left foot in a fury and started to foam at the mouth. 

“Well, how about this?” said Nic. “Here comes our transport!” 

Connie turned to see the four-masted Vulgarian barque, every sail set, come bashing and bumping through a small fishing fleet and several icebergs, to grind straight up onto the beach. 

[image: ]UNEARTHLY LOTTIE

21 January 1999

Connie rushed down the beach flapping and screeching like a deranged albatross. Mishka the exceptionally good-looking Vulgarian sailor threw a rope ladder over, and she and Nic climbed up the ship’s great black steel sides. 

“What are you doing here?” Connie asked Mishka. “I thought you were in More-or-Less Morocco.” 

“Yes, wery strange for it seem a moment ago ve vent crashing in ze dock of Conjectural Casablanca,” said Mishka, “but you see, ve haf not kapitan, ve still search for our perfect kapitan, but he is alvays torn from our grasp by a pack of foolish vomen. Until ve find him ve are destined to vander ze vorld forever, Siegfriedless, directionless and doomed! Ve must go vere ze vind take us, till our sails hang in tatters and our dead sailors cry from ze rigging vith ghostly woices, and gaze horribly from eyeless sockets in gaunt, dread faces! And efen vorse, ve vill be accompanied by corny old Wagnerian music verefer ve go, to strike horror and boredom into ze souls of all who hear it! I ask Herr Schumm, ‘Vy can’t ve haf Ze Red-Hot Jalapenos®?’ but he say ‘Wagner—it’s in ze TOATS Rule Book.” 

“Well, I’m your kapitan for now!” shouted Connie, “so let’s get this baby turned round and moving! Leg it!” 

Tess was already aboard, of course. She appeared to be painstakingly assembling something on the quarterdeck. “Connie,” she said proudly, “have a look at my jigsaw puzzle.” 

“Great,” said Connie, kicking it all over the deck. “Now, clear some space here! We’re gonna see some serious sailing! And give this woman some vodka! Chuck that cocoa and fruit-juice overboard!” 

Connie’s orders were carried out and soon the ship was pounding down through the North Atlantic. 

Mishka approached Connie tentatively. “Um, Kapitan . . .  a fax just arrive via Wonasat®​[2], from TOATS headquarters. New rule—it state zat from now on Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer must be mentioned at least tree times ewery chapter.”

Connie ripped the fax to shreds and threw it to the rising gale. “See if I care!” 

“But you vill be expelled if . . . ” began Mishka. 

“Not before I’ve expelled That Woman!” cried Connie as the ship headed straight into the worst storm of the decade. 

Container ships foundered in the mountainous waves and sank without trace, tankers crashed into rocks and broke asunder, spilling dread cargoes. Thousands of sailors perished and half the coasts of Ersatz Europe washed away. 

“Ve must reduce sail!” bellowed Mishka in Connie’s ear. 

“Never!” she shrieked. The mighty ship smoked her way south, lying over till her yards dipped in the wind-shredded waves, her rails under, her decks awash, her old hull shuddering with the strain. The gale howled and shrieked through her rigging like an orchestra from hell and, one by one, her loftiest sails exploded with a noise like cannons firing and disappeared in tattered grey ribbons to eternity. 

Connie rode the bowsprit, shaking her fists at the elements. “Vengeance is mine!” Suddenly remembering the new TOATS ruling and quickly counting on her fingers, she cried, “Yes, that’s what I’ll do—one of the things I’ll do anyway—I’ll steal Siegfried from them—he won’t be able to resist my charms! See how they like that—the whole pack of senseless idiots. And you Barb—I’ve got something special for you— don’t know what it is yet—but you just wait!!” 
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Meanwhile, on the Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer Fan Site’s Feedback Page, a familiar name had reappeared, and a new fan called Heather had joined in.

ORIGINAL NATHANIEL HINKELHEIMER

Marktberg, Austria — 21 January 1999

Hi guys, you haven’t heard from me for ages, I know. Er . . . not my fault—for several months I was employed in a place with no access to the Internet. I have returned at last —yeah I know I said that long ago and then I went away, so apologies for that, please don’t be angry :o)

Best wishes from Nathaniel, who does NOT know Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer!

ORIGINAL NATHANIEL HINKELHEIMER

Marktberg, Germany — Friday 22 January 1999

PS I have to teach you some more German. As before it is about the page that pops up after we post feedback to this site. It’s only a small mistake. You must put umlauts over the ‘u’ in ‘für’. I couldn’t help pointing this out! :o) Hope you don’t mind!

By the way, Siegfried is fantastic! :o)

[image: ]ORIGINAL DONNA

22 January 1999

Hi Nathaniel, I am so glad to hear that technical problems kept you away. I thought we’d scared you!

ORIGINAL NATHANIEL HINKELHEIMER

Marktberg, Austria — Friday 22 January 1999

Hehe, nobody could scare me because I am a Hinkelheimer like Siegfried, which means I am strong and brave! :o)

By the way I’m wondering about that saga you guys are writing. I don’t really get it.

ORIGINAL HEATHER

23 January 1999

Hi Nathaniel. The fan fiction thing is a multi-authored never-ending story “about” Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer and his fans. It started off being quasi-realistic and has degenerated into complete unfeasibility. Incidentally, your address seems to waver between Marktberg, Germany and Marktberg, Austria. Do you commute? :)

[image: ]

After that, Nathaniel Hinkelheimer was barely glimpsed again on the SBH fan-site.

On Original Earth—“Oh dear,” Barb said to herself. “Lottie says that Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer must be mentioned at least three times in every chapter, eh?” 

Nervously she chewed on an empty chocolate wrapper. 

With a shrug she concluded, “Oh well, if it must be done, then so be it. There’s gotta be some way. . . “
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2: Back to the “Desert”
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23 January 1999

As the convoy of cars carrying Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention #1) and Emily made its way across the dehydrated and sunburnt desert landscape of More-or-less Morocco, a small crowd could be seen gathered around beneath a few dead palm trees, peering down at a hole in the ground. 

The convoy squealed to a halt (there was a lot of sand in the brakes). A few Oylimans, along with Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention #2) and Emily, were disgorged from their vehicles. Inquisitively, they joined this crowd. 

“ماذا يجري هنا” asked Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention #3) in impeccable More-or-Less Moroccan. (Or should that be Arguably Arabic?) 

“Someone has fallen down the old, dry well,” explained a crabbed old man in impeccable English. “He has been down there for three days. Unfortunately nobody is brave enough to venture down there to save him. Besides, there is no rope.” 

Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (Note: that’s four mentions now. Can I save up my extra mentions in case I don’t mention SBH in a subsequent chapter? In a chapter like this I could get quite a few credits . . . ) Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention #5) looked down into the darkness of this dismal orifice. In the gloom he saw the face of Herr Schumm looking up at him. 

“That’s the face of Herr Schumm looking up at me!” Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention #6) exclaimed. Without further ado, he commandeered everyone’s dressing-gown cords. And of course, most people were wearing dressing gown cords around their middles, to give some sort of shape to those robe thingys they wear in the desert. In fact there were so many dressing-gown cords (I think they call dressing-gowns ‘bathrobes’ in the USA) that when they were all tied together they were long enough to reach all the way to the bottom of the dry well. 

Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention #8) secured one end firmly to a withered and somewhat fragile-looking, rotting palm tree stem. Dashingly he vaulted over the crumbling stone lip of the well and rappelled down. 

The dressing gown cords began to fray where they rubbed against the stone edge, and somewhere some violins were playing fast, suspenseful music as the life-line parted, strand by strand. 

Would the cord hold for long enough for our hero to make it back to the top with his burden clasped in one arm? 

Another strand snapped. Only one was left. 

Just as it was about to give way, the handsome head of Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (actually mention # 8, since I cheated on the last count) surged above the well’s rim. He clutched the stone coping with one lean, tanned hand and heaved Herr Schumm over the top to safety, before scrambling out himself. 

The crowd (not having lifted a finger to help) cheered. Emotionally, Herr Schumm thanked Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention #9). 

“Here,” said the penguin-suited little man, wiping a grateful tear from his eye. “You deserve this, Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer.” (mention #10) He produced a paper from inside his coat pocket, scribbled something on it and handed it to Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention #11). 

The sexy German proudly held it high for everyone to see—a genuine Hero Certificate, at last! With Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer’s mention (#12) name on it, and signed by Herr Schumm! 

The crowd cheered more wildly. 

“How did you pass the time down that well for three days?” asked a reporter from ‘Theoretically-Tangier TV’, shoving a microphone under Herr Schumm’s dripping nose.

“I was reading this script,” explained Herr Schumm, just before the microphone shorted out. He turned to Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention #12). “You must read this also, my friend,” he said ardently. “It is a fantastic script. Written by a talented girl who signs herself merely ‘Lottie’. I was never bored, down that well, while I had this to read.” 

Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention # 13), took the script and speed-read it from beginning to end. “But zis is superb! He shouted enthusiastically. “Brilliant! How did you get hold of it?” 

“A goddess passed this way some time back,” explained Herr Schumm. “She had with her two handmaidens. ‘Get me out, get me out of here I beg of you!’ I prayed to them, but only one of the handmaidens took any notice. She looked over the side of the well and said, ‘Cheer up! Look on the bright side! You’ll have plenty of time to read my script.’ Then she added, ‘SOMEONE’S got to read it.’ With that, she dropped the script down the well and went off with her goddess.” 

“Himmel!” breathed Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer (mention # 14). “I haf got to get to the Citadel to see Lottie. Zis script is a potential goldmine! I would suit so much ze lead role!” 

About two seconds later the entire convoy was packed up and roaring off once more towards the Great Citadel . . .  

As a tiny black speck appeared on the uttermost dunes, the distant figure of an outrageously beautiful red-haired girl walking, walking inexorably . . . 

––––––––
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23 January 1999

The stunningly attractive Barb had been striding across the desert sands for a day or two, dressed whimsically in a harem costume made out of otherworldly silk from the planet Splinge. At times she had happened upon an oasis, where she had paused for brief refreshment. 

Travelling Bedlinen tribes, recognising (by the merciless fire in her eyes) that she was on a mission of revenge, felt a brotherly affection for her, and donated for her sustenance tasty morsels such as stewed camels’ eyeballs and fried camels’ other bits, when she stalked obsessively by. Having rid themselves of their rubbish, they headed for McDecoy’s Family Restaurant. 

Barb shaded her delicate, unwrinkled skin with a TOATS Rule Book on Etiquette, thus avoiding severe sunburn. By this means she arrived unblemished at the outskirts of Make-Believe Marrakesh, the place known to the Oylimans as “The Great Citadel”. The wind fanned out her long red hair and rippled like water through the silk of her harem pants (outlining her superb physique) as she stood atop a vertiginous dune rising three hundred feet into the blind blue skies of More-or-Less Morocco. 

Below, she saw the auburn city seething with crowds. Her eagle eyes, sharpened by the evil-producing airs of an alien world, spied Donna loaded down with jewellery, seated in an ornate palanquin on the back of an elephant, from which position she was supervising the construction of a new temple which may or may not have been part of a movie set. 

Two girls flanked Donna. One was in purple silk, wearing a badge which read “Katie, Handmaiden to the Goddess”. She was sitting upon a golden lion, harnessed with silver. The other was Lottie on a donkey. 

Barb’s burning eyes scanned the scene. They came to rest upon Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer, (mention #1) his arm linked through Emily’s. 

“Aha!” Barb would have said, had she been in the habit of talking to herself, which she wasn’t, “there is my quarry!” But before she could begin to descend the dune, a bird fluttered down and landed on her wrist. “What’s this?” said Barb with a frown. “A carrier pigeon?” (Talking to the bird.) She detached the scrap of paper from the pigeon’s leg. Unrolling it, she began to read.

At her first short, sharp bark of laughter, the pigeon took fright and rushed into the air with a clap of wings. Its flight was pursued across the landscape by the uncontrollable peals of hilarity issuing from Barb’s lips. On finishing the missive, Barb crumpled it into a ball with her fist, dropped it on the sand and ignited it with a glance. 

“Well,” she said aloud to a passing ant which narrowly avoided getting fried as the paper flamed, “it was a joy to read Lottie’s latest three chapters, so cunningly yet benignly sent to me from TOATS Headquarters. So she’s got Connie pursuing me, has she?” She threw back her lovely head and laughed loud and long. Lightning flashed intermittently like illuminated nerve branches. Even the weather was nervous. 

Barb abruptly fell silent. She rolled up her sleeves. “Bring them on,” she snarled. “Bring them all to me. You think I can’t handle these bleached blondes?” She mentioned Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer a second time for good measure, then with a bound, she was off down the slope. 

Slyly, unnoted, she slipped into Make-Believe Marrakesh. Everyone was too busy kowtowing to the goddess and the famous movie star, Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer, (mention # 3), to notice the advent of a tall, statuesque red-head with eyes like lasers.

Barb made her way to the industrial sector, where squatted a strange and forbidding factory. She entered illicitly. Presently, those who were paying attention might have seen her exit, driving a large, unmarked truck. Amber dust from the tires rose in clouds as the truck lumbered towards the temple/movie site. The dust hung in the air for a while, then gradually settled on a sign over the factory door—

“Sadis el-Fire & Co. Pty Ltd”

“Manufacturers of More-or-Less Morocco’s Finest Beauticians’ Equipment . . . 

. . . and Instruments of Torture.”
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“Since I have ten Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer credits to my name from Chapter 126, I do not need to do this, but I will do it anyway, just in case. “Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer, Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer, Siegfried B. Hinkelheimer.” That gets the new TOATS ruling out of the way right at the start.” 

Thus The Evil Barb advised the ant perched beside her on the faded vinyl seat of the unmarked truck she was driving—that self-same ant with whom she had held a one-sided conversation in the desert, earlier that day. 

Barb honked the horn incessantly as the truck bumped through the noisy, colorful streets of Make-Believe Marrakesh. Street urchins and market crowds scattered. Finally she pulled in to a quieter part of town and parked the clumsy vehicle. Leaving the ant to devour a crumb, she climbed out of the cabin and into the back of the truck. 

Presently, sounds of hammering, sawing and cursing emanated from the truck’s insides. The vehicle trembled slightly, rocking on its faulty suspension. Its sides developed unexpected dents from within, almost as though someone was hurling large chunks of machinery at the walls. 

Eventually Barb poked her head out of the back doors. She sported a spanner behind her ear, a screwdriver clenched between her teeth and a bandage on her left foot. 

“These modifications are taking more time than I had allowed for,” she growled, directing her comments to a scarab beetle crawling up a nearby wall of sunbaked clay bricks. 

Throwing down the spanner and screwdriver, she leapt out of the truck carrying about a dozen cans of spray paint. With incredible speed, she decorated the truck’s exterior with bright colors, finally adding, in large letters, “Madame Sangfroid’s Mobile Beauty Clinic. Special Rates for Movie Star Hangers-on and Desperate Fan Fiction Writers.” 

Throwing away the empty paint cans she ducked inside the truck one last time and emerged clad in a disguise so perfect it was impossible to penetrate. By the amateurish use of rubber masks and someone’s stolen washing, Barb had accidentally made herself look exactly like Attila the Hun in drag. Not exactly the feminine look she had been aiming for . . . 
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Emily, still arm in arm with Siegfried, was bored. “Does it have to take all day to shoot three minutes of film?”

Siegfried nodded “I’m afraid it does. That’s why we don’t usually allow writers on the set. They get cranky.” 

Emily’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Cranky?” 

Siegfried, sensing he may have said the wrong thing, tried to recover. “I don’t mean you’re cranky I—”

Emily raised her hand to his lips to silence him. “Siegfried, I’ve baked enough in this desert heat and put up with this movie madness long enough. Besides, I didn’t write this brilliant screenplay—Lottie did. So as far as I can see I don’t need to be typecast as a Movie Star Hanger-on or a Desperate Fan Fiction Writer. I’m leaving.” 

Emily turned to leave and Siegfried grabbed her arm. “Vere are you going?” 

Emily thinking fast but not fast enough said, “Verisimilitudinous Vegas.” 

After Siegfried had overcome the awe engendered by her perfect pronunciation, he frowned. “I thought you said you were sick of the desert?” 

Trying to recover quickly Emily replied, “I am, but the Beaujeudi® is open and I’ve always wanted to see Dwayne Newt in Concert®.” 

Stunned, Siegfried allowed her to walk away. Emily went to her tent to pack her backpack. Being a natural beauty, she didn’t need much to look spectacular and always packed light. 

A knock on the tent-post interrupted her. 

“Emily?” Nic pushed back the corner of the tent flap and stuck his head in. 

“Hi Nic, come on in.” Emily finished closing the tabs on the pack. 

“Fatima told me you were headed to Verisimilitudinous Vegas. Is it true?” 

“Yes, why?” 

“I think I can safely say I know more about Vegas than most.” 

Emily put her pack on. “Really?” 

“Yeah, I did ‘Hangover in Vegas’, ‘Being Vague in Vegas’, ‘Pros and Cons Air’, where I crashed a plane into the Hard Rock Cafe in Vegas . . . ”

Emily laughed and sat on the edge of the cot. “Okay, okay, I get the point. I’d love for you to come along, but what about Connie?” 

Nic looked a little sad as he related Connie’s plan to seduce Siegfried and go after Barb. 

Emily sympathetically replied, “There’s not much money in the revenge business.” 

Nic offered Emily his hand as she got up. “Nope, but there’s plenty of money in Vegas, and I’ve always wanted to see Dwayne Newt.” 

Emily smiled. “Me too!” 

“Then what are we waiting for? I’ll call a TOATS taxi.” Nic reached for the cell phone.

“No!” Emily startled him. 

“Why?” 

“Don’t you know by now? If you get in a TOATS taxi you’ll end up goodness knows where. It’ll be much safer to take a regulation Gingham Cab®.” 

“You have a point there. I’ll call for one.” 

Moments later a Gingham Cab® pulled up in front of Emily’s tent. Emily and Nic climbed in, not saying goodbye to anyone (knowing chances were they wouldn’t be gone for long) and headed to the airport.

As the taxi sped off towards the horizon a strong wind started to blow. A corner of the Gingham Cab® sign began to peel away in the wind until it finally tore off and floated on a current back towards the citadel. 

Emily and Nic, unaware that this had happened, did not think to look at the cab door to see if any damage was done. If they had, they would have been horrified to find out that instead of an innocent Gingham Cab® they actually were riding in a TOATS Taxi Gingham Express Cab—headed straight for the Planet Splinge! 

Dum De Dum Dum Dummm . . .
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Having finished disguising herself as an ageing beautician and camouflaging her pilfered truck, Barb happened to glance skywards. She saw a TOATS taxi flying towards her at low altitude, trailing the last remnants of a peeled-off Gingham Cab® sign. 

Springing into action she hurled a half-brick at it with deadly accuracy, knocking out the taxi’s anti-gravity magneto-axle. 

The vehicle plummeted towards the ground, at the last moment employing its safety device—a gigantic air cushion, on which it landed, battered but undamaged. As the air cushion slowly deflated with a long-drawn rather vulgar sound, one of the occupants stumbled forth, looking dazed. 

What luck! thought Barb, It’s Emily! 

“Hello my dear,” Barb-as-beautician squawked. “You look a little shaken. What you need, my dear, is a refreshing pick-me-up. Today we are offering free facials to natural beauties who fall out of the sky. Step this way!” 

“Wha—?” said Emily according to TOATs custom. She was a little groggy. So much so that she forgot about Nic(k) and the taxi driver, leaving them both unconscious in the taxi, and allowed herself to be led into the truck by the cunningly disguised Barb. 

Inside, Emily was startled to see a vast assortment of strange and inexplicable machinery.

“No need to worry,” soothed Barb with an odd gleam in her eye (she actually had two eyes, both gleaming, but for the sake of literary convention
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