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Editorial
HELLO and WELCOME again to Pop Cult, Essential Reading
Material for the Bathroom.
So what do you think of our first
colour front cover? Skip back and
take another look. It’s another
beautifully drawn cover that comes
from the hand of the super talented
Will Barbour-Brown. Will’s designed
the Pop Cult covers since issue 7.
If you like the look of Will’s work,
then I recommend a visit to Will’s
website to see the t-shirts and
other things he has applied his skills
to. It only tells half the story, but
you’ll be amazed.
Whilst you’re travelling the web,
bookmark www.popcultmag.co.uk
All our back issues are available
here, and we’ve started posting
articles and stories online that are
not suitable for the magazine but
which are still FUN. Through the
site we also run a regular movie
quiz each week where we invite you
to guess the name of films from the
stills provided, or you can instead
use the film quiz to make us laugh
by commenting on the stills and
giving them other titles.

Pop Cult has branched out into
politics with the absurd National
Idle Party. There is now a thriving
community of literary types and
weirdos using the Pop Cult website.
Join them.
The next issue will be a red hot one
as Pop Cult goes grot. That’s right,
our authors and illustrators are busy
preparing a one-off issue of pure
filth. My hope is that it’ll be so rude
it’ll curl your hair. Failing that,
I hope it blows up the Internet.
In the meantime, please forward
this issue to as many people as you
can who you think will enjoy these
daring stories and illustrations. If
you think you have what it takes
to be a Pop Culteer, drop us a line.
We’d be happy to read your stories
or add you to our list of illustrators.
The email address is
popcultmag@gmail.com
Best wishes,
Keegan Wilson
Editor


Electronic Networking:
Part One
by Jon Harris
Illustration by Barny Lanman

Facebook? Call me paranoid, but
you tell that to the Lizard Man
when he bites your head off.
When our new overlords, whom I
salute by the way, arrive from the
stars in their spaceships of gold
and green, I shall stand upon the
earth and watch their rockets blaze
genteel trails across the twilight sky
and know that they haven’t come
for me.
I know they will have seen the data
flowing around the planet, and
found it a brilliant A-Z of humanity.
Lists, databases and spreadsheets
that will be the downfall of a
society.
Over 500 million people belong
to the biggest single sorting card
repository in digital format on the
planet. They check, update and
cross reference at an alarming
rate; billions of minutes a day are
spent providing commentaries on
newly added subject content. It’s
a research scientist’s wet dream,
whatever their planet of origin.


Retrieving a lost signal in the
depths of an unknown universe,
who wouldn’t wish to examine
this fertile field of information?
This clear sign of a species in
which hierarchical social status is
of supreme importance. Could it
be that the prattle and whirr of
a digital filing system defined a
viewpoint of the world? Where this
was the arbiter of the elite?
When our new overlords arrive
to lay waste to human kind, they
will eat the elite. Popularity will
be a spreading virus in the system
indicating targets and victims.
Those with the most active cards,
the many friends, groups joined,
photo comments and so on, will
be torn physically and digitally
asunder. Guard your privacy.



In the Arms of
Dissolute Lune
by Farah Damji
Illustration by Thomas Solomon
Walking home, inky sky, no moon.
She cut a solitary figure. The smack
of leather soles on the concrete
pavement shattered the silence like
a machine gun shedding its load.
“You choose your life, you know.”
A familiar voice, from the low
bushes. She hugged her Gucci
handbag closer and wished she had
removed all her jewellery before
she got off the tube. Probably just
some local punk drunk.
She barely looked up to register the
face belonging to the dismembered
voice which sounded like it came
from the bushes near the wall. Hers
was a gaslight lane, a calm Zone 2
north London Street, inhabited by
lovelies from the law, media and
television. Quaint Victorian terraced
houses which had once been the
sanctuary of servants and the lower
middle class was now the heart of
trendy north London.
Something in the late September
night was unsettling. Perhaps
it was a little too humid. She
was suddenly aware of the scent
of herself; the fragrance of sweat
and heavy blooms rose up as
she moved, wafting, like petals of


exotic flowers crushed beneath her
feet with every step. Frangipani,
vanilla, the seductive night time
smell of jasmine, but these were
the southern hemisphere fragrances
of tropical nights, unleashed under
a low-slung African moon. She
looked overhead, just to make sure
she was right here, right now.
The clouds formed a chevron
pattern, like a basket holding the
night. They were shadows against
a hundred shades of darkness brown, from burnished chestnut,
through the spectrum to a glowing
bronze and inky pools of midnight
velvet straight into the ashen
pinpoint which lay in the heart of
a diamond. The colours fell from
the blackness like shards of broken
glass, and refracted hues burst in
midnight rainbows. Some of them
nestled like highlights in her hair.
High above and solemnly still,
the moon lay resting, like a giant
parchment peach cradled in the
catchment of the sky. Instead of
quickening her step, she slightly
slowed her gait. She wanted to
savour the sensations that tumbled
through her mind, another night,
another moon, another world

away. She allowed her thoughts
to wander back to how happy she
had been with him and how, in
that very moment which drew
her mind back, her life appeared
to fit some cosmic blueprint that
felt like the map of her life. He had
loved the moon too, and arm-inarm they would swagger together,
perfect lovers, minds and steps
synchronised.

about Yoko, all those years ago, the
grounded love she found when she
had surrendered herself to him.
That hadn’t happened for a very
long time. She smiled wryly at the
thought of falling into something so
consuming, immersing herself and
her life in someone else’s, again.

She thought about the way she felt
when he’d loved her, and something
frozen deep inside started to stir.
But she hadn’t thought about him
for years. She hadn’t allowed
the thoughts. But in the arms of
the dissolute lune, the memory
of him flooded her senses. What
had triggered this? She grimaced
at the mischievous moon, casting
her glance upwards and there she
stood, shocked still. She felt rooted;
something had magnetised her and
she couldn’t take another step.

Spooked, she watched where the
trial of light, emblazoned across the
sky, had landed by her feet. A pearl
rope of a light ladder which reached
up, up, seemingly endlessly,
glittery, oscillating, sometimes
here sometimes not, steps that
led straight up to the moon. She
slung her bag over her shoulder
and reached out for the makeshift
stairway, which appeared to be
made of nothing more substantial
than light. She held on, it felt cool
and the starry substance moulded
itself around her grip. It moved
with her. Ginsberg’s ‘sun and moon
and tree vibrations’ drifted into
her mind. She took a step, gingerly
at first and then another, and then
she was like the trapeze artist
who becomes the rope; she was no
longer climbing the steps, she was
each step, the light propelled her.
She ascended higher, which must
have been the whole night but was
only seven seconds.

That voice again.
“You choose your life, your love.”
Here was the face not seen but the
voice heard. The voice appeared
to be coming from behind a low
brick wall. Now she searched in
vain, slightly anxiously, looking over
at the still sprouting hydrangea bush
that glowed phosphorescent green
and was refusing to nestle down for
a good night’s sleep.
A trail of light, maybe a shooting
star, forced her transfixed stare to
another half of the sky. Perhaps
that was what John had meant

“The time is always now. Don’t
hesitate.”

She remembered how she had held
his hand, swathes of Soho and
Piccadilly were theirs, pockets they
had colonised in the city of time
and travellers. He was the first man
who brought her love to life, who




showed her the bare-knuckle edges
of herself in experiences she never
thought she would have. When he
left her, she cried a waterfall.
His was the love that broke her
heart, but when she fixed it again
– with glue, fibreglass filling and
seeds of something remembered
called hope – she noticed how it had
expanded a little. She was biggerof-heart for having known him.
Once, when she was on another
continent and he was in his
cupboard-like office of the
magazine where he was editor, he
asked her what she could see from
the window. It was their goodnight
ritual, before they went to sleep,
both cast adrift, across opposite
ends of the world, like popcorn, he
would always call her before she
fell asleep and ask her what she
could see. Inevitably, the moon.
Always, unswervingly, the moon.
“What can you see?”
“Oh. I’m so tired. I can see the
insides of my eyelids, my darling.”
H was cross now, “Please. Just look
out of the window. What can you
see?”
She could see the Gateway of
India, on Apollo Bundar from her
usual seventh floor hotel room with
high ceilings, the regular room
she always booked, with the silk
bed cover the colour of moss. She
preferred the old part of the hotel
to the haute fangled, white marbled
newness of the recently completed
annexe. She could see the strange

angle at which the arch jutted out
and didn’t quite meet the road.
In that typical Indian fashion, the
project had run out of funding, so
the approach was never finished.
“I can see people…the sea, traffic.”
“Look up.”
”I can see the moon, swollen as a
bee sting, glaring at me from a big
sweep of sky.”
He sighed. Was it relief, she
wondered?
“I can see the moon too, same
moon. Wherever you are and when
we’re not together remember I’ll
always be there with you and look
at the moon.” The same way he
insisted his was the last voice that
she should hear every night, this
comforted her.
She bid him goodnight, and just as
the last scenes of this memory some
seven years distant unfurled in the
movie images of her mind, her bootclad foot landed on something firm,
not quite concrete, more crumbly
like sandstone, and she found
herself, in the spinning mind-movie,
on one side of the moon, standing
on the spot she always stared up at.
Earth was a spinning gemstone
faraway, beyond comprehension and
out of arms’ length. But still the
ladder remained.
“As above, so below.” That voice.
It had followed her. No time for
Crowley now, she thought, as she


looked down and watched the
sandstone change into a shiny, hard,
polished pearl-like surface. The
moon didn’t look or feel how she
thought it might.
How many times since the end of
their affair had she gazed at it
and wondered where he was, and
wondered if he was gazing into the
missingness too and if the shared
account in the memory bank of their
once-complete love could break
the barriers and create a tremor in
time’s linear passage so they could
re-enter the space when they had
been like magic? She felt the moon
wobble a little and realised that
although she wasn’t holding on,
there was nothing to fear, There
was nowhere to fall, but up.
Looking down on the tiny earth, as
it spun madly on its axis, swirling
and whirling like a dervish, she
longed to be back in the heart
of the familiar. She caught sight
of a single flower on the bustle
of the hydrangea bloom. It had
turned milky green, more subtle
and less piercing now, it was just
like staring into his eyes. His eyes
like a cat’s eyes, behind which lay
his fierceness like a lion. And then
it was him, standing on the front
porch steps of his maisonette in
Belsize Park, next to the Dominican
friary. He had to put the recycling
out for collection by the council the
next day.
Something drew his gaze up to
the sky. The moon seemed bigger,
hollow.
He looked up, wondering at the
10

sultriness of the late September
evening, and there he saw the face
of the woman he had loved. Once
again, he was showered by her
presence, all her complex moods,
the lies and the love they had
shared, for theirs was a spider web
story of deceit and hurting other
people who were set aside like
outsmarted chess pieces.
In the split second it took for her
eyes to meet his, from where she
stood on the stillness of the moon
and where his world whirled, he
teetered a little from alcohol and
regret. The moon wobbled again
and both of them, propelled by the
motions of a universe whose order
they didn’t understand, let go of
the unspoken within their hearts.
Words and sorrow, peals of laughter
and sadness in streaks like tears
collided on the same parallel plane.
Years of disappointment, love left
hanging and stillborn emotions
flooded out into the gap, the safe
space created by light years of
distance and the closeness of two
atoms.
She shook her head, the cords that
had gripped her, the tension in her
shoulders loosened and she was
freed from whatever had restricted
her. The vice on her heart was
gone. But how would she return to
the arms of the world which had
embraced her and all the things
which had been familiar and which
had lost their colour after him? Life
had been divided into two parts,
before him, and after him. Events,
places, people belonged to either
one or the other, and between the

two there had been a chasm as wide
as an earthquake and as dangerous
as crossing a fault line.
He sighed as he put down the bag
of recycled food waste, remnants
of produce he had grown in his
allotment. He thought about how
much he hated decaying flowers
and new seedlings and how his
wife, curled asleep in their bed,
represented the staid and the
stable. His sleeping wife was
that place of beauty faded, when
the bloom has left the rose but
it isn’t quite dying. He thought
about how alive she had made him
feel, this other woman with the
moon in her eyes, so intricately
governed by the caprice of its
waxing and waning. He remembered
how right it had felt when he
shook out the memories and he
folded them away, in the same
way his wife folded up the t-shirts
after their summer holidays, at the
end of the season, and put them
carefully into a bottom drawer.
For another time.

How on earth? She remembered
another moonlight walk, snaking
along the Embankment, in a hurry
to go nowhere as they talked about
the impossibility of their future
together. How had she escaped him
that night? Did she dive into the
underground station or hail a cab?
She remembered his last words
to her, it was that same familiar
dismembered voice that seemed
to come from nowhere and the
hydrangea bush, that resonated all
around her.
“If we want it badly enough, it can
happen.”
She sighed and looked one last time
at the vast expanse of white beauty
around her. She wanted to swallow
the perfection and completion in
that moment so it could reside
within her. She closed her eyes
tightly and clicked her heels
together three times, and then she
was…

Farah Damji’s excellent book,
‘Try Me’, is available from
Amazon.

Drawgasms
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@Death
by P.J. Vanston
Illustration by Paul Solomon
Dead lucky really that they found it
before it rained.
It had just been lying there face
down on the grass verge next to the
dual carriageway. Maybe someone
had chucked it out of the window
of a moving car? But who’d want to
dump a laptop?
A laptop wasn’t the kind of thing
you accidentally lost like a pair of
gloves – unless you wanted too, that
is – and it wasn’t as though they’d
found it on a train or a bus either.
And laptops didn’t just fall out of
car windows or off roof racks either.
Maybe someone had nicked it from
somewhere, and then dumped it
– like kids chuck shoplifted sweets
and stuff so their mums don’t find
it and get suspicious. Possible. But
unlikely. It couldn’t have been
there for long, nestling half-hidden
in the long grass, or else one of the
other local kids would have been on
it for sure.
Also, it had rained heavily earlier
that morning, and the laptop was
completely dry, so it must have
been dumped in the last hour or
two.
Joe was the first to see it – the glint
of something metallic in the grass.
12

He thought it was a hubcap at first.
They’d been skateboarding along
the pavement when Joe suddenly
flipped his board up into his hands
and ran over to the grass verge of
the dual carriageway. Ollie followed
him.
“Well cool!” said Joe, picking up
the laptop
“Cool!” said Ollie, “It’s a laptop!”
“Derrr!” said Joe, sarcastic as
always, “But wrong – it’s not a
laptop, it’s my laptop.”
Ollie didn’t argue. He hadn’t been
the first to see the laptop, after all
– though he knew that if he’d been
the first to see it Joe would have
claimed half.
He stood behind Joe, watching him
and waiting for his reaction as he
slid the chrome catch on the front
edge of the laptop, and opened it
up like a book. The keypad and
screen looked intact, and the way
the machine opened smoothly
suggested it was both undamaged
and good quality.
Joe smiled. Ollie saw this and
smiled too. He always copied Joe,
like one of those birds that squawk

13

what you say to them back at you.
They looked at each other like they
did in class at school, conspirators
speaking a secret language to each
other, congratulating each other on
their telepathy.
The laptop was in great condition:
the metallic silver-coloured casing
didn’t have a scratch on it. In fact,
it looked brand new. The wet grass
must have cushioned its fall. That
meant it probably wasn’t damaged
on the inside either.
Joe pretend-weighed the laptop in
his hands. It was pleasingly heavy.
This find could be worth something.
“Heavy means expensive,” he said.
“Yeah, we can sell it!”
“No,” said Joe, “Better to check it
out, see what’s on it.”
“Yeah,” said Ollie, nodding; “Maybe
it’s like from MI5 and stuff!” he
said, his voice high-pitched and
excited.
They were fourteen, nearly fifteen,
but Ollie was by far the smaller of
the two, and looked much younger.
His mind was more a child’s than a
man’s too.

tense and metallic in the air. Joe
decided that they should go home
and try out the laptop. He jumped
off the grass verge, slammed his
skateboard on the pavement and
skated off. Ollie followed him, like
a puppy.
It began raining hard soon after
they’d got in. The rat-tat-tat of
raindrops on the corrugated shed
roof in the garden was like machine
gun bullets in war films.
They were in Joe’s bedroom.
They usually hung out there. Ollie
lived nearby but he had to share
a bedroom with his annoying little
brother, and his house wasn’t as
big as Joe’s either. He envied Joe
having his own bedroom, and other
things.
The laptop was sitting open on the
desk, its screen dead and dark as a
grave.
“What if it’s...sort of like...dodgy?”
said Ollie, “illegal and stuff...?”
“Dunno,” Joe shrugged, “What, like
child porn and shit?”
Ollie shrugged.
“Dunno,” shrugged Ollie.

Joe rolled his eyes at Ollie and
tutted like a teacher.

“Whatever,” said Joe, “S’not our
problem.”

“You are such a knob,” he said,
matter-of-fact. Ollie looked down
at the grass and said nothing.
The sky was glowing a sickly yellow
and an electric smell of rain was

They spent a lot of time looking at
porn on Joe’s computer, but didn’t
want to get into trouble with their
parents or the police for anything
really sick.
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They’d looked all over the laptop
for marks of any kind, scanned
every square centimetre, but there
wasn’t anything: no Dell, Sony or
Mac or any other logo anywhere.
“Could be a prototype of some
kind,” said Joe.
“Yeah, a secret model!”
“Could’ve been nicked,” said Joe.
“Maybe from MI5!” said Ollie,
wishing he hadn’t. Joe rolled his
eyes.
They sat on the bed and looked at
their warped ghostly reflections in
the black laptop screen.
Ollie thought about saying that
perhaps somebody had lost it so
they should hand it in somewhere
because there could be a reward,
but decided not to say anything. He
remembered that it wasn’t actually
his laptop anyway.
Then Joe pressed the ON button.
Nothing. He pressed it again.
“It’s knackered,” said Ollie.
“Or... battery’s dead,” Joe said.
He went over to the desk,
unplugged his own computer, felt
for the port on the new laptop and
put the cable into it. A perfect fit.
Joe pressed the ON button again.
Nothing.

Joe starred at the screen. He
clenched his teeth together
repeatedly, making the muscles
at the top of his face spasm and
twitch, as though insects were
struggling to escape from under the
skin.
If the laptop wouldn’t work, they’d
smash it up later, perhaps set it
on fire and film it with Joe’s new
mobile.
Suddenly, there was the faint sound
of something electric stirring, like
a static spark of a Van De Graaff
generator, deep inside the machine.
“Shhh!” said Joe, before Ollie
had had a chance to say anything,
“Something’s happening...”
Then a small green light below the
laptop screen came on.
“It’s working!” said Ollie. He looked
more than ever like a little boy.
The black screen faded in to grey; a
little worm of a timer moving left to
right showed the laptop booting up.
“Cool,” said Ollie, admiring Joe’s
skill.
Joe smiled and kept his eyes fixed
on the screen, which flashed blue
and asked for a password.
“It wants a password,” said Ollie,
stupidly.
Joe said nothing; he was thinking.
He’d cracked passwords before.
He tried the usual common
passwords:
15

‘Password’ first of all. It was really
incredible how many people used
that one.
Nothing.
Then 12345. Loads of people used
that too.

Ollie watched the careful and
deliberate movements of Joe’s
finger on the keyboard.
O.
Then, finally:

Nope.

E.

54321. Another spazzy password.

The password was accepted with a
tinny ping from the laptop. It began
whirring into life.

Nothing again.
He’d have to work on getting
the password later. There were
programs available online that could
help – he’d check them out later
when Ollie had gone – download
something.
Then, Joe sensed something odd – a
sort of dark whispering deep within
his skull.
His thought he felt his brain bending
into a new and strange shape – it
was like a headache, but not painful
at all, just... It was like when you
come out of a dream but are still
half asleep. But different.
Then, for some reason – he had no
idea why – the password popped
into his head. And he knew – he
just knew – it was right. It was the
letters of his name.
He typed the word into the laptop,
in capitals – just like he’d seen it in
his mind’s eye:
J.
16

Joe grinned like a perv.
“How did you...?” asked Ollie.
“Dunno,” said Joe, “Lucky guess?”
He wasn’t going to tell Ollie about
the weird mentalist stuff.
The screen cut to black for a split
second before displaying a standard
deep blue coloured background.
“HELLO JOE!” said the box in the
middle of the laptop screen.
Ollie’s mouth fell open. Joe smiled.
The cursor was blinking in the reply
box.
“Cool!” he said, and typed ‘hello’ in
the reply box.
“Cool!” parroted Ollie.
Then, the laptop screen went black
and its whirring faded to silence,
like something dying. An instant
later, the screen came back on
showing a range of icons, just like

Joe’s own computer.

website called @Death.

‘Well weird’, thought Joe. How
could that happen?

Joe hesitated slightly, then clicked
on it.

“Get us a coke from the fridge
Ollie, yeah?” said Joe, not taking his
eyes off the screen.

A window opened on his laptop
screen: a webcam image. He could
see someone sitting with their back
to him, in a chair at a desk, by a
window with rain outside and...

Ollie stood up and walked to the
door, like a servant.
“Oh and some peanut butter
sandwiches – no crusts.”
Ollie nodded and left the room. He
was used to this – it was the price
he paid for being Joe’s friend.
Joe opened his email account on the
laptop and looked at his messages.
Ollie clumped down the stairs – a
final thud told Joe he had jumped
the final four or five steps. He was
such a child!
He deleted the usual pervy spam,
and flicked through some messages
from mates. But there was one
email that jumped out at him – it
seemed to be brighter than the
others, somehow, in a strange way
he couldn’t understand.
“HELLO JOE!” it said.
He looked at who the email was
from. It was from a sender called
@Death.
It had to be a wind-up. Joe
frowned, then laughed and opened
the email. There was no message
in the email box, just a link, in the
usual electric blue lettering, to a

Joe gasped. He realised it was him
on the laptop screen. A sharp chill
went up his spine.
He looked behind him. He couldn’t
see any camera– there was just the
wall, covered with Joe’s posters,
where the camera would have to be
to show the image the laptop was
showing now.
He lifted his hand up slowly – the
image on the laptop did the same.
Then a shadow came into view on
the screen, spreading like a dark
puddle of blood towards the seated
figure on the screen.
Joe looked round quickly. He
couldn’t see any shadow. He turned
back to look at the laptop screen
– this showed the shadow was still
there. Joe turned round again.
Nothing.
Then, for a final time, he looked
back at the laptop and screamed.
Ollie was just finishing making the
peanut butter sandwiches when he
heard it – a high-pitched gurgle of
a scream. It had to be a wind-up
– some recorded podcast or video
17

clip coming through the computer
speakers. He’d never heard Joe
– or anyone else – scream like that
before.

dead.

“Joe?” he called as he bounded up
the stairs, “You OK?”

‘Sudden death syndrome’ was
what they said had killed Joe. It
happened to young healthy people
for some reason, or no reason. Ollie
didn’t tell anyone about the laptop.

There was no reply.
Ollie rushed into the bedroom. Joe
was sitting in the chair, the laptop
open in front of him, its screen
black and lifeless.
“Joe?” said Ollie. He felt a freezing
cold sensation, as though a ghost
had walked through him.
Weirdly, there was a mouldy smell
in the room, like spores and fungus
in a dark wood. Something earthy;
an ancient smell.
“C’mon, stop kidding!”
Joe still didn’t turn round.
Ollie moved towards the desk.
“Joe?” Ollie said, quietly. And then
he saw him.
Joe’s eyes were wide open staring
at the black laptop screen. There
was a look of sheer terror on his
face. It was as white as an iPod.
Ollie tried to scream but found he
couldn’t.
He didn’t know why, but Ollie
reached out his hand and touched
Joe’s face. It was freezing cold like
old stone walls in churches. Joe was
18

Ollie ran out of the bedroom and
phoned for help.

After the funeral, Joe’s mum told
Ollie that she’d like him to come
round to the house later.
Ollie thought she was coping quite
well. He thought of telling her that
when their dog had got run over
he’d got over it in six months, but
decided against it.
To Ollie’s surprise, Joe’s mum
offered him a memento. She said
this is what people often did when
someone died – people who knew
the deceased could take something
that reminded them of that person.
She said she knew Ollie was Joe’s
best friend.
Ollie’s heart swelled with pride at
this, despite not really believing
that to be true. Joe was so popular
he could have any friend he wanted.
She stood there as Ollie looked
around Joe’s bedroom. He’d
love to have a bedroom like that
– there was so much stuff! But
he understood that he could only
choose one thing. He saw it lying
under some exercise books at the
side of the desk, which was where
he himself had put it that day when
Joe died.

Later, back in his own bedroom,
Ollie connected the laptop. It
was so cool to be using his own
computer instead of the ones at
school or someone else’s. And
they’d both found the laptop that
day by the dual carriageway – him
and Joe – so it was sort of half his
anyway really.

The first thing Ollie did was go to
look at his email account – the one
he used at school and on other
people’s computers.

Ollie pressed the ON button. The
laptop buzzed and whirred and
the green light came on under the
screen, as before. It asked for a
password. Ollie typed J then O then
E as before.

It had to be a wind up, or perhaps a
virus of some kind – but the security
software was saying it was OK.

“PASSWORD INVALID”, it said.
Then, for a reason Ollie couldn’t
explain, the password came into his
head, like an image in a dream:
O he typed.
Then L

Apart from the pervy spam, there
was just one message in the inbox
– from a sender called @Death. Mad
name, Ollie thought.

He clicked the email open. There
was no message in the email, just
a link in the usual electric blue
lettering.
Ollie’s finger hovered over the
touchpad, unsure whether to click
on it. He tried to think of what Joe
would do.
The link was to a site called
@Death.

L
I
and finally, ‘E’.
“HELLO OLLIE”, the laptop screen
said. Ollie smiled wide, amazed
that it had accepted his name as a
password.

P.J.Vanston has a book of short
stories coming out in the near
future. Meanwhile, if you enjoyed
this story and want more, check
out his brilliant comedy novel,
‘Crump’.

The laptop – his laptop – was
actually working! Then it died for
a moment before coming on again,
displaying a selection of icons like
before with Joe.
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Fighting Medallion
Mendy
by Roland Rock
Illustration by Sarah Freethy
Horace Mendy stood opposite his
home and started bouncing up and
down on his toes, trying in vain for
a view of his damaged roof.
He was over the road on the freshly
damp grass verge, worrying about
slipping back into the rushing
water of the brook that flowed
quickly past, which, with the
spectacular backdrop of fields
that stretched into the horizon,
provided the idyllic view he and his
family discovered each morning on
waking. Such were his efforts that
Horace failed to notice the van
that had pulled up.
“Yur in foine fettul an’ fancee
shaype this awtum mawniyn!,”
shouted the man sat in the
passenger’s seat with his bull-like
head hanging out the window. He
stuck out a giant upturned hand
and with puffy eyes checked it
for evidence of rain with the
same level of care a scientist on
the verge of a major discovery
would when looking through
a microscope. Still unsure, he
glanced up at the sky.
Thinking it strange, but not really
wanting to seem impolite to such
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a rugged looking and sounding
stranger and his driver, whilst at
the same wanting to convey the
message that he was too busy to
talk, Horace looked across at the
van, gave a friendly smile, said
‘thanks’ and resumed what he was
doing.
By this time the driver had stepped
out of the van and walked to the
front of his vehicle. Here he rested
an arm against the side mirror,
lent forward over the bonnet and
surveyed Horace approvingly.
“Ver-ree noice iyd say, Kris. Ver-ree
noice.”
Chris, still sitting in the van also
staring at Horace, agreed: “Loike-a
mawdunn dayee Tom Cribbs.”
Horace couldn’t hear what these
rural men were saying and was
growing increasingly uncomfortable
by the second. This is weird, he
thought, them turning up like this
and watching me. He did not like
it.
He had already decided he needed
to go up on the ladder to properly
see what was wrong with the roof,
but he didn’t want these men to

know where he lived by crossing
the road and going back into his
garden.
He turned to face them. In doing
so he casually put his hands on
his hips, inflated his chest and
stretched his shoulders apart as
best he could to make himself look
bigger and more imposing. His face
retained its gentle calmness. He
just wanted to show off his bulk
and hoped the men would move on.
“So, yew re-dee ta mayke yur ten
grand-er?” Chris asked Horace.
“Ten grand?” queried Horace with
surprised interest that may have
come across dismissively.
The man who stood against his
van read it as a snub and started
chuckling, “’e wantz maw mo-nee,
Kris. Can yur b’leev it? Thu cheek
uv thu man.”
Horace’s eyes darted between the
two men.
“O-kayee”, said Chris ruefully
eyeing Horace up and down,
“justuzwell yur uh ‘ard bassturd.
Ulroight moy cawker, oil tayk-er
drawp in moy cut, an’ givyur fifteeyn grand-er. Now, ygunna git yur
ass in thu back-er thu furkin’ van
aw waart?”
Horace sat amongst a pile of what
seemed to be agricultural tools
as the van sped out the village.
Horace liked the sound of the
fifteen grand. He could fix his roof,
pay off some of his debts and keep
some aside to take the family

away somewhere warm. Even so,
he immediately found himself
wondering what he was doing
putting himself at risk like this.
His heart rushed and a wave
of nervous excitement came
over him, the like of which
he’d not experienced since he
was a teenager sneaking into a
girlfriend’s home while her parents
were asleep upstairs.
It was clearly a case of mistaken
identity. Although Horace found it
scary and was concerned for his
safety and felt that he had entered
into something dodgy and illegal,
he also found it thrilling.
Chris and the driver were talking
in front and involving Horace in
the conversation, but he couldn’t
hear what was being said because
of the sounds of the van moving
along the narrow country lanes, the
machinery rattling about him and
the men’s thick country accents.
He just shouted ‘yes’ when he
thought he should in an attempt to
keep everybody happy.
He definitely heard both men
talking about ‘getting in and
out’ and ‘how it should be over
quickly’, which convinced Horace
they were about to commit a
robbery. His face went flush at
the thought, and whilst there was
a part of him that thought it was
wrong and that he should stop it
now for his and his family’s sake,
this part of Horace was just a
slither compared to the part he’d
been ignoring for the past however
many years that had yearned for
just this kind of excitement.
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The van drove for about six miles
and turned off into a field. Horace
bounced around in the back as it
swung beneath a canopy of trees
and out onto the lip of a clearing
shaped like a bowl. When the
engine switched off, Horace could
hear the hum of generators and
chatter of voices and thought they
must have arrived at a fete or
circus or some other kind of public
gathering.
“Awright moy cawker,” said Chris,
who turned to look at Horace,
“don’t leyt us dowun, ulroight?” The
doors opened and the driver helped
Horace out.
The smell of cooking burgers and
the sight of hundreds of men, from
gnarly looking traveller types to
well-off men with flash clothes
milling together on the banks of the
clearing stunned Horace. Then he
saw more men and the occasional
woman sitting in rows of folded
chairs that formed a neat square
around a boxing ring where two
badly bleeding men were throwing
bare-fisted punches at one another.
His face flinched at the gory sight.
“Roight, strip arf willyur,” said the
driver, who’d placed a fatherly arm
around Horace’s broad shoulders.
Horace kept looking over at the two
men stripped to the waist, battering
each other’s bodies with swollen
hands. This was a case of mistaken
identity. Chris and the driver
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obviously thought he was someone
else who was comfortable with
removing his shirt and stepping up
into that ring in front of all these
cheering animal lunatics craving
sweat and blood.
With good natured non-stop talking
the driver helped Horace off with
his shirt and when Chris rejoined
them after talking to whom Horace
guessed were the organisers, the
three of them walked down the
slope, through the crowd seated on
plastic chairs and towards the ring
that was having its canvas cleaned
of blood from the last fight.
So this is it, thought Horace, by now
observing his physical form from
somewhere outside his body. I am to
die here in this ring before a baying
mob of primitive scoundrels who in
the other world can play civilised
when it suits them, but who live
for secret meetings like this where
their ancient lust for combat can
come to the fore and prosper. Here
when it should have been someone
else in my place. Here amongst
strangers, and I so young in relative
terms, and without the chance of a
goodbye to my beautiful wife and
two children who mean more to me
than I can ever explain.
The thought of never seeing his wife
and children again filled Horace
with the resolve he needed to make
sure his fears would not and could
not be realised. For the remainder
of his walk to the ring he marched

23

with vigour, and thanks to all the
hours spent at the gym and fixing up
his home, he looked an impressive
creature as he pulled himself up
through the ropes.
Standing in his corner with Chris
and the driver, he eyed the crowd,
turning a complete circle, and the
crowd eyed him with precision for
betting purposes, busy calculating
his chances against the opponent
who was now making his way into
the ring. Here Horace was, a man
of mistaken identity, an interloper
in a scene so far removed and
alien to his steady home life and
employment, that he began to
smile. He imagined the man whose
place he’d taken, who was supposed
to be here fighting instead, as
standing somewhere back in the
village scratching his head and
wondering where his ride was.
Horace’s opponent was a thickset
man with a face and body covered
in scars. He didn’t look over at
Horace once and instead went
straight into warming up with some
squats before throwing a ferocious
spurt of assured punches into
padded gloves held up by one of his
conernmen.
“Hit ’im iyn thu ‘ead an’ yuwill
breayk yur ‘and. Concuntrayte on
‘is belly an’ ‘is chest-er,” said Chris,
inches from Horace’s face. “An’ wun
maw thiyng, wots yur nayme?”
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My name, thought Horace, with
awful realisation. He now knew
they didn’t know who he was. He
also knew there was no mistaken
identity and that they were just
looking for someone they could set
up. Horace had been kidnapped
and was faced with the prospect
of either fighting or walking out of
wherever the hell he was with all
these noisy spectators expecting
blood and carnage.
“I still get the fifteen thousand,”
said Horace with the resigned air of
a man who did not have the courage
to back out and who was worried he
was about to have his face spoilt for
nothing.
Chris nodded, “Ov cawse yullgityur
mo-nee. Yu ‘ave moy wurd,” and
for a split second he almost looked
apologetic.
“My name is Horace Mendy,” said
Horace, mustering as much pride as
he could salvage from the situation.
“Ve-ree well-er, I shull tell thu
announcer that yur Fiyghtin’
Medalliyun Men-dee, uhlroight?”
Horace tingled with anticipation as
Chris, the driver and his opponent’s
cornermen cleared the ring and the
announcements were made. His
heart cried out. Do or die. The bell
sounded and Horace, both fists up
and ready for action, edged forward
to meet his opponent in the centre
of the ring.

Smitten Autotune
by Niven Govinden
Illustration by Billy Mather
I am her digital heartbeat: the
computer program that gives life
to her rigor-mortised vocals. I pull
her out of the pit and add honey to
her tuneless-ness. I curve flats into
rounds, joining single enunciated
words into light, breathless
couplets. I add vulnerability to her
steel plating.

the sharp, serrated edges once
she has sung them, but volume sheer vocal strength - is not in my
programming function.

There was some British girl in
the 50s who sang with a laugh
in her voice, and this chick does
something similar. Except she’s
foul-mouthed with it. Every adlib
comes with a cuss: you limp d**ked
p***y; you lighted cigarette. She
manages to utter these insults in
tune; laughs in perfect scales.
The rest of it takes effort.

It’s like a dirty caller made a
record, says the engineer, young
and impressionable, and eager to
pick up on every word. Once we
get it together she’s going to have
a hit.

I am spared the tension headaches
that plague the producer and
engineer. Even with my presence,
the reassuring arsenal in their box
of tricks, they worry about the end
result of these recording sessions.
During comfort breaks she is out
of my range; cell-phone arguments
with a boyfriend from the privacy
of the restroom.
In her absence microphones are
reset from reverb to double reverb
and then triple in order to bring
out some volume from the depths
of her throat. I can file down

This is the first talk-under-yourbreath album, says the producer
more than once, to no one in
particular.

I don’t care about hits anymore,
cries the producer despairingly, a
rising panic in his voice. I just want
them to give me someone who can
sing.
Once her efforts have been fed to
me, I gargle and regurgitate them.
No one will ever understand the
pleasure of it; her breath mixed
with my wiring, something that is
close to a kiss. There have been
many girls, but none as affecting
as her. The guttural in her tone,
the physicality of it, slowing my
program and making me want to
hold back some of her words for
myself.
Afterwards, the engineer is left
alone to do his night-work. He
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comps and splices like crazy.
Makes a sage of her bad
grace. Unlike the producer, he has
the energy to force-feed her lack
of musicality. Turns cul-de-sacs
into open roads; pathways that will
speak directly to the inner lives of
millions of teens.

Save it for your own record, she
snaps. This is my record. I’m the
one who calls the shots.

She is interested in none of it.
Bored with every part of the
process. I only hear the light in her
voice when a TV crew comes to see
her at work.

All the compressed files are check
in the wake of. I am rebooted
twice for safety, something that
equates to a sharp kick in the
pants.

They shoot after an hour of hair
and natural make-up, when
her head lolls casually on the
producer’s shoulder, authoritatively
pressing buttons and pushing up
faders that lead to nowhere.

For the rest of the afternoon he
gets her to sing Love another
twenty times to make up for the
drops in the processed tracks.
I hold onto those too. They’re
looped around my inner circuits.

She plays them the latest cut, Love
Thief, but here I embarrass her
with my greediness. The song is
all Thief and no Love. What the F?
What have you losers done to my
song? Where’s the words?

LOVE. LOVE. LOVE. I LOVE YOU.
YOU L P D   ED MU   F    R.

I like it, says the flummoxed
engineer, regaining enough of his
wits to play along. Just something
we wanted to try out. The
minimalism adds drive to the drum
loops. Makes it less old-school.

The producer snivels over this
afterwards, lamenting how her
voice broke even in the simplistic
delivery of those last seven words.

Niven is working on his new novel.
Previous novels, ‘We Are The
New Romantics’ and ‘Graffiti My
Soul’, are available from all good
stockists. You can follow Niven
on Twitter at twitter.com/niven_
govinden

Drawgasms
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If You Accept the
Invitation, You’d
Better be Prepared to
Dance
by Joe Crosby, with additional research and material from Harry Critchner
Illustration by Oliver Dashwood
The Hubble telescope picked them
up first and relayed the images
back to Earth, which caused great
excitement and trepidation in the
offices and corridors of NASA. Life
did exist elsewhere in the Universe,
and it was heading, en masse, our
way.
Despite worries that it might cause
mass hysteria, uprisings and all sort
of goofy behaviour breaking out
in the populous, it was uniformly
decided by the powers-that-be
to inform the world’s citizens
right away of the Armanda sailing
towards them at top speed through
space. As one prominent NASA
scientist pointed out in his briefing:
“Besides, if we don’t tell the public
now they will know sure enough in
a few days when they draw back
their curtains and see the sky
cluttered with UFOs.”
A division of American Homeland
Security had drafted a protocol 67
years ago for just such an event: a
visitation from outer space.
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The document, created at the
height of Cold War tension and
paranoia, advised with strictest
clarity that the most effective
way to proceed, to keep people
functioning and their spirits up,
was to issue a carefully-scripted
public declaration that avoided
the use of inflammatory language,
and to follow this message with
astute management of information
through the media to soothe, calm
and maintain order.
As one heavyweight political and
military strategist put it in an
email to members of the United
Nations: “If whatever is heading
our way thinks it’s a bit tasty and
wants to cause trouble all over the
planet, then the last thing people
will be thinking of is chewing off
our ear for trying to reassure them
at this juncture. In an effort to
reduce unnecessary panic we must
present this news in the most nonthreatening way possible. If they
do arrive with the intention of
kicking some shit, we don’t want

to be policing and fighting our own
populations at the same time.”
To portray a scene of relaxed
authority it was advised that the
heads of state be filmed at their
non-executive retreats in the
country. These films would later be
broadcast to their people. It was
decided that to present the leaders
in smart suits delivering this
messages from their office, acting
all businesslike, would be too much
and convey the underlying feeling
that something was not quite right.
So each country broadcast its
leader dressed casually, seemingly
at ease and ‘off duty’, almost
nonchalantly talking about
standing on the threshold of the
most important date in human
history. There would be new
opportunities to embrace and
learn. It was, they said with much
conviction and delight, an exciting
development that would benefit all
of humankind.
In these carefully put together
films, the leaders took on the
persona of kindly parents, soothing
fears and explaining that there was
nothing to worry about. There was,
they said, nothing to suggest the
visitors from outer space would be
aggressive. This was true, there
was nothing to suggest they’d be
aggressive, but what was also true
and not mentioned in the addresses
was the very real fear felt at the
highest levels that there was also
nothing to suggest the visitors
wouldn’t be aggressive. In truth,
no one knew what would happen.

In every nation on Earth people
were amazed to see the private
home of their leader. Some were
paying so much attention to every
detail of these homes that they
didn’t listen to anything the leader
said and they only found out later
about the space travellers when
someone else told them and asked
them what they thought.
Others thought it was a staged
joke, a put-on by some hilarious
comedian who had somehow
managed to convince the leader to
take part in a prank. These people
who thought it was a joke laughed
alone at all the millions of others
watching who they guessed would
have fallen for it.
These people who thought it was
a joke congratulated themselves
for being smart whilst at the same
time despising all those who would
have believed it. The majority
of people though who saw these
amazing life-changing speeches
had to pick up their jaw from off
the floor. For them it was the kind
of thing that happened in movies,
never in life.
What happened next was strange.
The world sort of stopped. I don’t
mean it ceased spinning, or blew
up, or anything like that. I mean
its people. Daily routines altered
and industrial production took
a back seat as shock set in and
momentarily rendered everything
meaningless. Sure there were
minor incidents of unrest, but
these were sporadic, because on
the whole most people took an
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unofficial holiday and waited in for
the visitors to show up.
The media that Homeland Security
had once said could be used to
control the public was now a much
different beast from when the
original documentation was drawn.
It had grown immeasurably. It was
vast, sprawling and ceaseless in its
spirit and relatively independent
too. It did not take a holiday. The
regular schedule of mainstream
media was ditched and replaced by
hastily-assembled discussion shows,
news updates and films like First
Contact, Muppets in Space, Close
Encounters and other Spielberg
films. People watched on, confused
as they waited.
The Internet was awash with
opinion, speculation, unanswerable
questions and answers that could
never really be proven. Maybe
all the Internet talk was the
realisation of some kind of mass
human panic? All of a sudden
people were realising they were
not alone and that whatever was
coming was capable of producing
technology to journey huge
distances through deep space.
Through the Internet people
struggled to be heard or find
vindication for their thoughts
and being. Like trees falling in
the forest, each blogger, tweeter
and forum member, in their own
peculiar way, was leaving an
individual stamp and thinking that
no matter what: I existed, and
here’s my proof.
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The Hubble telescope was widely
blamed for bringing them to us. We
might as well just have taken out
an advert in the aliens’ newspapers
and included a map showing them
how to get to Earth. What were
we thinking sending things up into
space?
Without the Hubble telescope up
there, floating around in space,
they’d have been none the wiser
and our existence would have
remained secret... and so it went.
But for how long, countered others?
Then specs began appearing in the
sky on the fifth day. At first they
were ever so tiny, but they grew
at a disturbing rate. There were so
many.
On seeing the specs in the sky
and finally realising this was very
real and happening, a great many
people could not handle the
waiting and loneliness, so sought
each other out.
Great crowds began developing
in major cities. Instead of asking
them to return home, for fear
this negative action would create
problems, city authorities were
happy to let people in and gather.
It was arranged to make sure
there was plenty of food and other
necessary provisions available.
I ask you this: A few days ago I
was told to write a story for Pop
Cult that would whiten the hair
of whoever read it. What kind of
a challenge is that? More to the
point, what could possibly be on
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those spacecrafts heading towards
Earth that could be so scary as to
shock your hair white?
Cannibal killers? No. We already
have cannibal killers here on Earth,
thank you. Death? We have plenty
of that too. Disease? Pestilence?
No. We’ve got those bases covered
as well.
Are the alien invaders bringing
war? Terror? Hope not, because we
already have plenty, maybe too
much. Truth is, everything we need
ever be afraid of is already here
and living amongst us.
Hands up who wants to be
vulnerable, old or sick? We know
and understand death. Our history
is full of it. Likewise, we know and
understand torture. Fine, splinter
our bones and feed our legs
through a meet grinder whilst we
are still alive. Better yet, skewer
through an eyeball and lick its
moist coating before biting into its
flesh and sucking out its goo, as if
it were a crème egg.
Do this and humans will collectively
look the other way with the one
remaining good eye, and yes we
will shit and pee our pants and
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scream for mercy as we flail
around retarded by our pain, like
the wounded animal we are, but
we are human and we know and
understand all this.
Truth is, bubba, the horror is
already here. It might not be
obvious at first, but it’s here. In
newspapers, in our gossip, our rules
and eye contact.
It permeates our thoughts. It’s in
the mind of the driver you next cut
up at a roundabout who thinks it is
perfectly right to follow you until
you’ve stopped so he can smash
through that fine and delicate
casing of your skull with his wheel
lock. It is also in the mind of
the man with ridiculously large
sideburns and his four-eyed bitch
of a wife who will commit all kinds
of unspeakable sex acts on the
teenager they’ve drugged and plan
to kill.
This story will not turn your hair
white, far from it, but maybe life
will, or your next encounter with a
stranger in a darkened place?

The future!
by Christien Haywood
What does the future hold for
Pop Cult readers? That’s a good
question. Well done. Want to know
what the next minellium holds
without having to start looking
after yourself better, maybe do
a little jogging, cut down on the
cheese, and would it kill you to eat
some f***ing carrots occasionally?
Well, look no further. Here’s what’s
going to happen in the next 1000
years, startinnnnnng.....now!
2012: Peter Andre and Alex Reid
have eleventh child. Sibling clan
now consists of Harvey, Junior,
Princess, Junior Princess, Princess
Jnr, Sabre, Octagon, WKD,
Batman, Batmanreturns Jnr, and
Harvey again. Winner of ‘Heat’
Competition phone-in allowed to
do Jordan’s episiotomy. Last child
completes dynasty which will rule
China(white)for next 100 years.
2060: New Ice Age FINALLY arrives
– surprise!

entirely of TV ad directors and
interior designers) implodes
almost immediately with bitter
war over best way to pronounce
‘macchiato’.
17,800,650: Time travelling
Nazis from the future attempt to
kill Jesus Christ on Mars with a
dinosaur. Lots of paperwork for
everyone.
3000: Beautiful utopian society
rebuilt, which lasts for thousands
of years. Men and women live in
harmonious bio-domes wearing
togas, eating grapes, and having
sex with the Internet. All is love
and harmony, with every wish
catered for and no hardship. And
for entertainment, every night
there’s a new Carousel. Carousel!
Carousel! Carousel!
And to infinity and beyond…..

2100: Meteor hits exact opposite
side of Earth and brings dinosaurs
back to life.

14,999,999,999: Universe grows
old, and with the coming of age,
more conservative. Human beings
transmigrate away to live in the
Daily Mail Dimension, before spaceimmigrants lower galaxy prices.

2130: Simon Cowell introduces
new reality show ‘X Factor Solar
System’. Jupiter voted off in first
week using a Death Star.

15,000,000,000: Sun burns out,
stars grow dim, universe collapses,
Bluetooth earpieces finally become
socially acceptable.

2131: Tsunamis engulf London
– only lovely Hampstead (perched
atop Parliament Hill) survives.
The New World Order (comprised

15,000,000,001: Chris Langham
allowed new sitcom.
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Electronic Networking
Part Two
by Jon Harris
Illustration by Stuart Blakeledge
I whisper all my secrets to Twitter.
M buzzed the intercom and,
re-reading my message, I went
in. “We have an issue.” His flat
statement was echoed by a grunt
from Q.
“We cracked Twitter’s early lunch
debates fairly quickly, you’ll
remember. And, using that crib,
we’ve added to our skills.” Q began
passing messages across to me.
“These recent examples have lead
us to believe that our original belief
in the atrophy of the system and
the subsequent low risk grading is
incorrect.” Lighting a cigarette, I
glanced across at M, who stared
blankly back.
“Over the last year to eighteen
months, we’ve collated increasing
activity throughout the network.
The cover is astounding. So many
messages, so much information in
plain sight was passing through one
account. It was incredible.”
A shiver ran through Q. Something I
have never seen before.
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“Analysts had assumed it was a
Chinese hack, but it was too big.
We’ve learnt that the many millions
of transfers between sentient beings
have created a type of synaptic
friction. In short; Twitter, through
a hive mind response, has become
sentient. We believe @JustinBieber
is the outlet of that mind.”
“The physical presence of Bieber
cannot be confirmed,” Continued
Q. “It has become clear that
the various recordings etc. are a
pretence created, dues ex machina,
to ensure those within Twitter
continue feeding it the energy it
needs. We believe that this has been
so encoded in some individuals that
they could be induced into a cranial
fit of sufficient energy to kill anyone
nearby. Given the coverage Twitter
has, this could be....”
The sentence tailed off as Q’s body
slumped to the floor. My eyes passed
over M, his head lolled back in the
chair, and I tweeted; @justinbieber
Re; not for public knowledge.
Mission accomplished.
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