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The sun rose. It was dirty. It was late. It was thirty billion miles overdue on its next service. There was a thin film of oil on its surface, the result of a sprung gasket. But it was up and running, and that in itself was something of a miracle, all things considered.

‘Over to you, son,’ said the Principal Technical Officer, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. ‘Just don’t drop it, all right?’

The Assistant Technical Officer scowled. ‘You always say that,’ he replied. ‘And have I ever . . . ?’

‘Not yet.’

The older official looked down at the great fiery disc and smiled in spite of himself. True, he could hear the distinct grinding noise and smell the burning oil, but it was still an impressive sight. They’d built things to last in those days, which was just as well. Of course, they had the funding, then.

‘Here,’ said the younger official. ‘The gyro’s packed up again.’

‘Gyro,’ replied his colleague scornfully. ‘Bloody modern  tat. You’ll just have to fly it on manual, that’s all.’

‘Oh no,’ whined the younger official. ‘That’s no good. If I gotta do that I’ll have to miss lunch again.’

‘Tough.’ The Principal Technical Officer’s soul passed a few observations about the younger generation, with particular reference to those members of it who wore earrings. ‘When I was your age . . .’

‘Yeah, yeah, you told me.’

‘Given anything, I would, for a chance to fly her solo.’ He paused, remembering. ‘We took a pride in our work in those days,’ he added.

‘Yeah. Well.’

The younger official had a point. Things were different now, the Principal Technical Officer admitted to himself as he packed up his knapsack and put on his bicycle clips. Not quite so run down for one thing. The Great Bear wasn’t held in its place in the firmament by three hundred thousand miles of insulating tape and a bent nail.

‘You should think yourself lucky,’ he said without conviction, ‘that you’ve got a job at all.’

His junior colleague didn’t even bother to reply; he was leaning on the dead man’s handle, eyes vacant, Walkman headphones on, staring down towards Betelgeuse. Something told the Principal Technical Officer that if humanity made it through to nightfall with nothing worse than a few hours of inexplicable darkness it should count itself lucky.

Still, he said to himself, as he hoisted himself on to his ancient bicycle and pedalled stiffly away across the sparkling freeway of the stars, if you’re going to take a pride in your work, your work’s got to be something you can take a pride in. And if the whole shooting-match is virtually derelict, what can you expect? No wonder the boy’s demoralised. Where’s the point in bothering when nobody else seems to give a damn?

His way home took him past the moon-sheds and, following this train of thought, he slowed to a halt, leaned on his handlebars and looked in through the great double doors. Inside, the moon was being winched back into dry dock for the day. From a distance, it never failed to take his breath away. Seen up close, it wasn’t a pretty sight.

‘Strewth,’ the old official muttered under his breath.

Admittedly, it was quite some time - centuries, probably - since he’d taken the time to stop and look at it this closely, but there was no denying the fact that the old girl was in pretty poor shape.

‘What have they been doing to her?’ he said aloud.

One of the maintenance engineers, an alarming-looking youth with a Mohican haircut and a ring through one nostril, looked round and stared at him. He didn’t seem to notice.

‘What’s up with you, grandad?’ the youth demanded.

‘You’re not going to use sandpaper on her, are you?’ the old official said, horrified.

‘You what?’

No wonder, the old official reflected. No wonder the poor old bus has got all those great big pits and craters all over her once-smooth surfaces. He sighed; he knew there was no point uttering the words that were trying to squeeze their way through the gap in his teeth, but he said them anyway.

‘You shouldn’t use that stuff on the outer skin,’ he said. ‘First thing you know, you’ll get pitting.’

‘So what?’

So what indeed? Nobody cared, obviously; and as he cycled away, the old official couldn’t find it in his heart to blame them. Where was the point in trying to keep it going when it was patently clapped out? They were going to scrap it soon in any case, they said, commission a brand new one. They’d been saying it for a long time now.

As usual, he stopped off at the Social Club for a tea and a bacon sandwich before going home. He parked his bicycle, chained it to a lamppost, and walked into the room, which looked like one of the more run-down East German railway stations. Another example, he couldn’t help reflecting, of the way this whole operation is going downhill.

‘What’s happened to the pool table, Nev?’ he asked.

‘Jammed,’ replied the steward, washing glasses. ‘They’re sending someone later on.’

‘Right.’

‘Or at least,’ the steward added, ‘so they told me.’

‘Right.’

The steward made an indeterminate noise and put the bacon sandwich in the microwave. Another bloody innovation.

‘Looking forward to the darts match tomorrow, Nev?’

The steward sighed. ‘Cancelled, George old son,’ he said. ‘Due to lack of interest. Hadn’t you heard?’

 



Jane stopped what she was doing and looked out of the window at the sun.

This, she reflected, is what they call too much of a good thing. All very well looking fondly back on the long, hot summers of one’s childhood, but when you’re stuck in an office with a glass roof, windows that don’t open and a heating system mysteriously jammed on, even in summer, you start thinking nostalgically about good, solid rain.

‘I can remember rain,’ she said aloud. ‘Gosh, that dates me.’

Three weeks, give or take a day, and already the news-readers were smugly saying gloomy things about standpipes and hosepipe bans. What’s wrong with a country where three weeks of sun turns the reservoirs into dustbowls?

She turned away from the window and tried to concentrate on the VDU in front of her. It was staring back at her with a sort of blank look, as if it had been sniffing glue. She picked up the phone.

‘Trish,’ she said. ‘What’s wrong with the screens?’

‘System’s down at Reading,’ Trish replied. ‘Back on after lunch.’

‘Great,’ said Jane. ‘Tell them we’d be better off with a card index and a notched stick.’

Never mind, there’s plenty I can be getting on with till then, said Jane to herself. Staring out of the window, for instance.

Instead, she looked through her handbag, found her address book and dialled a number.

‘Apollo Staff Bureau,’ said a voice like a lady Dalek at the other end of the line. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Yes,’ Jane said brightly, ‘I want a new job, please.’

 



‘We could advertise it,’ said the Chief of Staff.

The rest of the committee looked at him.

‘Well,’ said Personnel eventually, ‘it’s an idea, certainly. Where would you suggest?’

‘Um.’

‘Tricky one to place, don’t you think?’ Personnel continued, with the air of someone getting ready to ram a point into the ground. ‘I mean, it’s not one for the  Exchange and Mart, is it?’

‘Let’s try being positive for once,’ Staff replied testily. ‘That’s the problem, really, we’re all too keen to look at the disadvantages and not the . . .’

‘Absolutely,’ Branch interrupted. ‘With you all the way there. But I think Personnel’s got a point too, you know.’

All God’s children gotta point, said Staff to himself, it’s just that some of them are bloody silly ones. He drew a spaceship on the agenda and tried to calm himself down.

‘I still think,’ he said, putting the tips of his fingers together as a means of stopping his hands clenching, ‘that we should advertise it. I mean, why not? It’s what they do in the private sector. They don’t keep staff vacancies a deadly secret, like they were something to be ashamed of. They go out and they ask people to apply.’

‘Right on,’ said Personnel, with all the enthusiasm of a corpse. ‘So where do we look?’

There was a silence.

‘All right,’ said Staff, ‘what do you suggest? We need someone and we need someone quickly. You’re the Personnel Officer. What’s your considered opinion?’

‘I think it needs thinking about.’

Another silence; during which Staff noticed that the burning thrones they sat on, as a mark of their superior executive status, didn’t burn any more. They just glowed intermittently and hummed.

‘Have you thought yet?’ he enquired.

‘Not yet, no.’

‘Fine,’ Staff replied. ‘You take your time.’ He crossed his legs and started to doodle ostentatiously.

‘Why don’t we use the usual procedure?’ asked a voice from the other end of the table.

‘Because . . .’ Staff started to say, but checked himself. There were times when his paranoia slipped the lead and got mixed up with his angst, when he sincerely believed that Finance and General Purposes was a management plant, deliberately seeded on to this committee to make sure that nothing ever got done. Since it was very probably true he invariably dismissed the idea from his mind; it is not just mankind who cannot bear too much reality. ‘Because,’ he went on, ‘there’s three feet of moss growing in the usual channels and something’s got to be done.’

‘Oh, we’re all agreed on that,’ Branch said. ‘No question about it, something’s got to be done. On the other  hand, we don’t want to rush into something without having worked it carefully through. I mean. . .’ He made a slight but expressive gesture and went back to impersonating a doorstop. Staff took a grip on himself, straining something in his integrity, and tried to sound conciliatory.

‘All right, then,’ he said, ‘what about an agency? I gather they’re very good at this sort of thing. You know, head-hunting. ’

‘Which agency had you in mind?’ said Personnel.

‘Look,’ said Staff, ‘this is supposed to be an ideas session, right? We’re supposed to be a think tank, bouncing ideas off each other. Has anybody got any ideas at all?’

There was a slightly embarrassed pause; and then Personnel, judging his timing to perfection, smiled and cleared his throat.

‘I’ve got an idea,’ he said. ‘I’ve got an idea that this needs thinking through carefully.’

‘Me too,’ said Branch. ‘Looking at it in the round, I mean.’

‘I think,’ said Finance and General Purposes, ‘that we should go through the established procedure.’

Staff closed his eyes. ‘Good God, Norman,’ he said to the ceiling, ‘what an absolute stroke of genius. Yes, let’s all do that, shall we? Well, thank you very much for your time, gentlemen. I honestly believe we’ve all made very real progress today. Same time next week then?’

Instead of going back to the main building, Staff turned left down the corridor, walked briskly on past the post room, turned right by the file store and pressed the button for the lift. Two minutes later, he swore at the lift-shaft and started to climb the seventeen flights of stairs that led to the DA’s office.

‘I’ll show the bastards,’ he muttered, rather breathlessly. ‘Just for once, I’ll damn well show the . . .’

The further up he went the dustier it got. There was something about the decor, something very subtle which you couldn’t put your finger on, that suggested that nobody had been this way in a very long time, and that there was probably a very good reason for that. Perhaps, Staff said to himself, it’s the fact that all the treads on this staircase are rotted half through.

At last, breathless and sweating, he found himself at the top of the building. It was dark here (no light bulb), and cold, and ever so slightly spooky. It was years since he’d been up this far. It was a fair bet that there was nobody here any more.

In front of him there was a glass door so grimy that he had to wipe it with his sleeve before he could read the lettering on it. But there was a light behind it, implying the presence of sentient life. That, as far as Staff was concerned, would make a pleasant change. He screwed up his eyes and read the inscription on the window.

 



D. GANGER

 



it said, and in smaller letters underneath:

 



DEVIL’S ADVOCATE

 



‘Oh well,’ said Staff to himself, repressing a shudder, ‘I’m here now.’

He knocked smartly on the door and turned the handle.

 



‘Try a bit of silver paper and some gunk,’ said the Technical Adviser into the receiver.

The voice at the other end crackled at him. ‘Will that work?’ it enquired.

‘Dunno.’ The Technical Adviser leaned back in his chair and put a peppermint in his mouth. ‘Might do.’

‘Look,’ said the crackle. ‘I’ve got a bloody great disc of helium broken down over East Africa. Things are starting to get burnt. Suggest something.’

‘Not my fault,’ replied the Technical Adviser automatically. ‘I told ’em at Depot it needed a whole new gearbox, but would they listen? Nah.’ He crunched the peppermint into the mouthpiece, sending a noise like the end of the world down the wire. ‘Look,’ he said, after he had cleared the shrapnel off the roof of his mouth, ‘tell you what I’ll do for you. I’ll send out Maintenance with the van. They’ll have you back on the road again, no worries.’

The crackle reminded him by way of reply that the Maintenance Unit had been disbanded two years ago as part of the cutbacks programme, and its staff reassigned to Oceans. ‘What about the backup team?’ it suggested.

‘Nice idea,’ replied the Technical Adviser, thumbing through a roster. ‘Trouble is, they’re down at the Social Club at Depot fixing a jammed pool table.You want them, you got to fill in a Yellow at least forty-eight hours in advance.’

‘Then what do you suggest?’

‘You could get out and push.’

The crackle considered this, gave the Technical Officer some advice of an intimate nature, and disconnected itself.

The fish in Lake Victoria were finding that the ceiling was rather nearer than usual.

 



‘Come in.’

Rather to Staff ’s surprise, the door opened easily. He blinked.

It wasn’t quite the way he’d expected it to be. For one thing, it was clean. Cleaner, in fact, than the rest of the building. It was newly decorated. In one corner there was a highly advanced fax machine, flickering quietly, bringing  up its lunch, while in the other stood a computer terminal which looked like the sort of thing George Lucas would have dreamed up if possessed by devils. There was also, Staff noticed, a substantial potted plant. Real, not plastic.

‘It’s because we’re separately funded,’ said a voice behind him. ‘The benefits of decentralisation and all that. You’re Chief of Staff, aren’t you?’

The figure standing behind him was almost as disconcerting as the environment. It looked young, vibrant, full of energy. More amazing still, it looked like it was capable of enjoying itself.

‘You’re . . .’ Staff said. The figure grinned.

‘My name’s Ganger. We haven’t actually met, but it’s my job to know things.’

By way of a disorienting remark, said Staff’s soul to any part of his brain that happened to be listening, that’s got to be in the running with Are you sure you’re feeling all right? and Excuse me, there’s a bomb inside this banana. Throwing people off balance was probably part of the job, too. Staff forced himself to relax.

‘Sorry to barge in like this,’ he said, ‘but have you got a moment?’

Ganger nodded. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Carol, I’ll be engaged in the back office. Anyone calls, take a message.’

Staff’s head swivelled like a windmill and he caught sight of a blonde head between two earphones. Laid-back nonchalance is all very well but there are limits.

‘You don’t mean to say,’ he whispered, ‘you’ve actually got a secretary?’

‘Two,’ Ganger replied, and Staff gave up the struggle. This was the sort of man who had a My-other-car’s-a-Porsche sticker in the back window of his Maserati. ‘Come with me. Coffee?’

Staff made a little noise without opening his lips. ‘I suppose your secretary will bring it through to us?’

Ganger raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, yes,’ he said.

‘One of your two secretaries?’

‘That’s it. If that’s all right with you, that is.’

‘That’s fine,’ said Staff. ‘I think I’ve come to the right place.’

It seemed like a very long walk through to the back office, until Staff realised that it was the effort of walking through the carpet. You could easily lose a Mayan city in the pile and never know it.

‘So what can we do for you?’ Ganger said, waving his arm at a chair. Staff looked at him carefully. Perhaps it was an invitation to sit on it, but it seemed unlikely. It had the appearance of the sort of thing you pay money just to look at.

‘Sit down,’ said Ganger, ‘please. We don’t stand on ceremony here.’

Maybe not, but you sure as hell sit on luxury. Staff sat back, panicked for a moment until he got his bearings again, and cleared his mind.

‘Actually,’ he began to say, ‘all it was . . .’

His lips froze. Ganger followed his line of sight and raised an eyebrow.

‘It’s a photocopier,’ he said. ‘You know, you put pieces of paper in one end . . .’

‘I’m sorry,’ Staff muttered. ‘Like I was saying, I’m in a bit of a quandary, and I thought, you know, a fresh angle on the problem . . .’

Ganger nodded. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Do you advertise or do you go to an agency? Good question.’

‘Look . . .’ Staff tried to sit up, but the chair wouldn’t let him. He struggled. Self-esteem wasn’t the most significant part of his personality, but he was damned if he was going to end his career by slipping down the back of a chair.

‘How do I know all this?’ Ganger said. ‘Simple. It’s my  job.’ He paused, then smiled gently. ‘Try straightening your back,’ he said. ‘It’ll push you forward out of the cushion.’

Staff did so, then he scowled. ‘You’re a . . .’

‘No, I’m not, actually,’ Ganger replied. ‘It’s possible to read mortal minds, of course, but not ours. Jamming devices, you know. Really, it’s just intuition and psychology.’

‘Oh.’

‘And microphones too, of course.’

‘Ah.’

The door opened, and a female person brought in a tray with two cups of coffee. With saucers. Saucers that matched. I’d honestly believe I’d died and gone to heaven, thought Staff . . .

‘Only that’s not possible in the circumstances,’ Ganger said, and laughed politely. ‘Thank you, I’m flattered. All it takes really is good taste and careful management.’

‘And separate funding.’

‘That helps, certainly.’ Ganger looked at him over his cup. ‘My money’s on an agency.’

‘Really?’

Ganger nodded. ‘Every time,’ he said. ‘Saves time, and in the long run money. Neither of which, if I’m right, you’ve got a great deal of.’

Staff tried unsuccessfully to balance his saucer on his knee, but the chair seemed to be breathing. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘And what do I tell the rest of the committee?’

Ganger looked surprised: probably a whole new experience . . .

‘Not at all,’ he said abruptly. ‘Things surprise me all the time. Who gives a toss what the committee thinks? Anyway,’ he added, ‘if you’re at all bothered about it, don’t tell them.’

‘But I’ve got to tell . . .’

‘Why?’

Staff was shocked; it was like being asked to justify breathing. Then the penny dropped. Different rules . . .

‘You tell me,’ he said.






TWO

 



 



 



 




Jane was not a naturally discontented person; or at least, that was what she’d always led herself to believe. It was just that there were certain things that she found hard to put up with. These things tended to change their shape depending on circumstances, just as clouds can sometimes be great fluffy dragons and sometimes wisps of low-quality cotton wool; sometimes it would be the plight of famine victims, sometimes it was the incredibly feckless way the stationery supplies were managed at work, and sometimes - quite often, and in point of fact, right now - it was the punctuality of the 42A bus that really managed to get to her. If there was a common factor, it was probably sloppiness.

The weather could do with sorting, too.

The British Nation, she said to herself, and its unique relationship with water: we either sail over it or stand under it. It took the Chinese, though, to invent the umbrella.

Since the 42A had patently been ambushed by the Hole in the Wall Gang, set on fire and abandoned somewhere further up the line, she decided to walk the mile from  the office to the station. She splashed resolutely up the road, trying to avoid the larger puddles and speculating as to whether ditching fins and growing legs had been the evolutionary breakthrough everyone reckoned it was. She was coming to the conclusion that the really smart move would have been wings and floats, like the Spruce Goose, when she bumped into a fellow-pedestrian and nearly knocked him over into a puddle the size of Lake Van.

‘Sorry,’ she said.

The man, who was so sharply dressed you could have used him for open-heart surgery and, despite the lack of hat or umbrella, as dry as a bone, smiled at her.

‘Not at all,’ he replied. ‘But you’re wrong about the wings, you know.’

Jane’s jaw flopped down like undercarriage. ‘What?’ she said.

‘Wings,’ the man replied, still smiling. ‘If the ancestors of mankind had grown wings, they wouldn’t have needed to develop manual dexterity and the use of tools. That way, their brains wouldn’t have adapted and become what they eventually did become. Result, you wouldn’t be a human, just a big pink bird, and the chimpanzees would be feeding you breadcrumbs in Trafalgar Square. Think about it.’

He nodded, side-stepped into the puddle (which divided on either side of his foot) and walked on, leaving Jane standing in exactly the right spot to receive the full force of the spray when a 42A bus went neatly through the puddle a few moments later.

 



Staff was reading a letter.

It wasn’t easy going, because the script - and, indeed, the language - it was written in had died out centuries before; but he could understand that. The writer of the  letter probably hadn’t found the need to put pen to paper for a very long time.

 




Dear Sir, it said, translated:

I have to inform you that I resign.You probably don’t remember me though I saw you once at one of those receptions over the top of someone’s head, you were shaking hands a lot and opening something. I’ve been raising the Sun for 777 years, 7 months and a week Thursday, but this is too much and I’ve had enough. It’s a scandal, that’s what it is, and they ought to do something about it. I have the honour to remain, etc.

 



Staff sighed, and put the letter face down on his desk.

They ought to do something about it.

Too right, he said to himself, and they will, just as soon as they find out who they are. And normal service will be resumed as soon as possible. And, naturally, we apologise for any inconvenience in the meantime.

‘Hell,’ he said aloud.

‘Sorry, wrong floor,’ said a voice from the other side of the desk. He looked up and saw Ganger, DA, sitting in the visitor’s chair, smiling and looking far more comfortable than he would have imagined possible.

‘It’s a knack,’ Ganger replied. ‘You just have to wriggle about until you find a part of the seat that fits.’


That’s what he does, Staff realised; he replies before you speak. Bloody irritating, of course, but certainly conducive to efficiency. Like a fax machine or something.

‘And?’ he said.

‘Yes,’ Ganger replied, and pulled a sad face. It looked hopelessly incongruous. Ganger’s face was pretty exclusively smile-shaped. ‘The problem is, how?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Well,’ Ganger said, leaning back and folding his arms behind his head, ‘there you have it. In a nutshell.’

Staff capitulated. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Can we go back over that and fill in the blanks, please?’

The sad face melted into the usual grin, like grilled cheese. ‘You were thinking, Shit, there’s another irreplaceable employee gone and handed in his notice, and what the hell are we going to do now? I replied, “Yes”, because I’m buggered if I can think of anything either. But the fact remains that he’s got to be replaced, because otherwise it’s going to be all jam for the electric torch manufacturers but no fun for everybody else, plus you’ll have to pay the man in the moon double time and a half. The problem is, how do you fill a vacancy like that from the load of rubbish you’ve got available?’

‘Exactly.’

‘And there you have it,’ Ganger said, smirking, ‘in a nutshell.’

‘It’s very impressive, the way you do that.’

‘Flashy,’ Ganger replied. ‘Telepathy is like television or tele-anything. Looks good, but doesn’t actually help very much in the final analysis. Not,’ he added quickly, ‘that it really is telepathy; more a sort of partial insight. It comes in useful in our work.’

‘Ah yes,’ said Staff, leaning forward slightly. ‘I meant to ask you about that.’

Ganger hitched up one corner of his mouth into yet another isotope of his perpetual smile. ‘You’re quite right,’ he said. ‘Up to a point.’

Staff growled at him. He laughed.

‘It’s all right,’ he said, ‘I’m on secondment. That means I have to play fair. That means you can trust me. Okay?’

‘Perhaps.’

Ganger stood up and walked to the window. ‘Good view you get from here,’ he said.

‘All the kingdoms of the earth,’ replied Staff absently. ‘Look, who exactly are your lot?’

Ganger continued to look out of the window. ‘Simple,’ he replied. ‘We’re them rather than us, but we’re on your side really. Is that enough?’

‘No.’

‘Okay.We’re a department, same as all the other departments, but we’re pretty well autonomous within the quite strict confines of our brief. And the head of our department gets abjured a lot at christenings.’

Staff nodded. ‘And all his works?’

‘Right on,’ Ganger replied. ‘Also his pomps, not that he’s got any really. Not in the last five years, at any rate.’

‘Five years?’ Staff raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s so special about . . . ?’

‘We got put out to tender,’ Ganger replied. ‘We were the guinea-pig, you see. Five years ago, we were the most hopelessly inefficient department in the whole set up . . .’

‘Surely not?’

The back of Ganger’s head nodded. ‘Straight up. Hopelessly overstaffed, but undermanned at the same time. Work backing up, souls not getting processed, furnaces still powered by expensive, ozone-unfriendly sulphur, and worst of all, costing an absolute fortune. Really, the whole system was on the point of collapse. In fact, there were those who reckoned it had collapsed years before, only in the nature of things nobody had noticed.’

Staff picked up a pencil and started to fidget with it nervously. ‘Nobody told me,’ he said.

‘Didn’t they?’ Ganger leaned on the window-sill and swayed slightly. ‘I’m not in the least surprised. Not something they’d want you to find out about, really. Anyway, they reckoned that since nothing they could do could possibly make things worse, they’d try an experiment and put the whole operation in the hands of outside contractors. My lot got the contract, and since then . . . Well, you can judge for yourself.’

There was a silence, during which you could have counted up to seven comfortably, and ten if you gabbled a bit. ‘Then you’re not . . . ?’

‘Qualified?’ Ganger laughed. ‘Oh yes, we’re all qualified. I’m not a mortal, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘But if you’re not a mortal, then you must be . . .’ Staff ’s voice trickled away, like the last drops of water from a turned-off hose. The back of Ganger’s head shook.

‘Not necessarily,’ he replied. ‘Common misconception, that. Most of us are left over from the previous systems, but . . .’

‘Previous systems?’

‘Ancestor worship,’ Ganger explained. ‘Classical mythology. Odin and Thor. There’s one chap works in Accounts who used to be Osiris, or is it Anubis? Odd sort of bloke, but in his line of work it’s actually an advantage to have the head of a jackal. Me, though, I’m from Philosophy.’

‘Philosophy?’

‘Absolutely,’ replied Ganger, with a hint of pride in his voice. ‘Personification of an abstract concept. I’m a child of late nineteenth-century German neo-nihilism. One of Nietzsche’s gentlemen, you might almost say.’ He laughed briefly at his own joke. ‘Sorry, I’m drifting away from the point rather, aren’t I? What I was going to say is that in our department, we do have a few members of staff who were originally mortals.’

Staff tried to find an appropriate word, or at least a noise, but there wasn’t one. Instead, the room was filled with the noise of a jaw dropping.

‘I have that effect on people sometimes,’ Ganger agreed. ‘I startled the wits out of a girl in the street earlier on. I want to talk to you about her later, actually.’

‘You use mortals? On official business?’

‘Ex-mortals,’ Ganger replied gently. ‘There are limits, naturally. But within those limits . . .’

‘You can’t,’ said Staff, controlling his anger with difficulty. ‘It’s unheard of. It’s against the rules. It’s . . . it’s . . .’

‘Evil?’ Ganger chuckled. ‘Well, it would be, wouldn’t it?’

‘Will you kindly stop reading my mind?’ Staff shouted. ‘It’s bad enough my having to live in it without strangers poking their dirty great snouts in there as well.’ He pulled himself together. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But please, just for the time being, could you possibly?’

There was a pause. ‘Could I possibly what?’ Ganger said.

‘Thank you,’ said Staff. ‘Could you possibly just wait for me to say what I’m thinking, rather than going and looking for yourself? For one thing, it’s bad form. You know, like reading the end of a book before you get to it. And it puts me at a disadvantage.’

‘Not really,’ Ganger replied. ‘I can only read what’s there, can’t I? And anyway, it’s not telepathy, it’s just . . .’

‘Insight, I know, you said.’

‘Now you’re at it.’

‘Oh shut up.’ Staff reached for the pencil again and started to chew it. ‘These mortals,’ he said tentatively.

‘Ex-mortals.’

‘Ex-mortals, then.’ Staff felt his teeth meet around the graphite core. ‘I suppose they’re all, you know, in menial capacities. Hewers of wood, drawers of water, that sort of thing.’

Ganger shook his head. ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘Upper executive, lower administrative grade, mostly. None in the upper grades of admin, but that’s because they’re relatively new and it all takes time. Dead men’s shoes, you know, that sort of thing.’

For some reason, the phrase made Staff shudder a little,  in context. ‘But that’s really . . .’ He diluted the thought rapidly, just in case someone was peeking. ‘Not really on, you know. I mean, mortals . . .’

‘It’s never been tried here, you mean.’ Ganger turned away from the window, and Staff noticed, in the brief fraction of a second it took him before he could cauterise that part of his brain temporarily, that he looked a bit different. ‘I know, it’s hard to accept. But we’re doing it, and it seems to be working. That’s the joy of effectively running our own ship. If we do something outrageous, then who cares? It’s just us, going to the devil in our own way. So to speak,’ he added deliberately. ‘And if it works . . .’
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Between the acting of a dreadful thing and its first motion, all the interim is like a phantasma or a hideous dream. The genius and the mortal instruments are then in council, and the state of man suffers the nature of an insurrection.

‘Oh hell, why not?’ said Jane suddenly, aloud, and crossed the road into the shop.

‘Two cream doughnuts, please,’ she said to the girl. ‘No, make that three. The fresh cream, not the artificial.’

Eyes like molybdenum steel augers bored into her soul as she fumbled in her purse for a pound coin, trying her inadequate best to look like someone who is buying cakes for three people, not just one.

‘And a penny change,’ said the girl. ‘Thank you.’

Well, Jane thought, as she walked on down the street, it seemed like a good idea at the time. Eat a doughnut, girl, said the Father of Lies, you won’t know yourself afterwards. Whereas in fact, her better part of reason told her, the only perceptible change will be round the back of her buttocks. Girls who eat three cream doughnuts have only themselves to blame if they end up looking like hovercraft.

‘Never mind,’ Jane said firmly. A man in a fawn overcoat gave her a look and quickened his pace slightly. Never mind, she repeated sotto voce, at least it isn’t chocolate. When you start mainlining chocolate in the middle of the day, it’s time to give up and die.

She found a bench in the park, sat down and looked at the paper bag on her knee. Cream had saturated it in patches, making the paper transparent, and she shuddered slightly. Had a tramp been passing just then, he would most certainly have been the recipient of unexpected charity; but there was nobody, except a couple of gluesniffers under a plane tree on the other side of the Oriental pond, and the distant prospect of a jogger. She was going to have to eat them herself.

The first one wasn’t too bad, although she was painfully aware that the cream had got out and was roaming around her face like a Dark Age horde. The second one wasn’t too bad until about halfway through; and she abhorred waste, and you look such a fool walking around with one and a half cream doughnuts in a paper bag. So she finished it, sent her tongue snowploughing through the sweet slush on her upper lip, and closed the bag firmly. She felt slightly sick.

‘It’s a symptom, you know,’ said a voice beside her.

She jumped. It was bad enough being addressed by a strange man in a park; the fact that it was the same strange man who frightened her half to death the previous day by reading her mind and then walking away dry-foot through a huge puddle only served to add inches to her take-off.

‘Eating,’ the man went on, smiling. ‘Atavism, pure and simple. The hunter-gatherer inside us all reckons that if you’ve got something to eat, then that’s all that matters, and so at the first sign of trouble we reach for food. It’s all stress related, of course; and the things we eat make  the stress worse. For a purely instinctive reaction, it’s pretty counter-productive, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Go away,’ Jane replied.

‘You’ve got cream on your nose.’

‘I’ll call a policeman.’

The man smiled. ‘For all you know,’ he said, ‘I am a policeman.’

‘Then I’ll call another policeman. Go on, get lost.’

The man crossed his legs and folded his hands round the junction of his knees. ‘Another slice of atavism,’ he said, ‘though marginally more sensible. What a mess humanity is.’

He vanished.

In the ensuing cloud of mental static, Jane became aware that she had somehow managed to sit on the third cream doughnut. It’s odd, the way you notice things like that.

‘Where have you gone?’ she said.

‘I haven’t gone anywhere,’ replied the voice. ‘Did you realise you’re sitting on . . .’

‘Yes.’

‘There you go,’ said the voice. ‘Telepathy. We can really get a move on now, don’t you think?’

Jane stood up to walk away, turned and brushed ineffectually at the adherent doughnut. ‘Don’t you dare,’ she said.

‘I wasn’t going to,’ replied the voice. ‘Being a spirit, I am not susceptible to mortal desires; and even if I was, I’m not sure removing flattened cream cakes from the back ends of people would be quite my thing. If you sit down again, nobody will see you’ve got a doughnut sticking to your . . .’

Jane sat down. She didn’t like this one little bit; but of all the things she was, she wasn’t afraid.

‘Well?’ she said.

The air hung around her, empty and quite blatantly transparent. She began to wonder whether . . .

‘Sorry,’ said the voice, ‘I was forgetting. I’m still here.’

Jane stared straight in front of her. ‘Are you a ghost?’ she said.

‘No,’ said the air. ‘The term ghost implies someone who is dead. Never having been alive, I cannot be dead. Next question.’

Jane turned her head and looked slowly around. There wasn’t a tree or a bush for ten yards around, so it wasn’t some silly fool ventriloquising. The voice was quite soft, but distinctly external. She didn’t know what voices inside your head sound like, but this was definitely an outside broadcast. She turned her head back and continued to stare forwards.

‘Well?’ she repeated.

‘If you continue sitting on that doughnut,’ the voice replied, ‘it’ll ruin your skirt. Compacted fresh dairy cream and gaberdine don’t go, or so they tell me.’

‘If you go away,’ she said, ‘I will remove the doughnut. While you stay here, visible or not, I have no intention of indulging your warped sense of humour.’

There was a long silence, and then the voice spoke again. This time, though, it was definitely inside.

‘Happy now?’ it said.

‘Certainly not,’ Jane replied. ‘Go away.’

‘I just did,’ replied the voice. ‘I went back to the office and I’m making myself a cup of tea. What the hell more do you want?’

‘Don’t you dare make a cup of tea inside my head,’ Jane replied. ‘I won’t have it, understand?’

‘What’ll you do, then, blow your nose?’

Jane wriggled violently in her seat, trying to dislodge the doughnut. Inside her head, she could feel laughter.

‘Stop that,’ she said, ‘you’ll give me a headache.’ The  walls of her skull stopped vibrating. As far as she could tell, the doughnut was still there.

‘Who are you?’ she asked.

Her brain hummed, and the message, when it came through, was wordless and vague; repellent, but attractive too. What remained of her defence mechanisms prompted her not to understand it.

‘Very well,’ said the voice, audible inside her head once more. ‘Here’s three clues for you. Talk of me and I appear; the proverbial alternative to me is a lot of sea water; and, like your average cream bun, I have a tendency to take the hindmost. Or at least,’ the voice corrected itself, ‘those should help you identify our head of department. Actually, though, we’re more of a team. The cult of personality, though . . .’

‘I see,’ said Jane, primly. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist that you leave.’

‘You can’t insist unless you’ve got an or-else,’ replied the voice. ‘What’ll you do to me if you don’t?’

‘I shall make the sign of the cross,’ Jane replied awkwardly. ‘So there.’

The voice smiled - it was that sort of voice. It would have had a radio producer standing on his hands with pure joy.

‘Can if you like,’ it replied. ‘Won’t do you the slightest bit of good, and I shall be bitterly offended. We have feelings, you know. All these spiritual stereotypes would be history in a truly enlightened society. But we’re used to it. We make allowances.’

‘Can I get rid of you?’

‘Not really,’ the voice replied. ‘I suppose you could get one of those portable stereo things with earphones and try and blast me out, but I’m not sure that that wouldn’t be counterproductive. I mean, I’m not vain, but which would you rather have banging about inside your head, me or Def Leppard?’

Jane considered this. ‘Are you planning on staying long?’ she asked. ‘Because if you are, it might just be worth it. And there’s other things beside heavy metal that you can play loud, you know. I was on a train the other day with a man who was listening to Götterdämmerung on his Walkman. You could hear it buzzing away from the buffet car.’

‘Threats,’ said the voice coldly, ‘are the last resort of the inadequate negotiator. Were you thinking of the Solti recording, by the way, because I prefer it, on balance, to the Karajan.’

‘Why can’t I get rid of you?’ Jane demanded. ‘You’ll make me late for work.’

‘You let me in,’ the voice replied. ‘You listened to temptation. ’

‘Did I?’

‘What you’re sitting on proves it,’ replied the voice, smugly. ‘Go on, I said, be a devil. I didn’t actually mean it like that, of course, but you seem to have got the message.’

‘That makes sense,’ Jane replied thoughtfully. ‘As a rule, I don’t even like cream cakes. What are you doing here, anyway? Do you want me to sell you my soul or something? ’

The voice laughed, making her hair shake slightly. ‘My dear girl,’ said the voice, with genuine amusement, ‘why on earth should I want to do that? I can get souls any time I want, trade. The public,’ it continued, ‘have this peculiar idea that all we care about is souls. Me, I can take them or leave them.’

‘So what do you want?’ Jane demanded.

‘I want,’ said the voice, ‘to offer you a job.’

Jane caught her breath in amazement. Unfortunately, in doing so she inhaled the last of the cream, huffed for about a tenth of a second, and then sneezed mightily. When she’d recovered from the shock, the voice had gone.

Staff looked at his watch.

‘Well?’ he said.

There was a squelching noise, and Ganger materialised on the other side of the desk. Staff was amused and pleased that, for once, Ganger wasn’t looking like a designer-shirt advertisement. He was wet and shaking slightly, and his stiffed-up haircut had been blasted down over his forehead.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ Ganger said. ‘I got sneezed.’

‘That’s all right,’ Staff replied equably. ‘How did you get on?’

‘I’d say,’ Ganger replied, mopping himself with a handkerchief, ‘that she’s thinking about it. Either that, or she’s booking in at one of those places where they don’t mind if you think you’re a tree just so long as you don’t drop leaves on the stairs.’

Staff tapped his teeth with his pencil. ‘But she didn’t give you a decision?’

‘Lord, no,’ Ganger replied. ‘Wouldn’t have expected her to. In fact,’ he admitted, ‘I’d only just introduced the subject when I had to split. It’s typical of the problems I have with women,’ he added. ‘I just get right up their noses, you know?’

Fine, said Staff to himself, I’d always wondered who writes the script for Spitting Image, and now I know. ‘But you did tell her about the job?’ he said. ‘I mean . . .’

‘Well, I mentioned it.’ Ganger shrugged. ‘You can’t rush these things. It’s one of the lessons we’ve learned in our own mortal recruitment programme. Anyone who wants the job really isn’t going to be suitable.’

Staff nodded. ‘So?’ he said.

‘So,’ Ganger replied, reaching in his pocket for a comb.

‘The next stage is, we scare the poor kid absolutely shit-less. You can leave that bit to me if you like.’

Staff pursed his lips. ‘Is that going to be, you know,  absolutely essential?’ he asked. ‘I know you lot are allowed a certain latitude in the way you do things, but over here we’ve got to watch ourselves.’

Ganger nodded briskly. ‘Absolutely essential,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to do that to induce the right ambience of mild paranoia. Like they say, nobody in their right mind would do this job anyway.’

‘Well.’ Staff opened the top left-hand drawer of his desk and found a peppermint. ‘Let me know how you get on.’

‘Will do.’ The chair emptied itself. Staff sat for maybe thirty seconds, looking at it. Then, with one smooth easy movement, he reached into the open drawer, grabbed an inhaler and sniffed ferociously. There was a sort of peculiar popping noise, and Ganger was lying on his face on the floor beside him. Staff put the inhaler back in the drawer and closed it.

‘Serves you right,’ he said. ‘I thought I’d made it quite clear that I didn’t want any of this mind-hacking stuff, but I suppose you didn’t listen. In one ear and out the other, that sort of thing.’

Ganger grinned ruefully and rubbed his knee. ‘Force of habit,’ he said. ‘Won’t happen again.’ He got to his feet, dusted himself off and walked to the door.

‘By the way,’ he said, as he turned the handle and half-inserted himself into the gap. ‘While I was in there, I couldn’t help noticing. That stuff with the blue stockings and the polar bear. Very original.’

He closed the door just before the stapler hit it.

 



In the Blue Mountains, high above the encircling plain, a woodcutter paused from his work and leaned on his axe. The sun, chugging along on two cylinders and with a pair of tights doing service for a fan belt, glinted on his curly red hair and fearless blue eyes. Far away, a bird sang.

‘Greetings, Cousin Bjorn,’ said a voice behind him. ‘Yet another really beautiful day, is it not? Pleasantly mild, yet neither too hot for work nor too cold for a moment merely standing and listening to the voice of the stream as it laughs its way down the hillside to our tranquil village.’

‘Drop dead, Olaf,’ Bjorn replied.

Olaf shrugged. ‘It is a pity that one so young and so blessed by Nature should be as sour at heart as a green apple,’ he observed tolerantly. ‘Nevertheless, I am sure that sooner or later you will overcome your internal anguish and find true peace. In the meantime, there is wood to be cut.’ He shouldered his axe and walked away down the hill, whistling a folk-tune.

Bjorn could take a hint. He lifted the axe, whirled it round his head, and brought it down on the base of the tree. The head flew off and landed in the crystal waters of the stream.

‘How unfortunate,’ observed a white-haired, rosy-cheeked woodcutter, who had been tying his shoe behind a venerable elm.

‘Yes,’ Bjorn agreed. ‘Another eighteen inches to the left and it’d have taken your leg off.’

The elder, whose name was Karl, sighed, seated himself on a tree trunk, and motioned the young man to join him.

‘Hostility,’ he said, offering Bjorn an apple, ‘is like a rough-handled axe. It wounds those you use it against, and it blisters the hands of the user. Try and be a little more peaceful within yourself, Cousin Bjorn. Life is a wonderful thing.’

‘Apples give me gut ache,’ Bjorn replied. ‘Specially bloody Cox’s.’ He threw the apple away over his shoulder. ‘Now would you mind shifting yourself, because if you don’t you’re going to be right under this tree when I chop the bugger down.’

Karl shook his head and smiled. ‘You’ll have to find your axe head first, Cousin. Always remember that,’ he added, as he got up and walked away. ‘Always find your axe head before you start to cut down your tree.’

Bjorn made a rude noise and stumped across to the stream. It took him quite some time to find the axe head, during which his shoes got absolutely soaked.

‘Good-morning, Uncle Bjorn,’ said a voice above his head. He looked up to see a little girl, about ten years old, in a pretty blue dress. ‘Mother thought you might be hungry, so she sent you some food. If you would like a refreshing draught of beer, I can run back to the house and get some for you.’

Bjorn lifted the napkin and made a face. ‘Leave it over there,’ he said. ‘And tell the dozy cow I can’t stand waffles, right? Waffles give me wind.’
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