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‘You mean God,’ said the insurance man dubiously, ‘singular.’

‘That’s not what the woman told me,’ said the voice at the other end of the line. ‘Gods, she said, plural. Quite definite about it. Even spelt it - G-O-D-S. Me, I just believe what I’m told. Anyway, does it make any difference?’

‘Well . . .’ The insurance man hesitated. No reason why it should, in layman’s terms, but when it comes to policies of insurance, one has to be careful. Insurance contracts, as any lawyer will tell you, are contracts of the utmost good faith, which probably explains the references to acts of God. God singular; not plural. If it was an act of gods, plural, would he need to send the claimant more than one claim form?

‘You still there?’ said the voice.

‘Yes, still here,’ said the insurance man, and he noticed that he had bitten halfway through the stem of his pencil. ‘Could we just run this through one more time?’

The voice sighed. ‘All right.’

‘Your two pet rattlesnakes,’ said the insurance man, ‘somehow got out of their tank—’

‘Which conforms,’ emphasised the voice, ‘to the strictest Ministry regulations. I’ve got receipts.’

‘Yes, I’m sure. They somehow got out, anyway, crossed the main road, and crawled up the drainpipe of Number Seventeen, where they entered the bedroom of Mrs. Derry’s six-month-old baby. Who strangled them.’

‘That’s it, yes.’

‘Mrs. Derry then told you about the incident, and claimed that it was an act of the gods.’

‘Gods, yes.’

‘I see.’ The insurance man choked suddenly; he had swallowed the severed end of his pencil, rubber and all. ‘Right, fine, well, I’ll get a claim form off to you in tonight’s post and we’ll take it from there, shall we? Thank you so much.’

He put the phone down, and blinked about four times. Gods? Snakes? He hadn’t heard such a load of old cod since the last lot of heavy storms . . .

Inside his head, a sweet, extremely feminine but distinctly authoritative voice told him that he’d better believe it all the same.

The insurance man looked over his shoulder, but there was nobody there. He got up and opened the door; the next-door office was empty. In the end he even looked in the desk drawers and the waste-paper basket. Nothing. Inside his head the voice asked him what he thought he was doing. Then it giggled.

Two months later, Mrs. Derry’s snake-fancying neighbour opened his post, looked at the cheque, whistled, and immediately phoned a pet shop to enquire about their special deal on anacondas.

 



In the back garden of his house, Mr. Derry was digging a  very large hole. Every now and then he stopped and looked nervously over his shoulder. His wife stood by and said nothing.

‘I mean,’ said Mr. Derry, leaning on his spade and sighing, ‘where did he get it from, that’s what I want to know.’

Mrs. Derry mumbled something under her breath, and looked at the dead bear. Her best duvet cover concealed the upper parts, the massive head and enormous chest, but it wasn’t big enough to reach down to the feet.

‘And it’s not,’ said Mr. Derry, ‘as if it’s the first time.’

Mrs. Derry nodded uncomfortably. All over their small garden were the irregular shapes of small burial mounds; wolves, tigers, wild boar, and that very peculiar lizard thing. Soon there wouldn’t be a single geranium left.

‘Quite soon,’ Mr. Derry said, wiping his forehead with a handkerchief, ‘someone is going to notice something. Like, some zoo keeper somewhere is going to see all the empty cages.’

Mrs. Derry made a little whimpering noise. ‘I’ve told him, Doug,’ she said, ‘I’ve said, it’s naughty, don’t do it. But he just doesn’t listen. He’s only three, for heaven’s sake; he don’t know right from wrong yet.’

‘Don’t give me that,’ Mr. Derry replied. ‘When I was his age I didn’t go around thumping dangerous animals. If I so much as laid a finger on the cat, it was straight up to bed and no tea. Panthers . . .’

Mrs. Derry bit her lip. Perhaps she should have told him right at the start, with the snakes. Or before that, even.

‘Right,’ said Mr. Derry, ‘that should be deep enough. Now, you just get round that side and push.’

As he bent down, he became aware of something and stood up quickly. A small child was scampering happily down the path. In one hand it held a two-foot length of  scaffolding pipe; in the other, the tip of the tail of an enormous crocodile.

‘Oh for crying out loud,’ said Mr. Derry. ‘Not another one.’ He looked around him wearily and sighed.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘bang goes the rockery.’

 



It wasn’t going terribly well, decided the games teacher.

Well, it never was the most brilliant of occasions; school sports days never were. But that was usually because all the contestants would far rather be at home watching the snooker, not because . . .

He ducked. A javelin, travelling like a small cannon-shell, passed about an inch over his head, embedded itself in the pavilion door and quivered resentfully. At the other end of the field, a small seven-year-old was looking rather sheepish.

It had been the same, the games teacher remembered, with the discus and the shot-put. As for the egg-and-spoon race, that was best forgotten about. He passed his tongue across his dry lips and looked quickly at the programme. Four-hundred-and-forty-yard race. What could possibly go wrong with that?

The contestants were lined up, and the games teacher lifted his little flag.

‘ON YOUR MARKS,’ he said, ‘GET SET, G . . .’

Something very fast started moving round the track. A few seconds later, it had completed four circuits and had wandered off into the bushes at the edge of the field, from which it emerged a little later trailing a large dead fox. Bigger than a fox, really, almost wolf-sized.

‘Jason,’ said the games teacher, ‘put that down just a moment, would you?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Jason,’ said the games teacher, ‘do you know what . . . sportsmanship means?’

‘Yes, sir.’

The games teacher swallowed hard. The boy was looking up at him with innocent, trusting eyes. Unfortunately, a large number of parents were also looking at him, and their body language was rather less appealing. He was going to have to ask the youngster to throw the next race.

‘It means,’ said the games teacher, ‘sometimes letting somebody else win. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I know,’ the games teacher went on, ‘I know it’s not really fair, but sometimes in this life, Jason, we have to cheat in order to be fair. Do you see what I’m . . .?’

‘I know, sir,’ said the boy. ‘And I did try.’

The games teacher swallowed. ‘What?’

‘I keep trying, sir,’ said the boy. ‘But somehow . . .’ looked down at his feet and blushed.

He was discovering that sometimes it isn’t easy, being a Hero.

 



Mr. Derry parked the car, same as usual, got out and went to open the garage doors. He opened them. He stared.

After a few seconds, he rubbed his eyes. It was still there.

‘That does it,’ he said. ‘It’s got to stop.’

He closed the doors, pushing the tip of an outstretched trunk out of the way with his toe, and went into the house. There was a dead gorilla on the coatrack, so he put his anorak on the chair instead.

‘Phyllis,’ he called, ‘there’s a dead elephant in the garage. It’s got to stop, do you hear me?’

The lounge door opened and a strange figure appeared in the doorway. Blue light burned around his shoulders,  and his eyes burned deep scars on Mr. Derry’s retinas. In his hand he held a slice of walnut cake.

‘Doug,’ said Mrs. Derry’s voice from behind the apparition’s shoulder, ‘here’s an old friend of mine I’d like you to meet.’

 



‘Yes,’ said Mr. Derry, ‘I understand all that—’ He closed his eyes, eased his brain carefully into first gear and opened them again. ‘I think,’ he went on. ‘But why all the bears and wolves and tigers and . . . ?’

Outside, the garden was a blaze of colour, as the first marigolds turned their golden faces to the sun. In between them, the white tips of innumerable rib cages poked out through the earth.

‘Well.’

The stranger took a deep breath. This wasn’t going to be easy.

‘You see, Mr. Derry,’ he said. ‘Douglas,’ he added.

‘Young Jason isn’t like other boys his age.’ Mr. Derry nodded vigorously. ‘He has this sort of - well, you might say it’s in the blood. You might say he - well, takes after his . . .’

Mr. Derry was about to protest, but then he remembered what he’d just heard. He wished, somehow, that he could feel angry about it, but that was apparently a luxury he wasn’t to be allowed.

‘You do a lot of that?’ he asked. ‘Clobbering wild beasts and so on?’

‘No, no, not at all,’ said the stranger, ‘that’s not what I’m trying to get at. It’s more a sort of instinct, really, among Us.’

‘You?’

‘Us,’ said the stranger, ‘yes. Really, it’s what we’re here  for.’ He remembered something. ‘Were here for, that is. Were there for,’ he experimented. ‘Anyway, it’s just a phase We all go through.’

‘You mean he’ll grow out of it?’

‘Probably.’

‘And how long will that take, do you think?’

The stranger wished he hadn’t asked. Sure, all his other children had grown out of it, eventually, but it had taken rather a long time, if you were using a mortal timescale. And what with the erosion of the rain forests and the disappearance of natural habitats, it looked like the supply of large feral cats was going to run out long before young Jason had tired of braining them.

‘Look at it another way,’ said the stranger.

‘Yes?’

Oh hell, thought the stranger, what’s the point? You try being nice to them and where does it get you? ‘Do you know who I am?’ he said.

‘Well,’ Mr. Derry said, ‘you told me just now you were Jason’s real . . .’

‘Yes,’ said the stranger, ‘but as well as that?’

‘As well as that?’ Mr. Derry said. ‘No.’

The stranger told him. He didn’t say anything; it would be impossible to communicate this particular piece of information verbally. Instead, he just relaxed his grip on his disguise very, very slightly.

Mr. Derry fell on his knees and started to bang his head on the carpet. He didn’t know why; it just seemed the right thing to do. All around him, beams of blue and gold light leaped and sparkled. The air crackled with static electricity. In the kitchen, the silver plate started to peel off the canteen of cutlery that had belonged to Mr. Derry’s grandmother’s cousin. Just then, the back door opened,  and Jason came in backwards. Behind him, he was towing the carcass of an enormous lion.

‘Hi, Dad,’ he said absently.

‘Hi, son,’ said the stranger.

Jason dumped the lion, kicked it scornfully, and put his school satchel on the table. He looked at the stranger.

‘Is it all right if I go to the football with Stuart and Terry on Saturday?’ he asked. ‘Terry’s dad said he’d take us.’

The stranger considered for a moment. ‘I suppose so,’ he said, ‘so long as you get your homework done first. And mind you come straight back,’ he added. ‘You know how your mother worries.’

‘Okay, Dad,’ said Jason, and went upstairs.

The stranger grinned, and tiny flashes of lightning played round the light fittings. ‘It’s a shame they have to grow up, isn’t it?’ he said.

Mr. Derry looked up, his face a curious mix of fear, reverence and jealousy. ‘You’ve met, then?’ he said.

‘Oh yes,’ said the stranger, ‘who do you think picks him up from school every day?’

Mr. Derry turned and glowered at his wife, who shrugged.

‘Anyway,’ said the stranger, ‘if all the er . . . animals and things are bothering you, just say the word and I’ll send someone, all right? Mercury or . . . well, someone,’ he concluded. The thought of asking Mercury to go traipsing across the solar system with a huge dust-pan and brush every evening to sweep up his younger brother’s mess wasn’t exactly appealing. ‘Don’t give it another thought,’ he added. He turned to Mrs. Derry. ‘Nice seeing you again,’ he said, shuddering slightly. ‘We mustn’t leave it so long next time, must we?’

He smiled weakly, snapped his fingers, and stepped into  the great golden chariot which had suddenly materialised on the carpet. There was a peal of thunder and he was gone.

 



On his way back to the Palace of the Sun, Jupiter found himself feeling strangely guilty. Perhaps it was seeing how old and flabby the female mortal had become. It had only been - what, ten years? Twelve at the most, and already she was starting to look like a dried apricot. He shook his head sadly, whipped up the horses, and galloped through the fiery gases of the Sun’s outer rays, hoping that his wife hadn’t noticed he’d been out.

 



She had.

 



Apollo, sheltering under the rim of a huge bronze shield, looked at his watch.

‘How long’ve they been at it now?’ asked a voice from the corner of the ceiling.

‘Six hours,’ Apollo replied. ‘And if you knew how silly you looked up there, you’d come down at once.’

The spider twitched nervously, slid quickly down its thread, and joined Apollo under the shield, where it changed back into Minerva, ex-Goddess of Wisdom.

‘Push off,’ Apollo said, ‘there isn’t enough room for two.’

A thunderbolt whizzed past his ear and crashed into the billows of burning helium that made up the conservatory floor. There was a shower of brilliant blue sparks, one of which landed on Minerva’s nose.

‘Ouch,’ said Minerva. ‘Move over, Pol, for pity’s sake. It’s not safe out there.’

Apollo shrugged. ‘It’s not exactly marvellous back here, either,’ he said, and Minerva noticed that his eyebrows were singed. ‘Just makes me feel better, that’s all.’

Out in the blackness beyond the crystal windows, a comet suddenly appeared, blazed fervently for a few moments and burned itself out. Apollo relaxed slightly.

‘I’ll say this for Auntie Ju,’ he said, ‘her aim always was terrible.’

‘You remember when Vulcan was born,’ Minerva whispered, ‘and He chucked him off the edge?’

‘Vividly,’ Apollo replied. ‘Who do you think it was had to explain to the people of Lemnos why they suddenly had an extra valley where the mountains used to be?’

‘I forgot.’

‘Wasn’t easy, Min,’ Apollo went on. ‘There’s such a thing as prestige, you know. Can’t go telling mortals their island’s just been flattened by a falling God. There’d be grumbling. You know, why don’t you look where you’re putting your bloody great feet, that sort of thing. You can lose a lot of respect that way.’

Minerva nodded. ‘Good job we don’t have to worry about that any more,’ she said. ‘And it’s always Him, isn’t it?’ she added in a whisper.

Apollo looked over his shoulder carefully, then nodded. ‘It’s just not fair,’ he said. ‘And it was always us got the blame. I suppose that was why we had to leave.’

Minerva sighed. ‘You miss the old place, then?’

‘Sometimes,’ Apollo admitted. ‘I mean, this is all very nice in its way, but . . .’

They both ducked instinctively as a mass of burning magma whistled overhead and exploded. Far off, a voice like a female earthquake was saying that it wished it had listened to its mother.

‘What I want to know is,’ said Minerva, ‘if they do split up, who’ll get custody of the Fates?’

Suddenly, there was quiet. Dead silence.

‘Come to that,’ said a dreadful voice, ‘who is it leaves her toenail clippings lying around the bedroom carpet every time she has a . . .?’

There was a blinding flash of red light, a dull thump that set the moons of Pluto wobbling on their axes, and a terrific hissing noise.

‘She’s thrown the kettle at him,’ said Minerva.

‘And missed,’ Apollo added. ‘Come on, let’s make a run for it while we can.’

They jumped up and ran, crouching, towards the stables.

‘We’ll take mine,’ Apollo said. ‘It’s faster.’

Minerva nodded. Her chariot was drawn by four silver owls; this was only proper for the ex-Goddess of Wisdom, but it didn’t make for a smooth getaway.

It was only when they had passed the moons of Venus that they dared look back. Even from this distance, they could hear a voice like a shrill avalanche pointing out that at least she didn’t leave wet footmarks all over the bathroom floor whenever she had a bath. Minerva winced.

‘And people wonder,’ she said, ‘why I never married.’

 



Picture if you can (don’t be ashamed if you can’t) the highest point of the Caucasus mountains. Imagine the bare crags, the dizzying ravines, the blinding whiteness of the snow.

On the very highest peak, there is a human figure. The shape is human, but the scale is somehow wrong; this figure is huge. It covers the mountainside like a man-shaped town.

It is sprawled, face down, like a body that has just fallen from a high window. Its wrists and ankles are bound with adamantine chains (adamant is not the first choice of  experienced chain-makers, but since what’s keeping the prisoner there is the wrath of God, that is largely academic) to the surrounding peaks. Around the prisoner’s body circles a great, red-beaked eagle. You are looking at Prometheus.1


You guessed? Well done.

The eagle lifts itself towards the eye of the Sun, banks and swoops down, extending its meat hook talons; it pitches on the prisoner’s back and drives its beak into the half-healed flesh. Then, as it has done twice a day since the creation of the World, it starts to gorge itself on the prisoner’s liver.

‘Huh,’ it says, again. ‘No onions.’

Prometheus lifts his shaggy head from the rock. His teeth are clenched, his eyes screwed shut, his lips parted in a scowl of effort. He is trying not to giggle.

Thousands of millions of years ago, when the gods first created Man, Prometheus took pity on the wretched, naked mortals and stole fire (and something else) from heaven. He carried the fire down to Earth in a hollow stalk of fennel and gave it to Mankind, so that they would have warmth in winter, light in darkness, and something to boil the kettle over. The gods, as a matter of fact, didn’t mind too much about the fire. It was the other thing that aggravated them.

‘Morning,’ said the eagle.

‘Morning,’ replied the good giant.

The eagle hesitated for a moment and stared at the clouds through its cruel, lidless eyes. ‘Weather’s on the turn again,’ it said.

‘Oh yes?’ replied the giant politely.

‘More snow,’ said the eagle. ‘Heavy frost, I shouldn’t wonder. Anything I can do for you?’

‘You could turn my page if you like,’ said the giant.

‘Hold on,’ said the eagle, wiping its beak on its wing-feathers. Then it hopped over to the giant’s head, flipped over the leaf of the huge book spread out under the giant’s nose, and weighted the pages down with small stones to stop them blowing over in the biting wind.

‘Good, is it?’ asked the eagle.

‘It’s okay,’ said the giant. ‘Not as good as his last one, though.’

‘You can’t win ’em all,’ said the eagle.

Prometheus wiggled his ears - it was the only gesture he could make, what with the chains and everything - and sighed. ‘A bit self-indulgent in places,’ he continued. ‘Slightly over the top, you know. Still, it’ll do.’

‘You got much more to read?’ asked the eagle.

Prometheus considered. ‘No, not really,’ he replied. ‘Could you just switch on the dictating machine before you go?’

‘Sure,’ said the eagle, scratching its ear with a meat hook talon. ‘Oh, and by the way.’

‘Yes?’

‘Faldo was one up on the thirteenth,’ said the eagle, ‘with Ballesteros trailing by three and Langer nowhere. I thought you’d like to know.’

‘That’s right,’ groaned Prometheus, ‘cheer me up.’

The eagle shrugged its wings. ‘I could bring you a radio,’ it said. ‘No trouble.’

Prometheus smiled. ‘That’s very kind of you,’ he said, ‘but how could I switch it off when it started playing music again? It’s not exactly fun and games up here as it is without Vivaldi banging away at you as well.’

‘Well, if you’re sure . . .’

The eagle spread its wings, pressed the record button on the dictating machine perched beside the giant’s nose, thanked him for lunch and soared away. Soon it was nothing but a tiny speck among the distant peaks.

No, what really got up the noses of the immortal gods wasn’t fire. Give human beings fire, they reasoned, and sooner or later they will use it to burn each other’s houses down, which scores four any day of the week and six when the moon is in Scorpio. It was the other thing they could never forgive. Remembering, Prometheus chuckled. Then he lifted his head and started to roar with laughter.

 



‘What time is it?’ asked Apollo as they raced across the firmament towards the Earth.

‘April,’ Minerva replied. ‘If we get a move on, we’ll be there in time for Easter.’

They looked at each other for a moment. Then they started to snigger.

Among the gods, there is a dispute as to which one of them originally thought of Christianity; or, as they call it, the Great Leg Pull. Apollo has the best claim, but a sizeable minority support Pluto, ex-God of the Dead, on the grounds that he has a really sick sense of humour.

How would it be, suggested the unidentified god, if first we tell them all to love their neighbour, pack in the killing and thieving, and be nice to each other. Then we let them start burning heretics.

It is therefore scarcely surprising that the Olympians find it hard to keep a straight face when they think of the religion that has effectively replaced them all over the world (except, of course, for parts of California). What they think  of as the world, at any rate; the Olympians were always a touch on the xenophobic side and preferred to ignore the existence of the world beyond the frontiers of the Roman empire, probably because the inhabitants couldn’t speak Greek or Latin and the gods could speak nothing else. They tried, of course; they tried speaking very loudly and slowly, but the mortals didn’t understand, taking the peculiar noise for thunder.

The chariot of the Sun soared down over the Iberian peninsula, causing a flurry of frantic arguments amongst half the air traffic controllers in Europe, and landed on a hillside outside Delphi.

‘Why are we stopping here?’ Minerva asked.

‘I just want to see if there are any messages,’ replied Apollo. He hopped out of the chariot, transformed himself into a small, elderly German with a video-camera, and made his way down towards the ruins of his temple.

Over the lintel of the door of the Treasury of the Athenians is an inscription. Time has ground it almost smooth, but that still doesn’t excuse the generations of distinguished classical archaeologists who translated it as
KNOW THYSELF



when it actually says
WHILE YOU WERE OUT



and certainly doesn’t explain why none of them has ever gone on to read the rest of it. This would, of course, be difficult, as the text of the inscription changes subtly every few years.

The German tourist paused and looked up at the faint  lettering. As he did so, he became aware of a small, dumpy female figure beside him.

‘Betty,’ he said, ‘I do believe your writing is getting worse.’

‘Sorry,’ said the female. ‘It’s my arthritis,’ she explained.

‘Ah.’ Apollo made a mental note to do something about it. ‘Anything important, was there?’

Betty-Lou Fisichelli, the eight-thousand-and-sixth Sibyl of Delphi, took a notebook from her bag and started to leaf through it. ‘Napoleon called,’ she said, ‘please call back . . . Bit late for that now, I suppose. A guy from Chicago wants to know how the Bears are going to do this season. There was a party of British guys with portable telephones who asked - I may have got this down wrong - they asked if it was the right time to sell Guilt.’

‘Gilts,’ corrected Apollo. Then he grinned wickedly. ‘If they come back,’ he said, ‘tell them yes. Anything else?’

‘No, I don’t think so,’ said the Sibyl. ‘Oh yes, there was a woman asking about her kid. Seems he’s been playing her up or something. Sounded like hyperactivity to me: you know, too much chocolate. Phyllis somebody.’

Apollo turned round and stared at her. ‘Phyllis Derry?’ he demanded.

‘That’s right,’ said the Sybil. ‘Was it important?’

Apollo ignored her. ‘When was this?’ he asked.

‘About . . .’ The Sibyl looked at her watch. It had two concentric dials: one for human and one for Divine time. ‘About January,’ she said. ‘Sorry,’ she added, ‘you didn’t say you were expecting . . .’

‘That’s all right,’ said Apollo quietly, ‘I wasn’t. Look did she leave a number?’

‘I think so,’ said the Sibyl, leafing through her book. ‘Hold on a moment . . . No, that’s the Delphi Pizza Express. Now, let me just . . .’

Apollo frowned. Something scuttled about nervously under the Earth’s crust. Several large olive trees wilted on the hillside opposite. The Sibyl swallowed hard and found the right page. ‘Got it,’ she said. ‘It’s . . . Look, is that a five or a three?’

‘I don’t know, do I?’ replied the god, and for a moment the EC olive oil lake seemed likely to dry up for a year or so.

‘I think it’s a five,’ said the Sibyl nervously. She wrote the number out again, tore out the page and handed it to the god, who smiled grimly and thanked her. ‘If she calls again,’ he added, ‘just let me know immediately, will you?’

The Sibyl trembled slightly. ‘How?’ she asked.

Apollo looked blank for a moment, and then snapped, ‘Use your bloody imagination.’ Then he turned himself into a swarm of bees and buzzed off.

‘Have a nice day,’ the Sybil whispered, and made a note in her book: If Phyllis Derry calls back, tell A. at once. Then she turned round and walked away slowly, reflecting (not for the first time) that she hadn’t wanted the lousy job in the first place. Partly it was the industrial relations - women through the ages who had offended Apollo suddenly found themselves transformed into flowering shrubs, and Ms. Fisichelli, who came from New York, where they don’t hold with such things, shuddered at the very thought. She had a cousin called Myrtle, from Wisconsin, and that was bad enough. Mainly, though, it was the feeling that she hadn’t spent ten years of her life at a selection of universities getting her Doctorate in Classical Philology just to be a glorified receptionist. Many was the time, she reminded herself, that she’d been on the point of giving in her notice and telling him what he could do with his gods-damned job. Then she would catch sight of a clematis or a wisteria  and decide to put it off till tomorrow. But the worst part of it, if she was going to be honest, was the job description. For, of course, the senior priestess of the Delphi Oracle isn’t called the Sibyl at all. The correct term is the Pythoness, and Ms. Fisichelli, who was only human - well, mostly human - could only take so much.

A small American lady tapped her gently on the arm, mistaking her for the tour guide. The Sibyl turned and glowered at her.

‘Excuse me,’ said the lady, ‘do you think it’s going to rain?’

Ms. Fisichelli grinned. The god had given her the gift of prophecy, but so what?

‘No,’ she said.




CHAPTER TWO

 



 



 



 




In the beginning was the Word. Nobody knows what it actually was, although it would be nice to think it was ‘Sorry.’

After a while, the Word began to feel bored. It checked its spelling, but that was all right. It tried rhyming with itself, but it had an idea that that made you go blind. It put itself into italics, but they hurt. There was nothing for it but to create some other words and see what happened.

To begin with, the Words just bounced about, like a lot of random particles; and when they bumped into each other, small bits and corners were chipped off, fell through space, acquired momentum and became Matter. Then, most of the original Words decided to form a gang, dress up in white sheets and beat the pulp out of the Adjectives, who they felt were getting above themselves, and so engrossed did they become in this that they failed to notice that a rival group of sentient beings had materialised out of nowhere. By the time they realised they were not alone, the Words had been scooped up, parsed senseless and imprisoned in the first ever word processor.

The newcomers were the gods. According to the oldest  versions of the story, there were three of them: Cronus, Rhea and Thing.

Cronus created order out of chaos. Rhea separated darkness from light and wallpapered the firmament with stars. Then they coated the Words with molecules, until each one had become the thing it stood for, and set them to work colonising the firmament. In all the excitement they forgot about Thing, who was no good at carpentry and tended to trip over the paste-bucket. When the work of creation was finished, the gods stepped back and looked at it, and saw that it was good; or, at least, that it could have been worse. They knocked off for the weekend.

When he was quite sure that they’d all gone, Thing crept out of the supernova in which he’d been hiding, brushed stardust off his trousers and scowled.

He’d show them.

Softly but persuasively, he announced himself to the Words as they clanked about awkwardly in their new shells. You don’t like the gods, he said, I don’t like them; let’s teach those mothers a lesson they’ll never forget.

The Words didn’t say anything; they just nodded. Then Thing took a deep breath and dematerialised, turning his body into billions of tiny particles. The Words shrieked, as well they might - each one felt like an oyster who’s just had a full-sized pearl inserted into it.

It was some time before the gods found out about this, and by then it was too late. All they could do was hope and pray (as it were) that none of the little bits of Thing ever got into the hands of the newly-created human race; because if they did, there’d be trouble. And, thanks to Prometheus, trouble there was . . .

[image: 001]

Jupiter put down the asteroid he had been about to throw and blushed.

‘I’m sorry, too,’ he said. ‘And yes, you’re still my fluffy little wifekin.’ He transformed the asteroid into a huge bunch of flowers and handed it to Juno, who simpered slightly.

Far overhead, a comet with a large, jagged sliver of solidified helium sticking right through it expressed the wish that the great Sky-King could have found it in him to say that a few minutes earlier. He had been knocked some way off his trajectory, and if there’s one thing that really upsets comets, it’s being late. Messes things up for the princes, they say. Makes the beggars get uppity.

‘I didn’t mean to get so cross, Jo,’ said Juno pacifically. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’

‘That’s all right.’

‘But you did promise . . .’

‘I know,’ said Jupiter. ‘And I’m sorry.’

‘It’s not that I mind you . . . well, turning into things. You’re like that, and that’s fine. It’s just . . .’

‘What?’

‘Jo,’ said Juno, as winsomely as a great Sky-Queen can (which is not very), ‘why do the little bastards always have to be Heroes?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jupiter confessed. ‘They just do, that’s all.’

‘They upset things, you see,’ Juno continued. ‘They get difficult. They go about righting wrongs and protecting the mortals.’

‘I know,’ Jupiter sighed. ‘I don’t like it either.’

‘They rescue princesses,’ Juno continued. ‘They kill dragons. They retrieve golden fleeces. They bring back the Secret of Truth. You can’t put something down for five minutes without some hero or other scuttling off with it.  And you can’t just tread on them or give them scarlet fever, that’s the worst thing. They’re all woven into the Skein of Destiny, and you know what that’s like. Ladders as soon as look at it.’

‘Yes,’ said Jupiter, smiling like a doorknocker. ‘I had noticed. Look . . .’

‘And now,’ said Juno remorselessly, ‘it looks like you’ve gone and sired another one of the little terrors. What’s it called, by the way?’

‘Jason.’

‘Jason,’ Juno repeated. ‘Scarcely original.’

‘True,’ Jupiter replied, ‘but inconspicuous. Look, it’ll be different this time, promise. We aren’t involved any more, remember. So what if the little toerag does succeed in banishing Discord from the Earth . . .’

‘If he does,’ snapped Juno, ‘she’s not coming back here. Last time we had her to stay, she left grubby marks on all the towels.’

‘Whatever,’ said Jupiter firmly. ‘Fulfilling his destiny, then. Even if he does succeed in fulfilling his destiny, who gives a toss anyway? Nobody believes in us any more, so what possible difference could it make? It’ll just make the Game that bit more interesting,’ he added, wickedly.

Juno gave him one of her looks. ‘You are going to tell them?’ she said.

‘Eventually,’ Jupiter replied.

‘Eventually?’

‘Yes,’ said the Father of Gods and Men with a chuckle. ‘Just as soon as I’ve had a chance to put a few side-bets on.’

 



Meanwhile, on another part of the sun, it was Mars’s go.

Mars, ex-God of War, can easily be distinguished from his fellow gods by his twitch. Most things bring it on - the  ticking of a clock, the sound of a speck of dust settling on a distant asteroid, even (especially) dead silence. Years of living with it had got on the nerves of the other eleven Olympians. That just made it worse.

The place of Mars, Feeder of Vultures, has traditionally been in the forefront of battle. This was originally no problem; in the good old days when the nastiest thing Mankind had thought up by way of settling disputes between neighbours was a poisoned arrow, golden armour, no worries. However, things had changed rather, what with armour-piercing ammunition, high explosives, napalm, chemical weapons, Exocets and Cruise missiles; in fact, the only thing that hasn’t kept up with the times is Mars’s defensive capability, which still consists of about three millimetres of gilded, low-tech bronze.

Theology is at best an imprecise science. The best definition of an immortal is someone who hasn’t died yet.

Hence the fact, not perhaps widely enough known, that on his shield Mars has painted probably the biggest CND symbol in the entire galaxy. Next time you go to one of those big demonstrations, look out for a tall, thin, gaunt chap with a serious nervous tic. That’ll be Mars.

Sitting opposite him in the observation dome of the sun was his three-quarter-sister-once removed (divine relationships are rather complex), the ex-Goddess of the Moon, Diana. Unlike Mars, nobody ever shoots at her and therefore she tends to be a trifle scornful of Mars’s new-found pacifism. To her, as to the rest of Olympus, the way to a man’s heart is through his ribcage.

‘Seven,’ said Diana. ‘Hold on, here we go. One-two-three-four-five-six-seven and here we are. Now then.’

She took a golden tile from the neat stack that hovered in the air beside the bejewelled abacus and read it.

‘You are assessed for street repairs,’ she recited disgustedly. ‘Pay one billion drachmas for each city . . .’

She peered down at the surface of the planet and counted. Then she reached for her trusty bow and arrow, drew careful aim and skewered a dense bank of cloud hovering over a major Western city. At once the cloud burst, sending furious torrents of water rushing through the streets. Mars turned his head away, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

‘There,’ she said happily, ‘that’s saved me a few bob.’

Roofs floated by on their way to the sea. Mars opened his eyes and decided, for only the seventh time that day, that this was a truly horrid game.

‘I’m not sure,’ he said, in a high, strained voice, ‘that you’re allowed to do that.’

‘You reckon?’

Mars’s head twitched sharply a couple of times. Diana was giving him one of her looks.

‘On the other hand,’ he said, ‘who cares? My turn, isn’t it?’

He picked up the dice-shaker, threw hard and prayed. This is an unusual thing for a god to do, but he’d got into the habit during the Cuban missile crisis and it was hard to stop. The dice wobbled for a moment and landed.

‘Lucky you,’ Diana said. ‘Double four.’

Another reason why Mars hadn’t kicked the habit was that it seemed to work. Funny, that; when human beings used to pray to him, it had always been a complete washout.

‘Let me see,’ Mars said. ‘That’s nice, peace negotiations under way in Geneva, strategic arms limitation talks resumed, cease-fire in the Middle East conflict . . .’

Diana shook her head. She threw.

‘Twelve,’ she said. ‘Go to . . . Oh, nuts!’

Thank you, said Mars under his breath, whoever you are. Three whole throws and not a shot fired in anger. Not even a shot fired in a spirit of reckless jollity, which can sometimes be a great deal worse. The Driver of the Spoil crossed his fingers, shook the dice-box gently, and spilt the dice.

Nine.

Mars twitched like a fisherman’s float with a whale on the end of the line and turned towards the Earth. The wail of sirens was dimly audible across the emptiness of the solar system.

‘Fire alarm?’ he asked hopefully.

No chance. Pausing only for his head to stop moving long enough for him to put his helmet on it, Mars shouldered his shield and spear, whistled for his chariot, and trudged off to war.

 



Three small lumps of rock in the middle of a frozen sea.

The nearest land: the Argentine coast, approximately two hundred miles away. Natural resources: rock, ice and snow (in season). Strategic value: nil. Population: four.

Until recently, of course. Now, the population is fluctuating around the twelve thousand mark, as huge numbers of men hop out of big green aeroplanes on the ends of pieces of string tied to sheets. Down below, someone is staging an impromptu fireworks display.

In the middle of it all stands Mars, Destroyer of Men, holding a golden spear with the spearhead shot off and feeling a complete nana. Fortunately, he is invisible and his body, being composed of ichor and ambrosia, doesn’t give off enough heat to attract the attention of the large number of heat-seeking missiles nosing about in the air  like psychotic dolphins. Cautiously, his head bobbing up and down like one of those nodding dogs you see in the backs of cars, Mars starts to unwrap his sandwiches.

Cheese and gherkin, notes the Father of Battles with disgust. Cheese and gherkin, as if I didn’t have enough to put up with as it is.

From the hill with the machine-gun on it came a succession of peculiar noises, which set Mars’s head going like a beam-engine. First there was a terrible yelling noise, then a smart crackle of rifle-fire and some loud, deep thumps, then another yell and some screams of pure panic. Then loud cheering. Then silence.

Mars peered cautiously over the rim of the wrecked armoured personnel carrier, behind which he had taken prudent if inglorious shelter. The shooting appeared to have stopped. The only noise was the distant song of birds and the sound of the cheekpiece of Mars’s helmet tapping against the mangled turret. What, asked the Widow-Maker, the hell is going on?

Gingerly, he took off his helmet, balanced it on the tip of his spear, and lifted it into the air. No bullet-holes or shrapnel-gashes appeared in it. Nobody seemed interested. It was probably some sort of diabolical trap.

On the other hand, Mars said to himself, maybe it isn’t, and what the hell, you can only die once, if that. He rose unsteadily to his feet, put the helmet on, and whistled for his chariot. Odd, he reflected as he climbed up behind his four coal-black, red-eyed coursers, the way nothing ever seems to hit the bloody chariot. Sometimes I think they must do it on purpose. He gripped the reins, picked an unexploded mortar-shell out of the fold of his cloak, and shouted ‘Giddyap!’ in a voice like the crash of colliding battalions.

The battle was over. Even Mars, who had learned the hard way not to judge by appearances, was convinced of that. It was the way the soldiers were leaning thoughtfully on their rifles and looking out over the stricken field while the senior staff officers gave interviews to the News at Ten  that convinced him. Mars tethered the chariot to a crashed helicopter, alighted, and crept over to where a slightly dishevelled man in a blue anorak was talking loudly to a television camera. Beside him, two technicians in leather jackets were operating a large portable electric fan, to give his hair the authentic wind-blown look.

‘The Battle of Mallard Esplanade,’ shouted the man above the whirr of the fan, ‘is over. Shortly before three o’clock this afternoon, the entire enemy land forces surrendered to a man, it seems as the result of an unprecedented act of gallantry by a young private in the Catering Corps, Private Jason Derry, who apparently charged them single-handedly. This is Danny Bennett,  News at Ten, Mallard Esplanade; George, you’re standing on my holdall.’

Mars rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand, took off his shield and threw it in the back of the chariot. Great, he thought, marvellous; now let’s get out of here quick before these lunatics change their minds. And a big thank you to Private Jason Derry, whoever the hell he is . . .

Jason Derry?

Mars twitched so violently that the chariot drew up suddenly in mid-air, executed a remarkable banking manoeuvre, and force-landed on a strip of wind-blasted grass in the valley below. Being stuffed full of land-mines, it blew up.

After a while, the tip of a charred and frantically nodding plume appeared above the lip of the crater, and Mars  slowly drew himself up by his fingertips. Having ostentatiously dusted himself off and thrown a collection of mangled sheets of metal and the ragged remains of a Cloak of Invisibility into a nearby ditch, he whistled for a rather badly dented chariot, swore at the horses, and departed sunwards, just as a camera crew looked up in the hope of filming incoming Harriers.

‘Hey,’ said the chief cameraman, pointing a trembling finger at the sky. ‘Hey just look at that, will you?’

The reporter looked up, nodded and shrugged.

‘If you ignore them,’ he said, ‘they just go away. Anyone got a pen?’




CHAPTER THREE

 



 



 



 




 Jason got up, looked around him, and wondered where he was. It didn’t take him long.

He was lost.

Pity, but never mind. When you’re a Hero, being lost isn’t exactly the end of the world, just a passing inconvenience between adventures. It happens to all of them, and they know how to deal with it.

For example; round about the end of the second reel, the Hero has usually been kidnapped and whisked away by helicopter to a secret location miles from anywhere where the villain tries to do away with him by some entertaining but hopelessly over-involved means. The Hero gets out of that, natch, and sprints out of the secret location just in time to clamber onto the wing of the villain’s light aircraft, which is just taking off. Then there’s a spectacular fight, the villain comes to a bad end, and the Hero has just enough time to leap out of the plane before it collides with the side of a mountain. We are, you realise, miles from anywhere by this point. No trains. No public transport of any kind.

Five seconds later, the Hero is strolling into the bar of  the Casino, wearing a dinner-jacket, all ready for the final car/lorry/armoured personnel carrier chase sequence, which will end in a cloud of rolling flames out in the middle of the desert somewhere. Have you ever stopped to look at what these Heroes wear on their feet? No? Well, it certainly isn’t walking shoes.

There is a perfectly simple explanation for all this. Behind every Hero travels a small semi-divine functionary driving something not unlike one of those motorised golf buggies. In the trunk there’s three changes of clothes, assorted lethal weapons, a first aid kit and usually a thermos of hot soup. It’s strange that so few people know about this handy and convenient service; perhaps it’s something to do with Heroes being basically insecure. Or perhaps they all take it so much for granted that they forget to mention it.

Jason looked round, whistled irritably and tapped his foot. A moment later, the old familiar wheezing noise reached his ears as the buggy - a sort of deluxe version of the obese golfer’s friend - bumped over the rocks towards him.

‘What kept you?’ he said.

‘Sorry, boss,’ said the driver, ‘the power pack went flat just outside Kabul. You try getting two torch batteries in a fundamentalist Moslem country, you’ll soon see whether you’ve got what it takes.’

‘Where are we?’ Jason asked, brushing a little dust off his immaculately-tailored battledress.

‘Caucasus mountains,’ said the driver. ‘I think. Let’s have a shufti at the map.’ He pushed forward the passenger seat of the buggy to reveal a useful luggage area, which was crammed with the sort of old rubbish you and I keep in glove compartments, plus a few stun grenades and a copy of War and Peace. Heroes’ drivers have to do a lot of waiting about.

‘Here we are,’ said the driver at last, and emerged with a well-thumbed atlas. ‘Now, let the dog see the rabbit, if that’s Tbilisi down over there . . .’

Jason made an impatient noise. ‘And anyway,’ he said, ‘what am I here for?’

The driver shrugged. ‘Funny you should ask that,’ he said, ‘the other day I was reading this book by Descartes, and he says . . .’

‘No, no,’ said the Hero, irritably, ‘what I mean is, why have I ended up here, when I thought I was going back to Aldershot?’

The driver wriggled uneasily in his seat. ‘Now, boss,’ he said, ‘you know I’m not allowed to tell you things like that. Signed the Celestial Secrets Act, haven’t I? It’s not fair, asking me things like . . .’

‘All right, all right,’ said Jason, ‘just so long as this is where I’m meant to be, you know, right now.’

‘Don’t worry about that,’ said the driver. ‘Bang on.’

‘Well,’ confessed the Hero, ‘sometimes I wonder, you know? I haven’t really got the hang of all this, somehow. I mean, Daddy did say . . .’

‘What?’

‘He said,’ replied Jason, ‘that I should do what I was told and keep my mouth shut. Fair enough, I suppose, but . . .’

Heroes have these short intervals of what can only be described as Doubts, and the driver had heard it all before. Take Arjun, for example. Many was the time he’d had to give him a good talking-to on the eve of a big battle. ‘Don’t you worry about all that,’ he said. ‘The big fellas know what they’re doing; you just carry on and enjoy yourself.’

Jason nodded, reassured. Ever since Daddy had told him, a few months ago now, just before his eighteenth birthday party, that he was a Hero and it was high time he  stopped daydreaming about a career in hotel management and went out in search of his Destiny, he had done his best not to look back. And it had been fun, so far, hitting people, charging machine-gun nests, pulling the barrels off tanks with his bare hands, all that sort of stuff. Most of the boys he’d been to school with still thought smashing up space invader machines was a wild time.

‘Anyway,’ said the driver, ‘far be it for me to drop any heavy hints, but I think your destiny lies over there.’ He pointed at a nearby hillside.

‘What, the one with the trees?’

‘No,’ said the driver patiently, ‘the one with the goats and the small shack. I think you’ll find there’s someone over there waiting for you.’

‘Ah,’ said Jason, ‘right, then. In the shack?’

‘Very probably,’ sighed the driver. ‘Why don’t you go and find out?’

Overhead, a huge eagle hugged a thermal and scanned the surface below. When he saw the human figure plodding grimly up the hillside he let out a squawk you could have heard in Azerbaijan. Then he swooped suddenly to recover the copy of Time he’d been carrying in his beak, looped a swift loop, and sped away.

In the shack, Jason found an old woman. She was sitting by a fire stirring a big pot. A pair of black ravens perched on her shoulders, making her look like an old-fashioned bedstead.

‘Hiya,’ said Jason. ‘Where to?’

The old woman scowled at him. This was her one big scene, and she wanted to make the most of it.

‘Sit down, boy,’ she said, and pointed with a gnarled finger at a low stool on the other side of the pot.

‘No offence,’ Jason said, ‘but can we skip all that? I’ve  had a hard day, what with having to parachute out of the Hercules when the rockets hit it, then landing in the tree, then getting the motorbike started and being chased for thirty miles over rocky terrain with helicopters shooting at me. Then,’ he added, ‘getting the flat tyre. So if we could just . . .’

‘You’ll sit still,’ said the old woman, ‘and like it.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Jason whined rebelliously, but the old woman gave him a look which put the helicopter gunships firmly in context. He sat.

‘Whither away, stranger?’ said the old woman, after a gratuitously long pause. ‘It is seldom we see strangers in these lonely parts,’ she ad-libbed.

‘I go to seek my Destiny,’ said Jason woodenly. He’d say it, but he was damned if he was going to ham it up.

‘Your Destiny?’ said the old woman. She managed the capital D rather better than he did. ‘And where will that lead you?’ She cackled. Cackling is a dying art, so they say.

‘Over . . . Look, have I got to say all this shit?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Jason pleaded. It made him feel so self-conscious. ‘I mean,’ he said, ‘if we skip it no one’ll ever know.’

‘I will,’ said the old woman. ‘Say it.’

‘No.’

‘Very well, then,’ she said grimly, and reached for her knitting.
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