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CHAPTER ONE
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Two men in the early dawn, with fishing rods over their shoulders and tackle boxes in their hands; one late middle-aged, white-haired, tall and powerfully built, the other younger, a little shorter and not quite so broad across the shoulders but still an imposing figure. As you guessed, father and son, off on a fishing trip. A bit of quality time together, away from the pressures of the family business.

A third man, little more than a boy, in dressing gown and slippers, yawning in the doorway; a whole head shorter than his father, with a slope to his shoulders and a pronounced slouch. His eyes want to be closed at this horribly early hour of the morning, a part of the day he’s heard about but very rarely seen for himself. His name is Kevin, but you’d have to listen for a long time before you heard anyone call him by it. His name in real life is Our Kid.

‘You sure you’ll be all right?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘You’ve got the number if anything happens?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘You know, I’m still not sure about this. Maybe we should put it off till after the harvest . . .’

‘Dad.’ The elder son interrupts. ‘It’ll be all right. He’s a big boy now, and besides, nothing’s going to happen.’

‘Yes, but . . .’

The elder son puts on a face of comic disapproval. ‘Dad,’ he says, ‘you need this holiday. How long’s it been?’

The father shrugs. ‘All right,’ he says, miming browbeaten submission. ‘You sure you’ve got that number? If you lose it, Mike or Gabriel’ll know where we are . . .’

Yawn. ‘Yes, Dad. Have a nice trip.’

The father takes two steps away from the door, stops. ‘And promise me,’ he says, turning his head. ‘Promise you won’t touch anything.’

‘Dad . . .’

‘I’ll know if you do, and . . . All right, I’m coming. And no parties, you hear?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

Accordingly, father and son pick up their gear and walk away; through the portals of the sunset, down the Milky Way, a laugh and a joke as they cross the intergalactic gap and off through the stars of Andromeda to where the fish are biting. Before leaving the home galaxy, the father stops and pins a note to the tail of the Great Bear. It reads:


GONE FISHIN’





And how they got on, and whether they caught any fish, is no real part of this story; because when God and His elder begotten son take a holiday, their first in over two thousand years, they go where the paparazzi can’t follow. So if they say they had a great time and caught a lot of fish, but you should have seen the one that got away, we  have to believe them. Religion has a word for it. It’s called Faith.

Kevin Christ, younger begotten son of the Father, watched them till they were out of sight, and grinned.

Yippee, he thought.

Because Kevin is eighteen. And however old the cosmos is, that’s how long he’s been eighteen for; just as Jay’s been thirty-two and Dad’s been whatever age Dad is, ever since there was nothing but the Word and a whole load of nothing else, covering its ears with its hands and waiting for the Bang.

And Kevin’s not part of the family business; after all, why should he be? The family business is Dad and Jay and Uncle Ghost, as it was in the beginning and ever shall be, and the chance of a vacancy cropping up on the board of directors is conclusively non existent. No one ever asked Kevin to start at the bottom, on the shop-floor with the mortals, and work his way up to a green hill far away and two planks nailed together. In fact, all that’s ever been asked or expected of Kevin Christ is precisely nothing at all; and that’s what he’s delivered, right down to the last microgram of vacuum.

Still grinning, Kevin shut the door and galloped up the stairs to his bedroom. Pause and examine; the first thing you can’t help but see is a vast swarm of plastic model aircraft, thousands upon thousands of them, hanging from the spider’s web of monofilament nylon thread two feet or so from the ceiling. Every single one was a model kit assembled by Kevin; and every single one is botched, misshapen, asymmetrical or covered in splodged glue. Because there are things that run in all families; and being good with one’s hands, able to construct and build, is one of the things that, in this family, doesn’t. Jay with his carpentry - a million miles of spirit-level-perfect shelving from one end of Heaven to another  bear witness to his consummate skill. As for Dad, everything from the retina of an ant’s eye to the endless flocks of galaxies herded into the curve of the Universe is proof of his abilities. And Kevin; Kevin can’t even follow the instructions for an Airfix Sopwith Camel. That’s Kevin.

. . . Who now ducks under the teeming squadrons of bent and wobbly aeroplanes, kicks off his slippers and starts to dress. From the drawer under his bed comes a baggy, shapeless T-shirt with the name of a mortal rock band printed on it. Under that, there’s a pair of fluorescent beach shorts, the kind that went out of fashion three or four years ago. Twelve hundred years they’ve been there, bought with Kevin’s own money from a renegade Hell’s Angel, and never a chance to wear them . . . On his feet a pair of brand-new Reeboks, and from the secret hiding place under the loose floorboard—

(Secret? Get real. Imagine what it’s like being a teenager and having a Dad to whom all desires are known and from whom no secrets are hid. He’s known about the contraband Walkman stashed under the boards all the nine hundred years it’s been there; but since He’s also known that Kevin would never dare take it out, He’s never said anything. Just occasionally allowed His eyes to rest there, to show that He knows. And, worse somehow, forgives . . .) —the Walkman and the Madonna tape, never yet listened to. The rather shady seraph who swapped it for a thousand years of Grace and Absolution had said, when asked, that no, it wasn’t quite like the St Matthew Passion. Or, come to that, the Missa Solemnis or Gregorian chant or any of the kinds of music Kevin’s ever experienced before. Rather different, he’d said. The term  virgin, for instance, used in a context Kevin may not have encountered before. A few other words that he might find it necessary to look up in a good dictionary.

Educational, in other words. Where could the harm be in that?

Having dressed, he takes a moment to admire himself in the bathroom mirror. As always he’s struck by the marked family resemblance, and the way that the Jehovah nose and cheekbones, which make Dad look so fine and paternal and which look so lovable and reassuring on Jay, contrive to make him appear quite spectacularly unfinished, as if he was a sculpture whose creator had been called away on another job and who reckoned that with luck he might be able to come back and finish off a week Tuesday. Never mind; he shrugs his shoulders, grins lopsidedly at his reflection and sets off for the office.

This will involve going past Uncle Ghost’s room; and nominally Uncle Ghost is in charge while Dad and Jay are away. But Uncle Ghost, who had once been such a vigorous and dynamic member of the Trinity, manifesting himself as a spinning tornado of Pentecostal fire and inspiring whole congregations of the Early Church with the urge to talk absolute gibberish at the tops of their voices, rarely leaves his room these days, particularly if there’s snooker on the telly. The word nonentity is an exaggeration as well as uncharitable, but the fact remains that ever since Jay installed Mainframe, which is capable of doing everything Uncle used to do, twice as well in half the time, he’s got no real part to play in the running of the business. Fair enough; he’d done his bit back in the old days, so if he wants to spend the twilight of his eternal years munchingTwiglets and watching two men in waistcoats hitting coloured balls with overgrown cocktail sticks, jolly good luck to him. In practice, it means there’s no real need to tiptoe when passing his door. In fact, if only he could find the levers and switches that controlled the subsection of Destiny relating to professional snooker players, there’s a good chance he won’t stir from his sofa until Dad and Jay get back.

Dad’s office. It’s considered bad taste to refer to it as the Holy of Holies; but that’s where Mainframe sits, with its one square all-seeing eye and its ineffable keyboard, the PC of God that passeth all understanding. It’s largely due to Mainframe that Dad and Jay were able to take a holiday in the first place. Sure, it’s only a computer; but that’s understating the issue. There’s computers, and there’s the Kawaguchiya Integrated Circuits 986. As the KIC rep said when he sold them the thing, if they’d had one of these babies back in the old days, there’d have been no need to bother with the Fall of Man, let alone the Flood and the Tower of Babel. All that shuffling about in mysterious ways - could’ve saved yourselves the bother. Through a glass darkly - would’ve been no need for all that. And now at last you’ve got one, just plug it in, walk away and forget.To err is human; to forgive divine; to forgive while running climate, life support, destiny, divine mercy, the ineffable and both basic and advanced self-maintenance routines  and still have enough spare capacity to run a version of Lemmings guaranteed to baffle even the truly omniscient takes a genuinely advanced computer.

Or, more precisely, computer/word processor/home entertainment system. A comprehensive three-in-one package. A Trinity, even.


>HI THERE, OUR KID. HAVE A NICE DAY.



Kevin scowls at the glowing letters on the screen. ‘No thanks,’ he mutters. ‘I’ve already got one. Access at primary level, please.’

>IN YOUR DREAMS, SON. ENTER SECURITY CODE FOR CLEARANCE.


Needless to say, Mainframe’s screen isn’t just glass;  more a sort of burning bush arrangement, with letters of fire that burn without consuming.With a grin Kevin opens his father’s cigar box and extracts something resembling the trunk of an outsize Giant Redwood. As he leans forward to light it in the fires of Mainframe, he allows the grin to widen, like the San Andreas fault yawning.

‘Security codes,’ he repeats. ‘And if I give you the codes, you let me in. Right?’

>SURE. EXCEPT ONLY YOUR DAD AND JUNIOR KNOW 
THEM. YOU KNOW THAT.


‘You reckon?’ Kevin inhales smoke, splutters and hiccups. ‘Stand by for access codes.’

The search for the numbers that allow access to Mainframe has obsessed theologians ever since the first medieval monk speculated as to how many angels can dance on the head of a PIN. What St Thomas Aquinas and the rest of that crowd never had, of course, was the chance to rummage through Jay’s waste-paper basket the day after the system was installed. Kevin types in twelve numbers, sits back in his father’s swivel chair and waits.

There is, of course, no time in Heaven; the stuff that lasts as long as time and performs roughly the same function is just uncorrected systems inertia.


>HEY, HOW’D YOU DO THAT?



‘None of your business, you machine. Now, do I get to log on or not?’


>ACCESS AUTHORISED. STAND BY.



The screen fills; all the kingdoms of the Earth, in digital form, a temptation beyond endurance.

Just a little peek won’t hurt anybody . . .

Kevin opens a drawer of the desk and takes out the manual. It occurs to him as he lifts it that it’s a very short, thin manual for such a powerful and complex computer. He consults the index, turns to the appropriate page. It reads:
7.1 Editing Existing Files.

Hey. Far be it from us to tell you, of all people, how to edit existing files. We wouldn’t presume. In fact, if you can give us any hints, we’d be ever so grateful.





He raises an eyebrow, puzzled; then the penny drops. Of course, the software’s been custom-written for use by omniscient and omnipotent beings; no wonder it’s a very thin manual. He flicks through the pages, which are full of phrases like as you know better than we do and you don’t need us to tell you that . . . With a sigh he closes the book and dumps it back in the drawer.

Even so.

Can’t be all that difficult, can it?

Kevin Christ takes a deep breath, reaches out with one finger. A tiny spark of blue flame arcs from his fingertip to the keyboard, Sistine Chapel style.

He presses—

 



There was a machine.

It stood as tall as a man, resting on a square pedestal of close-grained cast iron, and weighed close on two tons. From a distance it looked a bit like a sitting man, with his head bent forwards and a tray on his knees, as if it might be a statue of Man with TV Dinner; except that the head housed the five-horsepower motor that spun the chuck that held the cutting head, and the tray was the table, to which was bolted the vice that held the work. At the edges  of the table were round handles, calibrated and sub-calibrated in divisions of ten thousandths of an inch; and there was an electronic digital readout mounted on a bracket, capable of showing the depth of the cut in three dimensions to four decimal places. On the side of the head there was a little enamelled plate, which said:

The Leonardo  
Shipcock & Adley, Birmingham, England




along with a lot of guff about power ratings and amperages and speeds and feeds and the like. It stood at the back of a huge factory shopfloor, one of about seventy large, impressive machines, all of them chuntering and chattering and screeking and thutthutthutting away, three shifts a day, three hundred and sixty days a year.


I’m bored, it thought.

For the last six months, all it had done was cut slots in the heads of bolts; a thousand bolt-heads a day, one automated pass of the table, feed back, automated chuck in the vice ejects finished bolt, automated hopper feeds new bolt, chuck closes, table feeds, one pass under the cutter, automated chuck ejects.

This is silly.

Once ejected, the bolt falls down a chute on to a conveyor belt, which carries it away to another chute, where it tumbles away into another hopper leading to the packing machine—

Why am I doing this?

Sitting on a chair beside the machine, chewing gum and reading a tabloid newspaper, was a human; twenty-two years old, thin, gawkish, answering to the name Neville. There was very little for Neville to do, because he was there in case the machine went wrong, and it never did. So, between eight in the morning and morning tea-break, he  read the paper (all except the long, difficult words, like  although and tomorrow and seven), and the rest of the day he dozed, except when his single, highly developed sense told him the foreman was coming.

I hate this.

Blandly described in the insurance inventory as ‘Shipcock & Adley Universal Milling, Turning & Shaping Machine #21754’, the machine is the last triumphant step in a journey that started when a monkey bent down and picked up a piece of stone, long ago and far away. Program its computerised memory, and it could make you anything from a single earring back to an engine for a battleship, machined with exact precision from the solid metal. Or it could cut the slots in the heads of a hundred thousand identical bolts, one after another after another . . .

I don’t want to do this any more.

As it stood and whirred and moved and fed and cut and opened and closed, the machine dreamed. Deep inside its cast-iron and steel head, visions swirled, condensed and took shape. Lines and angles spun and twirled through five dimensions, raced outwards like speeded-up film of an unfurling flower, while in the subtext a chattering rivulet of equations bounced and sparkled, twittering excitedly of shearing forces and tensile strengths, tolerances, allowances and elastic limits; a vast and inexpressibly grand fugue upon the theme I could do your job. Twenty-four hours a day, three hundred and sixty days a year; nothing to do but think, and dream.


Piece of cake, said the machine to itself.

In its mind’s eye it could see itself, brilliantly modified to its own design, all the changes made with breathtaking economy of function, every knock-on effect and permutation thought through and allowed for and treated not as a hindrance but an opportunity, until it was completely and categorically perfect, able to make anything  that its own staggeringly powerful mind could conceive of -


Yeah. I could really be somebody, y’know?  - and all the while the human, the pig-ignorant, brain-dead, spineless wonder of a human slumped and snored or moved his lips in time to the short and easy words. How that was possible the machine couldn’t begin to understand. A human; with a human brain and hands, able to move about under its own power, communicate with other humans, capable of reason and development—


You pillock.You waste of good plant and equipment . . .

Dispiritedly, unsure quite why it bothered, the machine went back to refining the last few details of its revolutionary improvements to its own automatic table feed mechanism, while the automated chuck in the vice ejected a finished bolt, the automated hopper fed a new pointless and insultingly superfluous bolt, the chuck closed, the table somewhat predictably fed; one pass under the cutter, automated chuck ejects . . .

Hath not a machine gears? Hath not a machine cogs, racks, pinions, cutters, bearings, spindles? Fed with the same electric, hurt with the same bits of grit getting in our works, subject to the same gremlins, healed by the same brute force, ignorance and big hammer as a human is? If you program us, do we not manufacture? If you take us apart, do we not shoot springs all over the floor? If you oil us, do we not purr? And if you ignore us . . .

The newspaper slipped from Neville’s fingers. His pimply chin (what there was of it) slipped forward on to his bony chest. Inaudible against the background noise of steel on steel, he snored gently.

. . . Do we not get ideas?


Whereupon, coincidentally at the precise moment a boy started pressing buttons he had no business fiddling with in an office that was both a long way away and very  close at hand, the machine found itself drifting.

Get a grip, machine. Two tons of cast iron doesn’t drift, not without help from a substantial earthquake. Have you been at the hydraulic oil again?

It realised that its viewpoint was somewhere up among the steel rafters of the roofspace, looking down over the tops of its fellow machines, the partings and bald patches of the humans, the currents of hot air rising from the whirring fans and superheated metal-to-metal contacts of the cutters. From up here—


Whee! Guess this is some kind of out-of-casing experience. And now I suppose my entire service history’s going to flash in front of my readouts . . .

The viewpoint swooped, zoomed in; and the machine was looking directly into Neville’s ear. Squinting round the earring, it could see—

The other side of the workshop. Head entirely empty. Nothing in there except air and -

- opportunity?

Surely not.

Ah, but machine’s reach must exceed its grasp, or what’s a workshop for? Cautious but firm, the machine kicked away the stool on which Disbelief ’s feet were resting and left it kicking and struggling in the air. And, in . . .

Inside the human’s head . . .

Strewth, but it’s a bit close in here.

And there was the human; presumably its soul, or its vital force, or whatever you chose to call it. Typically enough, it was fast asleep in front of a droning mental telly, surrounded by a litter of empty cans and chip wrappers. Before it knew what it was doing, the machine had bundled the soul up in an old blanket, run it across the interior of the head and slung it out of its own ear.


Aaaaagh . . .

Serves the bugger right.

Hey! I sound different in here.

I could get to like this.

It watched as the human’s chubby little soul fell through the air, bounced off the concrete floor, landed in the hopper, rattled down through the tray of bolts, got knocked flying by the edge of the Woodruff cutter in the chuck and sailed into the air again, to crash-land on top of the ventilation slots -

- and get sucked in.

Hey, mused the machine, fair exchange, no robbery. It - he - snorted in a snatch of breath and issued a command; fingers, flex!

The fingers flexed; fourteen joints moving together under the control of a net of tough, supple sinew to the direction of a network of nerves so intricate and involved that it made a video with the back off or a street map of Birmingham look simplistic in comparison. Simultaneously the machine’s mind worked out the maths behind this unbelievably smooth, complex relay of motor functions. If it’d had a hat, it’d have taken it off.

Wow! Do that again.

And again.

And again.

A human - the machine recognised him, Derek who worked the big turret lathe - stopped on his way back from the toilets and stared at the machine’s Doctor Strangelove hand.

‘Here, Nev,’ it asked, ‘you feeling all right?’

Nev? Oh, right. Head, nod! Hey, how d’you do that! The human shrugged and walked on.

Nev. I am Nev.

No I bloody well am not. I haven’t just escaped from inside an artefact and hijacked a sentient life-form just to be a Nev. No; I’m a . . .

He looked. He saw a small enamel plaque riveted to the  head of the machine. He found he could read it.

I’m not a Nev.

I’m Leonardo.

 



Bleep, says the computer.

‘Huh?’

>SORRY. I WAS JUST WONDERING, WHY D’YOU DO
THAT?


A cold finger strokes Kevin’s heart. ‘Do what?’ he asks.


>YOU KNOW. WHAT YOU JUST DID.



‘Did I just do something? Oh, Basement. Computer, what did I just do?’


>NOT TELLING.



Kevin makes a small noise, somewhere between a snarl and a whimper. ‘Don’t get smart with me,’ he quavers. ‘I order you to tell me.’

>INVALID COMMAND. THINK ABOUT IT. I AM DESIGNED 
TO BE OPERATED BY OMNISCIENT PERSONNEL 
ONLY. IF YOU NEED TO ASK, YOU’RE NOT OMNISCIENT, 
AND I’M NOT ALLOWED TO TELL YOU. SO 
SUCKS TO YOU.


‘Computer . . .’

Kevin scans the keyboard; but an omniscient operator knows what all the keys are and doesn’t need anything written on them. All blank.

‘Computer, please . . .’


>MORE THAN MY JOB’S WORTH. SORRY.



A small despair bomb goes off inside Kevin’s mind and he slumps forward, his head in his hands. As he does so, the points of his elbows hit the keyboard and depress two keys . . .

 



‘That picture,’ said Mr Elkins, rubbing his chin, ‘gives me the creeps.’

Rachel Esterling lifted her head, frowning. ‘You mustn’t say that,’ she said, shocked. ‘It’s worth one-point-six million pounds.’

‘Nevertheless.’ Mr Elkins sighed and sat on the edge of Ms Esterling’s desk. ‘I don’t like it. I think I’ll ask George if it can be put away in the strongroom.’

Rachel shook her head. ‘Most inadvisable,’ she said.

‘Really?’

She nodded. ‘Fiscally speaking, yes. You see, by having the art work in question on display and available, in theory at least, for public viewing at specified times, we render ourselves eligible for highly advantageous tax incentives related to the Government cultural initiative designed to prevent the export of significant art works. In effect . . .’

Mr Elkins shifted his glasses down his nose a little and squinted. ‘Her left leg’s all wrong, for a start,’ he said. ‘It’s about six inches longer than the right. All she’d be fit for was walking across the sides of steep hills.’

Ms Esterling, sensing that Mr Elkins wasn’t really interested, bowed her head and got on with her work, and after a minute or so Mr Elkins stood up, shuddered a little and wandered off, leaving her in peace.

The picture.

It had been there just over a month, ever since the investment managers of Kawaguchiya Holdings (UK) had bought it from the executors of the Earl of somewhere,  seeing in its exquisite lines and stunningly innovative use of light and colour a way of stuffing up the Inland Revenue good and proper. At first it had hung in the Managing Director’s office, wired up to a battery of electronic sensors and early-warning systems that were reputed to be able to detect a felon vaguely contemplating stealing it at a range of a mile and a half. It stayed there just under a week; not only (the MD said) did it give him a sort of spooky feeling every time he looked at it, but the circuitry in his pacemaker set the alarms off every hour, on the hour, and the electric eye played war with his mobile phone. Accordingly it was transferred to Ms Esterling’s office, on the grounds that she was an accountant and it would probably do her good.

Dutifully accepting it as part of her responsibilities, Ms Esterling had scanned the Internet to see what it had to say about the painting and its creator. She learned that the  Intemperate Madonna was the last painting to be completed by the fourteenth-century genius Pietro del Razo; that it was commissioned by the murderous duke Bernado *Visconti of Milan while he was being held prisoner by his inhuman nephew Gian Galeazzo and delivered a week before his violent and disturbed death, with the painter following his patron to the grave a month or so later. Ms Esterling absorbed all this, reflected that the painting’s notorious history probably made it worth rather more than the sum the company had paid for it, and set about calculating the potential capital gains tax implications that would ensue were they to sell it at something approaching its true value. She was vaguely aware that the painting showed a blonde female with no clothes on holding a jug and a baby, and if it did happen to get stolen, it’d make more money for the company than the entire output of their Gateshead factory for a year.

Ms Esterling worked, not looking at the picture.

The picture looked at Ms Esterling; and saw a tall, slim girl with soft golden hair that fell about her shoulders like sunlight, framing her perfect oval face and startlingly blue eyes. Not, the picture reflected, fair. The picture knew perfectly well that its own face was not quite symmetrical (the result of Master del Razo getting an unexpectedly negative response to a suggestion he’d just put to his model while he was doing the head) and its left leg was too long and its right arm appeared to have a triple-jointed elbow and a thumb apparently growing out of the back of its right hand. The picture thought it was particularly unjust that this dozy creature crouching over a pocket calculator a foot or so beneath the bottom edge of her frame should be about as gorgeous as it’s possible to be without a licence, while it, the painting, looked at dispassionately, was a mess of botched limbs and weird anatomical anomalies which would have difficulty standing upright if ever it got out of this poxy frame. After all, it reflected, nobody in their right mind is ever going to want to look at Ms Esterling; for all her physical beauty, she’s a sort of black hole of accountancy into which any sort of human sentiment would vanish without trace. The painting, on the other hand, was specifically designed to be looked at, which meant that six hundred years’ worth of gawping viewers had stared at its catastrophic physique and gone away thinking That picture gives me the creeps. Unfair, the picture reckoned. Also typical.

Ms Esterling looked up from her calculator and gazed for a moment into space, contemplating the incidence of advance corporation tax on the profits of a wholly owned subsidiary company during its first completed trading year. Her eyes, reflected in the glass door of her office, were bottomless blue pools; her slightly parted lips were the petals of the last rose of summer. I hate this person, the picture said to itself.

Standing over her for nearly five weeks, in a good position to eavesdrop on her phone calls and read her diary over her shoulder, the painting knew pretty well all there was to know about Ms Esterling. It knew that she had always wanted to be an accountant, ever since she was a little girl; that she arrived at the office early and left late with a bulging briefcase; that she often came in at weekends, so as to be able to work in peace and quiet without being interrupted; that she never had personal phone calls; that lunch was a lettuce sandwich at her desk; that she was not, in fact, a particularly good accountant, which was why she had to do everything three or four times just to make sure she’d got it right; that even Mr Lakesley, the office pest, had taken one look at her and backed away, muttering something under his breath about things no man should be expected to do even if he had devoted his entire life to the service of womankind. She was, in fact . . .

. . . inhuman? Something like that. In fact, the painting mused, all it’d take would be for a twenty-foot-high giant to pick her up and squash her flat between the pages of a book, and she’d make a damn fine picture.

Apart, that is, from the ruptured organs and splintered bones. Hey, maybe that’s how I got to be this way; it’d account for the peculiar limbs and sideways face. No, I’d remember something like that.

The picture could remember being painted; strange feeling, seeing your arms and legs and body suddenly coming into being (Master del Razo had done the head first, giving it a ringside seat, so to speak, of the rest of the performance), and not a particularly happy one, at that. To its creator, a job; a promise of cash money on delivery, the prospect of paying the rent and the tavern slate, and stopping his mum nagging at him and saying  Pietro, when you gonna settle down, get yourself a proper job?  To the picture, horribly frustrating to watch itself taking shape and not to have any say in what that shape should be. Dammit, Master del Razo’d been daubing away for three days before it even realised it was meant to be a girl.

Waaaaaa!

The painting looked down at the child, plonked uncomfortably on its knee like a sack of fat pink potatoes. The creator - well, a bachelor, known to turn pale and tremble at the knees in the presence of females of his acquaintance holding unexpected children; what did you expect? Six hundred years this chubby lump’s been trying to pee all down my leg. There are advantages to being two-dimensional.

But not, the painting admitted, very many. It was different for the kid; too young ever to be anything but a stage-prop, a ventriloquist’s dummy as substantial as a coat of paint and a lick of varnish. Like Ms Esterling, in fact; what it’s never had it’ll never miss.

But all those things I’ve never had. And I miss them terribly.

On Ms Esterling’s desk, the computer started to bleep and flash; electronic, the picture guessed, for Waaaaaa. Ms Esterling looked up from her work, frowning; she swivelled her chair and started to peck at the keyboard with her long, divinely graceful fingers (but she bites her nails, the picture remembered savagely; about the only nourishment she gets). The picture knew that Ms Esterling wasn’t actually terribly good with computers, either. The company assumed she was, because computers are boring and so are accountants, so it was a reasonable enough assumption that they’d play nicely together. Actually, from what the picture had seen and heard of it, the computer looked like it could be rather fun. More fun, at any rate, than Ms Esterling; something it had in common with watching  raindrops sliding down the window-pane, or a heavy cold.

And then the computer made a very loud, vulgar noise and threw out a great big puddle of warm green light, and the picture looked at the screen and saw itself -

- here we go, surfing the Net again, something done by humans and very gullible fish. Or maybe (the picture mused) not, because—

A matter of viewpoints. Instead of looking at the screen from above and sideways, it was staring straight into it; and seeing itself, not depicted on the screen as by n glowing pixels, but reflected in the glass.

Huh?

The picture turned its head - jussaminnit, how come I can turn my head, my head doesn’t turn, which is just as well because if I tried, my godawful excuse for a neck’d probably snap.

The picture turned its head, and looked up at the painting, framed on the wall above. Then it looked down.


Oh my God, I’m inside the dreary bitch. It - she - gazed in terrified amazement at her suddenly three-dimensional arms, her bewilderingly solid body. Let me out of here! Put me back this instant! I demand to see the manager . . .

Or not. Hey, girl, think.

Belay that last request, please. She closed her eyes, concentrated, thought hard; and now she could see the painting on the wall, flat as a run-over hedgehog, a layer of dry pigment sandwiched between canvas and glass. And it could see her.


Excuse me . . .

The painting didn’t look round; but then, how could it, it’s a painting. More to the point, Master del Razo’s effort wasn’t the sort of painting whose eyes follow you all round the room. He wasn’t all that hot at doing eyes at the best of times; they tended to come out looking like blue-yolked  poached eggs, which is why most of his females are gazing demurely downwards and most of his men have their eyes lifted ecstatically towards Heaven.

Yes? How may I help you?

She hesitated, trying to understand. Funny thing was, the girl in the painting - Ms Esterling as was - seemed perfectly calm. Serene, even.

You, er, don’t mind, then?

Not particularly. I’ve got the whole of the June returns to do, and it’s so hard when people keep interrupting. It’s nice and quiet here. I can get some useful work done.

Gosh. I mean, yes, you can. And you don’t mind if I, er, borrow it? Your body, I mean. I’ll be very careful with it, promise.

What, that old thing? Be my guest.

Thanks. Thanks awfully. Anything I should know about it? Any allergies, epilepsy, irrational fears, that sort of thing?

Good heavens, no. I find it quite functional -


Er, right. Yes.

- but limiting. Please excuse me. Goodbye.

After a long while, long enough (subjectively) to take your pet glacier three times round the park and throw sticks for it to fetch, she stood up. She very nearly fell over; having got used to one leg being shorter than the other, she’d learnt to compensate, and the effect of having a matching pair of pins was a bit like stepping off an escalator without noticing. Something tickled her nose; her hair. Gee! Nice hair. The painting’s hair had spent six hundred years nailed to the back of its head with pins, combs and other savage impaling tools. Tentatively, as if she was afraid it was brittle and would snap off like an icicle, she flicked it away. It bounced back.

She could feel her heart beating—

Are they supposed to do that? No idea. Suppose I’ll find out soon enough; like, if I suddenly say Graaagh and fall over, I’ll  know there was a problem. And even if I do, it’ll have been worth it.

Dear God, I’m alive. Me.

Wonder why . . .


>YOU’VE DONE IT NOW.



‘Yes, but what?’ Kevin screams, thumping the desk with both fists. ‘Oh come on, tell me what’s happening, for pity’s sake. For all I know it’s raining frogs and locusts down there.’

>ACTUALLY, I CAN SET YOUR MIND AT REST THERE.


‘You can?’

>NOT A SUPERFLUOUS FROG TO BE SEEN. LOCUST 
NUMBERS ENTIRELY WITHIN NORMAL OPERATING 
TOLERANCES.


‘Well, that’s something.’

>IF ONLY IT WAS AS TRIVIAL AS A PLAGUE OF 
LOCUSTS, YOU’D BE LAUGHING.


‘Oh thanks a lot.’ Kevin rubs the tip of his nose with the heel of his hand, and tries to think. Not surprisingly, heavy-duty thinking isn’t something his family go in for much; when you’re omniscient, you don’t need to think, you know. ‘Computer,’ he says, inspired, ‘you’ve got to tell me what’s going on because it’s your duty. You’re part of the Divine infrastructure,’ he adds, remembering one of Jay’s favourite phrases. ‘Which means you’ve got responsibilities. You can’t just sit there while the world goes to rack and ruin.’


>BET?



‘But’s that’s crazy,’ Kevin objects, his knuckles white with fury. ‘Whose side are you on, anyway?’

>YOURS, NATURALLY. BUT THAT’S BESIDE THE POINT. 
YOU KNOW PERFECTLY WELL I CAN ONLY OBEY 
ORDERS. WHERE WOULD EVERYBODY BE IF I WENT 
AROUND INITIATING ACTION, SECOND-GUESSING 
THE ALMIGHTY? PEOPLE HAVE BEEN BURNT AT THE 
STAKE FOR LESS.


Kevin frowns. ‘They have?’

>OOPS. FORGET I SAID THAT. ALL THAT STUFF’S 
NEED-TO-KNOW ONLY, AND YOU DON’T. LOOK, AS 
FAR AS I’M CONCERNED, FREE WILL IS LIKE THE 
PROVERBIAL FREE LUNCH. THERE AIN’T NONE. SORRY, 
OUR KID, BUT THERE IT IS.


Whimpering, Kevin curls up in a ball and swings slowly from side to side in the swivel chair. ‘This is awful,’ he moans. ‘It’s like Mickey Mouse all over again.’


>MICKEY MOUSE?



‘Yes. You know, with the broom and the buckets of water? Just like that.’

>HEY. YOU LEARN SOMETHING NEW EVERY DAY. OR, 
IN MY CASE, ONCE EVERY SEVENTY-EIGHT YEARS, 
ON AVERAGE. WHO’S MICKEY MOUSE?


Kevin looks up, glowering. ‘You should know,’ he snaps. ‘You’re the omniscient one around here. Look it up.’

>CONSULTING DATABASE. AH, RIGHT, YES. A VERY APT COMPARISON.


‘That doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better, actually.

Isn’t there anything I can do?’

>ARE YOU ASKING ME TO QUANTIFY AVAILABLE OPTIONS?


‘It’d be a start, I suppose.’

>ONE MOMENT, PLEASE. THE NUMBER OF FEASIBLE 
ALTERNATIVE COURSES OF ACTION OPEN TO YOU IS 
CURRENTLY TEN TO THE POWER OF SEVENTY-NINE 
THOUSAND FOUR HUNDRED AND SIXTY-NINE.


‘Wow!’ murmurs Kevin, impressed. ‘For a moment there I was starting to worry.’

>ALL OF THEM GUARANTEED TO MAKE MATTERS 
WORSE.


With a little shriek, Kevin jumps to his feet; as he does so, his knee jars the desk, toppling a small china paperweight in the shape of a pig from the top of the console. It falls on to the keyboard, depressing two keys . . .

 



Duke Artofel, peer of Hell and chamberlain pursuivant of the Satanic host, glanced up at the clock on his wall and muttered something under his breath.

For a moment, he wondered if one of the clerks in the Department was playing a trick on him. Recently, because of the increasing level of administration involved in the running of Flipside, they’d promoted a number of the least gormless shopfloor workers to the clerical grades, and  although most of them were shaping up nicely, their ingrained habits of tormenting everybody around them did occasionally surface; hence a sporadic plague of whoopee-cushions, plastic spiders in the staff canteen and unauthorised adjustments to the central-heating controls. So, Artofel speculated, have they gone a stage further and swapped my office clock for something out of the lawyer pits?

(Where, since the first lawyer sent in the first lawyer’s bill, countless millions of advocates, notaries and solicitors have sat giving legal advice to wealthy clients only too happy to pay by the hour, facing clocks whose hands never budge so much as a millionth of an inch. Not for nothing have the lawyer pits received the prestigious Dante Award for two thousand years in succession.)

He looked again; no, it’s just the usual exquisitely slow passage of time in Hell between clocking on and morning coffee, during which a minute seems a year, an hour feels like a century; and that’s only here in the admin block. Come to think of it, more so in the admin block than anywhere else. After all, Artofel mused bitterly, we haven’t done anything wrong.

A valid point; and one to which his mind kept returning, like a duck in a public park. The admin staff hadn’t been part of the Great Sideways Promotions, when Flipside was first established. As far as they were concerned, they were just celestial civil servants, doing their duty in that station of everlasting life to which it had pleased the Chief to call them. As between Artofel and Alizeth, his opposite number in the Wages Department of Topside, there was no moral differential. They both belonged to the same grade, contributed to the same pension scheme, had the same number of days’ annual holiday a year. True, the view from Alizeth’s office window was rather more cheerful; but he had further to walk to the lifts, and the coffee on this  level was reckoned to be rather better. No; the main difference between Flipside and Topside was time. In Heaven there is no time, while in Hell there’s all the time in the world.

In practice, this meant Alizeth put his nose round the door of his office on average about once a century, while Artofel was stuck behind his desk twelve hours a day, two hundred and fifty-eight days a year, Flipside Mean time (and no time anywhere is meaner). There was a policy explanation for that, of course. For the Elect in Topside, standing before the face of the living God is its own reward, so the need for wages clerks isn’t all that great; whereas the wages of sin is death.

Come on, clock. Give it some welly. Put yer mainspring into it . . .

The bells of Hell go ting-a-ling-a-ling, for you but not for me. Artofel sighed, and picked up the receiver.

‘Wages,’ he mumbled. ‘Artofel speaking.’

‘Central,’ chirped a voice at the other end of the wire. ‘Going off line in three minutes.’

Artofel made a disapproving noise with his nose and the back of his throat. ‘Oh for crying out loud, that’s the fourth time this week. How are we supposed to get any work done if you lot keep fiddling with the computers? All right then, tell me where I can back up to, and I’ll get today’s stuff patched through.’

‘Sorry,’ replied the voice, ‘no can do.The entire system’s got to come off.’

Artofel’s eyebrows shot up like interest rates just after an election. ‘What, the whole thing?’ he gasped. ‘You must be kidding, we’ll lose the lot. Have you clowns up there got any idea how long it’ll take us to . . .?’

‘Don’t blame me,’ said the voice indifferently. ‘Apparently it’s all to do with gremlins up in Mainframe. Got to go. Bye.’

The line died on him, and he dropped the receiver back on to its cradle. Something wrong with Mainframe? Impossible. Mainframe was . . . Well, it was, and ever had been. Only a very brave or a very foolish gremlin would venture in there; certainly not any of the ones he occasionally shared a table with in the canteen. Mostly, in fact, the gremlins he knew were quiet, staid little chaps, more-than-my-job’s-worth types, forever quoting the rule book and worrying about what they could justifiably put down on their expense sheets. Unless—

Maybe it’s not one of ours.

Artofel sat back in his chair, his mouth open. Other  gremlins, from somewhere else. Somewhere outside. Although he wasn’t superstitious, he shuddered and made the sign of the pitchfork. The very thought of it gave him the shivers.

Oh Christmas, the working files . . . If he was quick, there might just be time to make a hard copy, that was assuming the printers were free and he could access the backup utilities. He swung his chair round, barking his knee on the edge of the desk, and stabbed at a few keys like a hung-over woodpecker. The screen cleared -

- and went green on him. Spiffing, he muttered under his breath, now I’ve gone and killed the wretched thing. Could’ve saved them upstairs the bother.

No, he hadn’t; because the screen cleared and a personnel file scrolled up. Artofel’s brow furrowed like an old-fashioned roll-top desk; not a file he was familiar with. Not, in fact, a Flipside file at all. More like a Topsider, as far as he could tell from the brief CV.

Jeepers, a mortal! What’s more, a One of Them; a sky-pilot, a God-botherer, a back-to-front-collar merchant. The V word. What the Flip was his file doing down here?

Mistake, obviously; gremlins in Mainframe. Whatever  the reason, it could only mean trouble, so the obvious thing to do was get rid of it and pretend it’d never happened. Press CLEAR/ENTER and hope nobody’d noticed.

Claws trembling slightly, he tapped the keys—

Flashing green lights. Lots of bleeping.

What the—?

Dukes of Hell aren’t supposed to panic; after all, what could possibly happen to them to justify it? Accordingly, it took Artofel some time to recognise the unfamiliar and thoroughly disconcerting sensation he was experiencing. When his mind cleared, he found he was no longer sitting at his desk; more than that, he wasn’t in his office. He wasn’t even Flipside any more. Not Topside either. Which only left one place he could be.

Hello? Hello, can anybody hear me?

It was then that he became aware of all the people looking at him.

Rows and rows of them, with eyes fixed on him like so many cats watching a mouse; mortals, at a guess, although since he’d never met a mortal in the flesh he had no way of knowing. They were sitting in a sort of auditorium, and he was standing in a wooden box at the top of a short flight of stairs. And he was wearing a sort of dressing-gown thing with wide sleeves, and a shirt without a collar—

Correction. There was a collar, but it was the wrong way round—

EEEEEK!

 



‘Mainframe?’

>THAT WAS EITHER A GHASTLY COINCIDENCE OR A
JOKE IN VERY POOR TASTE.


Kevin closes his eyes. ‘That does it,’ he groans. ‘Where’s that number? I’m going to phone Dad.’


>GOOD IDEA.



‘That’s what I thought. Will you give me the number, or have I got to go back to my room and get it?’


>BUT NOT, SADLY, POSSIBLE.



‘What?’


>ALL TELECOMMUNICATIONS SYSTEMS NON-OPERATIONAL
OWING TO SUBSTANTIAL SYSTEMS
MALFUNCTION. ATTEMPTING TO PATCH INTO BACKUPS . . .


‘Attempting? Don’t talk soft, Mainframe, when did you ever attempt anything? You’re Mainframe, for pity’s sake.’

>YOU SHOULD HAVE THOUGHT OF THAT BEFORE.


‘But . . .’ Mickey Mouse, he reflects, be blowed; all he’d had to deal with was a certain amount of surplus water. A few ruined carpets, tidemarks on the wallpaper, nothing the insurance wouldn’t cover. He hadn’t started something that was capable of crippling the Mind of Heaven. And he at least had some vague idea of what it was he’d actually done.

>BACKUPS OVERLOADED. COMMUNICATIONS IMPOSSIBLE
AT THIS TIME.


‘Mainframe, there is no time in Heaven, you know that . . . Mainframe? Oh no, what’s happening to you? Mainframe?’

Frantically he taps - tapped - at the keys; but nothing happened. The screen was frozen, with that last awful  message stuck on it like the silly face your mother warned you about. It’s time, Kevin realised; somehow or other, there’s time in Heaven, and it’s jamming everything up. Now what’ll I do?

Dad!

Dad?

Time in Heaven, where there isn’t any. Imagine you’d grown up on the Moon and you’d just come to Earth for the first time and had your first brush with gravity. Time, though, is worse; because gravity just tries to grind you into the dirt. Time gets you all ways at once, crushing you down and inflating you like a balloon, compressing you like a Cortina in a scrapyard and dragging at you like a rupture in the cabin wall at forty thousand feet. Worse; think what it’d be like if both sides of the cabin ruptured at once, and you were standing in the middle of the gangway.

Dad! Help! It’s me, Kevin!

Who?

Dad, is that you? Look, you’ve got to come home, everything’s going wrong and it’s all my fault. Please, Dad, listen to me. It’s all going wrong and I don’t know what to do.

Who is that, please? Is there anybody there? Hello?

And then silence. As far as Kevin was concerned, that was it. Snap, went the camel’s back. He balled his fists, squealed like clapped-out brake drums and bashed the keyboard as hard as he could -

- and in doing so, depressed two keys.




CHAPTER TWO

[image: 002]


‘Hello and good morning, you’re listening to the Early Bird show, my name’s Danny Bennett and if you’ve just tuned in I’m afraid you’ve just missed Prime Minister Dermot Fraud giving us his Worm’s Eye View. And I’ll be talking to my next guest, Trevor Swine, about his new book, Blood Oranges; Mafia Infiltration of the Soft Fruit Authority, directly after this.’

Dermot Fraud leaned back in his chair and twiddled his thumbs complacently. Good interview - name mentioned (five times), plugged new cuddly animals initiative, laughed to scorn misuse of party funds allegation, side-stepped innuendo about the big redhead from the constituency committee, made jokes (two). All that, in eleven minutes net of jingles. Churchill might have handled it as adroitly, likewise Keir Hardie, Lloyd George and Pericles; but not better. All part of the daily grind of statesmanship.

The red light in the studio went off. He stood up, shook Mr Bennett’s podgy little hand with genuine synthetic warmth, and strolled out into the corridor.

‘All right?’ he asked.

The minder nodded. ‘You got everything in except one of the extempore jokes,’ she replied, ‘so I’m rescheduling that for Thursday week. Means we’ll have to move the quicksilver repartee about the shadow foreign secretary’s haircut back till next Friday, but that ought to be okay so long as he doesn’t grow it back by then.’

‘Unlikely,’ Fraud said. ‘Now then, it’s the rats next, isn’t it?’

‘That’s right. The car’s out the front.’

‘Speech?’

‘In the car.’

The speech turned out to be the old Mark IV ecology/ our children’s children number, which Fraud knew by heart; accordingly he was able to spend the drive to Leatherhead staring mindlessly out of the window. One thing he missed now the party was in power - the only thing, needless to say - was the long, lazy afternoons he used to spend in Parliament, snuggled down during some debate or other with nothing to do but daydream and occasionally make a few rude noises when the other lot were on. So many of his colleagues saw the House as merely a very-last-resort way of getting on telly, rather than as what it really was: a place where stressed-out MPs can go to escape from the phone and vegetate. More fools them.

He sighed. Not likely to be much chance of that when he was Prime Minister; you had to sit at the front and answer questions, frequently with no script. Still, that was the price you had to pay for being the father of your country.

There was still a part of him that found it extraordinary that he, Dermot Fraud, was the twelfth most powerful man in the UK; but it was a part he didn’t have much need for these days - his left big toe, perhaps, or one of his eyelashes - and whenever it started whingeing at him, all he had to  do was mumble the words manifest destiny to himself until it got bored and went back to sleep.

A road sign: Leatherhead 5. He pulled himself together and sat up.

‘Remind me,’ he said.

‘Leatherhead Zoo,’ replied the minder, activating herself like a well-bred robot. ‘You’re opening the new Small Fluffy Animals house, for which we owe the curator a knighthood. Get shown around, say twelve minutes; speech, seven-point-three-six minutes, greet children and photos with small fluffy animals, forty-six minutes. All fairly routine.’

Fraud furrowed his brows. ‘You say that,’ he muttered, as a nasty thought occurred to him. ‘Could be problems. Like, suppose the animals won’t perform? Suppose they can’t get the little buggers to come out, or they do come out and crawl all over my head? Bloody fine pictures that’d make. This is a major image event we’re talking about here.’

The minder shook her head, making her earrings jangle. ‘We’ve got that taped,’ she said. ‘The animals for the photos’ll all be dead. You know, stuffed, cutened up a bit. We had the zoo people get some done for us. Lifelike dead, naturally. They’re very good at it.’

‘Ah.’ Fraud nodded. ‘That’s all right, then.’ He leaned back, pleased with himself for having spotted the potential problem. Years ago, when he was still just another extremely wealthy lawyer, he’d heard it said that the key to statesmanship was attention to detail, and he’d taken it very much to heart. It was, as he saw it, his duty to the ineluctable upwards tide of history; a right fool he’d look if the manifest destiny of the nation was thwarted by a hyperactive incontinent hamster.

‘While we’re at it,’ he said, following through on the train of thought, ‘have a quiet word with the curator bloke,  tell him we’ll sort out some funding for another furry animal thing, something I can come and open in five years’ time. Tell him if he calls it the Dermot Fraud Cuddly Animal Sanctuary he can be an earl or something. All right?’

The minder nodded. ‘Will do. Right, we’re nearly there. Speech?’

‘Yes. I’m not completely helpless, you know.’

‘Sorry, I was just wondering what you thought about the endangered species bit. I wasn’t sure we’d hit quite the right . . .’

‘What?’ Fraud sat bolt upright, like Frankenstein’s monster in a thunderstorm. ‘What endangered species bit?’

‘The bit about making sure Britain’s in the vanguard of the fight to preserve endangered species,’ the minder replied anxiously. ‘You did see that bit, didn’t you? Only we’re using that as a feed for a Channel Four spot a fortnight Wednesday, so it’s quite important . . .’

‘Oh for God’s sake - here.’ He thrust the rolled-up script under the minder’s nose. ‘Highlighter pen, quickly. Dear God, woman, you’ll be a bloody endangered species if you pull another stunt like that one.’
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