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      “Hello,” the caller said. “I’m ringing to report the imminent collapse of Western civilisation as we know it.”

      Lucy stifled a sigh. “Sorry,” she said. “You’ve come through to the out-of-hours helpline, and we only deal with urgent emergencies, whereas Western civilisation has been in irreversible but gradual decline ever since the fall of Constantinople in 1453. Our regular helplines open at eight-thirty a.m. Mondays to Fridays, and one of my colleagues will be happy to assist you. Thank you ever so much for calling. Bye.”
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        Three strands for the French hens, under the sky,

        Seven for the swimming swans, my true love gave to me.

        Nine for the gracious ladies dancing by,

        A partridge for the Red Lord, in a pear tree.

        Tinsel ensnares them all, tinsel entwines them,

        Tinsel confounds them all and in the ice-floes binds them,

        In the land of Kringôl, where the reindeer fly.
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      Dad, as is tolerably well known, is omnipotent and can do anything. Some things, however, are more difficult than others, even for him; most notably, finding windows in his busy schedule for a little quality time with his dearly beloved son, with whom he is well pleased. On the rare occasions when they can fit it in, they like to go fishing together on Sinderaan, a small yellowy-red planet in the Argolis cluster. The problem, of course, is who they leave behind to mind the store.

      In front of Dad the rainbow bridge sparkled with all the glory of light being ripped apart into its constituent themes. For the third time he stopped and turned back. “Don’t forget,” he said. “One rotation every twenty-four hours.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      “Six hours of rain in Lithuania, Monday and Thursday morning.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      “The keys to the thunderbolt cabinet are on the hook behind the bathroom door; don’t use them unless you absolutely have to.”

      Kevin, the younger son of God, marginally less well beloved and with whom his father was not always quite so well pleased, stifled a yawn and pulled the collar of his dressing gown tight around his neck, because of the cold. “Yes, Dad,” he said. “You told me already, about a zillion times. It’s cool. I can handle it.”

      His father winced. “If there’s a problem, you’ve got my number.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      “Just be careful, that’s all. Think about what you’re doing. And no parties.”

      “Goodbye, Dad.”

      With a shrug, Dad turned, shouldered his backpack and rods and walked slowly up the rainbow to where Jay was waiting. If he was tempted to turn back one last time, he thought better of it. Before long, they were two tiny specks against the multicoloured curve, and then they were gone. Kevin sighed, pulled a face, wriggled his toes as deep into his slippers as they’d go and wandered back to the house. A light in an upstairs window of the east wing (the house had many mansions) told him that Uncle Ghost was awake, though the chances were that he wouldn’t transubstantiate into anything fit to talk to until much later, after he’d had his coffee and read the papers.

      Six-thirty a.m., a ghastly time to be awake. Kevin sat down on the rocking chair on the stoop, stretched out his feet and turned on his LoganBerry. He was playing War in Heaven 3 (he was being Dad for a change; usually he was Uncle Nick) when a sharp cough behind him broke his concentration and made him jam the tablet in his dressing-gown pocket. “Hi, Uncle Mike.”

      He’d been quick, but not quick enough to deceive an archangel. Uncle Mike didn’t approve of War in Heaven 3 for some reason. “Kevin. Have you got a moment?”

      Irony, except he was pretty sure Uncle Mike wasn’t capable of it. “All the time in the world. Something up?”

      Mike was frowning. “Cusp in the causality flow. We need a policy decision.”

      “What, from me?”

      Mike nodded sadly. “Looks like it, doesn’t it?”

      “But Dad said it was all sorted out for the next three days. He said nothing was likely to come up.”

      “Well, it’s no big deal,” Uncle Mike said. “Not a very big deal, anyhow. You’d better come inside and sort it out.”

      “Dad said I wouldn’t have to do any policy decisions.”

      “Ah well.” Mike shrugged. “Mysterious ways, Kevin, mysterious ways. Come on if you’re coming.”

      The interface console, where the individual case inputs were coordinated into the predestination stream, was a dingy shade of concrete-coloured plastic, and the lettering was starting to wear off the keyboard. Kevin had been on at Dad to upgrade to a higher-spec system for as long as he could remember; these old Kawaguchiya XP7740s belonged in a museum, he’d said over and over again, what this outfit needs is the new Axio 347D StreamLine. He punched in the laughably archaic 3 ½-inch floppy that held the startup codes and waited for the shameful green letters to appear on the antiquated black screen. Pointless explaining to Dad that he had over ten times as much computing power on his phone than this entire system. Oh no. It had been good enough for dividing the waters which were under the firmament from the waters that were above the firmament, it worked just fine and he was used to it. A fan whirred. Kevin tapped his fingers on the desktop and stifled a yawn.

      A few minutes later he strolled back out onto the stoop, where Uncle Mike was refuelling his flaming sword from a butane cylinder. “Uncle Mike.”

      “Kevin.”

      “You know how it’s the house rule that as long as they honestly and sincerely believe, trivial differences of doctrine aren’t important?”

      “Sure.”

      “Well.” Kevin sat down, his hands folded in his lap. “There’s one sect that believes the entire Trinity is female.”

      Uncle Mike nodded. “I’ve heard of them, yes.”

      “So, according to them, and bearing in mind that in view of their irreproachable faith their interpretation is held to be equally valid, that would make me female too, right?”

      Uncle Mike frowned. “I guess so.”

      “You wouldn’t hit a girl, would you?”

      Sigh. “What’ve you done?”

      “It’s that stupid computer. I keep telling them, we’re so behind the times it’s unreal. It’s amazing stuff like this doesn’t happen every single day.”

      “Stuff like what?”

      “I think it’s the keyboard. Someone must’ve spilt coffee on it or something, because the springs don’t work properly. I told Dad a thousand times, that system is a disaster waiting to happen.”

      Uncle Mike knew him too well. He frowned. “Kevin?”

      “I guess it got tired of waiting.”

      A long sigh. Uncle Mike turned down his flaming sword to the bare flicker of the pilot light and put it carefully on the table. “What have you done?”

      “It wasn’t me. It’s all the fault of the system.”

      For some reason Uncle Mike sort of smiled. “Sure,” he said. “You’d better show me.”

      An hour later (linear time doesn’t pass in Heaven, but never mind) Uncle Mike leaned back in his chair, finished his now-cold coffee in three mammoth gulps and massaged his forehead between thumb and middle finger. Kevin stepped up and peered over his shoulder. “All done?”

      Uncle Mike nodded. “Kevin.”

      “Yes, Uncle Mike?”

      “Where’s that list of stuff he left for you to do while he’s away?”

      Kevin scrabbled in his pocket, found and uncrumpled it. “Here. Why?”

      Mike took the list and tucked it away in the sleeve of his robe. “It’s OK, Kevin,” he said. “You leave all that to me. No need for you to bother. Just go and do whatever it is you do all day.”

      For a moment or so Kevin stood perfectly still. Then he said, “Uncle Mike.”

      “Yes, Kevin?”

      “That’s not fair.”

      Mike looked away. “Sorry, kid.”

      “But it’s not. It says in the rules, doesn’t it? You’ve got to forgive. Not just seven times but seventy times seven. I think —”

      Mike sighed. “Seventy times seven is four hundred and ninety,” he said. “Personally, I stopped counting back in the low thousands. It’s fine,” he added, and Kevin guessed he was genuinely trying to be kind. “Some people just aren’t cut out for this kind of work. That doesn’t make them bad people. I’m sure there’s all sorts of things you’d be good at, in an infinite Universe.”

      On the other hand, Uncle Mike being kind made Vlad the Impaler look cissy. “Uncle Mike,” Kevin said, “I know I can do this stuff. I know I can.”

      Mike pursed his lips. “No,” he said. “Sorry.”

      There are times when you just can’t speak. This was one of them. Kevin turned away and walked out onto the stoop, sat down and poured himself a glass of orange juice. In the near distance a new galaxy hatched like a fiery egg. He threw a pretzel at it. He missed.

      The family business.

      Not everybody wants to follow in their daddy’s footsteps, as witness the considerable number of people called Smith who don’t spend their days pounding hot iron. Traditions fade. Teenage Amish dream of working for Google, and young Clark Kent leaves the farm and heads for Metropolis. But Kevin had always believed, always assumed…

      Unlike so many kids his age, Kevin was pretty sure he knew who he was. If he’d had blood, the family business would’ve been in it. That was what made him so mad, sometimes. Take the computers. Why couldn’t Dad see that the whole system needed replacing? It was obvious that was why mistakes happened. True, they only seemed to happen when Kevin was at the keyboard, but that was simply because Dad and Jay had got used to the stupid, obsolete old machines and could anticipate their ridiculous quirks. That was what it came down to, basically. Which did Dad think more highly of, his own son or a beat-up old Kawaguchiya XP7740? And that was one of those questions you just don’t ask, for fear of the answer.

      He picked up his LoganBerry. War in Heaven 3 – a ridiculous game because the good guys always win, inevitably, no matter what you do. A thought crossed his mind, and he grinned. He switched the LoganBerry to phone mode and tapped in a number.

      It rang six hundred and sixty-six times. Then an angry voice snapped, “What?”

      “Uncle Nick?”

      Sigh. “Oh, hi, Kevin. Look, can it wait? I’m a bit tied up right now.”

      He could believe it. Uncle Nick’s department was chronically overworked and understaffed. Nevertheless, he hardened his heart and said, “Uncle Nick, you know how Dad’s always going on about me getting work experience in all the departments?”

      Another sigh. “No, Kevin.”

      “Uncle Nick —”

      “Forget it. Not after the last time.”

      Kevin scowled. He’d explained. It hadn’t been his fault that Hell had frozen over. “Uncle Nick —”

      “It’s not up to me, kid,” the voice said. “I got strict instructions from your old man. Not allowed to set foot Flipside ever again. Not exactly a grey area.”

      “He said that?”

      “Gospel truth, son. Sorry. So, if you don’t like it, you’ll have to take it up with him. Gotta fly, I’ve got someone on the stove. Bye now.”

      The line went dead. Kevin scowled horribly at the screen and switched off. Fine, he thought. No problem. If Dad and Jay want me to slob around the house all day, I can do that, you bet. Who needs the stupid business anyway? It was enough to make him turn atheist. (Except he’d tried that once, and it hadn’t been a conspicuous success. Dad had argued, plausibly enough, that if he didn’t exist, neither did the fridge, the sofa, the TV or Kevin’s bedroom. After twenty-four hours shivering in the existential void, Kevin had solemnly burned the collected works of Richard Dawkins and been allowed back into the kitchen. Never again.)

      Ungrateful, he thought. Wicked, ungrateful. Right now there were countless millions of ex-humans (lawyers, politicians, investment bankers) who’d give the charred stumps of their right arms to be where he was now rather than down there in Uncle Nick’s gloomy jurisdiction. But that was the point. Countless millions of other ex-humans had striven all their lives to be virtuous and good, and had thereby achieved Heaven; he’d grown up there, never been anywhere else. So, if Uncle Mike and Uncle Nick were right and he wasn’t cut out for the business, if he didn’t belong here, if he didn’t belong in his own home…

      The door opened, and Uncle Ghost wandered out onto the stoop. In one hand was a coffee cup, in the other yesterday’s Herald. “Kevin. You seen my glasses anywhere?”

      “You’re wearing them.”

      “My other glasses.”

      Kevin stood up and made a show of searching. “What do you need to read the paper for, Uncle? You know everything that’s going on.”

      “Passes the time.”

      Time, that old thing. There had been a time when Uncle Ghost had been the driving force of the business: its energy, its spark, its dancing breath of fire. Hard to imagine that these days. He’s done his fair share, Dad would say, he’s earned the right to take it a bit easier. Trouble was, Uncle Ghost didn’t seem to be taking it easy at all. If anything, he was taking it very hard.

      “Damn glasses,” Uncle muttered, lifting a tablecloth and putting it back crooked. “Can’t see a thing without ’em these days.”

      Was Uncle Ghost old? Well, he’d existed before Existence itself, but sequential linear time didn’t apply to the family, in the same way that fish can’t drown. The mortals say you’re as old as you feel. So how do you feel when you’ve been everywhere and seen everything? The official answer to that was wise, compassionate and understanding.

      The glasses turned out to be hiding under the cushion of the chair Kevin had just been sitting on. “It’s all right,” he said. “I’ll straighten them out for you.”

      “Don’t you dare.” Uncle snatched them away and stuffed them down the front of his shirt. “I’ll have Mike or Gabe fix them. You break everything.”

      “Thanks, Uncle. That’s just exactly what I wanted to hear right now.”

      “Was it? Why?”

      “Forget it.”

      Uncle Ghost sighed. “Why not?” he said. “These days, forgetting’s what I’m best at.”

      More than just trace elements of truth in that assertion, which was why Uncle Ghost didn’t do any actual work any more. Overdue sunrises, March winds and April showers in July… He’s a menace, Dad had told Jay one dark midnight as they hurriedly dragged clouds in front of a crescent moon that should have been full. Kevin hadn’t been meant to hear that, of course. It was also significant that celestial mechanics had been added to Jay’s chore list. It was the easiest part of the business; a child could do it, or a fool. But not a burned-out old man. And not, apparently, Kevin.

      He yawned. Through the open door he could hear the mechanised voice of the answering service: Sorry, there’s no one here to hear your prayer right now, please leave your name and we’ll get right back to you. He felt ashamed. Of course he didn’t begrudge Dad – or even Jay – a little time off now and again; they worked so hard, they deserved it. But there should always be someone on call to hear the prayers, it was in the Covenant. (Or was it? Offhand he couldn’t remember. But if it wasn’t, it should be). Nominally, Uncle Ghost was the duty Trinitarian, which was good enough for the Compliance people but cold comfort for the poor saps down there who actually believed.

      Face it, bro, you just aren’t cut out for this line of work. Jay had this unfortunate streak of honesty. He claimed it came with the territory, though why he couldn’t sometimes be content with just being the Way and the Light, Kevin couldn’t say. The truth can be unkind, and surely kindness was more in line with the essence of the mission statement than mere factual accuracy. But if he was right… Well, was he? So far, Kevin’s record wasn’t impressive, he’d be the first to admit that. But maybe that was because they’d never given him a chance, never explained to him how things should be done. And besides, Jay would add at this point, we’re so rushed off our feet we simply haven’t got the time to show you. Quicker to do it ourselves. Quite.

      The soft buzzing noise was Uncle Ghost snoring. Kevin got up, went inside and fixed himself a coffee – just instant because when he’d tried to use the cappuccino machine something had gone wrong with it, and Dad hadn’t had time to mend it. He flicked on the TV, but it was just reruns of Touched by an Angel. I’d pray, Kevin said to himself, but who to?
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      Here’s a tricky one. How many drops of nitroglycerine, delivered by way of a standard laboratory pipette from a drop of sixteen feet, does it take to blow a three-foot-square hole in a four-thousand-year-old Egyptian basalt slab carved with bas-reliefs of Pharaoh doing obeisance to the Reinvigorated Sun, while doing as little collateral damage as possible?

      The answer, Jersey devoutly hoped, was four. That was all the nitro he had left, having used the rest of the bottle getting this far, and it’d be a confounded shame to have gone to so much trouble, and done so much irreversible damage to a designated World Heritage Site, only to wind up one drop short. In the event, he was proved right. At which he was so mightily relieved that he actually smiled.

      The echoes died away, gradually and with disconcerting echo effects. The acoustics in the basement of a pyramid are distinctly weird. Sound lingers, and just when you think you’ve heard the last of it, back it comes again, like audible stomach acid. Creepy like you wouldn’t believe, not to mention the risk of somebody outside hearing. That would be very bad. Naughty echo.

      His timetable allowed three minutes for the dust to settle. Over-optimistic. He couldn’t really see worth a damn and had his handkerchief tied over his nose as he dropped his rope ladder through the newly blasted hole in the floor, checked one last time that it was securely anchored and slowly began to climb down into the darkness.

      It had been a long day. To get this far, quite apart from the discomforts associated with setting off multiple explosions in a very confined space, he’d had to put up with a tiresome sequence of booby traps – walls that shifted and slabs that fell away when you trod on them, flights of poisoned arrows, razor-sharp pendulums and all manner of similar nonsense; how come, if ancient engineers could devise stuff like that, nobody had managed to come up with a functional flush toilet until 1778? – and his reserves of patience and energy were getting dangerously low. At this point he should be trembling with feverish anticipation, not fatigue. Somewhere in the gloom below him, if he’d got it right, was the secret he’d been searching for all his adult life, the greatest discovery in human history, the key to the last and greatest mystery of all. He should be feeling something, apart from a splitting headache and a dull pain in his chest which he unrealistically hoped wasn’t a cracked rib.

      After what felt like a lifetime his feet touched down on something level and solid. Taking one hand nervously off the rope ladder, he fished out his flashlight and flicked it on. Floor. Thank God for that. He shone the beam up. The hole in the roof was a very, very long way above him, and he was glad he’d taken the trouble to secure the ladder with four molybdenum steel crampons hammered into the living rock (twenty-nine dollars and ninety-nine cents from eBay; he was on a budget, but the Chinese make good stuff these days).

      Well, he was here now; might as well get on with it. He shone the torch around the walls. An Egyptologist, or anyone whose aesthetic sense hadn’t been blunted down to nothing by a really miserable day blowing holes in walls and dodging sudden death, would’ve been stunned by the beauty of the frescoes, their colours as fresh and vibrant as the day they’d been painted, two thousand years before a bunch of shepherds gazed across an Italian hillside and one of them said, “I know, let’s call it Rome.” He yawned and muffled a sneeze. He knew what he was looking for, and it had to be here somewhere. Now then. If I was the most carefully hidden secret in the Universe, where would I be?

      “Dr Thorpe.”

      He spun round so fast he nearly stumbled, just in time to see his rope ladder drop to the floor in a heap at his feet. He swung the flashlight up and picked out a face peering down at him through the hole in the roof. The face had a big moustache and was grinning.

      “Well done, Dr Thorpe. We tried to warn you, but you just kept going.”

      “I might have guessed,” Jersey said bitterly. “You’re one of them. You’ve been on their side all along.”

      The man with the moustache grinned at him. “Of course,” he said. “You know me as Yusuf, a humble porter, but know that I am Constantine, two hundred and seventh Grand Master of the Guardians of the Secret. For a hundred and thirty-six generations my forefathers have striven to guard that which must never be revealed. Console yourself with the thought that nobody has ever come this close before, Dr Thorpe. Be proud of it. Revel in that satisfaction until your dying day, which,” he added, “by my calculations will be Thursday. Or early Saturday morning if you remembered to bring sandwiches. Goodbye, Dr Thorpe. I’d just like to say that I’ve enjoyed our little game of chess.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I won’t because my order values the truth above all things. Farewell.”

      Jersey stooped for something to throw. His hand closed around some small, heavy thing, but by the time he’d straightened up, the face had gone. He glanced at the object in his hand, recognised it as a priceless Eleventh Dynasty ushabti figurine, and threw it at the wall. “Constantine,” he roared, “your feet smell and your moustache looks ridiculous.” Echoes, then silence. Buggeration, he said to himself.

      Still, if he was right about the secret, it wouldn’t really matter terribly much. Everything now depended on how long the batteries in his flashlight lasted. He set about examining the walls inch by inch, his practised eye effortlessly translating the columns of hieroglyphs at sight. All sorts of guff about the imperishable glory of His late Majesty, and a load of gloomy though probably accurate predictions about what would happen to any unauthorised person who reached this spot; all well and good, but not what he was looking for. Boast, threat, boast, boast, threat, boast… Hello, what’s this?

      Suddenly the weariness and the ennui evaporated like spit on a griddle, and his heart started to pound. His hand shook as he fumbled for his notebook and pencil. Numbers, a string of hieroglyphic numerals. He leaned forward. The glow from his torch was yellowing as the batteries faded. Zero. Dear God, the first number was a zero.

      His hand was shaking so much, he broke his pencil. It took an agonising forty seconds to sharpen it. Zero. Followed by an eight. Then zero, zero.

      He could hardly breathe. An 0800 number. Could it really be true?

      He wrote down the remaining six digits like a man in a dream. By the time he’d finished, the torchlight was the dying glimmer of a faint amber sunset. He squinted at the numbers scrawled on the page, then slowly drew out his cellphone and keyed them in.

      The dialling tone. One ring. Two.

      Hello. All our lines are busy right now. Your call is being held in a queue until an operator is available. Your call is important to us. Please hold.

      He could hear music. It might have been a chorus of angels inside his head, but it was probably the phone playing Vivaldi. It didn’t matter. He was through.

      Please hold, the voice repeated. Like a man with his fingertips hooked over the threshold of Heaven, he held.
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      When Kevin spoke to him on the phone, he’d assumed Uncle Nick was in his office. In fact, thanks to the miracle of cellular telephony, Uncle Nick, or Mr Lucifer to his many subordinates, had taken the call on the thirteenth hole at Velvet Lawns, where he now spent a large proportion of his time. In his absence, the department was mostly run by Bernie Lachuk, his deputy assistant private secretary.

      Bernie – he hated Bernard, with the stress on the second syllable – was a civilian, a fact he was painfully aware of and rarely allowed to forget. He’d joined Flipside as part of a major rationalisation and downsizing exercise about thirty years ago (Bernie was still only twenty-six; we don’t need no steenkin’ sequential linear time), when a considerable number of the straightforward administrative functions had been outsourced to private contractors. That hadn’t worked out for a number of reasons, but Bernie and quite a few other civilians had stayed in post nevertheless. A lot of the older team members were still uncomfortable about working alongside mortals, but most of the logistical difficulties – toilets, temperature controls, doors, floors, etc. – had long since been ironed out, and even the diehards couldn’t deny that the Squishies (you weren’t supposed to call them that, but everybody did, including the mortals themselves) got the work done in half the time and at a fraction of the cost. As for the Squishies, by and large they found the working environment congenial, the work itself challenging but rewarding, and the pay a whisker on the lowish side of acceptable. Bernie, for example, had been a trainee supermarket manager before he came to work Flipside. It’s like I’d died and gone to Heaven, he told his mother at the end of his first week. Or something like that, he added quickly.

      Maybe he wasn’t quite so enthusiastic now. Mr Lucifer, he suspected, tended to take advantage of him, and since he’d advanced as far up the hierarchy as a Squishy could get, the incentive to go the extra mile to accommodate his boss wasn’t quite as strong as it had been. Take this morning, for instance. Just mind the store for me, Mr L. had said to him as he swept up his golf bag and stuck his brightly coloured cap on his head, I’ve got to go and shmooze a supplier. See you later, bye. Bernie wasn’t so sure about that. Mr L. spent a lot of time shmoozing suppliers at the links or in restaurants and nightclubs, but the prices they paid for everyday consumables never seemed to go down; the opposite, in fact, and ten minutes research on the Net convinced Bernie that they could get an awful lot of the stuff considerably cheaper elsewhere, and without the need for a single golf ball to be inconvenienced or a single margarita consumed. He’d mentioned that, of course. Mr L. had smiled at him and told him he didn’t understand How Things Worked. Fair enough. It was Mr L.’s train set, after all.

      Another concept Mr L. seemed to have trouble with, probably because of the sequential linear time thing, was normal working hours and overtime. Minding the store, for example, seemed to Bernie to constitute days, weeks, sometimes months of frantic activity (but when you’re rushed off your feet you don’t notice the passage of time particularly, so that was all right), for which he received no additional payment and which didn’t leave him much scope for a personal life. He understood, of course. He was mortal, Mr L. wasn’t. Naturally the boss had trouble seeing things from his perspective, just as a bird doesn’t find it easy to understand a fish. And someone had to do keep the place ticking over, and yes, he did want to keep this job, so…

      Quite. And yet.

      One of the phones – the green one, which always meant trouble – rang, and he grabbed it without looking up from the figures on his screen. “Lachuk.”

      “This is Malephar.” Oh dear. “Number Six furnace is down again. Get me Maintenance.”

      Malephar was a Duke of Hell, had been ever since the Fall. He didn’t like Squishies very much. He was also terrible at his job, but it wasn’t Bernie’s place to criticise. “I’ll get on to it straight away, Mr Malephar, but they told me this morning they’re running just a bit behind on non-essentials, so it might not be today. Sorry for any —”

      “Don’t give me that. I want them here, now. Got that?”

      Or there’d be Hell to pay (acting senior payroll clerk, B. Lachuk). “Yes, Mr Malephar, I’ll see what I can do. Thank you for —”

      The line went dead. He put the phone down, counted to ten under his breath and picked it up again. “Hello, this is Bernie Lachuk, front office. Could I possibly speak to —?”

      “Wait.”

      You could never entirely forget where you were and who you were dealing with: a certain something in the way they spoke to you. “Sure,” Bernie said. “I’ll hold.”

      A long, long time later a voice said, “Now what?”

      “I’ve just had a call from Duke Malephar. Apparently Number Six is playing up again. He wonders if you could possibly see your way to —”

      “Impossible.” He recognised the voice. Awkwardness lay ahead, because although Malephar was Head of Operations, which theoretically took precedence over Maintenance, Balam, the Clerk of the Works, was a King and outranked Malephar by two clear pay grades. In real terms, of course, Bernie was acting boss of them all and they had to do what he told them to; the skill, of course, lay in the telling. “I’ve got requisitions backed up to infinity and half my demons are off sick. Tell the old goat to fix it himself.”

      Strictly speaking, there was only one old goat in the Department, and he was off playing golf. “I can certainly pass your message along,” Bernie said, “but you might care to consider —”

      “What?”

      “Well, I was just thinking,” Bernie said meekly. “Naturally, if you’ve got other, more pressing jobs on the list, then that’s absolutely fine. But it occurs to me, if the furnace is offline for very long, it’ll cool down and the lining will crack, and obviously that wouldn’t be your fault, but you know how unreasonable some people can be, naming no names, so maybe if you could see your way to – oh, I don’t know…” He called up the maintenance duty rosters on his screen, took in all the relevant information at a single practised glance and did the mental juggle. “Hey, here’s a thought. How’d it be if you reassigned Blue Team from repainting the lines on the tennis courts to plumbing that leak in the brimstone vats, which would free up Purple Team to handle the low gas pressure problem, which means you could have Red Team go take a look at Furnace Six? Just a suggestion,” he added quickly. “You know the maintenance business a heck of a lot better than I do, but —”

      “Just a moment. Don’t talk so damn fast. All right, Green Team to the brimstone vats.”

      “Um, Blue.”

      “Say what?”

      “Blue Team to the vats,” Bernie said patiently. “Purple on the gas, leaving Red free to deal with Furnace Six. Green, I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, is currently mucking out the perjurors on Level Five, so maybe it wouldn’t be the best possible idea to —”

      “God, no. All right,” the King growled, “we’ll do it your way. Just tell that jackass he owes me, all right?”

      “I’ll pass the message on,” Bernie lied. “Thank you, Mr Balam. Have a nice day, now.”

      He replaced the phone, slumped back in his chair and took half a dozen deep breaths. Another crisis averted. Well, that was what he was there for, and they weren’t such bad fellows really, once you got to know them. But wouldn’t it be nice if, just once, he could get all the section heads singing from the same hymn sheet? Or something.

      This time it was the red phone. He swapped back to the screen he’d been working on earlier and picked it up. “Lachuk.”

      “Hi, kid. Everything under control?”

      “Yes, Mr Lucifer. No problems at all.”

      “That’s the boy. Sorry, looks like I won’t be through here as early as I’d hoped. The supplier wants to go out to dinner after the game, maybe take in a show later. You can cope, can’t you?”

      “I’ll do my best, Mr Lucifer.”

      “Great stuff. Oh, and I might be in a tad late in the morning. Got a few errands to run on my way to the office.”

      “No worries, Mr Lucifer. Just leave everything to me.”

      “Good boy. Bye now.”

      His observations over the past thirty years had led him to conclude that they didn’t do irony. Sarcasm, yes, they were very good at that, but the milder, more subtle isotope seemed to go right over their heads like a flock of migrating geese. Probably just as well. He sighed. In theory there was a night shift and a night duty manager he could hand over to at midnight, but the night duty manager was Prince Sitri, who had better things to do of an evening than sit around in an office taking flak from a bunch of bureaucrats, and since he was Mr L.’s nephew, there wasn’t an awful lot that could be done about it. He pressed the intercom. “Jenny? Get me catering.”

      He quite liked Jenny. If you didn’t know better, you could take her for a Squishy. She wasn’t, in fact; she was something Prince Sitri had conjured up about seven hundred years ago to tempt a particularly stern hermit who lived on top of a stone pillar in the desert. Her function fulfilled, the Prince had neglected to unconjure her, and she’d drifted about the place looking lost ever since, until Bernie had suggested she might like to try her hand at running the switchboard. It turned out she was good at that, not to mention pathetically grateful to have something to do. “Catering. Eligos speaking.”

      That was all right. Eligos was one of the good guys, figuratively speaking, a Duke of Hell who didn’t mind rolling up his sleeves and getting his claws dirty. “Hi, this is Bernie Lachuk, front office. Do you suppose you could send a couple of cheese rolls and a flask of coffee up here some time?”

      “Sure.” The voice chuckled. “Let me guess. Working late again.”

      “Someone’s got to do it, Mr Eligos. Thank you ever so much.”

      “No bother. You want mayo on that?”

      Catering’s mayo had more calories in it per cubic centimetre than concentrated honey. Not for nothing was Eligos subtitled the Tempter. “Just straight, thanks.”

      “Cheesecake? Profiteroles? I happened to go through the kitchen just now, and Mario was whipping up a really great-looking zuppa inglese.”

      “Just the rolls, please. But thank you for offering.”

      Gluttony, according to the map on his office wall, was the third ring out from the hub on Level Two. Never forget who you’re working with and what they are, even the nice ones.

      Back to the quarterly cost efficiency reports. They made depressing reading. In spite of the pretty unambiguous directive he’d sent out six months ago, section heads were still exceeding the per-capita torment delivery targets by a margin of 6 per cent, with the result that, on average, it was costing a completely unacceptable one dollar seventy-nine cents per day to keep a Class D sinner in unbearable agony. The report he’d commissioned from a leading firm of efficiency experts clearly showed that an equivalent level of discomfort and despair could be sustainably provided for one dollar and seven cents, simply by shopping around for basic everyday supplies and utilising less highly qualified agency workers to supplement trained professionals where appropriate. The section heads took no notice. It made no sense, but they carried on doing it the old-fashioned way.

      Up to a point, he could see where they were coming from. This is how we’ve always done it, they said, it’s how it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, and we don’t need some jumped-up Squishy —

      Indeed. And the more he pushed, the more they pushed back. He knew that if he used all the strength of the front office, to which as Mr L.’s authorised deputy he was fully entitled, he could run over them like a steamroller – which would, of course, be the worst possible thing he could do, and they knew it. Politics, always politics. Well, naturally. Remember where you are.

      His screen flickered; the columns of numbers faded, and a message appeared in letters so fiery-bright they made him wince: And I saw a new Heaven and a new Earth, for the first Heaven and the first Earth were passed away, and there was no more sea. And all at sensible prices. Coming soon!!!

      The message vanished as suddenly as it had come, and the efficiency figures stared back at him from the screen as though they’d never been away.

      Huh?

      Well, what else could you expect from clapped-out old Kawaguchiya XP7740 running Burning Bush 3.1 and DOSpel? He’d said it himself, in a strongly worded memo that Mr L. assured him he’d glanced at: their system was the answer to a hacker’s prayer, and sooner or later the pranksters would find a way in and make hay. He sighed. It really was a shame that nobody ever listened to him, because a lot of what he said actually did make sense, even if he was just a mortal who’d only been there five minutes and couldn’t possibly understand the underlying ethos of the organisation. Still, he told himself, I only work here; it’s not as though I belong. Heck, no. Perish the thought.

      A new Heaven and a new Earth. A very special kind of word, new, like change. Inherent human optimism makes you instinctively assume something new – a change – must be better, in spite of a hundred thousand years of race memory telling you it usually isn’t. Except that the vast majority of the personnel viewing these screens weren’t human, and therefore had no such assumptions. Evidence, if any was needed, that the originators of the message were human mortals, or at the very least trying to pass as such. Fooling nobody. Of course, it was entirely possible that the attack was the work of a disgruntled Squishy – plenty of those, unfortunately – equally plausible that it was down to a resentful native Flipsider who wanted to make it look like the work of a disgruntled Squishy. Plenty of them too. Or it could be precisely what it appeared to be, an outside job. Or an inside job designed to look like an outside job, to demonstrate the manifest shortcomings of the IT system. Or —

      The red phone rang.

      “Lachuk. Yes, Your Grace, I saw it. No, we haven’t traced it quite yet, we’re working on it, should have something for you any moment now. As soon as I’ve got hard data I’ll get straight back to you. Yes. Yes, I know. Though you might just care to consider that if we upgraded the hardware like the Resources Committee recommended back in 1476… Yes, right away, I’ll see to it personally. Yes, thank you, Your Grace, goodbye now. Yes, and you. Thank you.”

      Marvellous. Now he had the Archangel on his back. Wearily, he dialled a number. “Security? This is Bernie Lachuk. I — Yes, it’s about that. No, I understand. No, I don’t expect miracles. Just please do your best; I’m getting a certain amount of pressure from Topside. Yes, I told them, but you know what they’re like, so if you could possibly — Yes, thank you. Have a good one, bye.”

      He put the phone down, closed his eyes, counted to ten and opened them again. Yes, absolutely, but do you really want to go back to working for Walmart? No, thought not. In that case get on with it and do your best.

      And at sensible prices? Hm.

      Security got back to him about four hours later. Yes, they could absolutely confirm that there had been an unauthorised message. They could also categorically assure him that it had come from either inside or outside the organisation, possibly from one of their own workstations Flipside, or from one of the Topside departments, or the mortal world, or it might be of extradimensional origin. That it might have been malicious in intent was quite definitely one of the hypotheses they were exploring with exceptional vigour, and they firmly anticipated making more enquiries in the short to medium term. They were being careful to rule nothing out at this stage, though of course it would be jumping the gun to make any premature assertions until all the relevant facts were available. They had good reason to suspect that the person who’d done it was very likely the perpetrator, though that wasn’t to say that they’d dismissed the possibility of an accident or a freak random data discharge that just happened to look like a message. Yes, they stood four square behind everything they’d just told him, but maybe it’d be better if he didn’t quote them. Just say, an informed source moderately close to the Security Department…

      “Thanks,” he said. “You’ve been a lot of help.” The irony thing again.

      No sooner had he put down the phone than Jenny told him she had Mr Lucifer holding.

      “This is awful,” said Mr L., raising his voice over background noises Bernie couldn’t quite identify. “It’s a disgrace. How could you let something like this happen?”

      Definitely the clink of glasses, buzz of voices, soft background music, but something else too, a sort of whirring. “Sorry, Mr Lucifer. I’ve got Security on it, they say —”

      “Them? They’re useless, you can’t leave something like this to them, we’ll be the laughing stock of the organisation. I don’t know. I turn my back for five minutes and everything goes to Us in a handcart.”

      “Um, I’m sure the IT team will be able to —”

      “Forget about the IT team,” Mr L. thundered, “this needs action. You’ve got to get on to it personally, right away. You got that? You know my watchword. If a thing’s worth doing, you’ve got to do it yourself.”

      “Absolutely, Mr Lucifer, I’ll make sure I supervise every single thing myself. It’s just that I’m not sure I’ve got the time —”

      “Then make the time, for crying out loud. And you can forget about supervising. Get off your backside and deal with it yourself, instead of lounging around all day. We pay you enough, for crying out loud.”

      “Certainly, Mr Lucifer, I hear what you say. Talking of which,” he added, “just out of curiosity, are you in a sushi bar?”

      “What?”

      “A sushi bar. Only that swishing noise I can hear, is that the little belt thing that moves the dishes round?”

      “Just deal with it, Bernie. When I get back, I’ll want a full report.”

      “Of course, Mr Lucifer. Thank you. Bye now.”

      It’s the job, Bernie told himself; it’s just part of the job. Duties include running the entire Flipside operation practically single-handed (the other hand being tied firmly behind his back), liaising with inefficient section chiefs afflicted with inverse brain/ego ratios, running interference for a boss who’s never here and getting unfairly yelled at. It’s not always a pleasant job – neither is sewer maintenance or sweeping up after the night shift at the slaughterhouse – but this one pays better and you get to sit down most of the time. As long as you know it’s part of the job, you don’t mind, you don’t take it personally.

      Do you?

      Well?

      Fortunately the phone rang again before he could go there. Like three quarters of his daily calls, it was somebody asking him why something hadn’t been done yet; the answer, needless to say, being that people kept ringing him for progress reports, severely reducing the time available for making progress. He didn’t say that. He said he’d look into it and get right back.

      He’d taken the call with his eyes shut. It was a habit he’d got into, and it helped, a bit. When he opened them again, there was Jenny. He liked Jenny.

      “If it’s Moloch chasing the stationery requisitions,” he said, “tell him he can’t have so much as a paper clip until he fills in his green forms. Tactfully,” he added.

      Jenny shook her head, causing her long, straight hair to move in a ripple effect for which there was doubtless a perfectly mundane mathematical explanation. “I just wanted to tell you I’m off now.”

      “Goodness, is that the time already?” Bernie glanced at his watch. Force of habit. Flipside, the only watches that functioned at all came from the workshops of S. Dali & Sons. “OK, route the main switchboard through to here when you go.”

      “Sure.”

      She hadn’t moved. He looked up at her. Something seemed to be expected of him, but he didn’t know what it was. Small talk? He tried to remember the kind of things people said in normal offices, in real time. “Well, have a good evening. Anything planned?”

      “No.”

      “Ah well. A nice relaxing evening in with your feet up. Sounds great.”

      “Is that what you do?”

      He frowned. She had the knack of asking questions like that. “Sometimes,” he said. “Not that often, in this job.”

      “Is it what normal people do?”

      Would it have killed her to ask those two questions the other way round? “Yes. Definitely.”

      “Ah. So you’re not normal.”

      He smiled. He found it helped. “Let’s rewind and rephrase, shall we? Is that what most people do? Yes, it is. Is that what you do? Yes, but not as often as I’d like. All right?”

      She nodded. “How do you do a nice relaxing evening with your feet up? Is it difficult?”

      “Um, no. Not terribly. Most people seem to manage.”

      “Normal people.” She had that blank look. “Is there a book about it?”

      His fault. Whenever she’d quizzed him about life skills before, he’d short-circuited the enquiry by referring her to a book or Wikipedia. But it’s so embarrassing, being asked by a grown woman how you brush your teeth. “I don’t know. Probably.”

      “Could you show me?”

      A small voice inside his head told him that there was nothing he’d like more. He ignored it, though with effort. Prince Sitri did good work, when he could be induced to do anything at all. “Maybe another time.”

      “All right. When?”

      Her personnel file classified her as a succubus, Third Class. He’d googled it. A perfect illustration of the dangers of enquiring too deeply into the past lives of one’s co-workers. He tried very hard indeed not to think about it every time he saw her or spoke to her on the intercom.

      Fortunately he knew exactly what to say. “Leave it with me and I’ll get back to you, OK?”

      Trouble was, she’d heard him say that a lot. “Tomorrow?”

      “Tell you what. Why don’t you go to the movies?”

      She shook her head. “I tried that. I didn’t like it very much.”

      “Ah. What did you see?”

      “The Exorcist.”

      “Mphm. You really ought to give it another go. Try a nice Disney film. You’d like that.”

      “All right. Will you come with me?”

      Programming, said a voice in his head, a different one this time; it’s just programming. It’s what she was built for, the poor, victimised creature, and you happen to be the only human mortal male on the block. “I don’t like Disney films.”

      “But you think I will?”

      Prince Sitri didn’t build dumb blondes for the same reason Raphael didn’t paint matchstick men. “Bowling? Have you ever tried that?”

      “No. Is it something you do?”

      “I don’t do anything, I don’t have the time. Excuse me,” he added gratefully as the purple phone rang. It was Duke Malephar, bitching about Furnace Six again, and Bernie was really glad to hear his voice.
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      “Hello,” the caller said. “I’m ringing to report the imminent collapse of Western civilisation as we know it.”

      Lucy stifled a sigh. “Sorry,” she said. “You’ve come through to the out-of-hours helpline, and we only deal with urgent emergencies, whereas Western civilisation has been in irreversible but gradual decline ever since the fall of Constantinople in 1453. Our regular helplines open at eight-thirty a.m. Mondays to Fridays, and one of my colleagues will be happy to assist you. Thank you ever so much for calling. Bye.”

      “Hold on a minute,” the caller said. “It may have started in 1453, though personally I consider that a rather arbitrary choice, and if asked I’d probably plump for the early stages of the Counter-Reformation. Be that as it may. The point is, Western civilisation is in imminent danger of collapse, and I want something done about it now.”

      Lucy breathed out through her nose. “Do you think it’ll possibly last till the morning?”

      “Say what?”

      “Because if it can struggle on till half-past eight, which is –” she glanced at the clock on the wall “– three and a bit hours from now, I’m very sorry but I really can’t help you.”

      Short pause. “Dunno. It’ll be touch and go.”

      “What I can do is,” Lucy said, “I can leave a note for the duty manager to call you back as soon as the lines open and a colleague is available. Will that do?”

      “It’ll have to, I guess.”

      Lucy reached for a yellow sticky and scribbled a few words. “All done,” she said. “Have nice day now. Bye.”

      She pressed the sticky into the top left-hand corner of her screen, then logged the call on her worksheet; West civ AWKI collapsing, no action; time taken 32 seconds. A pity, really, because it was high time someone did something about Western civilisation, and it was no use leaving anything to the day shift, they were useless. Still, rules are rules.

      Buzz buzz. “Hello, helpline.” She sat up a bit straighter in her chair. “Lucy speaking. Can I help you?”

      A slight delay. Then a voice said, “Is this the helpline?”

      Oh for crying out loud. “Yes,” she said. “You’re through to Lucy. What can I do for you?”

      “The helpline?”

      “Yes. By the way, I’m Lucy. What do you want?”

      “Oh my God,” said the voice. “This is amazing. Do you realise, I’ve spent my entire adult life – and you really exist? You’re not a myth?”

      “Could I have your user authorisation code, please?”

      “Yes, yes, I’ve got that. Hold on.” She heard vague scrabbling noises. “I know I’ve got it because in order to get it I had to decode a fiendishly arcane riddle encrypted into the penultimate lines of the even-numbered sonnets of Shakespeare. Just a tick. It’s 773 4790.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lucy said, “that’s not a valid —”

      “No, hold on. My mistake, that’s my mother’s cellphone. Here it is: 4 946 8331.”

      Lucy raised an eyebrow. A very old authorisation code, but still valid. “And your name, please.”

      “What? Oh, right. I’m Jersey Thorpe.”

      “Sorry, we have nobody registered with that name.”

      “Try Dr N. Jersey Thorpe.”

      “Ah yes, got you. I’m sorry,” Lucy said, “but the authorisation code you just gave me is registered to King Solomon. Unless you have — Hello?”

      The line had gone horribly crackly.

      “Hello? You still there?”

      “Yes,” Lucy said.

      “Thank God for that. Look, my battery’s almost flat, I’m nearly out of credit and the signal isn’t exactly wonderful, so could we —?”

      “I’m sorry,” Lucy said. “But I need evidence that you’re authorised to use that authorisation code. Otherwise —”

      “No, wait!” Definite panic in the voice. “I can do that. It tells you how in the seventy-third chapter of the Midianite Book of the Dead.” Pause. “Except, I don’t happen to have a copy with me. Look, you couldn’t be really, really nice and just take my word for it, could you?”

      “Unfortunately not,” Lucy said. “However,” she added, googling quickly as the tug on her heartstrings became too much to bear, “if I were to tell you that the first line of the seventy-third chapter is ‘Behold, I am Solomon, king of kings, and my number is ninety-nine times nine —’”

      “Eight hundred and ninety-three.”

      “You mean one.”

      “You what? Oh, right. Eight hundred and ninety-one.”

      “Code identified,” Lucy said smoothly. “How can I help you?”

      She knew a sigh of relief when she heard one. “Oh boy,” said the voice, “where do I start? I mean, my whole life —”

      “Sorry to interrupt, but this is the emergency helpline. Routine enquiries —”

      “I’m trapped in the basement of a pyramid with no way out, no food or water and enough air for forty-eight hours.”

      “One moment, please.” Lucy called up the GPS screen. “Would that be the pyramid of Uten-mep-re, Valley of the Kings, Egypt?”

      “That’s the one, yes.”

      “Well,” Lucy said, “I’m sure you appreciate that I can’t do teleportation or magic or anything like that, because this is just the out-of-hours helpline. I could call in one of our engineers, but by the sound of it you’d be long dead before he reached you.”

      “Ah.”

      “That said, I can point out that approximately two point three three seven metres left of where you’re standing, there’s a hidden trapdoor that leads to an access tunnel that’ll have you out of there in about four minutes. It comes out just behind the kebabs-and-postcards stand twenty-one degrees three minutes west of the main entrance to the pyramid. Would that help, do you think?”

      “Brilliant. Amazing. You’re an angel.”

      “No,” Lucy replied, “I’m the out-of-hours helpline. If you’d like to speak to an angel, I can take your name and number and ask one of my colleagues in Human Affairs to get back to you.”

      Pause – about the time it takes for a man to close a mouth that’s suddenly dropped open. “Dear God,” he said. “You really are the helpline. The helpline. That’s just so —”

      A caller-waiting light was flashing. “I’m sorry, but unless you have another urgent enquiry, I have to hang up now. Thank you for calling and have a nice day.”

      Dear God, he’d said. Angel. Lucy grinned and shook her head. Good guesses, she thought, but no. I only work here.
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