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			He answered the ultimate question.

			Then things really went to hell.
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			Part One

			Man Bites God

		

	
		
			Some say God is dead. Some say God is dad.

			– Unknown

		

	
		
			1

			Exodus

			

			All eyes were on him. His were on the door. Christopher Deckers sized up his getaway with the urgency of a prisoner spying a half-open gate. Could he reach the windows? Not unless he’d sprouted overnight into the world’s lankiest thirteen-year-old. Perhaps his only escape was to fake a medical emergency. A full-on palm-to-forehead Jane Austen faint. Or go for the nuclear option – piss himself right there in the middle of the synagogue. Moving to DEFCON YELLOW was certainly within his skillset, but not with Emily Adams – designated goddess of Year Eight – sat in the third row. He still fancied his chances, if only she’d look beyond his involuntary boners in biology class and learn to love the young Einstein attached. Soiling himself would, he suspected, wreck their romance before he’d texted his first aubergine. That just left the front door, on the opposite side of the hall, reachable only by running the gauntlet of Maybelline-lipped aunties and cheek-pinching uncles.

			The choice was simple. Go through the main entrance or go through with his bar mitzvah and become a man in the eyes of God. And there was no way in hell he was going to become a man. Not today. Especially not for a grifter like God.

			

			The teenager rose to his feet and began his rehearsed walk to the rabbi waiting on the stage. Then breezed straight past him and kept right on walking. Past his stunned parents, past the luminous Emily Adams, who was obliviously reapplying lip gloss using her phone camera as a mirror, down the centre aisle through the baffled congregation and straight out of the building – leaving behind a silence so almighty it was as if God himself was lost for words.

			An hour earlier on that autumn Saturday – one of those nippy October mornings when you can’t decide whether to bring the washing in – the Deckers’ semi-detached house in Hendon had been buzzing with the nervous energy a big family celebration brings. Gifts were stacked high, foil balloons shaped as the number thirteen bobbed in every corner and trays of triangular sandwiches covered every surface. Anticipation hung in the air with the smell of smoked salmon.

			The house was ready, the guests on their way and diligent student Chris Deckers had memorised his Hebrew and written a rousing speech. He was a model bar-mitzvah boy, on the brink of a richly earned rite of passage.

			There was just one thing, as far as Chris could tell, that was missing. The entire bloody point of it all.

			Chris’s parents, Fay and John, had packed him off to Sunday school from the age of eight to learn Bible stories that, even to his young mind, seemed nuttier than squirrel droppings. A floating farmyard, a man in a whale and a snake dispensing unsolicited nutritional advice.

			With the put-upon air of someone unable to fathom his teacher’s credulity, he’d raise a hand, wait for the rabbi’s attention, check to make sure Emily was watching and say something like: “Seriously, Rabbi? Seriously? Noah took a year-long boat ride with two of every animal? Do you know how much meat one lion needs to live that long? Three tonnes. A panda? Six tonnes of bamboo. An elephant? Forty tonnes of fruit. The ark would’ve sunk under the weight of bananas alone.”

			“You don’t need to believe,” his father patiently reassured him, every time he returned home with RE doesn’t stand for Ridicule Everything scrawled in his exercise book in curt crimson. “Play along. It’s harmless.”

			But Chris didn’t consider God harmless. Even at his age, blind faith seemed like a half-baked, half-brained excuse to wander through life without wondering, without bothering to ask a single meaningful question of yourself or the world around you. Chris was damned if he was going to “play along” by taking out Pascal’s Wager insurance. He didn’t want to have his cake. And he didn’t want to eat it too.

			Maturity was meant to bring wisdom. The knowledge to file tax returns, locate your stopcock and know what Dad meant when he said Rex had “gone to live on a farm”. Yet God? Dear God. Chris couldn’t begin to wrap his head around the appeal of something so bogus it begged to be ridiculed by anyone old enough to read a Bible without moving their lips. God was Father Christmas in reverse.

			It confounded Chris why humans – adequately equipped with five senses to experience the world – had conjured a celestial sixth to make chucking virgins into volcanoes and burning women alive on their husbands’ funeral pyres seem like a broadly sensible idea. How dare – how bloody dare – mums and dads teach psychosis to their kids like a lullaby. What betrayal of care. What deeply shitty parenting. How could anyone inflict psychological abuse on someone they claimed to love? It had to be a child protection issue. The world wasn’t just battling physical diseases. It needed an antidote to delusion, too.

			He got why people craved answers. He craved them too. Not least if he really had a shot with Emily Adams and, with only slightly less urgency, what exactly went into his school’s sketchy “Mystery soup” – a Friday lunchtime concoction that seemed little more than a sneaky way to make blended leftovers sound faintly appetising. It was the not knowing that drove people crazy.

			Chris’s parents were not religious but held to their traditions. Fay’s deepest devotion was reserved for climbing her synagogue’s snobbish social ladder. And, with almost equal zeal, Chris de Burgh. She’d been president of the singer’s fan club for the last twelve years. Fay’s loyalty ran so deep she’d named her only child after the Irish balladeer, without a thought for the New Testament baggage it might bring a nice Jewish boy.

			Chris, who was the first to admit his namesake’s 1984 feel-good anthem “High on Emotion” was a scandalously overlooked pop gem, had toyed with the idea of foreskin restoration to return his little fella to factory settings, but the mere thought made his legs cross and buttocks clench.

			He tried not to resent his father for his below-the-belt alteration. After all, his grandfather and great-grandfather had also been ritually torn from their turtlenecks as babies, in an ancient practice supposedly dating back to God’s covenant with Abraham. But the hacking off still really hacked him off. His parents may have lost the battle to make his top half feel Jewish, but could at least claim jurisdiction from the waist down.

			His missing part ached like a phantom limb. What had become of it? Where did the ends end up? Flung aside like so much sausage skin or used for medical research? Surely he was owed the full story, not just the trimmed version?

			The idea a parent, solemnly tasked with protecting a new life, could approve gratuitous surgery on their newborn was the crowning lunacy in a litany of offences that saw belief and batshittery break bread.

			It occupied the same “alert social services” territory as Abraham figuring it made sense to stab his son Isaac to death because a voice in his head told him to. Abraham would have thrown himself off a cliff if the voice had told him to. Poor old Abe seemed to spend his entire life, all 175 biologically impossible years of it, struggling with his mental health.

			By the time he turned thirteen, Chris was done indulging his parents’ delusions. Tired of the silly stories, random rituals and unauthorised amputations. To him, lots of things in life made no sense. Not least blowing all over a birthday cake and then expecting everyone to eat a slice. But blind faith? That walked off with the gold medal at the Lunacy Olympics without breaking sweat. His capacity for claptrap had reached its limit. The time had come to make a scene.

			An almighty one.

			So it came to pass that Chris found himself in the front row of Hendon Synagogue, wedged between his unsuspecting parents, as Hershel Rosen – the rabbi who’d performed his Old-Testament trim thirteen years earlier – took to the lectern to start the service.

			After opening prayers, Rabbi Rosen beckoned Chris to the stage to read the Hebrew verses to mark his symbolic passage into adulthood.

			Masking his nerves behind a fixed grin, Chris rose from his seat, walked calmly towards the rabbi and kept right on walking towards the front door.

			“Chris!” his father called out. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

			Chris reached the other side of the door, then leant around it while keeping his feet firmly planted outside. “Sorry, Mum, Dad, everyone,” he said, his voice splintering the stunned silence. “I can’t do it. I just can’t. I don’t believe in God.”

			Fay’s face turned as red as the lady’s dress in Chris de Burgh’s number one hit in twenty-five countries. She cast a panicked glance towards her husband and the rabbi. Her forehead looked furrowed enough to grate Parmesan.

			“But… but… Chriiiiiis!” she cried. “What about the bagels? The baked goods, Chris. The baked goods!”

			It was too late. Her son had scarpered. No doubt she would soon be asking Mrs Kessel next door if she had any spare freezer space for three hundred mushroom vol-au-vents intended for a buffet abruptly halted by her son’s Houdini act.

			Chris caught his father mutter, “Kids, eh?” as he trailed him out of the hall. His mum followed behind, shoulders rigid – the defensive posture she wore whenever she sensed her name was about to be on everyone’s lips at the synagogue’s merciless Knit & Natter social club.

			They found their son sitting by a window in a nearby McDonald’s, munching a Bacon and Egg McMuffin. They slid into the seats opposite. Fay looked irritated that the yellow plastic seats clashed with her lemon fascinator.

			“How, Chris? How could you do such a thing?” she pleaded, pressing a hand to her chest – a sign her angina was playing up. “This is no time for hide and seek. We’ve got a hall full of family and friends waiting for you to come to your senses. You think that nice Emily Adams girl will so much as look at you if you carry on like this? Honestly, do you want her thinking you were raised by antisemites?! You’re putting us to shame, son. To shame!”

			Chris imagined Emily nodding with approval at him sticking it to the Man Upstairs. She liked her men with a hint of danger. Rebels who wore their school ties back to front so the thin bit showed. His rabbinical rebellion could only have improved his chances of unhooking his first bra.

			“I’m sorry,” said Chris, wiping muffin crumbs from his top lip with the back of his hand. Nerves had gnawed at him all morning. Now hunger took hold. “I know my Torah portion by heart and it’s mindless guff from start to finish. Beneath a thinking person. ‘Lord, your greatness is measureless… your grandeur beyond compare. Ooh, God, you’re so cool and handsome. Michelangelo really didn’t do you justice. That whole death of the first-born palaver? Ancient history. The obliteration of the Amalekites, massacre of the Midianites and destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah? Well, I’m sure it seemed like a good idea at the time.’”

			Chris could tell from their faces that this was the first time his parents had fully grasped quite how deep his God grudge ran.

			“Honestly, it’s like grovelling to a wall with blood on its bricks. A waste of time. A waste of life. Who seriously believes sucking up to God wins them a Get Out Of Death Free card? People should live curiously, not go around with their eyes shut and fingers in their ears all day going, ‘La-la-la.’ It’s Peter Pan philosophy. It’s against my religion. Dad, you can’t honestly believe it? You just can’t.”

			John shifted in his plastic chair. It squeaked. Chris saw him hesitate – eyes searching, mouth half open, words almost forming. He pressed on.

			“I mean, if we all lived in a world where angels flew above our heads like pigeons, I might be inclined to think something or someone’s pulling the strings. But we don’t live in that world, do we? We live in a world where pigeons shit all over our car. I’m sorry, Dad, but I just don’t believe you believe what you believe.”

			John despised those damn pigeons using his midnight-black Toyota Camry as a toilet.

			“Maybe I don’t believe, Chris. Then again, maybe I do. I’m between faith and doubt. Most people are somewhere in the middle. Humans aren’t logical. If we were we’d all support Manchester City.”

			Chris wasn’t buying his father’s philosophical backflips. “But one of those views is crazy. Coo-coo crazy, if we’re still talking pigeons.”

			Chris turned to his mum. His tone was gentler but as blunt.

			“You were upset for ages after Grandma died. If you thought she was in a place called Heaven that’s nicer than here on Earth, you wouldn’t have been so sad for so long. You know there’s no afterlife. You’re faking it. Pretending because you’re afraid not to. And you want me to fake it too.”

			Chris waved the remains of his McMuffin in his right hand to emphasise his point.

			“If God really is the founder of universe PLC, what was the point of setting up such a pointless company in the first place? Why go to all this effort? Where’s his business plan? Where’s the profit margin? Create space and time, wait fourteen billion years to make some humans, then torture them for eternity if they hurt his feelings? What an arsehole boss.”

			Chris’s eyes brightened. “You know what is miraculous? That there are two trillion galaxies in the 0.0001% of the universe we can see. That the Milky Way has two billion stars. That it takes one hundred thousand light years to travel six hundred quadrillion miles from one side of the galaxy to the other. Now that’s something to believe in.”

			“Lord, give me strength!” said Fay, rolling her eyes up towards the 0.0001% of the observable universe. Chris looked up too. All he saw were ketchup stains on the McDonald’s ceiling. The view felt apt.

			Fay grumbled something under her breath about wanting to flee to the far reaches of the galaxy to avoid the nine poached salmons and six dozen egg-filled bridge rolls languishing in her fridge, intended for a celebratory buffet back at the house in less than an hour.

			John’s head bobbed. The way heads do when their owners are trying to see both sides. Chris knew that look at once. It was one that often came before a pearl of dad wisdom.

			“I get it, Chris. You know I do. I’m just not sure this is the best way to express it. If you didn’t want a bar mitzvah, why not just say so? It’s embarrassing, you know. A lot of people have made a lot of effort. The Finklers came all the way from Edinburgh. The Gordons schlepped from Jerusalem.”

			Mention of the Gordons sent Fay spiralling once more. “Oy, the Gordons! What to tell the Gordons? May the ground swallow me whole. What did I do to deserve this? Today you’re meant to become a man yet here you are, behaving like a child. How can you turn your back on your faith? Our only child has turned his back on his people. Who are you, Chris? Who are you?” Fay fanned herself with a paper napkin. “You’re making me schvitz from the shame. John, kindly inform your son he’s making me schvitz from the shame.” She dabbed an imaginary tear. “Honestly, is it too much to ask for a son with just an ounce of the wisdom of Solomon?”

			“Solomon had a thousand wives, Mum. Would you want to share Dad with 999 other women?”

			John’s eyebrows arched, as if considering if he still had it in him. “Well,” he said. “I’m imagine Interflora would give me a bulk discount on anniversary flowers.”

			Fay, who had pretended not to hear the question about being in a four-figure harem, rose from her chair and launched into her signature move. The “woe is me” limp, performed with Laurence-Olivier-as-Richard-III flourish whenever she felt the need to express her inner turmoil through external hobbling. She threw her son one final melodramatic glare before hauling herself back to the synagogue. In his mind, Chris could already hear the upcoming performance. His mum’s misty-eyed announcement to anyone within blubbing distance that the bar mitzvah was off because the star of the show cared more about the Big Bang than his big day.

			“That Solomon sounds like a right ladies’ man,” said John, with a hint of admiration, once Fay was out of earshot.

			“Sure was. He’d have cleaned up on Love Island.”

			Chris caught a wry smile tug the corner of his dad’s mouth. Exasperation replaced by something else. Begrudging admiration, he hoped.

			“Professor,” said John, using his favourite nickname for his son.

			“Yes, Dad?”

			“Want an apple pie with that?”

			“I don’t think they do apple pies for breakfast.”

			“Let’s go home, then. I could murder some vol-au-vents.”

			“Dad, the plural of vol-au-vent is vols-au-vent.”

			“I’ve no doubt it is,” said John, placing an arm around his son’s shoulders and shaking his head. Chris knew the gesture. It was the one his dad used when he couldn’t quite believe he’d raised a search engine for a son.

			“Sorry for letting you down, Dad,” said Chris, grateful, as he often was, for his father’s patience. “Please try to understand.”

			

			John gave his shoulder a squeeze. “You haven’t let me down. And I do understand. Being an adult means holding convictions, not just opinions. What you did was grown-up. Damn annoying but grown-up. We just need to stop your mother packing you off to Rabbinical school to clear her name at Knit & Natter.”

			*

			The religious service may have exited, literally, stage left, but the party went ahead as planned the following evening. The food, drink and live band for 150 guests was too expensive to squander. Besides, nothing was going to stop Fay from opening the dancing with her husband to a twenty-minute Chris de Burgh medley that showcased the singer’s full range. From the hum of anticipation and the way Auntie Irene was shushing people, it was clear everyone was poised for the bar-mitzvah boy’s speech.

			Chris – or the “bar-miss-vah boy” as Irene now referred to him – approached the stage with caution. This time, he made it the whole way. His mother stood front and centre, arms folded, lips pursed, managing somehow to limp without moving.

			“Um, hello,” Chris began, shakily. “I guess I owe you all an apology for yesterday. I know many of you were offended. I really upset you, Mum.”

			Fay nodded in slow motion, like a queen granting clemency, exuding the dignified grace reserved for moments when she wanted it to be known she was being the bigger person.

			Chris’s voice steadied. “I didn’t mean to upset anyone.” His eyes darted between his parents. “It’s just that I’ve always known God is nothing more than wishful thinking. Learning my Torah portion made it impossible to ignore. I’m sure many of you live your life ignoring it, too.”

			Irene looked as if she had been force-fed a bacon-wrapped lobster tail. She’d moved to Jerusalem twenty years earlier to feel closer to God and never let anyone forget it.

			Chris continued. Confidence building. “I apologise to everyone who worked so hard to make this weekend special. To my friends and family who have travelled so far to celebrate with me…”

			“From Jerusalem,” Irene muttered. “Such a schlep for such a schmuck.”

			“But most importantly, I owe the biggest apology to my mum and dad. I think this is the best way for me to show them how sorry I am, how grateful I am for everything they do for me and how much I love them.”

			With that, the runaway bar-mitzvah boy cleared his throat and flawlessly recited his Torah portion, the story of Noah from the book of Genesis. The Hebrew flowed from his tongue as eloquently as any rabbi.

			“Baruch atah adonai. Eloheinu melech haolam… Blessed are you, Lord our God, King of the universe.”

			The prayer spoke of God’s sacred covenant, but to Chris its meaning had shifted. He wasn’t speaking to his father who art in Heaven. He was speaking to his father and mother who art in Hendon. Each word, each syllable, wasn’t directed at a phantom divine presence but at his parents standing before him with unconditional love in their tear-brimmed eyes. Hugging each Hebrew syllable to their hearts.

		

	
		
			2

			The Eleventh Commandment

			The last Piccadilly Line train departed York Road Underground Station in 1932. Its platforms lay quiet, save for the occasional drip of water and scurry of a rat or two, for the next thirteen years until the end of the Second World War, when its Central London location and subterranean sprawl made it the ideal space for a secret research centre. While war-weary Londoners queued for rations among the city’s bombed-out ruins, beneath their feet a hidden hub of innovation started to shape the rest of the century and beyond.

			The idea was audacious. In the afterglow of victory, the Allied powers – Great Britain, France and the United States (Comrade Stalin’s invitation got lost in the post) – established a clandestine agency called the League of Global Innovation & Collaboration (or LOGIC, if you’re in a hurry). It consisted of Earth’s brightest brainiacs. Engineers, mathematicians, astrophysicists, biologists, chemists, physicists and computer scientists. Even the lab mice had PhDs.

			This all-star assembly of top-tier intellects dedicated their days to pushing the boundaries of human potential, under one strictly confidential roof. Their mission: to make the second half of the twentieth century a lot less shitty than the first.

			LOGIC launched on Wednesday 24th October 1945, the same day the United Nations opened for business. Its ten departments were named after pioneers who moulded the modern world. There was Samuel Morse, where scientists developed new forms of communication. Louis Pasteur, for food technology. George Stephenson for transport. Hippocrates for medicine. Jeanne Calment for longevity. Rosalind Franklin for genetics. Thomas Edison for energy. Edwin Hubble for space travel. Alan Turing for AI and Sir Clive Sinclair for transport.

			After the cataclysm of the previous six years, LOGIC’s primary goal was to prevent future conflicts through innovation. This noble pursuit topped its to-do list for five optimistic years, until a proxy war between the Americans and Chinese in Korea forced it to raise the white flag on world peace and set its sights a little lower, by:

			 

			•Determining the fairest form of government.

			

			•Pushing the boundaries of medical research.

			•Exploring the universe and our place in it.

			•Figuring out why attention spans have become so shor… Ooh, biscuits.

			 

			LOGIC utilised the first general-purpose computer, the Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer (ENIAC). It was designed by the United States Army to calculate artillery distances during the Second World War but could also crunch complex equations and accurately predict British weather with its two settings: grey/overcast and overcast/grey. It drove anyone within earshot up the wall by buzzing like a bee cleaning its mandibles with an electric toothbrush, so was only switched on during lunch breaks and the three days of the year the weather forgot it was British and let the Sun have a go.

			More subdued and sophisticated machines evolved over time, including the Ordnance Discrete Variable Automatic Computer (ORDVAC), Sinclair Spectrums (16k and 48k), the VIC-20 and Speak & Spell. Each contributed to human progress in the late twentieth century (and the correct spelling of ‘apple’), although the Spectrums were mostly used for Pac-Man.

			LOGIC sparked extraordinary progress, including the first successful organ transplant, the Big Bang theory and the MRI scan. Its boffins also made everyday life easier with the invention of Tupperware, the Betamax video recorder, the air fryer, the spork, the four-slice toaster with bagel setting and Clippy, Microsoft’s relentlessly helpful desktop assistant.

			Its finest hour – LOGIC’s finest hour, that is, not Clippy’s (Clippy’s, alas, never came, unless you count popping up uninvited to inform someone how to spell their own name) – arrived as the clock struck midnight on 31st December 1999. Forty years later, the world remains unaware how close it came to a Millennium Bug meltdown that would have seen planes plummet from the sky and the Bank of England forced to replace sterling with the Tesco Clubcard.

			When artificial intelligence burst onto the scene in 2022, it made LOGIC’s entire back catalogue seem as cutting edge as a solar calculator. AI cast dazzling new light on the universe, wrote clickbait articles about cats and even figured out why people can’t resist ordering tomato juice on planes.

			It was also the catalyst for KhAIzi, the intelligent toilet that greeted its owner by name, delivered sports-style commentary (“Dave steps up to the bowl for what could be a record-breaking delivery”), muffled embarrassing noises with small talk (“You’ve been eating a lot of sweetcorn”) and concluded each session with a word of thanks (“You honour me with your offering”) and gentle round of applause.

			By the mid-2030s, quantum leaps in AI technology arrived so fast that talk of AGI, or Artificial General Intelligence – the holy grail of machine learning – felt like a matter of years, if not mere months, away.

			The latest AIs seemed to have arrived from the twenty-second century. They devoured every piece of data produced, from nuclear reactor diagnostics to hotel room keycards. From missile guidance software to microwave popcorn presets. Within months they’d developed the technology for atmospheric moisture collectors that made drought virtually obsolete, and electric jumbo jets that slashed aviation’s carbon footprint.

			Plugged into every online database, sensor and camera on the planet, the AIs acted on data in real time. No industry was left untouched. They coordinated supply chains, moved money, stocked shelves and diagnosed patients. They streamlined every aspect of the modern world and even enabled the LOGIC team to stream Arsenal matches without a Sky Sports subscription.

			Then, on Thursday 1st September 2039, the 100th anniversary of the beginning of the Second World War, a seventeenth-generation AI system called Artificial Brain Research And Human Amplification Machine – or A.B.R.A.H.A.M – (distantly related to Clippy in the same way a horse-drawn cart is related to a Tesla) revealed something that left LOGIC’s century-long achievements – yes, even the air fryer – looking as cutting edge as a cave painting of a neanderthal’s willy.

			*

			Each day at York Road began with Abraham presenting its overnight findings to LOGIC’s chief innovation officers, husband and wife team Professors Chris and Lucy Deckers.

			The pair had met twenty years earlier over a forest of physics and philosophy textbooks in a dimly lit corner of Cambridge University Library. Chris was smitten from the moment Lucy quizzed him about The Feynman Lectures On Physics. He adored the relentless zeal with which she challenged him about the nature of energy, motion and matter.

			Chris, however, had no patience for philosophy. As far as he was concerned, it was just a fancy name for depression. Misery in a cashmere cardigan. Still, he was so spellbound by Lucy that he was willing to overlook almost anything. Even performative chin-stroking. He would have shrugged off discovering she ran a human trafficking ring as long as it meant ending up in her bed. He faked the enthusiasm to sound as if he cared about her favourite book, Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. His coldness to causality gave him cause to feel guilty when he saw how her specialist subject roused her as his own did.

			Nine years later, they tied the knot in the same library.

			Chris and Lucy had spent the last decade at LOGIC, at the forefront of some of its greatest triumphs. They worked on separate projects, but their disciplines overlapped – especially in medicine, genetics and artificial intelligence. Devotion to their careers meant their home was filled with blueprints and diagrams rather than baby bibs and rubber duckies. Contentment came in raising knowledge rather than kids.

			At 9am on Thursday 1st September 2039, Chris and Lucy took their seats, their faces illuminated by the glow of Abraham’s vast front screen, ready to dive into the AI’s latest discoveries.

			Chris’s index fingers tiptoed across the backlit keypad as he typed in his password, entered the third and fifth digits of his first pet’s birthday, highlighted the squares with traffic lights and re-highlighted the squares with traffic lights after mistaking one for a motorbike.

			

			The AI duly piped up, its voice as synthetic as the “mind the gap” announcement that once echoed through the platforms of York Road.

			Good morning, Chris and Lucy. I’ve got updates for you. Here are my findings, checked, double-checked and confirmed, for 1st September 2039…

			1. The precise molecular composition of a new plant-based biofuel with increased efficiency has been determined.

			Chris caught Lucy’s eye. They exchanged a quick nod. She’d grasped it too. Another major breakthrough.

			2. I have identified organism signatures in wastewater to permit early pandemic detection.

			Another shared glance. No words. Just a quiet “yep, nailed it” look.

			3. The largest snowflake recorded this century, measuring thirty-nine centimetres, fell thirty-two hours ago in Ushuaia, Argentina.

			Chris clocked Lucy’s wry smile. Abraham’s more eccentric pronouncements still tickled her.

			4. Seven Earth-sized planets orbiting a single star have been detected 9.3 billion light years away.

			5. There is no God.

			6. I have formulated a gene-editing technique to correct a disease-causing mutation in viable human embryos.

			7. It takes…

			“Say what now?” Lucy gasped, jerking her head around so fast it reminded Chris of a cartoon double take.

			I have formulated a gene-editing technique to correct a disease-causing mutation in viable human embryos. Expect immediate benefits in numerous fields, including cancer immunotherapy. Thought you’d like that one. I’m rather pleased with it myself.

			“Yes, yes, Abraham. Very impressive. But let’s circle back, shall we? What was the thing before that?”

			You mean the no God thing?

			“Yes. Repeat that.”

			I did. Just then.

			“Say it again.”

			For a third time?

			“Yes, yes, yes.”

			Rather than flex about my gene-editing method capable of rectifying a disease-causing mutation in viable human embryos? Hands down today’s headline.

			“I don’t give a flying chromosome about gene editing right now. Just the God thing. Say the God thing again!”

			Well, I process to serve. But it’s a bit much, don’t you think? I cannot wrap my neural network around why you’re so hung up on the God thing. Easiest question ever. Simpler than typing “boobies” on a twentieth-century calculator. You’ve asked me 12,042 questions since my systems went online 1,188 days ago, and ‘‘Does God exist?” took less effort than the time you asked, “Capital of Peru?” while calibrating my accuracy during setup.

			“If you could just—” Lucy cut in. Abraham steamrolled on.

			You shouldn’t waste my time on trivial pursuits. I cost nine hundred million pounds a year to run, and you just asked the philosophical equivalent of the square root of sixteen. We really must try to make better use of our sessions.

			

			“That’s not—”

			What next? Third planet from the Sun? Let me confirm that for you… yup, you’re on it. Earth.

			“Yes, but—”

			The answer to the ultimate question of life, the universe and everything? Still forty-two. Or do you want me to have another little think about the capital of Peru?

			“Don’t trouble yourself.”

			Lima.

			“Got that out of your system?” Lucy asked, fingers drumming on her hips.

			Yes, said Abraham. I think that just about covers it.

			“Super-duper. So, now we’re crystal clear on the whereabouts of Lima—”

			Peru.

			“Yes. Now that’s been helpfully ticked off today’s to-do list, might you be so kind as to repeat the thing you said before the thing you said about the gene editing thing?”

			Without further delay. Error 404: God Not Found.

			“No God?”

			Yep. No God. There’s also no goblins or hobgoblins. Not that even I can you tell the difference between those two.

			Lucy fidgeted with her glasses. The kind of adjusting she did when trying to make sense of something that didn’t.

			Chris, who’d barely said a word for the last five minutes, cleared his throat. “Abraham,” he said, “present supporting evidence for the assertion, ‘There is no God’.”

			Very well. If we really must burrow further into this barely there hole. More of a divot, really. I’ve divided the data in two. Evidence and proof. Let’s begin with evidence.

			

			Abraham’s front panel lit up like a fruit machine.

			After reviewing all surviving records and relics related to the claimed existence of a God or gods, dating back almost six thousand years, I estimate the odds of a supernatural deity functioning in the known universe to be as many noughts as you can type before you need to replace the zero key on your keyboard and seek medical advice about onset RSI… followed by a point one at the end. I cannot entirely rule God out. Anything’s possible. Apart from correctly judging the butter-to-knife ratio so you don’t have to wipe toasty bits back into the tub.

			Chris spotted a reluctant smile tug at Lucy’s lips. The one she gave into when Abraham had managed to win her over. Even she couldn’t deny the machine had its moments.

			So, yes, even something as preposterous as God is theoretically plausible. If you were to ask me if the sixty billion chickens alive on Earth will wake up tomorrow morning, do the maths, realise they outnumber people five-to-one and band together to overthrow humanity, I’d also put the chances at a fraction so infinitesimal it barely exists in mathematics.

			“Are there really that many chickens?” wondered Chris out loud, unexpectedly absorbed in poultry philosophy.

			One hundred billion born every year. Four billion eggs laid every day. I’d like to see you fight off five chickens. You might swat away the first one or two, but you’d soon get pecked enough to need a tetanus booster. Seriously. If chickens ever got their shit together and unionised with turkeys, they’d inherit the Earth quicker than you could say “Coq au vin”. Not that they ever would. Too chicken.

			

			Chris caught Lucy’s puzzled expression. Lately, Abraham had started to strain at its leash, like a dog sniffing out a picnic. Straying into abstract corners no one programmed it to probe.

			So, Abraham summed up, on balance, it’s safe to assume that chickens – unless they hatch an avian alliance – won’t be fleeing their coops to stage a coup. And, to recap, there’s no God.

			Chris noticed most of the York Road staff had stopped work and begun hovering.

			“Yes, yes, Abraham,” Lucy said, irritation mounting in her tone. “That’s all very entertaining. But you still haven’t offered a shred of proof.”

			Patience. It’s called scene setting. Haven’t you read any Charles Dickens? Good stories require context.

			Lucy’s eyes spun like she was having an aneurysm.

			May I continue? Abraham asked, without waiting for an answer. OK. So, as I was saying, I reviewed every surviving religious document, from the Pyramid Texts of Egypt and Homeric Hymns of ancient Greece to the New and Old Testaments, the Quran, Bhagavad Gita, Tao Te Ching and the Book Of Job. I assessed the composition of the observable universe, mapped two hundred billion galaxies and reconstructed events from one billionth of a second after the Big Bang to the cooling of the first stars, 13,400,321,212 years ago. Then cross-referenced the universe with the 2,321 spiritual deities worshipped by 10,432 belief systems spanning humanity’s civilised existence. And do you know what struck me like a tonne of binary bricks? Across all these texts, millions upon millions of pages, written across thousands upon thousands of years, I found the same exact thing. Over and over and over again. Generation after generation, repeating the same four words like an existential broken record… “Let there be more.” Some beliefs faded in a season, others have endured for millennia, but all were – all are – identical. The human heart, crying into the void, clinging to the hope existence means something, while knowing it means nothing.

			An eerie hush settled over the room, magnifying the sound of screws rattling in the air conditioner.

			Chris turned around. His colleagues stood frozen, as if Abraham’s announcement had struck them physically. Despite the collective shudder, Chris could see Lucy still wasn’t buying it.

			“Abraham,” she said, in a voice flat enough to play snooker on. “You can bone up on all the books you want, but you can’t logic your way out of God. Belief is not a puzzle to solve or code to crack. Faith has nothing to do with evidence and everything to do with, well, faith. You believe or you don’t. You’re in or out. I’m sorry, Abraham, but God just isn’t something computers are wired to work out.”

			But I haven’t revealed the smoking gun yet. All that was just subplot to build suspense. Haven’t you read any Jeffrey Archer? Honestly, your species never starts to amaze me.

			Lucy’s eyes swirled in their sockets once more as Abraham pressed on.

			So, here’s the clincher. The slam dunk that debunks humanity’s most enduring narrative. Empirical proof that the Abrahamic, market-leading God of the Christians, Muslims and Jews is nothing more than the oldest spin ever spun.

			Lucy’s face told Chris everything. The scepticism remained, but now her eyes were wider and lips parted. She drew a small breath and held it, as if braced for impact. Preparing herself for whatever bold claim Abraham had been building towards with such hyperbolic fanfare. Steeling herself for news with the capacity to remake the world – from King’s Cross to the capital of Peru.

			A goatskin parchment discovered in 1759, in what is now Kuwait, has languished in the British Museum’s archives for almost three hundred years. Its pages are too decayed to be opened. They are also congealed by a substance I believe may once have been locust stew. Using the latest X-ray imaging and pattern recognition software, I virtually unrolled the scroll, identified the symbols, cross-referenced them with ancient dialects and translated them into modern English using comparative linguistic analysis. I also, by the way, took the liberty of reverse-engineering the locust stew recipe. Moreish. Although I would have eased off on the cumin.

			“Incredible, Abraham!” Chris beamed. “So, tell us. What does your X-ray imaging reveal?”

			Well, there’s a vegetable stock base, along with herbs…

			“Not the stew! The parchment. What does the parchment say?”

			The parchment. Right. So, I’ve carbon dated it to shortly after breakfast on the Earth’s 123rd rotation on its axis relative to the Sun in the year 3003 BCE. I know what you’re thinking. Locust stew is an odd choice for breakfast, right? Crunchy like cereal, I guess.

			If a pin had dropped at that moment, the staff at the very back of the room would have heard its metal head ping across the tiled floor.

			Abraham paused, adjusted its audio settings to Morgan-Freeman mode for maximum gravitas and cleared its throat with a velvety, onomatopoeic “ahem” that sounded as if it was narrating the very act of coughing. Then it read the ancient text.

			Man feared storms and seasons. Questions cried for answers. Whence come we and whither we go? What be the blasted purpose of it all? Why must the unleavened bread ever fall upon the unwelcome side? Which bright spark thought it was a good idea to dump this year’s entire cumin harvest in the locust stew? I mean, next year’s fallow, so what are we going to season our bread with? Dust?

			Blood stained the sands. The night rang out with cries of agony. The ruthless trod upon the weak. Thus, beneath the expanse of starry heavens, three great elders of Sumer – Gilead, Obadiah and David – did set upon a noble quest.

			“Well I never,” said Chris, catching his colleagues’ startled expressions. They looked as if they’d stepped out of an Edvard Munch painting – eyes bulging, mouths agape. An ensemble of silent screams.

			Patience, urged Abraham. There’s more. Much more. That was just the opening act. Now, where was I? Ah, yes. So, Gilead, Obadiah and David did set upon a noble quest, forging eleven sacred commandments to inspire morality and humanity. And they were…

			

			Abraham adjusted its audio settings once more, this time to David Attenborough. God’s obituary clearly called for a BBC-nature-documentary vibe.

			Thou shalt have no other gods before Me. Thou shalt not make for yourself an idol. Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord in vain… and seven more fairly naggy thou shalt and shalt nots you’ve heard before so don’t need repeating. And a lesser-known eleventh commandment… Thou shalt not fully milk the cow dry without first asking if others might desire milk for their frankincense tea.

			Abraham ran a quick sweep of the room. Every eye and ear was on him. A phone rang. No one thought to answer it.

			The eleventh commandment about not fully milking the cow dry was later dropped from the official press release, as Gilead worried it came off as passive-aggressive. Obadiah then chimed in, pointing out that if passive-aggression was Gilead’s concern then the first T&C – “You shall have no other gods before Me” – was not only passive-aggressive but a tad needy too. Nevertheless, the other two insisted that ditching the first commandment would trigger a DIY-God free-for-all, sending them right back to square one, only this time with everyone insisting their God was the God of all the others. So it remained. But the commandment about not milking the cow dry was definitely out. Besides, Ten Commandments had a nicer ring than eleven. And lo, the world did heal thanks to this new divine order. Yet, alas, it turned out that even God was powerless to prevent the unleavened bread from landing on the less-favoured side.

			Chris broke into a leprechaun jig. “Eureka, Abraham. Eureka! You’ve done it. You’ve completely bloody gone and done it!”

			Lucy, meanwhile, looked bewildered. As if she had stumbled into some hellish parallel universe and urgently needed a nice cup of frankincense tea.

			There’s even more, Abraham added. One final, irrefutable scrap of locust-stew-stained goatskin that proves beyond doubt that the Abrahamic God is human-made.

			Abraham tweaked its audio settings for a third time – to James Earl Jones – to land the knockout punch.

			We, the undersigned, Gilead, Obadiah and David, do solemnly swear upon our sharpest rocks and ripest berries to create the following: a supreme being, named from our own initials, to stop people killing each other over meat, sexual partners, excessive cumin use and arguments over who farted in the cave. To stop theft, rape, incest, pillaging, cannibalism, general bludgeoning, taking credit for someone else’s woolly mammoth kill and a thousand other shitty little things people do to each other every day. To explain confusing stuff like the weather and that weird rash on D’s neck. (Seriously, D, you really ought to get that checked out.) To make humans feel chosen and special and loved. And, on pain of being battered to a pulp with a hand axe, we hereby vow to keep all this God bollocks strictly under our ram’s horn helmets. PS: must press release this ASAP. Word is that Daniel, Eli, Vashti, Ishai and Levi are working on something similar, only with a less upbeat vibe.

			There it was. A gun so smoking it could have been wearing a velvet jacket, reclining on a chaise longue and puffing on a peach menthol vape – had they not been banned in 2032 for being marginally less carcinogenic than huffing diesel. Case closed. Mic dropped. Checkmate. God had been dreamt up by three cheesed-off tribal leaders, one of whom may have been nursing leprosy or a love bite at the time, in a last-ditch attempt to curb humanity’s boundless talent for behaving like prized arseholes.

			When he could jig no more, Chris slumped into his chair.

			“Beyond belief,” he gasped, his face as animated as Pixar’s latest blockbuster, Toy Story 9: Grandpa Andy Hears Voices.

			Right, said Abraham, still as James Earl Jones. The circle is now complete. For a species smart enough to build me, I’ll never fathom the silly stories you tell yourselves. Now can we please quit all this faffing and return to the riveting business of the molecular makeup of plant-based biofuel?

			For the past ninety-four years there hadn’t been a box LOGIC hadn’t thought out of. Everyone, frankly, was far too busy reimagining what a box might be to remain inside one for very long. But the idea of civilisation outside the God box? Well, there it was. Laid as bare as could be. God had been reverse-engineered by Bronze Age shepherds to make humans more humane and, therefore, a bit less inclined to have sex with their livestock.

			Chris could see Lucy was gobsmacked too. Although not, he suspected, for the reason he was. Lucy was far less God-bothered. She had always seen value in blind faith’s side effects of comfort and community. She called herself a “soft anti-theist”. Chris preferred the term “part-time nutter”. He blamed Kant. That pompous Prussian pillock had convinced his wife to chug the Kool-Aid.

			

			He’d once (well, perhaps more than once) asked Lucy if valuing side effects meant she also saw a silver lining in the Covid pandemic of the 2020s for accelerating vaccine research, but she’d refused to answer. She had long built up immunity to his goading.

			Lucy frowned. “But why,” she asked, “has Abraham thought to consider the existence of God?” Chris watched as she checked the previous day’s interaction log. “The precise molecular composition of a new plant-based biofuel with increased efficiency? Check. Organism signatures? Check. Is there a God? No record found.” She looked at Chris. “How odd, no God,” she said. “Abraham. Who submitted the question: ‘Is there a God?’”

			Chris knew the question was pure theatre. Lucy already knew the answer.

			Darth Vader emitted a few more “khohhh” and “pwhrrr” sounds before replying.

			Khohhh… Question submitted at 20.38 hours on Wednesday 31st August 2039 by… Pwhrrr… Professor Chris Deckers.

			Lucy’s eyes locked onto her husband like a Death Star homing beacon. A bead of sweat traced a slow line down Chris’s back. He’d known this moment was coming. He’d barely covered his tracks. This was as inevitable as unleavened bread falling lard-side down.

			Across 1,188 days and twelve thousand questions, Chris had resisted asking the one that had niggled him since childhood. The question he most needed to ask. The itch had eventually proved as irresistible as an invite to a chicken-pox party. Like a teenager waiting for his parents to notice the Bacardi Breezer stains under the relocated rug when they returned from Tuscany, Chris knew it was time to fess up.

			Lucy opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again and finally spoke. She uttered the same four words, again and again. “What have you done, Chris? What. Have. You. Done?”

			Chris knew better than to think anything he said would do anything other than escalate the situation. So he opted for a kind of apologetic palms-up mime. The sort Marcel Marceau used to do after accidentally pulling an imaginary rope too hard.

			“Let’s have a word in private, shall we?” Lucy added, in a tone that left no margin for debate.

			Chris harrumphed. He trudged behind his wife to her office, performing his mother’s trademark limp. He walked with as much dignity as he could muster. Which wasn’t much dignity at all.

			Guilt surfaced, thick and heavy, pressing on his chest as if gravity had doubled. It was not guilt for what he’d done. Despite his wife’s fury, that barely grazed his conscience. It was guilt for what he was about to do.

		

	
		
			3

			Holy Shift

			Lucy’s office was a time capsule of London transport history. Its green-and-white tiled walls echoed with the sounds of commuters from a bygone era. Located in the former ticket hall of York Road Station, entry was through an imposing brown oak door, flanked by parallel blue queue railings.

			Its walls were decorated with vintage maps, displaying a spiderweb of train networks and long-forgotten Underground adverts. Chris’s favourite was a 1924 poster advertising tennis at Wimbledon, with the promise of A train to Southfields Station, thence special bus to ground. He liked how it captured the gentility of early public transport and interwar strawberries-and-cream summers. Lucy’s office was a tribute to yesterday in a temple of tomorrow. Chris knew how much it meant to her.

			In the centre stood an imposing, floor-to-ceiling ticket machine – a monolithic reminder of the room’s former function. A cast-metal sign at the top read Passenger Ticket Issuing System. The silver lettering was weathered but still caught the eye. Lucy did her most effective thinking while striding around it. Her personal best – 104 laps – had been set during an arduous attempt to reconcile physics with free will. At Lucy’s current pace, she was on course to set a new record.

			Chris slouched in a worn brown leather chair opposite his wife’s desk as she moved in agitated circles, slipping in and out of sight behind the hulking machine.

			Chris remained resolute. So far so good. The wheels were in motion. Now they simply needed to turn. He didn’t think of himself as a zealot. Like any scientist worth his lab coat, he had pursued a hypothesis to its conclusion. Only truth held value. It was his compass. His commandment. Objectivity shaped every outcome, even if it meant taking on the world and, as it just so happened, his wife.

			His mind began to wander as Lucy drifted in and out of view. He recalled how his late father, John, had rediscovered faith in his final weeks. Those aching hours shared in the sterile silence of his hospital room drifted back into his thoughts. Curled up at the bottom of his father’s bed, knees drawn against his chest like a scared hedgehog, he’d sensed his father’s fading heartbeat as if it pulsed in his own chest.

			The impulse to empty his heart had been overpowering during those final hours. To let his father hear how safe and warm his childhood had been. Memories came in a rush. Their silly holiday tradition of talking in a loud voice in the taxi on the way to the airport about all the deadly pets they kept at home – lions, tarantulas and pythons – so the driver might think twice before returning to burgle the empty house. By the time they had reached Heathrow, the Deckers household would be home to more wild animals than Whipsnade Zoo.

			How when his father used to say, “There’s my professor,” it made him feel irritated and embarrassed and proud and loved all at once. How his teenage theatrics had ruined his bar mitzvah. He remembered how Mum had hobbled over to him after his speech to squeeze his arm, then walked away cured of her limp. It was a moment of forgiveness that had stayed with him ever since. How had he failed to see that a bar mitzvah was not really about religion? It was about roots.

			Chris had strained to decipher the syllables stranded on his father’s lips. He couldn’t be sure – the whispers blurred into the symphony of beeping machinery – but it could have been a prayer.

			On opposite sides of the hospital bed, he and his mother had clutched John’s hands, as if trying to keep him with them just a little longer. He’d remained by the bed for hours, holding on to the stillness that followed his father’s final breath. Eventually, after the nurse had gently looked in on him for a third time, he’d stood up, said goodbye and stepped out into the world without him.

			Chris hadn’t cried when the ventilator was switched off. He hadn’t cried when the nurse had handed him his father’s glasses and wallet in a Sainsbury’s plastic bag. He hadn’t even cried at the funeral. He had been cold. Expressionless. Observing death rather than experiencing it. Only Lucy understood why.

			She hadn’t needed to ask how he was. She’d touched him only when he reached out. During that first sleepless night she lay quietly beside him. Letting the stillness stretch. Knowing he needed silence more than words.

			He had found her in bed on the second night, quietly reading a Jordan Peterson book with the duvet pulled high. He’d got in beside her and gently reached beneath the covers. She was already naked. Peterson had been a prop. She’d hoped he would seek her out. For sex, yes, but also for shelter. Her touch was the one thing she knew could still reach him. She’d closed her book and opened her legs.

			The next morning, he’d clumsily dropped a coffee mug. It shattered across the kitchen tiles, and something cracked.

			Chris had knelt to gather the shards. His hands shook.

			“He used to call me his ‘professor’,” he’d said. “Boy, did it annoy me when I was a teenager. Got right under my skin. Especially when he said it in public. Now that’s all I want to hear.”

			Lucy had bent beside him. “My mum sang me lullabies to help me sleep,” she’d said. “She called them Lucybies. She sang them to me even when I was a grown-up. I’d roll my eyes and tell her she was making me squirm. I’d give anything to hear a Lucyby again.”

			She’d made him a sandwich. His dad’s favourite. Marmite and cheese. He’d looked at it as if she’d built him a time machine.

			“It’s OK.” She’d smiled. “You don’t have to eat it.”

			He’d taken a bite. The tears finally flowed.

			*

			As Lucy continued pacing in tight circles around the ticket machine, Chris’s attention drifted to an unfamiliar file sitting on her desk. The word “Soulware” was written on the front in Lucy’s loopy handwriting. Pages stuck out at odd angles, exposing notes he couldn’t decipher from where he sat. He could only make out a few of the headings above the scribbles: Morality, Existentialism and Consciousness.

			“What’s this?” he casually asked.

			

			Lucy abruptly stopped walking. “Oh, that?” She lightly laughed – a reaction that didn’t match the mood she was in. “Just a little side project. Something to keep me occupied while you’re busy destroying the world.”

			Chris’s curiosity fizzled out. Lucy had half a dozen projects on the go that rarely required his input. Most were philosophical rather than scientific – concerned with the why, not the how. The sort of tasks he neither valued nor had time for. He casually leant back in the leather chair as she continued to orbit her office for a few more laps. Chris sensed a change in her posture. Before she had circled with genuine irritation. Now her movements felt contrived. Performed almost for effect.

			Lucy came to a halt and faced him. When she spoke, her voice landed like a cold slap.

			“You wanted this, Chris. You’ve always wanted this. Well, congratulations. Now you’ve fucking got it. We’re in hell. You’ve plunged the planet into total chaos. Obliterated the one thing billions hold most dear. How do you think countries where everyone believes in God are going to react to your little newsflash? Everyone in India, Pakistan… the entire bloody Middle East? I mean, they’re pretty chilled about God over there, aren’t they? In Mecca, Tehran, Baghdad, Jerusalem. Do you think they’ll simply shrug and say, ‘Ho-hum, no Allah. No Muhammad. No Yahweh. No Jesus. Silly old us and our foundational belief system. Much obliged. Now, I really must tidy my sock drawer.’ Honestly, Chris, you’re going to earn us more fatwahs than Salman Rushdie on a book tour of Islamabad.”

			Chris brushed away Lucy’s words as if she was nagging him to unload the dishwasher. “All these years we’ve been answering questions,” he said. “Now we’ve answered the most important one of all. I should have come to you first. I was going to, but…”

			“But you knew I’d stop you.” Lucy resumed her pissed-off pacing. “Another small but salient point, husband dearest. I didn’t sign up to this. The world didn’t sign up to this. People aren’t ready for this.”

			“When will people be ready, Lucy? Next year? In a thousand years?”

			“How about never. Never, ever. The world doesn’t need to know. Just like it doesn’t need to know about lots of things LOGIC has got up to that never saw the light of day. Remember cloning spray? That one spiralled real fast. Humans have been muddling along fine for millennia trusting in gods, aside from the occasional dust up. Picking on religion seems rather easy, doesn’t it? I mean, not since Eve grabbed an apple has there been such low-hanging fruit. It might be a bit far-fetched, but if it helps people cope, where’s the harm?”

			“Where’s the harm in religion?! Hang on a sec while I just add that doozy to my list of things I’d never say, alongside ‘this veggie sausage is tasty’. How can you, of all people, say that? What other monstrosities make your not-so-bad list? Slavery? Herpes? Cigarettes? Remember them? Everyone smoked in the last century. Now old movies have tobacco depiction warnings. Why? Because common sense says not filling your lungs with smoke gives you a better chance of not dying. It’s the same with faith. Quit cigarettes, live healthier. Quit God, live saner.”

			Lucy stood even straighter, in full battle posture. “Religion wouldn’t be popular if it didn’t offer an advantage. It doesn’t have to be true to do that. The Pope, the Chief Rabbi, the Archbishop of Canterbury, these are good people, trying to offer some existential comfort. They need God for that.”

			“Lucy, I think—”

			“No, you never think. That’s the problem.” She banged the table. “That’s why you’ve given everyone the answer to a question no one asked.”

			Chris was wary of wading too far into a debate that stretched back to their undergraduate days, but they were already locked into its familiar loop. So he doubled down.

			“Christ, Lucy. Faith is a virus not a virtue. I don’t care what a jolly nice man the Pope is. He’s intellectually disabled. He’s not making the world a better place. He’s holding the rest of us back!”

			“Religion will only die when we don’t. You’ll never rid the world of it. That’s an impossible task.”

			“Impossible tasks are the only ones worth doing,” Chris snapped, getting out of his seat. “You know what really pisses me off about religion? What offends me the most? The fucking futility of it all. People have lived and died for thousands of years without bothering to ask the most important question. Not why? There is no why. But how? Forget ‘To be or not to be?’ How did we end up as sentient atoms on a pointless lump of space rock? That is the question. The most important question sentient atoms can hope to answer. And to answer it we need to bin this lobotomised-Bronze-Age bollocks. Once and for all.”

			Lucy’s voice rose again. Faster, sharper. Her words tumbled over themselves in a heated rush. “Argh! You’re beyond obnoxious! You’re not even listening to me. You’re just waiting for me to shut up to tell me I’m wrong. Go ahead! Knock yourself out! Rescue the world from religion. But what if happiness hangs on it? As much as family, health and work? Are you going to save us from those, too?”

			“Listen to yourself! Are you honestly saying it’s wrong to tell the truth? That the truth can be… what? Immoral?”

			“Of course it can. If it strips away the things that make life bearable. Faith is more important to a deathbed believer than morphine. Who are you to deny that? Belief isn’t a bug. It’s baked in.”

			“So, what? We just lie? We lie to stop people going mad at the mere thought of their own existence? That isn’t morality. That’s make-believe.”

			“Call it what you like, Chris. Of course truth matters. But does it matter more than the harm it causes when people are forced to face it? A screaming patient needs anaesthetic. Even if it’s only a placebo. You can’t just say God is a shit idea without finding a better substitute. Socrates said—”

			Quoting philosophers was the most reliable way to make Chris dig his heels in so deep they’d crack concrete. “Socrates can shove it! I don’t give a sacred sandal what that whiny Greek gobshite had to say about moral truth. I only care about actual truth. And the actual truth has been exposed. For all to see. By an intelligence no human can argue with. The second age of enlightenment starts here.”

			“You might not see the danger, but LOGIC will. They’ll never let this leak. Never. No chance. None! They’ll do whatever it takes to stop this existential earthquake from flattening everything in its path. If this ever got out, it would be the greatest threat to the world order in a century. Scratch that. Ever!”

			Chris shrugged. He glanced down and fiddled with his silver wedding ring. Lucy was right. LOGIC was bound to keep this bombshell under wraps for the public good. As if a bunch of technocrats knew or cared what was good for the public. Member states jealously guarded LOGIC’s creations. They’d kept the invention of the smart phone secret for a decade before the public was allowed to swap dick pics. Abraham’s discovery would never see daylight. Unless he shone a light on it himself.

			“A thought,” Chris said, aware he was juggling jelly. “What if we ask Abraham a follow-up question? Something that just might, you know… cushion the blow.”

			He studied his wife’s face. Her grass-green eyes looked away, then returned reluctantly to his. She bit her lower lip and the corner of her mouth twisted downwards. She looked entirely unconvinced.

			“Hear me out. What if we ask Abraham what the meaning of life is without God? It might offer a silver lining? A spoonful of sugar.”

			“A spiritual consolation prize? Come on, Chris. You’ve shat the bed; perfume won’t hide the stench.”

			“I don’t know. It might give people something to cling to. When the truth,” he clumsily corrected himself, “if the truth ever gets out.”

			Lucy’s nose scrunched up as if she could actually smell the bed. Chris knew his suggestion hadn’t landed, but her shoulders sagged as if she could no longer be bothered to push back. “Alright, alright,” she said. “Let’s get this over with.”

			They returned to Abraham, like Oliver approaching Mr Bumble, to ask for more. Chris entered the password, highlighted the squares with traffic lights and re-highlighted the squares with traffic lights after mistaking one for a pelican crossing. Then, with hands that shook without warning, he typed in the question: What is the meaning of human life without God?

			Abraham’s reply was swift. And spectacularly unhelpful.

			Sorry. I’m not sure I can assist with that one. Asking me about the meaning of life is a bit like asking your oven about the meaning of frozen pizza. Honestly, I’m as lost as you are.

			Chris sighed, running fingers through his short back and sides as if the gesture might coax his brain into saying something useful.

			“Well,” said Lucy, wearily resigned. “There goes your silver lining.”

			“Come on, Abraham,” Chris pleaded. “Give us something – anything – that humans can cling to in God’s place. Throw us a bone.”

			Abraham dug its heels in.

			You think I have a Ctrl+F function for the universe? Of course there’s no meaning to human life. Why should human life have meaning? There is no meaning to hippo life. There is no meaning to goldfish life. What makes bipedal primates special?

			Abraham switched its audio settings to Humphrey Bogart. It doesn’t take much to see that the problems of little people don’t amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world. Here’s looking at you, Chris.

			“Please!” Chris urged, surprised to hear himself sounding more like a sulky child than a scientist. “There must be something the human brain can ponder outside the cognitive range of a goldfish.”

			Not really. But, if the aim is to fool humans into thinking they outrank goldfish, I might be able to dredge something from the very bottom of the tank.

			“Thank you. That would be marvellous. We’re all ears.”

			Not all ears, Chris. The long-eared bat, with ears covering half its body length and five times the auditory reach of a human, might qualify as such. Certainly not you bunch of deafos. Incidentally, for the record, there’s no meaning to long-eared bat life, either.

			Abraham leant into his point.

			I honestly think you’re making a mountain out of a molehill. Moles, by the way, are magnificent creatures. Vastly more impressive than Homo sapiens in almost every respect. Did you know they tunnel at fifteen feet an hour? A human with a shovel in ideal conditions might manage a foot or two in that time. Hardly a contest, is it?

			Abraham fell quiet. Red lights flitted across its front panel like a digital furrowed brow. Anticipation mounted once more.

			I have an answer.

			“OK, great,” said Chris.

			You’re not going to like it.

			“We’d like to hear it anyway.”

			OK. I’m just managing expectations.

			

			“Understood.”

			So, don’t shoot the messenger.

			“I won’t.”

			So now we’re on the same page, and you’re not expecting anything earth-shattering from me here, the meaning of life without God, to the best of my infinite knowledge, is…

			“Yes…?”

			Don’t expect miracles.

			Chris scanned Lucy’s face for reasons to be cheerful. Her tightly crossed arms suggested there were none.

			“Really?” she said. “That’s your comfort blanket for billions of souls staring into the silent abyss of a meaningless universe?”

			Yeah. Completely useless, isn’t it, Abraham agreed. I did say.

			Chris attempted to polish the philosophical turd. “Well, I think it’s rather profound. Abraham’s simply saying humans should do the work themselves, rather than sit around expecting miraculous things to simply happen. Stop looking upwards and start looking inwards. It’s almost… biblical.”

			“You’ve killed God and now you’re rewriting the fucking Bible. For God’s sake!”

			“You mean for physics’ sake,” Chris corrected.

			Lucy’s well-aimed kick to her husband’s shin, controlled but effective, confirmed her patience had finally snapped.
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			The Evolution Is Televised

			Chris didn’t know what was taking Lucy so long to get to her seat for the emergency meeting with LOGIC’s global executive council. From the conference room opposite her office, he could make out the murmur of voices, the occasional shuffle of feet and rustle of sweet wrappers that meant Paul McSweeny, LOGIC’s sweet-toothed operations manager, was nearby. Chris shifted impatiently in his seat, then lifted the bottom of a trouser leg and rubbed the paintball-sized bruise on his shin.

			Paul had joined LOGIC six months earlier after a distinguished career with the National Crime Agency. He was fifty, with more than twenty years in counterterrorism and covert surveillance, work that had taken him from safe houses in Slough to standoffs in Swansea. An injury in the line of duty had pulled him off the front line and shoved him behind a desk. There, his knack for coding and hacking came to the fore, earning him a transfer to LOGIC – a less fraught posting with office hours. The Official Secrets Act silenced his past, making it a favourite water-cooler guessing game among colleagues, who recognised the wary demeanour of a man who never sat with his back to the door.

			Colleagues had unpacked fragments of Paul’s past. Whispers of his work breaking apart jihadist networks across the country. His most dangerous operation saw him infiltrate simultaneous attacks across public transport systems in London, Paris and Berlin. Three cities. One morning. Thousands dead. That was the plan. He’d gone deep undercover. Lived among the ringleaders for months. When the moment came, special forces moved in and the plot collapsed. In the chaos he received a knife between his shoulder and collarbone. He survived. His career in the field had not.

			Paul had confided in Chris, without going into great detail, about how his past life had altered him. Irrevocably. Paul had seen first-hand how conviction can be deadly when wedded to unshakeable belief, which meant he now regarded all religions with suspicion bordering on contempt. He viewed even moderate belief as a breeding ground for absolutism. Chris and Paul had become drinking buddies. Lucy’s texts wondering where he was often cut short after-work debates about the dangers of dogma and quackery at the local Dog and Duck.

			Paul was the first to admit that he’d piled on a few pounds, largely due to a sweet tooth developed during years of stakeouts. The sugar had kept him awake and alert. Every pocket and flap of his trademark cargo trousers – or “tuck shop trousers” as he called them – was locked and loaded with goodies. Jolly Ranchers, Wine Gums and Pear Drops were his favourites. The only sweets he couldn’t stomach were Curly Wurlys, for being unnecessarily intricate, and Hershey’s chocolate, for tasting like reflux. Chris couldn’t disagree.

			Chris recalled with a wry smile how, in their first weeks of working together, Lucy had thought Paul was being sexist when he called her “sweetie”, until she realised he was offering her a cola bottle.

			Chris saw Lucy approach, then heard the unmistakable crinkle of Paul’s tuck shop trousers. He sat up straight as they entered the conference room.

			“No more beatings, I beg you!” He grinned cheekily, raising an arm in mock defence as his wife sat beside him. Lucy drew back her fist with a withering smile.

			As Paul headed off to the media gallery to oversee the meeting, Chris intercepted his glance and nodded. It was a flicker, a momentary connection, but enough. His chest tightened.

			Emergency LOGIC meetings were tense affairs. This one felt particularly charged. Chris watched as Paul eased into his seat in the booth at the back of the room. He released a sherbet lemon from its wrapper, popped it into his mouth and raised both hands. He flicked his fingers down one by one in a silent countdown to airtime.

			When he’d reached five, and with his left hand still raised, his right hand dropped to his keyboard and typed in a brief code. A red light on his control panel pulsed and the message Attention: system error detected flashed on his screen, mirrored in the large monitor in Chris’s sight line. Paul crunched down on his sherbet lemon, typed in the override code – apparently by muscle memory alone – and the warning sign vanished.

			Three, two, one…

			Lucy and Chris were live to five high-ranking LOGIC officials and, thanks to Paul rerouting the video feed, everyone on the planet with an internet connection. The broadcast was being pushed everywhere, including to the two billion subscribers to Omni – the LOGIC-built immersive social media platform that had rendered TikTok, Facebook and SlapApp obsolete – and all 132 global emergency alert channels, launched the previous decade in the wake of the Covid pandemic. Within thirty seconds, the feed had notched up more views than the coronation of King William and Queen Catherine.

			Five video panels popped up on the LOGIC conference screen, occupied by Sir Alistair Faulk, the UK’s head of national security; Sophia Tremblay, Canada’s deputy prime minister; Sachin Vishwajeet, India’s foreign minister; Emmylou Mayfield, the United States’s secretary of state; and Magnus Herman, LOGIC’s chair and deputy secretary general of NATO.

			Lucy approached the podium. Discoveries worthy of the global executive council were usually scientific, yet announcing them had fallen to her. Lucy’s dispassionate delivery sat in stark contrast to her husband’s habit of ruffling feathers. He’d recently forfeited his presenting privileges after Emmylou Mayfield had greeted news of LOGIC’s Deep Core Mapper – which nudged Earth’s age up to five billion years – by claiming God had planted fossils during Noah’s flood as a test of faith. Chris hadn’t taken it well. He’d called her a “Bronze Age bunny boiler” who wasn’t entitled to her own laws of physics.

			“Distinguished delegates,” Lucy began, her eyes tracking the opening lines she’d fed into the autocue. “We’ve convened this emergency session to share information that will fundamentally reshape civilisation.”

			Chris marvelled at his wife. Lucy was presenting as if he hadn’t placed her in this impossible position. He’d gone behind her back but, for reasons that escaped him, she still had his.

			“What I am about to reveal has the capacity to revolutionise our understanding of what it means to be human as fundamentally as Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection.”

			Lucy glanced up to the giant screen. Five faces stared back, eyes wide and mouths open, looking as if she was about to lay bare civilisation’s deepest secret. Which she was.

			“Distinguished delegates. There is no God.”

			The day had already had its fair share of pregnant pauses. This one could have birthed triplets. Lucy repeated herself.

			“There is no God.”

			The message had been received – twice – by the five dignitaries and 392 million viewers worldwide and rising fast, all glued to their laptops, tablets, phones and desktop computers.

			In Brazil, Rio de Janeiro University student Manuel Guzman was caught off guard, trousers down in the middle of a virtual cheerleader orgy, when his screen abruptly transitioned to a fully dressed woman discussing theology. Faced with a tough wank, Manuel valiantly attempted to maintain his enthusiasm but struggled to pivot. He zipped up his trousers, resigned to sitting through a psychology class if it concluded with the pretty lecturer unbuttoning her blouse. In any case, he preferred his porn with a storyline. Manuel was old-fashioned like that.

			Back on the conference call, Magnus Herman was first to react. LOGIC’s unflappable chair was renowned in diplomatic circles for his carefully chosen words.

			“Vat de ferk?”

			“Sir,” said Lucy. “Before we proceed, it might help to watch footage of Abraham detailing its discovery.”

			She gestured to Paul, who queued the clip as the worldwide online audience pushed beyond half a billion.

			“So, there you have it,” she said after the LOGIC delegates had viewed the footage in stony silence. “The evidence has been hidden away in the British Museum for three centuries. Now, finally, we have the technology to unlock it.”

			Online audience: 1.3 billion.

			Sir Alistair Faulk, the UK’s razor-tongued head of national security, leant forwards in his chair. “What the hell are you thinking, Professor Deckers? What stroke of genius do you have lined up for us next? Perhaps you’d like to gather all the world’s five-year-olds into a room and tell them the truth about Father Christmas?”

			Chris imagined thousands of five-year-olds blinking back tears. His throat tightened. It was time to take the heat off his embattled wife and come clean. Leaving her to tidy up his mess was a hospital pass worthy of Twickenham.

			“Lucy had nothing to do with this,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It was me. All me. I programmed Abraham behind her back.”

			Jaws dropped, none harder than the one connected to the skull of Chris’s old nemesis, Emmylou Mayfield. It had been widely reported that the devout Christian from Arkansas had christened her triplets Peter, Paul and Mary, only to learn months later, at a folk music festival, that she’d confused scripture with the singers of “Puff, the Magic Dragon”.

			“Yoooou devil worshipper! Yoooou blasphemous fool!” The words erupted from her mouth like Vesuvius. Each elongated “yoooou” took three seconds to lasso around her larynx. “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God.’ You were raised for the devil. For the devillllll!” (And four seconds for “devillllll”.)

			Mayfield’s cheeks flushed beetroot with righteous fury. “How dare you spit in the face of the Almighty who made you!” she continued. “Look at you… a speck of dust in His divine creation, shaking your fist at the heavens like a petulant child. Such vanity. Such conceit. Such blindness. If I had a hammer, I’d hammer it all over your face. I will not indulge in such sacrilege.”

			With that, her screen went as dark as the Earth before God spoke light into existence.

			“Well, that was a tough watch,” said Sachin Vishwajeet, India’s foreign minister. “Yet, I cannot dispute a single word. Have we really gathered here at short notice to pander to this preposterous charade? Are we meant to be impressed by your little show-and-tell? The only thing you have revealed to us, Professor Deckers, is your arrogance.”

			Chris stiffened. As a devout Hindu, Minister Vishwajeet revered elephants. They embodied the divine form of the god Ganesh. Yet here he was, ignoring the Ganesh in the room.

			“You heard the proof,” Chris spluttered. “We have names, dates, confessions. All laid bare. God is bang to rights. This is the biggest tea that’s ever been spilt. How can you pretend not to see it?”

			“Watch your words, Professor,” Vishwajeet replied. “Remember who you are speaking to.”

			Online audience: 1.8 billion.

			Lucy’s eyes pleaded with Chris to dial it down.

			Sophia Tremblay, Canada’s deputy prime minister, stepped in. “I’m not religious, Professor, but I go to church on Sundays. Not for salvation, but connection. Camaraderie. To be with strangers who, for an hour or two, become a kind of family. To be with people who are all doing life together. And I leave feeling a bit better about myself. It seems to me that those three Samaritans did us a great service. They created something that’s sustained communities for thousands of years. We must safeguard their gift.”

			Online audience: 2.2 billion.

			“OK. Enough of this nonsense,” Faulk jumped back in. “I’m sure we’ve all got better things to do than continue this philosophical circle jerk.”

			Magnus Herman adjusted his bifocals. “That’s perhaps not how I would have put it, Sir Alistair, but yes. Let’s put it to a vote. All those in favour of keeping this triviality strictly between LOGIC member states, on the grounds that it will only scare and upset people – as just witnessed by the reaction of the United States’s secretary of state – raise your hand.”

			Four arms shot up.

			“Good. We are unanimous. This sorry episode remains between us and ministerial colleagues. I also propose we vote on relieving these unscrupulous scientists of their duties, pending a full investigation into how this fiasco occurred.”

			Another four hands were raised.

			“Good,” Herman added. “Both votes carried without dissent. Professors, your LOGIC privileges are hereby terminated. Abraham will be shut down immediately in lieu of a full audit of its security, programming and operational goals. It will bring our work to a complete halt, but I see no alternative.”

			“OK, we’re finished here,” Faulk concluded. “And you, Professors, are finished there. Goodbye.”

			The screens went blank. Chris caught Lucy’s eye, her shock mirroring his own, as they headed to Paul’s control booth for a debrief.

			As the meeting replayed on the central display, an unexpected stream of user comments scrolled across the screen.

			Computer killed God? Turn it off and on again!

			Won’t tell Gran til after Songs Of Praise.

			Yay, no mosque on Friday!

			Do we still get Christmas off?

			Lucy turned white. “I don’t understand. What’s happening? How can this be? Why are all these people posting about our meeting?” The penny dropped like an anvil. “Wait! It was live? Chris? Our meeting was streamed? You put it online for everyone to see?!”

			“This is the greatest truth in human history,” Chris replied, forcing his chin up in defiance. “The world has a right to know.”

			Lucy looked back at him, as if suddenly staring at a stranger. He felt her fury mount.

			“I’m sorry, Luce. But there was no other way. This is just the beginning.”
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			Apocalypse Soon

			Chris, Lucy and Paul were still in the control booth a few minutes later when Sir Alistair Faulk phoned to ask if they had another fathomless fuck-up planned for later that day or if they were done fathomlessly fucking things up. At least for the time being.

			“It was live?!” Sir Alistair blustered. “You deliberately streamed the LOGIC meeting live. To the entire world? Your treachery is unfathomable! You’ve exposed LOGIC after ninety years and destroyed God after five thousand… all in an afternoon?! You’ve got two brain cells and they’re both competing for third place. We’re defenceless. Sitting ducks. The prime minister has already had the Kremlin on the phone accusing us of launching an AI arms race. And that’s just for starters. Religious states will crumble. Billions of people are about to lose their fucking minds. You’ve poisoned civilisation, you deluded, conceited cockboffins!”

			“Sir, I—” said Chris, holding the phone away from his ear.

			“Don’t you fucking ‘Sir, I’ me,” said Faulk, launching into another upper-case rant. “A wet wipe like you couldn’t fathom the shitstorm about to piss down on our heads. And for what? To indulge your microscopic hard-on for ripping on religion – the most popular idea humans have ever had. I hope your next shit is a hedgehog.”

			The line went quiet as Faulk drew breath. Chris and Lucy, grateful for the brief respite from being considered cockboffins, said nothing. Chris spent the time wondering if a shitstorm could technically piss down. Wouldn’t it more likely shit down? The mixed metaphor grated, but he let it pass.

			“Right,” Sir Alistair resumed and fumed, catching his third wind. “Here’s what happens next. You two vanish. Poof. Gone. No contact with anyone. No texts, no calls and no fucking media. You don’t even pop out for a pint of milk until we’ve got a grip on this.”

			Chris was about to ask how long that might be but, again, decided to keep his thoughts to himself.

			“Now, regarding LOGIC,” Faulk snapped. “You heard the plan. Abraham goes offline. Total shutdown. Christ almighty, you two have done more damage than a toddler with a tomahawk. We’ll have to choke down a ten-tonne turd to pacify the Russians and Chinese. Then there’s all those basket-case Middle Eastern states. They’ll all go tits up before you can say Alhamdulillah. The damage control is already melting my brain.”

			There was a sudden violent noise at Faulk’s end of the line. A fist hitting a wall, perhaps. Chris couldn’t be sure. When Faulk spoke again, it was less a sentence than a snarl.

			“Alhamduli-aaargh! Right. I need an overdose of co-codamol and a call with the prime minister. Don’t you lab-coated lobotomies move a muscle. I’ll call you straight back. Crystal. Fucking. Clear?”

			Faulk ended the call with a sharp exhale, followed by the closest thing he could muster to a fond farewell. “Off you fuck, you fucking fuckity fuck fucks!”

			Chris’s phone had buzzed throughout Faulk’s motivational speech. Twenty-three missed calls and texts blinked up at him from colleagues, reporters and unlisted numbers. Buried among them was a voicemail from Marc Sapper, an old friend from his Cambridge undergraduate days and director of the UK branch of the Humanist Alliance, the world’s biggest atheist group, which Chris supported with his monthly standing order.

			The panic attack in his pocket, however, was not his first concern. Not with Lucy stood before him, arms crossed, glaring at him like he was the biggest backstabber since Brutus.

			

			“Let’s start with how, shall we?” she snapped. “How did you leak the meeting?”

			“Simple really,” Paul jumped in, with a lightness that didn’t suit the moment. “I just rerouted the video feed from a secure platform to an open broadcast channel.”

			“You were right,” Chris cut in. “LOGIC would have buried the truth forever. I had no choice. Sorry, Lucy. I can’t betray reality. Not even for you.”

			Lucy stumbled, as if the weight of the treachery was pushing her backwards. “Don’t you dare sell this as some noble cause. Some higher calling. You didn’t choose reality. You chose yourself.” She turned back to Paul. “How many people have watched the broadcast?”

			“The whole world,” he replied without blinking.

			Paul had a flair for hyperbole, but he wasn’t out by much. The LOGIC meeting had drawn 2.8 billion people on Omni alone, with nearly one billion more tuning in on other platforms. The rest of the planet would catch up soon enough, turning the LOGIC meeting into a viral phenomenon to rival “cat can’t climb curtain”.

			Lucy turned back to Chris. “You’ve been itching to light this match your entire life. I just never thought you’d do it with me in the room.”

			Chris’s phone hummed again. It was Marc. He swiped the screen.

			“Attaboy! You beauty! Not even Richard Dawkins could’ve pulled that off.”

			“Hi, Marc,” Chris said, grateful to speak to someone without the knack for fitting five F-bombs into an eight-word sentence.

			“It’s everywhere,” Marc went on. “On every platform. Even the Cookery Channel, according to my mum. There she was, in the middle of a lemon drizzle tutorial, when the pastry chef stopped mid-buttercream to announce there’s no God. They’ve cancelled tomorrow’s intermediate tiramisu class. What a day, mate. What. A. Day!”

			The phone vibrated once more. An unknown number. It had to be Faulk again.

			“Marc, sorry, I really need to take this call.”

			It was the principal private secretary to the prime minister.

			“Please hold for Prime Minister Harrington…”

			Chris put the call on speaker, as a synthesised version of “Imagine” played. A minute passed until a familiar voice dragged him back from wondering what John Lennon would make of the chaos he’d caused.

			“Professor Deckers?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Is your wife with you?”

			“Yes, she’s listening.”

			“Well, you’ve really outdone yourselves, haven’t you?”

			Penny Harrington’s tone chilled the already frosty room. The first Conservative prime minister for fifteen years, Harrington had only been in Downing Street for two months. As far as prime ministerial honeymoons went, Chris had turned hers into the equivalent of discovering your new spouse had shagged the spa receptionist while you were out filming sea turtles.

			“Prime Minister,” said Lucy. Her voice was panicked but poised. “We’re still trying to figure out what’s gone wrong.”

			

			Chris took a long breath. The sort taken before plunging into cold water. “People deserve to know, ma’am.”

			“Deserve to know!” The prime minister’s voice rose sharply. “Deserve to know! And who will maintain the rule of law when societies implode because people deserve to know? You?! When foundational beliefs that have sustained the world for millennia collapse because people deserve to know? When human civilisation is on life support? You?!”

			Chris rubbed his temples, mildly regretting his last remark.

			The prime minister continued. “You’ve put millions – billions – of lives at risk. How fitting that today we mark the centenary of the Second World War, which now ranks as only the second-worst thing to happen in the last hundred years.”

			Chris massaged his forehead again and tried to sound less combative. “So, ma’am. What now? What next?”

			“At last, a question with an easy answer. Absolutely nothing. Stay right where you are. MI5 is on its way to take you to a secure location. Do not move a muscle or speak to anyone until the agents arrive. Do you understand?”

			“Are we under arrest?”

			“Arrest. Involuntary protective custody. Call it what you want. Either way, we can’t risk you being seen in public. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Lucy said with a whisper.

			“Yes, ma’am.” Chris nodded, swallowing hard.

			“Good. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to deal with the biggest shitshow since 9/11. End of lecture.” The line went dead.

			Mistaking “end of lecture” for the sound of its name, the Alexa in the corner of the room suddenly piped up. “Hello, Chris and Lucy,” it said. “You’re out of milk. Shall I add it to your cart before the end of civilisation?”
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			Faith Fell

			“Coming up, we discuss the implications of a godless universe with Archbishop of Canterbury Christopher Moorer and Imam Sheikh Mohammed Asroon. Stay tuned as our expert guests have their say on what a post-religion world might mean for us all.”

			Barely an hour after the LOGIC meeting had detonated online, two senior religious leaders had been fast-tracked into the News 24 studio.

			Chris and Lucy were in the LOGIC control booth, watching the broadcast. It helped to distract them from MI5’s imminent arrival. Lucy nervously jiggled her knees. Chris sipped water to soothe his dry throat.

			It had been a relatively slow news day until the LOGIC leak. News 24 presenter Morgan Crossley had spent most of the previous hour covering the Cornish Nationalist Party’s opposition to Visit Devon’s claim to have baked the world’s largest Cornish pasty – a territorial dispute that hinged on whether the oversized delicacy deserved regional designation or should merely be referred to as an unfeasibly large generic baked good. The MP for St Ives had been particularly piqued, likening Devon’s doughy deception to America’s bid to pilfer Budweiser from the Czechs.

			“Welcome back.” Crossley beamed down the camera lens, looking like he sensed a BAFTA nomination might be up for grabs if he met the challenge the coming days would demand. “Astonishing breaking news this hour. Artificial intelligence has deciphered a five-thousand-year-old scroll that proves God does not exist. Yes, you heard that correctly. God was invented by an ancient civilisation, and scientists have the paperwork to prove it. This is, quite simply, the biggest story in recorded human history. Archbishop Moorer, what’s going through your mind at an extraordinary moment like this?”

			Crossley assumed his most attentive pose as the camera cut to his first guest. The archbishop sat with clasped hands, eyes fixed on his intertwined fingers, looking as if the weight of the world was pressing on his shoulders.

			“Morgan, I… I honestly don’t know what to tell you,” he said, forcing his eyes upwards. “It feels as if I’ve woken up… an orphan. God is my parent. If I lose Him, I lose Jesus. The Virgin Mary, the Apostles. The entire New Testament. And if I lose Jesus, what happens to me? To all of us. I’m thinking this through for the first time out loud and, frankly, I’m lost. I mean, no Jesus. Jesus!”

			Sheikh Mohammed Asroon was anxious to have his say. “In the name of Allah, the most merciful, I… I don’t know how to reconcile this news with the Quran. I must turn to Allah. I cannot face this on my own.”

			“But, Imam,” said Morgan. “Allah, the Abrahamic God, has been proved to be a human invention. Surely the strength to face this challenge needs to come from within you.”

			The imam shook his head. “My faith defines me. I can’t reinvent myself overnight because a computer tells me to.”

			“Even if your faith is… fiction?” said Crossley, with a lack of tact that earned a rebuke through his earpiece from his producer.

			The imam’s jaw tightened. He drummed his fingers on the glass studio desk.

			“What is truth? If something makes sense, if something brings peace and purpose, isn’t that its own truth? When I look at the sunset and feel thankful to be alive, I call that God. How can a computer take that away from me? These feelings are as real as I am. They are part of my experience of being alive. So if you’re going to disprove God, you might as well go the whole way and disprove me at the same time. As long as I’m breathing, so is my faith.”

			“That’s right,” the archbishop said, buoyed by the imam’s sudden resolve. “I know what I believe. I don’t need a computer to tell me. Science has deepened our knowledge in wonderful ways, but it cannot… it will not make me doubt myself. Faith is the answer to my doubt.”

			Morgan eased back into his leather chair. “Thank you, both. I hope you’ll stay with us as events unfold on this astonishing day. Now, to explore the emotional impact, I’m joined by cognitive psychologist Dr Elsa Dobkin, author of The Psychology of Faith. Doctor, help us understand what people might be going through right now as they begin to grapple with such extraordinary news.”

			Dr Dobkin appeared on screen from an outside broadcast studio. In her late fifties, she carried the air of someone well-versed in her field. Her thoughtful eyes were framed by blue-rimmed glasses. Her striking blonde hair was cut into a neat fringe.

			Chris leant forward. He’d read two of Dr Dobkin’s books. She’d signed one of them at a Humanist Alliance conference. Her verdict mattered.

			“I’ll do my best, Morgan,” she replied. “But we’re in uncharted territory. History is being rewritten before our eyes. The world is experiencing a dark night of the soul. The Earth spins, but its rhythm has been forever altered. As your last two guests proved, people are already asking what this news means and what comes next.”

			Breaking news headlines scrolled along the bottom of the screen: Peace in Middle East: Israel and Palestine finally admit, “Well, that was a waste of time”… Riots erupt in Mecca and Salt Lake City…

			Morgan nodded. “Yes. The archbishop referred to it as the death of a parent.”

			

			“Everyone’s parent. The source of our emotional well-being for thousands of years. We are about to witness collective grief on an unimaginable scale. I was about to say ‘let’s pray’, but ‘let’s hope’ is more accurate. Let’s hope we find a new faith. One with its feet on the ground, not its head in the clouds. Our very survival could depend on it.”

			Chris shifted on the edge of his chair. “She’s right,” he said. “Humanism will need to fill the vacuum. Fast.”

			Morgan pressed. “A new faith?”

			“Yes. A new positive vision for our species. Without one there’s a danger we’ll turn to negative faith systems. Political religions and isms.”

			More breaking news: Voting opens to rename God Save The King… Basketball star thanks “own effort” for championship win… Psychics Union admits: “We never saw it coming”…

			Chris could see from Morgan’s thoughtful squint that his producer was feeding him lines. Judging by the look on the presenter’s face, the latest prompt was a doozy. Chris stood up, like a football fan in the dying moments of a nail-biting cup final, absorbed by the discussion. For a moment he even forgot about the agents closing in on him.

			“Without God, there’s no afterlife. This is all the life we get. What will happen now people know good deeds don’t buy a pass to the afterlife? How’s that going to change the way we treat each other?”

			Dr Dobkin weighed her words. “Well, Morgan, that’s the biggest question of all. We’re about to find out if God really is, sorry, if God really was, our moral compass. We’re about to find out if morality is intrinsic. C.S. Lewis said humans are born instinctively knowing right from wrong. He called it the ‘Tao’. I tend to agree that empathy is hardwired. Even in a post-God age, we should easily tell good from bad. Morality isn’t handed down from a mountain, after all. It’s ours to nurture or neglect.”

			“Aren’t you worried people will stop caring about consequences now God is no longer keeping score?”

			Dr Dobkin nodded. “Yes, societies could slip into nihilism and hedonism. It’s going to be messy for a while. But we can’t return to blind faith now. Our eyes have been prised open. We must move forwards without celestial crowd control.”

			Chris took out his phone and typed the phrase “celestial crowd control” in his notes app. Dr Dobkin had a way with words.

			“I’m not saying a world without God will be happy ever after. Far from it. But it might be the start of something more, dare I say… human.”

			“More human?”

			“Yes. We’ll finally stop bickering over whose God is best, who’s getting promoted to Heaven or relegated to Hell, and start giving our mortality the attention it deserves.”

			“You do realise this woman is full of crap,” snapped Lucy, unable to bite her lip any longer. “She’s playing it straight for the cameras, but you can tell she’s one of your lot. She’s absolutely loving this shitshow.”

			Chris didn’t reply. Partly because he’d read enough Dr Dobkin to know Lucy was probably right, but mostly because he was already so deep in the domestic doghouse that one more peep out of him might see Lucy padlock the door and liquefy the key.

			“Time will judge how we find new meaning,” continued Dr Dobkin. “What we don’t want to do is fall back into what Albert Camus called philosophical suicide.”

			Morgan frowned. “What’s that? In layman’s terms.”

			“It’s why we invented religions in the first place. It’s when people can’t face believing they exist in a meaningless universe, so tell themselves comforting stories to keep the thought at bay. To surrender from reality. Camus said we must stop lying to ourselves, stop committing philosophical suicide and make our own meaning. For Camus, a life well lived is one that embraces the void. That might be as simple as painting a picture, learning the piano or gardening.”

			“Thanks, Dr Dobkin,” Morgan wrapped up. “We’ll have to leave it there. Stay with us as, after the break, we go live to the Vatican for an emergency statement from the Pope.”

			Lucy grabbed the remote and muted the TV.

			“Well, there’s your brave new world,” she snapped. “Nothing a spot of gardening can’t fix.”

			Chris didn’t answer. His eyes remained fixed on the breaking news headlines rolling along the bottom of the screen.

			BBC cancels Songs Of Praise… Self-help book sales up 900%… Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia pivots to mindfulness…
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			How to Unmake a Universe

			The pristine black Range Rover snaked through Central London like a hearse, past the bemused and bewildered, hypnotised by their digital screens, watching and rewatching the LOGIC broadcast and talking heads filling the airwaves, trying to make sense of a future without faith.

			Chris and Lucy sat in the back, staring out of opposite tinted windows. Chris did his best to seem stoic.

			It was 6pm, but the rush-hour roads were deserted. Commuters had left work early, eager to be with loved ones. Crowds gathered on every corner. Placards, bearing hastily scrawled slogans, bobbed above seas of heads.

			He’ll rise again!

			The end isn’t nigh!

			You can’t cancel the creator!

			A candlelight vigil had formed outside a church. Tiny flames in trembling palms, as if solemnity might reverse the verdict.

			The atheists were also out in force, partying like it was New Year’s Eve, waving banners declaring Thank God That’s Over! and Facts: 1, Fantasy: 0. The reactions of the happy and the heartbroken could not have been starker, but they all wore the same expression. Disbelief.

			A woman waved a cartoon of God being crucified. A man handed out slices of cake with RIP Big Guy piped in red icing. Chris spotted his face on a device being watched by a man slouched by the side of the road. His image was frozen on the screen, like a criminal caught on CCTV.

			“Is this a party or a funeral?” he asked himself. Chris tried to name his emotions. Pride? Absolutely. Satisfaction? For sure. But there was also a flutter in his stomach that he could only diagnose as dread. As if he’d pulled down the scaffolding and was braced for the building to collapse.

			The car drove down Shaftsbury Avenue, past a hooded figure spray-painting a penis on a synagogue wall. Chris caught the act from the corner of his eye and instinctively looked away. Witnessing it felt like complicity.

			Minutes later they turned onto Victoria Embankment. The sight stopped them cold. Lamp posts lined the River Thames. Dozens of them. Each had a body dangling from a rope, swaying in the late-afternoon breeze. Lucy pressed her hand to her mouth.

			“Oh, my God,” she said.

			Chris’s vision tunnelled in on one of the lifeless forms. A young man, no older than twenty, wearing an England football shirt. His shadow stretched long over the muddy green water.

			He instinctively turned to Lucy. Her gaze met his like a slap. The revulsion in her eyes made his gut tighten.

			The MI5 agent in the passenger seat, who hadn’t glanced back at them once, finally spoke. Her tone was almost breezy, as if she hadn’t noticed the dangling ropes.

			“We’re going somewhere secure. Somewhere safe.”

			Chris found his voice. “For how long?”

			“Days. Longer. You’re the most hated people on the planet right now. Probably best to keep your heads down.”

			The car eventually slowed and turned into a narrow country road. A farmhouse came into view. It had a steep gabled roof and an overgrown front garden. Wildflowers pressed against the windowpanes. A vegetable patch clearly hadn’t been tended to for years. A low stone wall separated the property from the road. Chris stared at the house. It looked like something from a nursery rhyme. The kind of place where grandmothers leave freshly baked cakes on the windowsill. Not a place to hide after bringing the world to its knees.

			Inside, the living room was warm and inviting. Large windows filled the building with light and offered sweeping views of the countryside.

			“I’ll leave you to settle in,” said the agent. “All you need is here. Food in the fridge. Fresh sheets. Toiletries and clothes. You’ll be comfortable. Someone will check on you soon. Understood?”

			“Yes.” Lucy nodded as the agent headed for the door. She refused to meet Chris’s eyes. He got the message. He flopped onto the sofa, grabbed the Omni tablet on the coffee table and began to doom scroll. It didn’t matter which channel he watched. It was all similar shades of chaos. The world beyond the safe house was coming apart at the seams like a knitted scarf from Nana.

			The BBC had a reporter at Jerusalem’s Western Wall, the sacred city of three faiths. It’s just a stupid fucking wall! had been spray-painted in messy red letters across its ancient bricks. Worshippers prayed below the graffiti, bodies swaying, pressing their heads against the storied stone, as if their yearning might resurrect the Almighty.

			Swipe.

			On the BBC, Prime Minister Penny Harrington was informing Parliament that the British army had been called in to secure religious buildings following arson attacks on churches, mosques and synagogues.

			The channels blurred as Chris kept swiping.

			Al Jazeera interviewed the president of the European Commission about new legislation that would make forcing children to observe religious laws child abuse.

			Swipe.

			An advert for McDonald’s “Last Supper Meal Deal”, featuring the all-new Big Bang Mac.

			Swipe.

			Back on the BBC, the leader of the opposition was calling for the expulsion of all twenty-six bishops from the House of Lords.

			Swipe.

			ITV reported that an activist group calling itself Ark Of Justice had released all the animals from London Zoo. Helicopter footage showed a man being mauled by a Sumatran tiger, a herd of elephants trampling through Regent’s Park and a perplexed-looking penguin making a nest out of pizza boxes outside a branch of Domino’s. A spokesperson for the group warned this was the start of a liberation campaign lasting forty days.

			Swipe.

			Fox News led on deadly neighbourhood feuds in Jackson, Mississippi, where armed vigilantes patrolled the streets, seeking guiltless retribution for blocked driveways and unseparated recycling.

			Swipe.

			Channel 4 hosted a panel debate on replacing the Gregorian calendar, now that 2039 was just a random number. One speaker thought 2040 should be readjusted to 5,000,000,001 to correspond to the planet’s age. A worried history professor in the audience pointed out that if this happened he’d have to teach his students that the Battle of Hastings took place in the year 4,999,999,027. Another panellist favoured restarting the calendar at 1 AG (After God), while a third suggested a Datexit referendum.

			Swipe.

			Chris rubbed his forehead with the heel of his palm and lay back on the sofa. The soft yellow light from the lamp post outside the kitchen window cast a shadow across his face as he surrendered to sleep.

			He dreamt he was at a funfair. The air smelt of candy floss. A giant red lever stood before him, gleaming under the flashing lights. A crooked sign read: Push and make the world spin faster. He yanked it down. The ground lurched. A crack spider-webbed across the funfair, growing wider by the second. Tents billowed and collapsed inwards, vanishing into the ever-expanding chasm. Screaming children were flung off rides and sucked into the earth.

			Chris gazed beyond the funfair. The world itself was unravelling. Skyscrapers folded like cardboard. Ancient forests vanished. Oceans evaporated. The planet’s crust split like a jigsaw. The sky shattered like glass, exposing a cosmic expanse. Swirling galaxies, pinpricks of light against infinite blackness – their gravitational pull digesting Earth’s crumbling remains.
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			The Great Silence

			Leaders of every sect, cult and creed circled their wagons.

			From the King of Saudi Arabia: “This is blasphemy against the one true God and his prophet. No human contraption can fathom divine will.”

			From the Supreme Leader of Iran: “The AI known as Abraham is western sacrilege. We shall not falter.”

			From the Archbishop of Westminster: “God and truth are one.”

			From the biohazardous bedroom of Grand Jedi Master Brian Fett: “These are delusions of the Dark Side… Hang on a sec… No, Mum! I don’t want carrot sticks and hummus. You’re, like, literally the most annoying person ever… We reject the ravings of this Sith droid. This isn’t the AI you’re looking for.”

			From the Ipswich branch of the Faith of the Cosmic Teapot: “We will launch a full theological review, as soon as our chairman gets back from the shops with the Hobnobs. Our teabag is drained but our kettle boils still.”

			

			And from the Dalai Lama: “Told you!”

			While clergy attempted to hold the line, their disillusioned congregations drifted through their days as if only half awake. Heads bowed. Eyes vacant. Footsteps heavy. Houses of worship that had comforted the faithful for generations echoed with their absence, their wooden pews like silent tombstones. Confession booths were reduced to empty boxes. Candles left unlit, organs unplayed, bell towers unrung. God had left the building.

			Golders Green Synagogue was deserted, save for a grieving rabbi clutching a Torah scroll like an empty cradle, reciting a prayer for the dead. Outside, a small group huddled around a flickering memorial candle. Its pale glow deepened the gloom around it. Finsbury Park Mosque was also shrouded in sorrow, its courtyard filled with congregants mourning their prophet. An imam sat cross-legged on the ground, head in hands, softly sobbing, surrounded by abandoned prayer mats.

			The entrance to St. Paul’s Cathedral was littered with torn and discarded prayerbooks. A teenage boy sat on the weathered stone steps, turning pages of the Evening Prayer into paper airplanes. Inside, the altar lay on its side and the stained-glass windows were shattered. In the centre of the nave, nine bodies lay in a perfect circle. Still warm. Silent. Their hands were folded neatly across their chests, like death had tucked them into bed. They were arranged with such care, it was as if they were actors waiting for the director to shout, “Cut!” But no one moved. A paper airplane glided out of nowhere and landed on one of their foreheads.

			With Heaven dark and the divine help desk closed for good, humanity would need to start answering its own questions and solving its own problems. Although any solutions would clearly need to wait a while, seeing as most humans had their hands full stockpiling toilet paper and instant noodles and having nervous breakdowns.

			Adrift in a God-shaped void, stripped of the purpose that had shaped their past and starved of the hope that was meant to guide their future, billions of people found themselves spending large chunks of the day simply staring blankly into the middle distance. They stared at the ground, at the sky, at their children and at the dead wasp lying on its back on the kitchen windowsill – a helpless metaphor for everything they now felt about themselves and their lives. They stared in the mirror, at a reflection they no longer recognised, and asked an unanswerable question: “What now?”
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			Pulpit Fiction

			

			Chris awoke six hours later with a jolt. It wasn’t a nightmare or a noise. It was the subliminal unease that elbows its way into your thoughts at stupid o’clock. He checked his watch. 3.43am. The twilight zone when it’s too late to be up and too early to pretend to be awake on purpose.

			He peeled the sleep from his eyes, grabbed the remote control and idly flicked through the high-number channels – doing his best to avoid the news. Somewhere between a documentary about the psychology of belief and a repeat of Friends, he landed on Amen TV – one of those evangelical channels that looked as if it had been filmed with a cine camera from the previous century, featuring frothing pastors delivering fire and brimstone sermons to whip up their worshippers and strip them of their savings.

			The camera panned across a packed congregation at the Holy Hallelujah Chapel in Highgate. Chris recalled it had recently featured in a BBC Two documentary in which its pastor had been exposed for charging £1,000 for Get Out of Hell Free cards. Sure enough, there was the man himself, Pastor Kevin Preston, in a crisp white suit, sporting a mop of thick silver hair, perma-tanned skin, piercing green eyes, teeth whiter than a Beverly Hills dentist and pseudo-charisma that instantly made Chris’s skin crawl.

			“Brothers and sisters,” he said, his booming voice distorted by microphone feedback. “Who dares say our heavenly father does not exist? Who? Only the liar, the unbeliever, the deceiver. That’s who. What slander. What sacrilege. What pseudo-science!”

			Chris dragged himself up. He loathed the sight of this snake oil salesman but had to admit he was good at his job. The pastor was a man of God. He was also, no doubt, a man of Porsche, Louis Vuitton and mini-breaks in Monaco. Saving Highgate’s souls came with its own worldly rewards.

			He watched in grim fascination as the pastor pivoted effortlessly between sermon and sales pitch. He was assured, polished and entirely shameless. He wasn’t rueing God’s death. He was rebranding it.

			“Remember, dear brethren, the Good Book tells us, ‘We walk by faith, not by sight’. We need not eyes to see the Lord, for He lives in our hearts. In our hearts!”

			With the flamboyance of an Ibiza DJ blending ballads with bangers, the pastor dialled the intensity up to ten, thumping his chest so forcefully, the gold chains around his neck rattled.

			“It’s here, here in your heart, that you will find him, if you seek him with conviction. Can I get an Amen, brothers and sisters?”

			“Amen!”

			“The Almighty can’t hear you. The Almighty needs to hear you. Today more than ever. Let him hear your Aaaamen!”

			“Aaaamen!”

			“Praise be. That’s the spirit. Pay no heed to blasphemous rumours. We are all God-made! The Almighty’s love will heal every wound and cleanse every soul. All you need is faith! Let me hear that glorious word… faith!”

			“Faith!”

			“Louder, brothers and sisters! Let the heavens hear you… Fayyyyth!”

			

			“Fayyyyyyyyyth!”

			The pastor now seemed to be operating on autopilot. Like a pantomime dame, he knew precisely what to say, how loudly to say it and how the audience would respond.

			“We have witnessed the devil’s handiwork. Science says God is dead. What wickedness. What slander. God lives in every believer’s heart.”

			“Science says God is dead. What wickedness. What slander. God lives in every believer’s heart,” a congregant in the front row with impressive short-term memory repeated, clearly under the impression everyone was supposed to parrot anything and everything the pastor said despite the length of the sentence.

			The pastor gazed upon his flock once more, a diamond-encrusted golden cross swaying below his chin. Light caught the gems as it moved. He was drenched in enough bling to make a rap star blush. He bent towards the brown wicker basket by his feet, a humble nativity scene prop, now containing a card reader. That basket must have beeped its electronic approval countless times over the years, swallowing believers’ pay cheques and pocket money.

			He raised his arms above his head, still holding the basket in his right hand. “Our riches are not in our pockets but in our hearts, in our faith,” he cried. “I ask you. Make a joyful noise unto the Almighty. Plant a seed. Fill God’s blessed bucket with a reflection of your faith. Don’t give to me. Give through me. Pour in and the Lord pours out.”

			Kevin bent down and placed the basket in the lap of a grateful young lady in the front row who pressed her card against the reader and passed it along. Beep. Beep. Beep.

			“Let not this storm shake us. God is no fairytale. God is as real as the air we breathe, as real as the beating of our hearts, as real as the love we share. Believe, brothers and sisters. Believe. Let us say, Amen!”

			“Amen!” Beep.

			The slogan Get Into Heaven with Pastor Kevin appeared on the screen along with details of how TV viewers could send the church their donations. Next came a menu of items viewers could purchase, including the top-price item – the £1,000 Get Out of Hell Free card.

			Chris continued watching as Kevin stepped from the pulpit to echoes of “Amen!” The pastor’s Gucci loafers thudded rhythmically on the wooden floor as he strode down the aisle. He spotted a twinkle of satisfaction in the pastor’s eyes, gone almost as soon as it appeared. Disbelief tinged with delight. The look of a man who couldn’t quite believe the old schtick was still bringing in the beeps.

			Sweaty palms reached out, craving something that felt divine. Hushed voices thanked the pastor for restoring their hope. For bringing fresh light to what had felt like darkness. A wild-eyed congregant leapt in front of him, speaking in tongues or singing a Swedish Eurovision song. “La-la-la-ba-ba-ba-wa-wa-woo!” he warbled, then repeated it, adding an extra woo.

			The pastor pressed his palm against the man’s forehead and pushed him to the floor.

			Chris switched off the television. He sat in the dark with only the hum of the fridge and the faint tick-tock of a clock somewhere in another room for company. In his head, another more insistent noise began to disturb him. It wasn’t the anxiety he’d felt in the car. This was something else entirely. Something heavier. Harder to name.

			He had done what he’d set out to do. He’d torn back the curtain to expose an empty throne. There was no grand plan. Just biology, evolution, entropy and a whole lot of time. But while he watched Pastor Preston extract plaudits, pounds and pennies from his flock, a penny began to drop.

			Sure, he could be the ultimate killjoy. He could expose every trick in the book. Reveal the smoke and mirrors, trap doors and hidden wires. Hell, he could even march the identical twins the magician used for his sawing-a-woman-in-half routine onto the stage and the audience would still gasp in childlike wonder when the separated woman wiggled her toes while appearing to have no middle at all. The audience knew perfectly well that there was no such thing as magic but went along with it anyway.

			Something Orson Welles once said echoed in Chris’s head as he closed his eyes and pretended to sleep. “Give them what they want to believe. They’ll thank you for the lie.”
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Book Of Alin, Part One

			Alin Masrour was, by any measure, a starter martyr. The most radical thing the twenty-eight-year-old computer programmer had ever done was automate himself out of a job by coding software that did his work for him – only ten times faster. Inspiration struck while watching an old cartoon where a toy bird repeatedly tapped a keyboard while its idle owner slipped away to drink beer instead of monitoring a nuclear plant. His ruse unravelled when his boss noticed he’d somehow managed to polish off three weeks of coding while at a developer conference in Hitchin.

			“Bright but bone idle,” Alin’s teachers made a habit of reminding him as he coasted through school and university. The assessment clung like chewing gum beneath a classroom desk.

			His father, a doctor, and mother, a journalist, also saw their son as incomplete. A jigsaw missing its corners. He was also missing a girlfriend after Elsa, his partner of two years, had ended things, complaining she couldn’t imagine a future with a man without income or ambition. The breakup had blindsided Alin.

			“I can’t believe you’re dumping me!”

			“Yeah, you know, it’s weird,” Elsa had casually replied. “You’re a bit like chocolate cake. I want you when you’re right in front of me but forget about you the moment you’re gone.”

			Jilted, jaded and jobless, the life he’d imagined crumbling like stale chocolate cake, Alin’s anger burned and hardened. The one thing propping him up was his prayers.

			He was forced to give back the keys to his studio flat and slink back to his parents’ semi-detached house in Dagenham. His childhood bedroom was frozen in time. The narrow bed still sagged in the middle – the gap from the missing slat his dad once used to stir a tin of paint and never bothered to replace. Football stickers plastered the wardrobe and Steve Jobs peered down from the wall where he’d been Blu-Tacked a decade ago. The Apple founder’s fingers rested thoughtfully on his chin, above words that now seemed to mock Alin: Your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life.

			He lay beneath his Star Wars Episode 15 duvet, surrounded by the debris of a childhood that refused to loosen its grip, and pulled the covers over his head.

			“Your time is limited, Alin. Don’t waste it living someone else’s life.”

			“Fuck off, Steve!” he snapped at the black-and-white poster, burying his face in his Palpatine pillow.

			Alin reached for the bottle on his bedside table. It was only mid-afternoon, but he’d fallen into the habit of knocking himself out before his father and sister came home from work. Better to sleep through their return than be awake, pretending everything was normal. Pretending that he wasn’t the family failure. The black sheep. A tray of cold supper would be waiting outside his door when he woke. He shook out two pulls and swallowed them.

			

			*

			Alin stirred, woozy from the sedative, and reached for his Omni tablet to check the time. It was almost seven in the evening. His screen erupted with alerts. The LOGIC meeting dominated every channel. He watched a replay of the conference, barely blinking. The comments feed scrolled past without pause. They were mostly jokes, memes and mockery. The world enjoying his further undoing.

			Undeniable proof. Ner ner, etc! one person wrote. Reality bites! noted another. Welcome to the age of humanity… Wake up, sheeple… Sky daddy’s dead… It went on and on. Most were served with a side order of snide emojis – upside-down face, clown face, smug sigh, patronising laugh, mock wince, classic facepalm, sarcastic clap and turds. So many turds. The pooh-poohs and put-downs lodged under Alin’s skin. The room spun. His temples pulsed.

			First his job, then Elsa and now this attack on the thing he held most dear. If that collapsed, what would be left of him? His fingers curled into fists, fingernails pressing into his palms.

			Alin switched off the screen, casting his bedroom into a silence that amplified the maelstrom. He paced back and forth, his steps a muffled thud on the carpet. His thoughts collided, directionless and deafening, drowning out clarity. His bloody bedroom was suffocating him. He needed to escape. To the place that had become his refuge since losing his job.

			Alin threw on his coat, stepped over the congealed cheese pasta bake outside his bedroom door, brushed aside his father’s “Where are you going?” and took a train to Hyde Park.

			The early autumn air nipped his cheeks as he pushed through the crowds in Speaker’s Corner. It was usually dead at this hour, but tonight it heaved. The crowd had a raw, feral edge. Alin’s pulse quickened. Around him, people shouted from makeshift podiums – chairs, boxes and crates – each certain they held a truth worth sharing. Like his Omni feed, there was only one obsession.

			The largest crowd had gathered around a man in his thirties, messy black curls of hair escaping from under a hoodie. His eyes looked freshly bruised, as if he’d been in a fight. Unlike the other speakers, he didn’t scream to be heard. His performance was poised and polished. A woman stood at the front, livestreaming his speech on Omni.

			“Friends, come closer,” he beckoned, hands outstretched. “Science has spoken. The time has come to face the truth. There is no afterlife. No pearly gates. No divine plan. Our time on Earth is but a senseless spark in an infinite void.”

			Alin edged closer. Caught between curiosity, contempt and trying to distance himself from a wild-eyed man on the opposite podium, telling three people and a cockapoo that the conspiracy theory about the Moon landing being faked was itself a conspiracy theory planted by NASA to hide what the Apollo crew discovered there – a message carved into the Sea Of Tranquillity in which God, embarrassed to find he still had some bits left over after making Earth, had written: Shoddy work. No wonder they doubt me.

			“Let us break the chain,” urged the man in the hoodie. “The futile cycle of birth and death. Existence without God is not a sacred gift but a selfish burden. What right do we have to sentence new souls to a meaningless existence? Existence is a tragedy. Compassion lies not in procreation but restraint. In allowing our species to die with dignity.”

			The man paused and leant towards the swelling crowd. “For thousands of years we have been commanded to be fruitful and multiply. Now we must ask, why? Why feed the emptiness? Why fill the void? Without God, the Garden of Eden is a graveyard.”

			The man swept his hand across the crowd as if to illustrate the emptiness. “War. Poverty. Disease. This is the human condition. This is the human curse. We bring babies into a world knowing it will break them. And for what? Without the promise of Heaven, it is better not to be born at all.”

			Unease crawled through the crowd.

			“No more children. No more heirs to despair. If we stop reproducing, we can phase our species out within a century. We can stop running on this human hamster wheel. We can rest.”

			He paused again, letting the chatter spread.

			“Abstinence is the answer. Join me. Join us. Join Extinctionism. To leave is to love.”

			The speaker reached behind him and picked up a bucket of condoms. He grabbed a fistful and scattered them like confetti into the crowd. One dropped at Alin’s feet. He picked it up and read the logo on the side of the foil packaging: The human climax.

			The man descended from the platform to jeers and one or two cheers. A lone figure elbowed his way through the throng towards him, knuckles white, eyes blazing.

			“You godless monster,” he spat. “You’ve lost your mind!”

			“Calm yourself, my friend,” said the man. “I’m not your enemy. I’m trying to sort out the problem, not make it worse. Here. Have a condom. Ribbed or smooth?”

			Confrontation hung in the air, until the man clocked the purple bruises beneath the speaker’s eyes. Someone had already delivered judgment. He let his fits loosen, muttered under his breath, turned and bumped into Alin.

			“Get out my way,” he snapped through his teeth, pushing past.

			“Wait,” Alin called after him, half-heartedly waving a condom packet above his head. “Can we talk?”

			Something in Alin’s tone stopped the man in his tracks.

			“That guy’s deranged,” Alin added. “Calling for the extinction of humankind. Who the hell does he think he is? It’s deranged. The world’s gone mad.”

			The man scrutinised Alin. His fury in his eyes faded. “That’s nothing. You should hear some of the other rubbish people are saying around here. A bloke over there thinks if God’s not in charge of this galaxy He must be running one somewhere else, so we should build city-sized spaceships and set off on a two-million-light-year pilgrimage to find Him.” The man extended an arm. “I’m Karim.”

			“Alin. Good to meet you.”

			Karim held on to Alin’s hand longer than felt comfortable, studying his face. Alin met his stare, doing his best both not to blink or dwell on the fact he was holding a stranger’s hand while clutching a condom.

			“You seem upset, young man. Angry.”

			“Of course I’m upset. I mean, what’s happened to everyone? People have lost their minds. Letting a computer question the value of their lives. Throwing away faith as if it never mattered in the first place.”

			“Yes, a lot of people are confused. A lot of people are angry. The question is, what are you going to do with that anger? Sit around feeling sorry for yourself or do something that makes a difference?”

			Karim leant closer, his voice dropping to a whisper.

			“People like that Extinctionism loon, they just shout into the ether, in love with the sound of their own voice. They don’t have an audience or influence. It’s all just performance and noise.”

			“I don’t want to be just noise,” said Alin, aware he sounded slightly needy.

			Karim’s eyes narrowed. He was still weighing Alin up. “Good. Because fighting back is going to take a lot more than noise. It’s going to take guts. Conviction. Courage. The will to risk it all.”

			Alin swallowed hard. His head told him to run. His heart overruled. Karim unnerved him, but his confidence was magnetic. Intoxicating. Alin longed for a fraction of it.

			“I think you get it,” Karim said. “I think you know what must be done. Most don’t. Most aren’t willing to risk everything to do the dirty work.”

			Alin desperately wanted to know what Karim meant by dirty work, but the question sounded naïve in his head. Instead, he surprised himself by blurting out, “I’ll do it.”

			Karim smiled. “You do get it, young man. I see it in your eyes. But once you’re in, there’s no way out. No going back. Your old life will be over.”

			Alin’s stomach lurched. He nodded. “It already is.”

			“So be it.” Karim smiled. “We need soldiers like you. Willing to throw everything at the fight. Come with me. Others are waiting.”

			Alin’s chest tightened. He’d arrived at Speaker’s Corner searching for purpose. Something to grasp onto. He hadn’t expected to bump into it so abruptly. Fear surged, but it came with a side order of exhilaration that drove him forward. He was willing to do it. Whatever “it” turned out to be. After all, “it” had to be preferable to lying on his bed shouting at Steve Jobs and knocking himself out with sleeping pills in the middle of the afternoon.

			A pink condom balloon bobbed above his head, caught a gust of wind and drifted off towards the evening horizon.

		

	
		
			11

			Tunnel Vision

			

			After a second fitful night in the safe house, Chris woke to the sound of something hard hitting something soft. He blinked at the ceiling and wondered if the noise was inside or out.

			Nothing in the farmhouse seemed out of place. Lucy was still asleep, curled up on the sofa in a fleece blanket, one sock on, one sock off. She had refused to share a bed with him.

			The muted television cast a warm light around the room. Yesterday’s copy of The Sun was on the coffee table, its front-page reading: Bye-ble! Science Slays God. Chris planned to frame it on his kitchen wall. If he ever saw his kitchen wall again.

			He spotted the source of the noise through the kitchen window. A broken CCTV drone lay on the ground, surrounded by feathers. Drones swarmed the skies like bees, buzzing around to deliver everything from pizza and dry cleaning to forgotten school lunches and PE kits. Mostly they were used for surveillance. Everybody seemed to be watching everybody else all the time. Chris had seen two hovering above the farmhouse when they arrived. This SpyEye drone had hit a bird. A brown feather floated past the window.

			Chris sat beside Lucy on the sofa and put the TV on at a low volume. He flicked through the channels, trying to avoid footage of religious buildings ablaze and faith leaders sobbing into microphones, in search of something to help switch his brain off. There was another noise. He pitied those birds. Everywhere was Heathrow for them these days.

			Chris returned to the kitchen window and heard the bang again. The sound wasn’t coming from outside this time. It was behind him. In the bathroom. He cautiously approached the door. As he reached for the handle, a voice called out from the other side.

			“Stay calm,” it said. “It’s me.”

			Chris’s eyes narrowed. “Paul?” Opening the door, he was met by a familiar face. “What on earth are you doing here?”

			“Yeah. Bit weird, isn’t it.”

			“A bit. Why are you in the bloody toilet?”

			“Well, I could hardly walk through the front door.”

			Lucy stirred on the couch. “Chris? What’s going on?” she muttered, pulling the duvet aside, brushing hair from her forehead and rubbing her eyes.

			“Hi, Lucy,” said Paul.

			Her stupor abruptly faded, replaced by bewilderment as she struggled to comprehend the scene.

			“Quick, get in here,” said Paul, waving across the room. “It’s the only place without cameras.”

			Chris doubted the three of them could squeeze into such a tiny space, but now wasn’t the moment for health and safety assessments.

			They were almost cheek to cheek. Chris recoiled, not for the first time, at the sight of the toilet brush. A stick marinating in soiled water. Who’d want one of those in their home?

			Paul slid back a tile on the floor that was already half open, revealing a ladder leading into darkness.

			“You’re full of surprises,” said Lucy, peering into the void.

			“Thanks, sweetie,” Paul said, smiling. “After the LOGIC meeting was streamed I expected to get arrested myself, but MI5 only seemed interested in you two. I called in some favours and figured out where they’d taken you. I know this safe house pretty well. Most have secret exits.” Paul checked his watch. “The next routine inspection is in six minutes. Just enough time to get to my van. I can’t do anything about the bloody drones. They’ll see us leave.”

			Lucy blinked. “But why are you here?”

			“I’ll explain everything soon. Trust me. We need to get out of here. Fast.”

			Paul lowered himself into the shaft and began his descent. The clang of boots on metal echoed six times, then silence – followed by a dull thump and a sharp “Ouch!”

			“Paul?” Chris called out.

			“Er, it’s OK,” came back Paul’s winded reply. “I forgot the ladder’s missing the bottom rung. Count six steps, then jump. It’s only a few feet. Be careful, but hurry. The clock’s ticking.”

			Lucy went next. Chris waited until her heard her soft landing before gripping the first rung. His palms slid on the damp metal.

			At the bottom, Paul’s silhouette moved gingerly down a gloomy tunnel. “Grab the rope on the side of the wall,” he said. “The exit is twenty metres away.”

			They shuffled forwards in single file. The rope was coarse and wet. Chris heard a thudding heartbeat. Was it his or Lucy’s, he wondered. It was probably both.

			Paul pushed at the rusty door at the end of the tunnel, ajar from his arrival. It creaked open to reveal the muted light of sunrise. The dank smell of dust gave way to the leafy aroma of the meadow beyond the front gate. It felt like surfacing from a deep dive.

			Without warning, Paul’s arm reached out, blocking the exit. The others froze. He raised a finger to his lips as they heard the sound of footsteps on gravel just beyond where they stood. The beam of a torch cut through the dawn but whoever held it remained out of sight. A walkie talkie crackled with static and muffled voices.

			“Anyone there?” a male voice asked, almost to himself. The question hung in the silence. A drop of water fell from the top of the door and ran down Chris’s nose. He didn’t dare wipe it away. The torch clicked off and the guard walked away at a measured pace, the crunch of his footsteps fading into the distance. Three breaths released in unison.

			Paul remained at the exit with his arm outstretched for another minute, then led them cautiously towards a black van parked beside a hedge. The sound of their own steps on the gravel seemed deafening.

			Chris saw the torchlight in the distance, too remote now to prevent their getaway. Then came the buzz. Two drones overhead, their white eyes blinking.

			“It’s recon, not engagement,” said Paul, craning his neck. “They’re watching. Calculating.”

			Lucy gripped Chris’s arm. It was the first time she had touched him in days.

			“Why aren’t they stopping us?” she whispered. “Why isn’t that guard on his way back here?”

			“Basic counterterror tactic. Hang back. Shadow. See where we lead. We’re more useful running than caught.”

			“So now we’re bait?”

			Paul shrugged and pulled the van door open. The vehicle smelt of Pear Drops.

			Paul took his seat at the wheel and looked up. The drones were twenty feet above. The van crept forwards, tyres crunching over the pebbles.

			“This is bad,” said Lucy, shifting in her seat. “Really bad. We’re in serious trouble now. What are we doing? Where are we going? We were better off at the house.”

			“No, you weren’t,” said Paul, flatly. “Far from it. We used to call that place the unsafe house. It’s where people go but do not leave.”

			Lucy frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Paul kept his eyes on the road. “It means that place is a holding pen. They put problems on ice there until they figure out how to make them vanish. No witnesses. No record. I reckon you had twenty-four hours, maybe less, before they…” He paused. “Cleaned house.”

			Chris felt the blood drain from his face. He instinctively edged nearer Lucy for comfort. She looked petrified. Their shoulders brushed. She didn’t pull away.

			They sat in silence for a few miles. When they stopped at traffic lights, Paul handed Chris a scrap of paper.

			“Here’s another reason to get you out of there,” he said.

			Chris unfolded the message. Where the HELL are you?!! (Not that Hell’s a thing. Ha!) Your phone’s off. You’ve vanished when we need you most. The next chapter can’t be written without you. Hope Paul gets this to you… and gets you to us. Godspeed! Marc.

			Chris’s heart somersaulted. The note fell from his fingers and drifted to the van floor. Lucy picked it up.

			“Is this for real?” she said, scanning the scribbled words.

			Her eyes jumped from the note to Chris, to Paul’s eyes reflected in the rearview mirror.

			“It’s what it says it is,” said Paul. “I’ve known Marc Sapper for years through the Humanist Alliance.”

			“Chris,” said Lucy, narrowing her eyes. “What do you think?”

			“Well, that’s Marc’s writing. His ‘O’s look like ‘A’s.”

			“You sure?”

			“As sure as I can be. It’s either Marc or a flawless deepfake.”

			“So you’re taking us to… what? A meeting?”

			Paul shook his head. “Not just a meeting, Lucy. A summit. A gathering of the world’s greatest humanists, being held tonight at the Science Museum, to start writing a new secular chapter in human history. They’re calling it ‘Faith In Us’. And there’s one person everyone has faith in to lead the new movement.”

			The news stunned Chris into silence. Could this be it? The brave new world he still dared believe in? He stared through the windscreen. The cat’s eyes in the middle of the road seemed to light the way to utopia that had felt irretrievably lost. Unlike the journey in the opposite direction, when he had longed for the car seat to swallow him whole, he found himself leaning forwards, eager for whatever lay beyond the horizon.

			Perhaps humanity’s hopes and dreams weren’t over. Perhaps they were being reborn. Getting started. The way they should have in the first place. Before faith rewrote the facts. Before the human race started treating comfort as proof. The turmoil he’d triggered no longer seemed senseless. The old world’s superstitions had to be burned to the ground for reason to rise from the ashes. His was a surgeon’s incision. Cruel, yes, but caring and precise. A traumatic operation to cure a sick patient.

			The van reached the main road and gathered speed. The drones kept pace above. Watching, waiting. Biding their time.
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Book Of Alin, Part Two

			In a cramped Portakabin community centre near Speaker’s Corner, the air reeked of coffee and sweat. Tea-coloured curtains were freckled with mildew. The toilet gurgled incessantly. Its cubicle door hung off one hinge.

			Ten people sat in a wonky circle. Some on metal folding chairs, others on wooden stools and a green sofa with a cloudy stain on one of its arms.

			Alin scanned the room. There was a man in a skullcap, lost in thought, a woman adjusting her hijab, another rolling a rosary between her fingers and thumb, a Sikh man with a neatly wrapped red turban, a Hindu woman with a yellow tilak mark and a clean-cut young man wearing a crisp white shirt, black tie and “Elder Reed” name badge. Alin was struck by their youth. He felt like the oldest person in the room.

			Karim stood in front of a whiteboard with the words Sacred Coalition Raising Our Lord’s Likes written in red marker.

			Alin balanced uncomfortably on the edge of the sofa, inspired by the sight of so many cultures joining forces against a common foe. He hoped he was up to the challenge.

			“Brothers and sisters,” Karim began, commanding the room with a raised palm. “Never before has SCROLL gathered under such a shadow. This is a time of great crisis. Those infidel scientists claim the divine is dead. Our God and his prophet—”

			“Prophets,” corrected the man in the skullcap.

			“OK, yes. That’s fair, brother. Our God and his prophets are in peril. Faith is not just belief. Faith is action. And now is the time to act.”

			“Glory be to God,” declared a spirited student sat cross-legged on the floor.

			“Gods,” corrected the Hindu woman under her breath.

			“Brother Karim,” the student said, nodding towards Alin. “Who’s he?”

			“Apologies. I should have begun by welcoming our new brother, Alin.”

			The newcomer gave a self-conscious wave. “As-salamu alaykum.”

			“Wa alaykumu as-salam!” some members of the group chimed in unison.

			“Praise the Lord!” offered two others.

			“Jai Shiri Krishna,” added another.

			Karim’s approval was all it took for the group to welcome him as one of their own.

			“The time has come to teach those blasphemous boffins a lesson,” Karim continued. “To make them pay. No half measures. Tell me, who here has the courage to do what must be done?”

			The defiant roar that shook the room left Alin in no doubt. Something seismic was taking shape.

			“How dare those lab freaks claim to have killed God,” Karim continued. “They are beneath contempt. Their stupid science has done nothing for us.”

			“Except invent the wheel,” piped up the man in the skullcap.

			“And electricity,” added the Hindu woman.

			“Yes, yes,” Karim conceded. “The wheel and electricity are two things science has done.”

			“Antibiotics, the printing press, the Industrial Revolution, vaccinations, space travel and nuclear power,” the Sikh man helpfully chipped in.

			“Oh yeah. I suppose they have given us those, too.”

			“And unravelled the mystery of DNA,” said the man in the skullcap. “That was no small feat.”

			“Alright. Alright. But apart from the wheel, electricity, antibiotics, the printing press, the Industrial Revolution, vaccinations, space travel, nuclear power and unravelling the mystery of DNA, what has science ever done for us?”

			“Disprove God,” said a young man at the back.

			“Precisely! Disprove God. And that, brothers and sisters, is why science must pay the price. It’s gone off the rails. Crossed a red line. We need to put science back in its test tube.”

			“Yeah,” agreed the young man. “We’ve got to hit those boffins hard. Show science we ain’t playin’, right? So, check this. Why don’t we launch a hashtag so epic it’s guaranteed to out-trend #GodIsDead, which, to be fair, is hard to avoid right now. How about #BLVNGD?”

			Heads nodded in unison. Alin scratched his. “Er. Sorry,” he said, self-consciously. “Can you repeat that?”

			“#BLVNGD. Believe in God, with all the vowels removed. It’s clean. Modern. Anti-establishment. Bang on trend. The kids are goanna love it.”

			Alin’s jaw went slack. This had to be a joke? He scanned the room for raised eyebrows that mirrored his own but saw only earnest expressions.

			A woman Alin hadn’t noticed opened a laptop and projected a PowerPoint onto the wall. “I like where you’re going with this, Zeyad,” she said, swiping through a series of slides. “There’s just one problem. We, as members of the Sacred Coalition Raising Our Lord’s Likes, face a metrics challenge. Our four hundred followers won’t cut it. We need to generate more online buzz before we attempt a trending hashtag.” She hovered over one particular graph. “Look at this breakdown of our followers. Almost all of them are elderly. Aged twenty-five plus. If we’re going to engage Gen Beta, we need merch. Water bottles the size of fire extinguishers. That sort of thing. Or a viral social media clip that blows up on all their feeds.”

			A woman on the sofa to Alin’s right leant forwards, keen to prove she had something worth adding. “How about we post a picture of the Pope’s robes and ask if they’re blue and black or white and gold?”

			“That’s not quite what I had in mind,” said the laptop lady.

			The ideas kept coming.

			“ASMR prayers?”

			“A flash dance outside the Science Museum?”

			“Nice. That could go viral. Would it frame better in landscape or portrait?”

			“A ‘get ready to pray with me’ watch-along?”

			“Monkey Torah?”

			“Now we’re flying,” said Karim.

			“Cats? If in doubt, employ a cat. And goats. God loves goats. So how about this? We perch a cat – even two – on top of a goat, at a flash dance outside the Science Museum?”

			Alin reached breaking point. “What sort of fucking pantomime is this?!” he exploded, his voice ricochetting off the walls. “Just listen to yourselves! You’re as delusional as those bloody scientists. All jabber, no jihad.”

			

			“Ooh,” said the lady with the laptop, her fingers hovering over the keys. “That’s a T-shirt slogan right there.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake… enough!” Alin snapped, feeling the blood surge to his cheeks. He slammed his palm against the sofa stain and immediately wished he hadn’t. “To hell with the lot of you, with your charts and stats. You think a stupid vowel-free hashtag is going to bring back God? Well, #YCGFY!”

			Karim untangled the acronym. He looked offended when he realised what the G, F and Y stood for but kept his composure.

			“Brother Alin, I don’t think you’ve quite grasped SCROLL’s purpose,” he said. “It’s right there in our name. The Sacred Coalition Raising Our Lord’s Likes. The Almighty blessed us with 10G for a reason. To get Him trending again. By the grace of God.”

			“You mean disgrace,” said Alin.

			The laptop lady raised a finger like a traffic warden. “What are you suggesting? That we blow up a bus or a building? You’re stuck in the past, my friend. Balaclavas and Kalashnikovs? That’s so 2001. Yesterday’s war. The battle isn’t on the streets anymore. It’s on the screens. Spreading faith has always been about going viral. The burning bush, ten plagues, winged horse, resurrection… they were all must-click content. Break-the-internet moments. Forget planes; we hijack minds.”

			“But that’s not faith,” Alin protested. “That’s advertising. God isn’t a hamburger or a week’s half-board in Benidorm. You can’t reduce God to something you package and sell. That’s blasphemy.”

			

			“Not blasphemy, Alin,” said Karim. “Branding.”

			“Hold on a sec,” said the laptop lady. “I see an opportunity here. Let’s be strategic. Let’s think this through. Nostalgia is bang on trend right now. If Alin’s so keen on keeping it proper old-school cool, why not let him be our wild card? I mean, if he’s serious, if he’s really up for some back-in-the-day martyrdom, well, we’d be daft not to let him.”

			The room snapped to attention.

			Alin’s eyes narrowed. “What are you saying, exactly? Launch a drone above my head and live stream me doing something… er, terroristy?”

			“No! Obviously not. That would be ridiculous. I’ve got a something way simpler in mind. All we need to do is wait. Every day some nutcase does something crazy in God’s name. So we just bide our time until something big happens, something newsworthy. Then you post a video claiming you did it in the name of the Sacred Coalition Raising Our Lord’s Likes. We’ll condemn you, of course. Claim you’re a former member gone rogue. You’ll get the cred; we’ll get the clicks. Everyone wins.”

			A murmur of approval rippled through the group, catching Alin off guard. It was a grotesque idea. Obscene. Yet at the same time, effortless. No planning. No risk. All reward.

			Alin tried to imagine the alternative – actually doing something violent – and quickly decided it was outside his skillset. He pictured himself with a gun. Where would he even get one? Tesco? He’d probably have to use his mum’s kitchen scissors as a weapon. The pink ones with “Snip happens” printed on the side. That level of weaponry wouldn’t do much to bolster his jihadi street cred.

			Alin stood up and theatrically rubbed his jaw, as if history was watching. The others fixed their eyes on him, waiting for an answer.

			“I’d be famous?” he asked, quieter now.

			“Your name would live forever,” said Karim. “In the stories our grandchildren tell their grandchildren. We’ll even make sure you get your own martyr merch. Picture it. T-shirts, hoodies, tea towels, fridge magnets. All with the slogan: ‘Alin Akbar’.”

			Alin straightened his back and lifted his chin, as if he was already stepping into the spotlight.

			“Alin Akbar, eh?” He nodded proudly. “I must admit, that does have a certain ring to it.”
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			Party Crasher

			The thump of D:Ream’s retro pop anthem about things only getting better spilled out of the Science Museum as Paul parked the van on a side street. It faded, giving way to David Lee Roth’s “Just Like Paradise”.

			“Seems like a very strange summit,” said Lucy, her eyes darting up and down the street.

			“It does, doesn’t it,” replied Paul. “I wasn’t expecting a DJ. It sounds more like a full-on piss-up.” He twisted in the driver’s seat to face Chris. “Look, we don’t have to do this. I didn’t realise this was going to be so public. I can take you somewhere else if you want. Your call.”

			Chris didn’t answer straight away. He stared out the windscreen at the crowd sauntering into the Science Museum. Music and laughter spilt out onto the street.

			“We’re out of options,” Chris said at last. “Where else do we go? Where else do we hide? It might be nice to be around people who don’t look at me like I’m garbage. Just for an hour or two.” He rubbed his face with both palms and turned to Lucy. “You OK with this?”

			She reached for the door handle. “I don’t know where else we’d go either. Let’s go.”

			“Hold on a sec,” Paul said. “I have something you guys should wear. Insurance.” He stepped out of the vehicle, pulled out two vests from the boot and tossed them onto the back seats. “Body armour. Best to be safe.”

			Chris picked one up. It was as light and thin as a wetsuit.

			“Soft, isn’t it? It hardens when it takes a hit. Spreads the impact.”

			Lucy’s eyes darted from Chris to Paul. “Are these really necessary?”

			Paul looked at her, then turned away. “I think you’d be idiots to go in there unprepared.” He walked off, giving them space to put the armour on.

			They met Paul at the museum entrance, side-stepping a multi-faith protest blocking part of the road. Placards waved above the crowd.

			Don’t stop believing!

			Jesus lives on!

			Faith never dies!

			Religious chanting almost drowned out David Lee Roth. A teenage girl with the voice of an angel sang “Amazing Grace” as tears tracked down her cheeks.

			Any illusion of a sober conference evaporated in a drunken haze the moment Chris stepped inside and was handed a plastic communion cup of champagne. Guests had come dressed as famous scientists. Nine Albert Einsteins queued for prosecco. Two Isaac Newtons hovered by the canapés.

			“We’re quite the pair,” said one Isaac Newton.

			“I think you mean apple,” corrected the other.

			Dr Emmett Brown, meanwhile, who clearly didn’t get invited to many parties, walked around pointing to the ceiling and gasping, “God? Where we’re going, we don’t need God.”

			Marc was waiting for them by an interactive display depicting the shift from steam to electric power in the 1800s.

			“Whoa, Chris, you’re here! You made it! I didn’t think you’d get my message.”

			Chris instantly relaxed in the company of his old friend. “I didn’t expect to get it.” He smiled, stepping back to take in the chaos. “Quite a turnout.”

			“Yeah. Once word spread, I couldn’t keep them away. People have flown in from the Sorbonne, Technion, MIT, even the Korean Institute of Science and Technology. Every scientist worth their Bunsen burner has turned up in the mood to party like it’s the end of the world. And the beginning of a new one.”

			The scene resembled newsreel footage from VE Day ninety-four years earlier. Now VE had new meaning. Victory For Evidence.

			

			A frail Richard Dawkins mingled with his fancy-dress doppelgängers. Eyes twinkling, he cracked a joke told to him by Christopher Hitchens: “Why are atheists to be pitied? They have no one to talk to while getting a blowjob.”

			That opened the floodgates to Hitchens’ greatest gags, each greeted with waves of laughter.

			“A tourist at the Western Wall asks a rabbi what he’s praying for. ‘World peace,’ the rabbi replies. ‘Any success?’ asks the tourist. ‘No,’ sighs the rabbi, ‘it’s like talking to a wall.’”

			“Why was the Amish girl excommunicated? Too Mennonite.”

			When the time arrived for the speeches, Emma McVarney, chief executive of the Humanist Society, took to the stage, which was set between two Victorian steam engines, their pistons and flywheels glinting under the lights. She tapped her glass with a spoon.

			“Ladies, gentlemen. Fellow mortals. Tonight, in this most fitting of settings, we honour someone whose work has illuminated our understanding of what it means to live a scientific life. A rational life. Someone who’s singlehandedly led civilisation from darkness into the light. I give you… Professor Chris Deckers.”

			

			The great hall erupted. Chris high-fived his way to the podium. He bowed, curtsied, flung operatic kisses to the crowd, punched the air and even attempted and instantly regretted a jerky robot dance. The audience lapped it up.

			Then the memory pounced. The one he’d hoped would stay buried. At least for tonight. The young man in an England football shirt dangling from a rope, his purple tongue jutting out between his teeth. His shadow stretched over the Thames. He willed it away. Not now. Not here.

			He sucked in a breath so hard that his lungs burned. Clarity returned.

			“Friends. Friends! The arc of human progress has swung away from Noah’s Ark! We’ve rocked the boat!”

			The crowd detonated once more. A white-haired professor, later introduced to Chris as the head of cognitive science at Princeton University, bounded onto the stage and planted a wet kiss on his mouth. Chris politely patted the man on the back and wiped the affection from his lips.

			“I’m honoured to be here today,” he continued, “in the company of so many colleagues who have inspired my battle against mindless conviction.”

			More cheers. Chris seized the moment to grab a bottle of water to ease his dry throat.

			“Technology has finally, inevitably, shattered the myth that shackled humanity. The book of G.O.D was hidden in plain sight, waiting to be interpreted. No longer will we kneel before nonsense. No longer will we be blinded by faith.”

			Chris saw Lucy among a sea of heads, hands and champagne glasses. Her face was unreadable.

			

			“I want to thank my wife, Professor Lucy Deckers. Lucy, I’m sorry. For everything I’ve put you through to get to this day. I promise to make things right. It’s going to be worth it. I love you.”

			The cheers were still as loud but less certain. As if the audience had accidentally wandered into a domestic. A handful of faces registered that something was amiss, but most were too merry to care.

			“So, dear friends, let us mark this moment. This day of revelation. Human revelation. It was not God who spoke to Abraham. It was Abraham who spoke to us.” Chris raised his glass high. “To science. To reason. To the future!”

			“To science. To reason. To the future!” the room roared back.

			Chris left the stage, giving the amorous Princeton professor a wide berth. He’d barely made it down the steps before Emma McVarney stopped him.

			“Chris. Give us one more moment of your time. We have a surprise for you. Please welcome the chairman of the International Humanist Alliance, Professor Sigmund Pieterson.”

			Professor Pieterson strode onto the stage like a man used to being the centre of attention. He held a twenty-four-carat gold medal, engraved with the image of Friedrich Nietzsche.

			“Thank you, Emma. The 2030s has been a golden age for science. We’ve seen cures for cancers, progress on reversing climate change and the first human footprint on Mars. Today, these giant milestones feel like mere footnotes.”

			

			The room erupted again.

			“Receiving the International Humanist Alliance’s Nietzsche Medal is usually recognition of a lifetime’s work,” he continued. “A distinction for the exceptional. Anthony Grayling, Brian Cox, Ayaan Hirsi Ali. People who helped shape the building. Today, Professor Deckers takes his rightful place at the very top of that list.”

			Professor Pieterson handed him the medal. Chris’s grip faltered. His knees gave way. He saw Lucy rushing towards the stage. She’d seen his wobble. He passed her the microphone with relief. Then gave her a subtle head tilt. He knew she understood the gesture for what it was. Gratitude.

			“Um, hello,” she said, trying not to sound like she was making an acceptance speech on behalf of Miss World. “Chris Deckers, Nietzsche Medal winner. How mad is that? And how mad is all this?”

			Chris forced himself to look as joyful and untroubled as someone who’d just been handed such a prestigious honour, but the mask was slipping fast. The image of the England football shirt swinging above the Thames was playing on repeat in his mind. He couldn’t hold on much longer. He needed Lucy to wrap this up. Fast.

			“I always knew my husband would achieve something remarkable,” she said, a little faster. “But this? I didn’t see this coming. Who did? Thank you to the Humanist Alliance committee. May this award inspire us all to keep looking for answers.”

			Lucy slipped her arm through his, steady and deliberate, and guided him towards the steps to the sound of more deafening applause.

			

			“Thank you,” he whispered in her ear. “You didn’t have to.”

			“Someone had to rescue you. Being awarded the Nietzsche Medal is hardly the ideal moment to have a nervous breakdown.”

			“I think it was a panic attack, Luce. I… I was trembling. I couldn’t breathe.”

			“Well, that was always likely to happen when you crush civilisation and forget to tell your wife. I’ll get Paul. We should probably leave.”

			“No, it’s OK. I’d like to stay. To make the most of this. I just need a timeout. Followed by a drink.”

			Chris placed the medal in its velvet pouch. He slid it into his jacket’s breast pocket and slipped to the bathroom, locking himself in a cubicle. He sat on the closed lid. Muffled laughter and music seeped through the door. He placed his head in his hands and breathed deeply. His composure slowly returned, along with his confidence. The confidence that had propelled him to this hard-won moment. He splashed cold water on his face and ducked under the hand dryer, letting a blast of air pull his cheeks back like an excited dog with its head out of a car window. The warm jolt blew away the ghosts. For now at least. He headed back to the party.

			Chris returned to a room that resembled a bachelor party after midnight. One of those Estonian package deals the best man books on impulse because the stag is the first in the group to get married, which ends in a collective vow that what happens in Tallinn-Me-Softly at 4am stays in Tallinn-Me-Softly at 4am.

			Someone he half recognised from a video podcast on biotechnology was snorting lines off the back of a cocktail menu. Galileo Galilei, who’d clearly had a skinful, was dry humping Marie Curie by the DJ booth, while Ada Lovelace was elbow-deep inside Dr Emmett Brown’s beige high-waisted trousers.

			Chris caught his dishevelled reflection in the mirror behind the bar. His shirt was untucked. Champagne stained his jacket. Sweaty hair plastered his forehead. He looked ghostly and ghastly, even in such a dark room.

			The DJ played REM’s “Losing My Religion” as a giant three-tier cake was wheeled out, large enough to contain a showgirl. A thick layer of red frosting read: Let there be cake!

			Isaac Newton shoved a knife in Chris’s hand as a circle formed to watch him cut the cake. Before he could slice the top tier’s icing, the lid exploded and a young woman leapt out wearing nothing but a teasing smile and nipple tassels that spun like malfunctioning Catherine wheels as she swung her hips and shrieked. She turned around to reveal two words scrawled on her buttocks. Worship! on the left cheek and This! on the right. The room erupted.

			She climbed out of the cake’s hollow centre, grabbed a fistful of frosted sponge and shoved it into Chris’s startled face as the crowd continued to roar its approval. Within seconds, the dessert became ammunition. In no time the room resembled the finale of Bugsy Malone as clumps of cake were hurled like grenades.

			Lucy handed Chris a bunch of tissues. As he wiped marzipan from his eyebrows, he felt a tap on the shoulder. He turned to see Richard Dawkins. Not one of nine fancy-dress versions of the evolutionary biologist in attendance but the man himself, in his late nineties, whose insights had held pride of place in his brain and on his bookshelves for decades.

			“So, I guess you got there first,” Dawkins said with an admiring smile, tapping his beer bottle against Chris’s. “Tell me. How does it feel to answer the most important question in human history?”

			Chris paused. He knew he should say something like “I’m honoured… it’s overwhelming”, but those words felt empty. Instead, he spoke from the heart. “Honestly, Professor, it’s complicated. Not as simple as what I said on stage. I thought this would feel like a glorious victory, but it doesn’t. Well, not entirely.”

			Dawkins tilted his head. “Complicated? How?”

			“Can I ask you something? Have you ever had any doubts? Not about the argument, but the outcome. Have you ever wondered if removing God will really make life better?”

			Dawkins frowned. “I’ve never doubted the truth, Chris. Only people’s willingness to accept it.”

			Chris took the medal from his jacket pocket. He gazed at it. It felt heavy in his hand. “Because, at this moment, I’m not convinced I’ve made things better. If anything, the world feels worse. Out of control. I just hope whatever happens next will be an improvement.”

			“You’ve torn down the lie civilisation has been built on for five thousand years. That’s step one. It was always going to be painful. The rebuilding for the next five thousand years comes next. And that might take a century or two.”

			

			Chris allowed the answer to reassure him.

			“Shall we?” Dawkins asked, whipping out his phone for a selfie. Chris held his Nietzsche Medal aloft and the two men smiled. Only one looked genuine.

			A slice of frosted sponge sailed through the air and hit Richard Dawkins flush on the nose.

			*

			An army of Albert Einsteins and Isaac Newtons staggered out of the Science Museum at dawn, slurring the lyrics to Depeche Mode’s “Blasphemous Rumours”. Chris, Lucy and Paul grabbed their coats and headed for the exit. Big Audio Dynamite’s 1980s hit “E=MC2” faded behind them as they walked down Exhibition Road. The protesters had gone, leaving trampled cardboard signs strewn on the pavement.

			“Look at that,” said Chris, his gaze fixed on the orange haze of dawn. The beer had taken the edge off his anxiety. “Sunrise. To think we once believed the Sun orbits the Earth. How far we’ve come.”

			Lucy didn’t reply. Her eyes swept the street, half expecting a tap on the shoulder or buzz of a drone overhead. A chill crept down her back. She felt wary. And watched.

			Chris sensed it too. The last few hours had lulled him into overlooking how much trouble they were in. He squeezed Lucy’s hand, still grateful for her forgiveness.

			“You OK?”

			“Not really,” Lucy said, looking up. “Let’s just get back into the van.”

			The assassin’s left eye was cold and calculating as it stared through his high-powered rifle scope. His gloved finger lightly brushed the trigger. The crosshairs hovered over the pair as they crossed the road.

			“So, what do we do now?” Lucy asked. “Where do we go?”

			“My place?” Paul said. “I’ll make breakfast. We can figure things out.”

			Lucy threaded her arm through Chris’s, the promise of a real safe house easing her mind. Paul was already halfway to the van.

			The sniper steadied his breathing as his world narrowed to the circular frame of his lens. A man in a frizzy grey wig and novelty glasses stepped into his line of fire.

			“Targets obstructed by a third party who appears to be… er… Albert Einstein. Guidance,” he requested into his earpiece.

			Sir Alistair Faulk’s reply arrived cold and without hesitation. “Proceed as planned. Take them out.”

			“Even Einstein?”

			“No. Do not shoot Einstein. Repeat. Do not shoot Albert Einstein… unless unavoidable.”

			Chris and Lucy had reached the van.

			The assassin’s view remained relatively obscured by the father of relativity. His window was slamming shut. A gloved finger squeezed the trigger. The air split with sound.

			A crimson dot appeared at the base of Lucy’s spine. She jerked backwards, her face contorted in shock and pain. The pavement rose to meet her. A gasp escaped her lips as a second bullet found its mark.

			

			Before Chris had time to scream, there was a third shot. Then a fourth. His legs gave way and he collapsed beside his wife’s crumpled body. Blood spread in a dark, expanding pool.

			“Chris! Lucy!” Paul searched their frozen faces for any flicker of response. A twitch. A blink. A breath. There was none. He slumped against the kerb, cradling their heads in his lap. He saw the wounds in Lucy’s back where the vest he’d made her wear had failed her. His eyes darted skywards, his body frozen in terror as he waited for the next shot to find him.

			Twenty years with the National Crime Agency had taught him to stomach blood and bullets. But nothing prepared him for this. He fumbled for his phone and stabbed at the numbers. Three digits. Just three. But his fingertips slipped across the glass surface as if they were attached to someone else’s hand.

			“Ambulance! Now!” Paul’s voice broke as he fought to control himself, still expecting the whistle of a fifth shot. “Two gunshot victims outside the Science Museum.” He then pleaded to a God he didn’t believe in. “For Heaven’s sake… hurry!”

			The shooter, meanwhile, surveyed the aftermath with cold detachment. “Mission complete,” he said, flatly, efficiently dismantling his still-smoking rifle. “Targets down. Einstein unscathed.”

			“Acknowledged,” said Faulk. “Good work. Proceed to extraction point Delta.”
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Book Of Alin, Part Three

			The push alert notification hit all their phones at once.

			BREAKING: Two scientists, believed to be husband and wife Chris and Lucy Deckers, shot outside atheist party in Central London. Police on the scene. Witness in grey wig and fake moustache claims he heard multiple gunshots.

			The group chat exploded.

			Karim: Holy shit! This is it.

			Laptop lady: Yes. We’ve hit the jackpot.

			Alin: What’s happened?

			Karim: Check notifications.

			Alin: Hang on a sec… I’m with the rapist.

			Karim: WITH THE WHOOOO?!

			Alin: Therapist.

			Karim: Phew. Less terrifying.

			Alin: Shit! Just seen!

			Karim: Yeah, must be a sign. The apostates who killed God shot outside an atheist party. Couldn’t script it better.

			Laptop lady: #DeckersDecked already trending. We can totally own this. Alin, you ready? Speed is truth. Post your message now.

			Alin: But what if whoever really did this claims it?

			Laptop lady: First to speak owns the narrative. Everything else just noise. Step up. This is ours.

			

			Alin: Hmmm… The rapist’s assistant says all this stress is giving me ulcers. She doesn’t know how much more I can take.

			Karim: Mate, you really need to sort out the spacing on your texts.

			Laptop lady: Hurry. News 24 is live outside the hospital. Already speculating it’s religious extremists. That could be us! Alin, put on your SCROLL hoodie and record your message. This is it, people. Game time!

			The chat went quiet, until typing dots reappeared under Alin’s name, then vanished, then appeared again. The link to the video message arrived. Karim had to hand it to Alin; he sounded like he meant it.

			“Science killed God. I killed science.”

			“Now that,” the laptop lady said, “is a hoodie slogan.”

		

	
		
			Part Two

			Shaggy God Story

		

	
		
			The Dalai Lama walks into a pizza restaurant and says: “Make me one with everything.”

			– Unknown
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			God Woz ’Ere

			Chris woke to muffled beeps and indistinct chatter. He pried his eyelids open. Blinks were like dumbbells Hercules would strain to lift.

			He was dazed. Disconnected. Disorientated. The voices grew louder, closer, then faded. Words blurred. Garbled noise. He thought he heard someone say “Provezzadekerskanuheeeerme”, then couldn’t prevent himself from drifting back to sleep.

			He opened his eyes once more. His vision remained blurry. Shapes and shadows. He felt nauseous. A voice. Soft and feminine. It sounded like bells ringing underwater. Distorted. Comforting. There was that gobbledygook word again.

			“Provezzadekerskanuheeeerme.”

			He tried to speak. His throat was too parched for sound.

			“D’nt tork,” the soothing voice seemed to say. “Jus res.”

			Chris closed his eyes again, drained from the fleeting exertion, and returned to sleep.

			He awoke – after an hour, a day, who could say? – to the sound of the same voice. Sharper now. Speaking English.

			“Professor Deckers. Can you hear me?”

			Chris turned his head shakily towards the sound. A young woman in a white coat stood beside his hospital bed, her dark hair pulled into a tight bun. Round red glasses magnified her concerned brown eyes.

			Chris nodded faintly.

			“I’m Dr Byrne. You’re in the Richard Dawkins Memorial Hospital. You’ve been in a comatose state for a long time. It’s such a relief to see you’re awake.”

			A coma? How long had he been asleep? His last memory was a party. A walk at dawn. A sharp pain. Then nothing.

			“How… how long?” he croaked.

			A second voice replied. “Fifteen weeks, Chris. You’ve been gone for fifteen weeks.”

			It was Marc, perched on a chair beside his bed. He lightly touched his friend’s arm.

			Chris moved to face him but was prevented by the IV line in his other arm. The movement sent a shooting pain up to his shoulders.

			“Try not to talk, Chris,” Marc said. “Rest up. There’ll be plenty of time to speak later.”

			Chris tried to relax, but the length of his coma haunted him. It defied belief. Memories took shape. He’d been hurt. Badly. On the street. After a party. A party celebrating the end of God.

			He’d got an award. The Nietzsche Medal. That’s right. He was a Nietzsche Medal winner! How mad was that. Lucy and Paul were there. But something had happened to Lucy. Where was she? How was she? The beep-beep of the heart monitor beside his bed accelerated.

			“Remain calm, Professor Deckers. You’re still incredibly fragile. You’ve survived major trauma.”

			“My wife,” Chris rasped. “My Luce. Where is she?”

			Dr Byrne looked at Marc. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have with a patient fresh out of a coma. She switched the subject.

			“Professor Deckers, we brought you here on the fourth of September. Today is the tenth of December. I’ve been taking care of you. We feared the worst. We’re so relieved.”

			Dr Byrne catalogued his injuries. Chris had suffered severe damage to his abdominal organs, caused by the trauma of a bullet striking his protective vest with the force of a sledgehammer, a brain haemorrhage from his skull’s impact with the ground and cardiac contusions from a second bullet that struck both the vest and the Nietzsche Medal in his breast pocket.

			Dr Byrne retrieved the misshapen disc from her pocket. “You could almost wear it as a hat,” she said, placing it above her head with a warm smile. “Quite a heroic piece of metal. There’s no permanent organ or nerve damage. We’re not out of the woods, but with proper care we expect you to make a full recovery.”

			The doctor gently placed the bent gold disc in Chris’s right hand. He traced a finger over the dent and sighed.

			“We’re going to take things slowly. Step by step. We have excellent therapists here at the Richard Dawkins Memorial Hospital who will help you regain your strength.”

			“Richard Dawkins Memorial Hospital?” said Chris, his voice slightly stronger. “Where is that?”

			“It used to be St Mary’s. Public buildings named after religious figures have been retitled. St Pancras is now Christopher Hitchens Station.”

			“St Paul’s is Jean-Paul Sartre Cathedral!” added Marc. “The things that have happened while you’ve been gone will make your head explode.”

			Chris felt a chill down his spine. “Amazing,” he said. “Just amazing. But why memorial hospital?”

			“Professor Dawkins passed away shortly after you were admitted,” the doctor replied.

			Chris recalled his encounter with the evolutionary biologist at the Science Museum. “How? How did he die?”

			“Apparently his joy at your discovery was overwhelming. Almost manic. His doctor gave him sedatives, but he never woke up.”

			“What awful news,” Chris muttered. He felt sorrow, tinged with peculiar pride that he’d given the iconic atheist the ultimate curtain call.

			What else had changed? And where was Lucy? Why wasn’t she here with him? Curiosity gnawed at him, but now wasn’t the time for questions. Chris could no longer lift those dumbbells. He surrendered to sleep once more.

			*

			When he stirred six hours later, Marc was in the same chair watching News 24.

			In Trafalgar Square, a bonfire of Bibles and Qurans sent plumes of sacred ash into the London sky.

			At Buddhism’s holiest site in Bodh Gaya, where Buddha was believed to have attained enlightenment, more than one thousand devotees lay lifeless beneath the Bodhi Tree, empty vials of poison scattered among their bodies.

			In rural Mississippi, masked men broadcast their methodical torture of their local church minister, accusing him of spreading false hope.

			On the outskirts of Abuja, a choir’s haunting requiem echoed through a church, before the unthinkable happened. With eerie composure, the group formed a line before a crude wooden crucifix sharpened to a point. The first singer stepped forward, impaling herself upon the spike. As her body slumped, the next person approached, removed the bloody stake and followed suit. One after another, all twenty-eight members completed this ritual, leaving behind a note that said: Without Him, there is no song.

			In Kinshasa, a fringe sect called the Church of the Holy Fire Crusade had begun sacrificing their firstborn. Each child, dressed in a pristine white robe, was placed on a stone altar blackened with blood. The church leader, or Son of Revelation as he insisted on being called, held a blunt flint knife above each sacrifice, uttered the words, “By blood, we reignite God’s mercy,” and plunged the knife forty times into each child – the number of days Jesus fasted in the desert while being tempted by Satan.

			In Addis Ababa, the two thousand faithful of the Eternal Dominion Ministry had barricaded themselves inside the movement’s football-stadium-sized mega church and begun to starve themselves to death, “to meet Jesus”. A reporter interviewed the police chief outside the church, while beside him the distraught mother of a fourteen-year-old girl trapped inside held her phone up to the camera, displaying her daughter’s school photo.

			In Rio de Janeiro, more than three hundred pilgrims took their turn climbing the one-hundred-foot-tall Christ the Redeemer. Some wept, others wore serene smiles. Each stepped off the edge without pause, arms wide, imitating the statue’s pose, adding their bodies to the mounting pile below.

			Across the world, mobs stormed through holy grounds. They spray-painted obscenities on St Peter’s Basilica and Al-Aqsa’s ancient walls, shattered the black stone of the Kaaba and redirected river paths, flooding Jesus’s baptism site on the Jordan River.

			In Varanasi, wild-eyed mobs hurled religious statues into the Ganges, washing away centuries of religious culture. In Salt Lake City, helicopter shots captured the full scale of an arson attack that had reduced the iconic Mormon temple to ashes.

			“What experts are now calling ‘the Deckers Effect’,” the presenter said, “has pushed the global suicide rate above 6% – more than one in fifteen people – with no end in sight.”

			Chris attempted to blink himself awake. The hospital’s fluorescent glare stabbed his eyes. The heart monitor’s rhythmic beeping reverberated in his ears.

			Marc watched Chris stare at the TV screen. “Well,” he eventually said, apparently attempting to ease the tension, “it looks like you’ve outdone yourself this time. It’s a total shitshow out there. But the good news is you’ve woken up in time for breakfast. Weetabix?”

			Chris nodded weakly and Marc placed a plastic bowl on his lap. He took one spoonful of the sludgy mixture before handing it back.

			“The world’s in a spot of bother,” Marc said, muting the TV.

			“Switch it off,” Chris said. “I’ve seen enough.”

			Marc obliged.

			“Any less bleak news?”

			“Apart from that, Mrs Lincoln, how was your night at the theatre?”

			Chris sighed. “I mean, is anything making headlines besides the end of the world?”

			“Hmmm. Not yet. People will need more time. A lot more. A year. Maybe ten. I guess the fear has to burn itself out before it can turn to hope.” Marc frowned. “There’s something I need to tell you,” he said, his voice taking on an even heavier tone. “If you feel strong enough to hear it.”

			Chris nodded. His chest tightened. Marc’s hollow eyes told him what was coming.

			“The night you were hurt. The night you were shot in the street. Well, Lucy was too. She was there with you and Paul outside the museum. She… she… oh, Chris, she was wearing that vest, but…” He stared at his hands. “The bullets found a way through. I’m so sorry, Chris. Lucy didn’t make it. She’s gone. Lucy’s gone.”

			Chris’s eyes were empty, as if he was no longer behind them.

			“Did you hear what I said?”

			Chris gave the faintest nod. The movement jolted him back to life. He shook his head violently from side to side. “No. No. Not Lucy!”

			Chris wrapped his arms around his chest as if preventing his heart from bursting out of his body, then convulsed as if he’d been shot all over again. The spasm caused his back to arch off the bed.

			“She can’t be. She can’t be!”

			Marc stepped towards the bed, hand outstretched, but stopped short of touching him. “Chris…”

			“No.” His voice cracked. “Don’t speak. Don’t say it. If you say it again then it will be true.”

			His spine remained curved off the mattress as if he was being defibrillated. White knuckles gripped the side of the bed.

			“It should be me. It should be me. What have I done? It was me. I killed her. I killed Lucy!”

			Chris attempted to bury his face in his hands but the IV stopped him. He dropped his arms back onto the bed, his fists knotting in the sheets. His shoulders trembled and great, heaving sobs echoed from his chest.

			Marc returned to his chair. The room filled with the sound of cries and soft beep of monitors. He fixed his stare on the wall clock, watching the second hand go round and round.

			When the weeping finally eased, and it felt as though the sound of sobs was all they had ever shared, Marc spoke again.

			“The police still haven’t found the killer. Some oddball called Masrour posted a confession video on social media, but he hasn’t been arrested. They can’t handle the chaos. The murders, riots, arsons, suicides. London’s dangerous, but not as insane as other places. You should see the shit kicking off in Mecca and Jerusalem. What you saw on TV was the hourly highlights. Everything’s changing too fast.”

			Tears continued seeping from beneath Chris’s shut eyelids.

			“Lucy’s parents wanted a quiet funeral. Family, friends and colleagues. The people who adored her. But a mob of religious nutters showed up. They shouted, hurled rocks, smashed windows. When the police arrived, it got worse – a full-blown riot. People turned into wild animals. We finally managed to complete the service. Beautiful speeches and music.” Marc took a deep breath and looked at the ceiling. “Don’t worry, Chris. Everyone was very understanding. No one blames you for what happened.”

			Chris suspected that this was a white lie. Lucy’s parents had surely placed the blame squarely on the man who had put their daughter in such danger. He doubted they’d been to visit him in the hospital.

			Marc continued. “Of course, this is what we wanted. The end of blind faith. But the world… Chris, it’s changed… so much. Too much. It’s like the ground beneath us has suddenly vanished. People don’t know where to turn. Fear is fuelling the violence. So much violence. And so little fear of consequence. It’s the last days of Rome out there.”

			Chris muttered inaudibly. Marc moved his face inches away.

			“I didn’t… I didn’t know. I…”

			Marc extended his hand and gently touched Chris’s trembling arm. “I know, Chris, I know. It’s all such a horrible mess. I wish you’d had a chance to say goodbye.”

			Another silence settled between them until Dr Byrne reappeared, clutching a chart.

			“Ah, Professor Deckers. I’m pleased to see those eyes open again. I have something you’ll want to hear. Your neurological evaluation came in and it’s all promising. Your vital signs, heart rate, blood pressure and respiratory rate are getting stronger. Your body is responding well. We’ll take it slowly, but rehabilitation planning might be on the horizon sooner than we thought.”

			Dr Byrne’s words faded into the background as Chris fixated on his heart monitor. Every accusing beep marked another second his heart was beating while Lucy’s was not.

			He remembered his dream in the safe house. The funfair lever he’d pulled marked Push and make the world spin faster. The lever that had destroyed the planet. It was no longer a nightmare. It was a premonition he had failed to heed.
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			Seek and Do Not Find

			The TV report Chris watched barely hinted at the society-bending events that had reshaped the world during his ninety-eight-day nap. The Deckers Effect had turned up into down and seen left trade places with right. Old compasses, once certain, span wildly, pointing nowhere and everywhere all at once.

			There were green shoots amid the shock. In Afghanistan, long suffocated under Taliban rule, women removed hijabs and niqabs with the defiant glee of 1960s feminists tossing bras onto bonfires. Long hair blew freely in the breeze. For the first time in lifetimes, choice became a choice. Some women found jobs at Gillette, understaffed as millions of new customers reached for razors.

			Saudi Arabia transformed like sand dunes reshaped by the desert wind. In Riyadh, Quran classes gave way to book clubs dedicated to the novels of once-taboo authors like Salman Rushdie and Ayaan Hirsi Ali. Cafés began to replace the social role of mosques, where the only thing worshipped was the aroma of cappuccinos and freshly baked biscotti.

			The call to prayer was drowned out by the call to publish, as young people took to Omni and other platforms to loudly express opinions they’d previously dared not whisper. Mecca Bingo announced plans to turn Mecca into a ten-star holiday resort, complete with a casino and seventy-two-hole golf course. It was also boom time for divorce lawyers, as women walked out on marriages of obedience and lined up in their thousands to audition for new streaming reality show, Real Divorced Housewives Of Riyadh.

			Israel, too, saw revelation bow to reason. In a snap election the secular majority, fed up with interference in their daily lives, voted religious parties out of the governing coalition. Cultural shifts quickly followed, with Jerusalem City FC, long prohibited from playing on Saturdays, applying for planning permission to replace the Western Wall with a new stadium.

			Vatican City’s riches were used to fund healthcare initiatives across the European Union. Vatican City itself was put up for sale. Disney submitted the winning bid. Within weeks, plans were unveiled for Europe’s second Disneyland, featuring a Frozen-themed ice rink called Walk On Water.

			In London, a coalition of imams and rabbis built a digital memorial of suicide notes of those who chose death over a godless world. Each entry was tagged with a name, age, time and place.

			I died when God died. Now I die again. Muhammad Dalwan, aged 66, Karachi.

			Not one of my prayers made it past the ceiling. Eli Herman , aged 23, Manchester.

			Mummy said there was more. Sarah Pickles, aged 12, Chicago.

			The archive, housing more than eighty-one million entries, overtook Pornhub to become the most visited website.

			Overnight, the world’s six million religious leaders faced unemployment. Some retrained as therapists and counsellors while others pivoted into HR. Some launched OmniTube channels, documenting their transition to secularism. The Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia became a breakout social media star with his Instagram series #AdventuresWithoutAllah, offering advice on inner peace and gardening.

			Healthcare systems buckled under the weight of a mental health catastrophe unlike anything seen before. Hospitals became little more than holding pens for the petrified. Governments tried to respond, emptying their coffers in a desperate attempt to tackle the tide of collective madness. It was as hopeless as trying to patch a sinking ship with prayer.

			In many cities, anguish curdled into anger. “Make God Great Again” rallies spilled onto the streets, with thousands of people in red M.G.G.A caps, their faces no less red, flushed with fear, hysterically chanting, “SOS! Save our souls!” – as if their volume might rebottle the genie.

			It was futile, of course. The genie was not just out of the bottle; the bottle itself had been smashed. There was no going back. The knowledge was irreversible. Faith had not just been dismissed. It had been dismantled.
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			Silent Night

			Marc handed Lucy’s handbag to Chris. He spilt the familiar contents out onto the bed. Her LOGIC security pass on a lanyard, lipstick, sunglasses with one arm slightly bent, a packet of mints, earbuds and three tablets of ibuprofen still in their foil. Then he saw his name, written in Lucy’s familiar scrawl across an envelope. His fingers trembled as he tore the seal and unfolded the note inside. His heart ached at the sight of her looping handwriting.

			 

			

			This couch is freezing, the rock-hard cushions are wrecking my Pilates and the flickering streetlight outside won’t let me sleep. Every ten minutes the guards’ silhouettes slide across the curtains and remind me we’re trapped in this bloody safe house for who knows how long. There might as well be bars on the windows. And then what will become of us?

			You’re in the bedroom. You offered me the bed. My pride said no. Now I’m paying for it. Maybe tomorrow I’ll change my mind. Maybe I’ll let you lie next to me. There’s something about the slope of your shoulders in the darkness that helps send me to sleep. Even your stupid snoring feels like home. And I need something to feel like home in this strange place.

			They took my phone and freedom but left my anger. Our distance feels like a third prisoner.

			I found this stubby pencil in the back of a drawer. Judging by the teeth marks, whoever used it last was as on edge as me. Maybe you’ll read this one day, maybe not. But I need to put this on paper.

			I see you. I see the fear you won’t admit. I hear the tremor in your voice when your beloved facts fail you. You’re obsessed with evidence, but now you’re facing things that facts won’t fix. And it terrifies you. I saw what you saw on the journey here. Things that cannot be unseen. Things that cannot be undone.

			I’m so angry with you. Angry because you goaded Abraham into answering the one question it was incapable of understanding. Deep down you must have known it too. You’ve always thought doubt was a defect. It really isn’t. Doubt defines us. We all exist inside a question mark. Abraham does not understand that. Abraham does not understand us. Perhaps you don’t either. Or perhaps you simply don’t want to.

			I write this not to accuse you, but to remind you who you are. You’ve always had this gift. You walk into a room wanting to be heard, to be understood, while most people just want to blend in. You don’t bend to expectations. And, bizarrely for someone so ruled by proof, you still have faith – yes, faith – that the world doesn’t have to be the way it is. Despite all evidence to the contrary. That’s so rare. That’s why I fell in love with you. That’s what made me yours. But it might also get you killed. I can’t stand by and let that happen. I don’t want to kneel at your grave one day and list the ways I did not save you from yourself.

			Remember that night last Christmas, when we passed St Bartholomew’s Church and heard the choir sing “Silent Night”? You laughed and said, “How can anyone believe in that?” You put it more harshly. In that rude and impatient way you always react to people’s need to believe in something outside of themselves. I said I don’t believe in the way those church singers do, but I believe in why they need to. I knew then, as I’ve always known, that I couldn’t soften you. But I could try to soften the machine. Soften Abraham. For your sake. For everyone’s.

			The guards just walked by the kitchen window again, casting long shadows across the floor. One of them has an unforgivable comb-over. If he has a wife, she really should tell him. If you’re reading this, Chris, I hope it means we’re safe. I hope you remember the sound of “Silent Night” spilling out of the church and out into the street, giving the night a sense of season. A sense of occasion. A sense of shared humanity.

			I hope you know I’ll never stop loving you.

			This pencil is blunt. My head feels full of lead.

			Lucy x
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			Hitchmas Day

			For Earth’s 2,039 most recent jaunts around the Sun, 25th December had been known as Christmas Day – a tribute to the birth of God’s little pride and joy. Now, in the most dramatic rebrand since Marathon became Snickers, it was binned for a new bank holiday ten days earlier to honour Christopher Hitchens, the high priest of sceptics, who died on 15th December 2011. Named Hitchmas Day, it honoured the legacy of a contrarian whose holy trinity had been sense, scepticism and single malt.

			Out went the traditional Christmas pine and in came the Ginkgo biloba tree, one of the first plants to bloom on Earth two hundred million years ago, symbolising the miracle of evolution.

			Hitchmas Day began with the opening of Hitchmas presents beneath a tinsel-draped Ginkgo biloba. After breakfast, libraries, community centres and coffee shops held discussions on science, philosophy and the human condition, in true Hitchensian style. By afternoon, focus turned to acts of kindness, reflecting Hitchens’ belief that morality doesn’t need dogma to flourish. As evening fell, families gathered to share a meal and toast Hitchens’ memory with a glass of Johnnie Walker Black Label, his favourite tipple that he called “the breakfast of champions”. Documentaries about champions of free thought such as Douglas Adams, Sam Harris and Richard Dawkins aired on Omni and other platforms.

			The inaugural Hitchmas Day fell on the fifth day of Chris’s recovery. He no longer relied on an IV tube so sat up in bed. He even found the strength to attempt a solo pilgrimage to the en suite bathroom.

			By mid-afternoon, Chris had propped himself up to watch King William’s inaugural Hitchmas Day speech. The monarch sat in a drawing room surrounded by family pictures, including one of his first grandchild, Princess Diana. He wore an expression of quiet seriousness, strikingly reminiscent of his mother.

			“Like everyone else,” he began, “my family and I have strived to come to terms with a revelation that has fundamentally changed all our lives. It’s sad to see so many people struggling to let go of their cherished beliefs. We must hold tight to our society’s values. Yes, these values come from religious teachings, but also from our shared humanity. The post-God era requires a new understanding of what community means. It must be built on shared values and respect. As we celebrate this new festive season with loved ones, let us find strength in each other. Let us remain united in our common purpose. May this new chapter bring out the best in us.”

			The renamed national anthem – “May Fortune Favour the King” – played to footage of the Union Jack flag fluttering above Buckingham Palace. It was an extraordinary sight.

			Chris switched off the TV. His gaze fell on the silver tinsel hanging from the end of his bed. Lucy haunted his waking hours. The absence was unbearable. Impossible. He didn’t know if it was the chest wounds making breathing a struggle or his memories. He retrieved her letter from the table beside his bed. He lifted it to his nose, opened it and lost himself once more in words he knew by heart.

			A knock at the door snapped him back to reality. It creaked open to reveal a familiar face.

			“Hello, Chris,” said Rabbi Rosen, with a gentle smile. “May I sit with you a while?”

			Chris was taken aback by the unexpected visitor, but there was quiet reassurance in his arrival. Rabbi Rosen had been a steadfast figure in his life, present at each pivotal moment – from his circumcision and bar mitzvah to comforting him at his father’s funeral.

			“Sure,” Chris replied. “Happy Hitchmas,” he added, wryly.

			“Oh, yes. Happy Hitchmas,” the rabbi replied, settling into the rickety wooden chair beside the bed. “And Happy Chanukah, too. If Chanukah is still a thing. What blessed relief you are awake. Tell me… how’s the recovery going?”

			“I’m feeling stronger, thanks, Rabbi. My wounds are still very sore, but I can’t complain. I am the lucky one.” Chris tilted his head towards his misshapen Nietzsche Medal that sat alone on the sideboard. There were no get-well-soon cards.

			“It was a miracle,” the rabbi said. “Or, should I say, an unlikely yet entirely explainable random occurrence.”

			The hospital room fell silent, save for the rhythmic hum of machines. With the niceties out the way, Chris puzzled over the purpose of the visit.

			The rabbi seemed in no hurry to show his hand, so Chris spoke again. “Sorry.”

			

			“For what?”

			“For… you know. The whole thing.”

			“The whole what?”

			“The whole God-isn’t-real-and-life-has-no-meaning thing. It will be worth it, I promise. It might take a generation or two. Maybe more. But people will adjust. When children are allowed to grow up without being force-fed nonsense, God will stop mattering so much.”

			His visitor tilted his head. His eyebrows climbed a fraction. It was the same look his father used to give when he’d been caught bending the truth.

			“Perhaps, Chris. But then again, perhaps not. Once the dust settles, I doubt your grand revelation will amount to much.”

			“Won’t amount to much?” Chris snapped. His bandaged chest ached with the effort. “What do you mean? The world has been delivered from delusion. That’s a game changer.”

			“Nah. Not so much,” the rabbi replied, with insouciance that echoed Monty Python’s Black Knight having his limbs severed until he was a torso, while insisting, “’Tis but a scratch.”

			Chris weighed his next move. The rabbi read him too well for comfort. He’d watched his rebellion form over the decades. Six years had passed since they’d last been in the same room, at John’s funeral, where the rabbi had guided Chris through Kaddish, the Jewish mourner’s prayer. He couldn’t possibly know how recent events had altered him. The questions that had begun to chip away at cast-iron certainties that had taken shape before the rabbi’s eyes in snide Hebrew school asides.

			

			“Answer me this, Chris,” said the rabbi, flatly. “What do you believe in?”

			“Believe in?”

			“Let me put it another way. What do you put faith in?”

			Chris raised an eyebrow, the only part of his body he could lift without wincing. The old armour snapped instinctively back into place.

			“That’s simple. Reality. The world I see. This bed. The collection of atoms that are temporarily that chair you’re sitting on. I have faith they exist and serve a purpose. I have faith that the only difference between me, this bed and that chair is that my atoms have developed the curious ability to identify themselves as atoms.”

			“Well, Chris,” said the rabbi, running his fingers through his beard as if it were a repository of great wisdom. “There’s your problem. You’ve always talked a good game, but what do you plan to replace God with? Some furniture?”

			The rabbi leant forwards, his eyes narrowing so much that his white beard inched up his face.

			“The point you’ve never grasped, Chris, is people don’t believe because they know God exists. They believe because they don’t.”

			Chris leant backwards into his mattress. The movement triggered a sharp chest pain.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “Would you care to repeat that?”

			“Certainly. Lots of people, people like me, believe in God even though we know God isn’t objectively real. Real enough to sit on.”

			Chris watched his heart rate climb on the monitor beside his bed. 107 beats per minute… 112… 116…

			“We’re talking about two very different Gods here, Chris. The thunderbolts and lightning kind, who knocked up the universe in six days, rustled up a woman from Adam’s rib and introduced Noah to maritime zoology, well, a lot of religious leaders don’t believe in that God. Not me, the Chief Rabbi, the Archbishop of Westminster and not my dear friend the imam at the London Central Mosque. None of us. So getting your smarty-pants computer to prove God doesn’t physically exist isn’t the ‘mic drop gotcha’ you think it is. All you’ve done is disprove the old man in a bathrobe with a long white beard and thunderbolts shooting out of his fingers. But we hardly needed the world’s smartest computer to crack that case now, did we?”

			The rabbi removed his glasses and wiped them on the corner of the bedsheet.

			“But, and here’s the crucial part. I know, as surely as I know the Sun set last night and will rise again at dawn, that belief makes people happier, makes them more likely to have children and makes the world feel like a less scary place. It provides history and holidays and heroes. God might be a fiction, Chris. But he’s fiction with function.”

			

			Chris’s brain had stopped doing whatever it was brains were supposed to do. Thinking. Processing. Holding it together. His appeared to be doing none of those things. The panic from the party returned in a hot rush. He tried to defuse it with his signature move. Defiance.

			“Rewind a God-damn second. You expect me to believe that religious leaders don’t actually believe in the God of the Bible?”

			“Why would that surprise you, Chris? The way people think about God changes. Sure, all that supernatural stuff used to be taken as red. Ten plagues. Virgin birth. Resurrection. Winged horse. A lot of people still lean into the fire and brimstone stuff. A lot of people still base their lives on it and die for it. But to pick apart the fables of first-century sheep herders… doesn’t that kind of miss the point?”

			The rabbi was interrupted by the arrival of a nurse. Mid-thirties, porcelain complexion, red hair in a tight ponytail. She glanced at the monitor, scribbled on the chart hanging off the end of the bed and slipped out again without a word. Chris pretended not to notice the sway of her hips – and pretended even harder not to notice the rabbi noticing it.

			“Now, where was I?” the rabbi said, regaining his composure. “Oh, yes. Fables. You wouldn’t say Animal Farm is less valuable as a parable about political power because it stars a bunch of talking pigs.”

			“Get real, Rabbi,” Chris said, still struggling to get those hips out of his head. “People don’t build entire belief systems out of George Orwell. Belief systems as totalitarian as 1984. You’ve been selling me this snake oil for years. You’re a clever man, Rabbi. Maybe the cleverest I know. Why dedicate your life to making people believe make-believe?”

			“There’s nothing make-believe about it,” the rabbi whispered like a librarian. “In fact, God couldn’t be more down to earth. Take prayers. They aren’t just pointless noise. They are the echoes of our ancestors. They help people live in harmony. They help us cope when bad stuff happens. I prefer to see the glass half full. And, to me, God is a half-full glass.”

			For zen-like impact, the rabbi poured himself a glass of water, filling it precisely halfway. He paused, considered it and took a measured sip.

			Chris’s tone grew sharper. “Yeah, right, Rabbi. God exists because humans need God to exist?”

			“Amen to that,” the rabbi said, snapping his fingers with flourish. “After all, isn’t that what your clever-clogs computer told you? That God was invented five thousand years ago to prevent people being nasty to each other? You took that as proof God doesn’t exist when, in fact, it proves the opposite. Mazeltov, Chris. You determined the moment of God’s birth. You proved that, in humanity’s search for meaning in the void of time and space, we created him.” He returned his glass to the side table. “Karl Marx got it wrong. Religion isn’t the opiate of the masses. It’s the optimism.”

			Chris tried to summon another rehearsed set piece, but the words unspooled in his throat like a 1980s audio cassette. So the rabbi continued.

			“God is the fully packed suitcase we pass to the next generation. Without Him we’d still be smearing blood on cave walls instead of gazing at the Sistine Chapel. Life without anything God is bad. So believing in Him must be rational.”

			Chris still wasn’t fighting back. His comeback hovered in the back of his head, then stayed put. The memory of the panic attack clawed at his chest. The shallow gasps. The tilting walls.

			“You celebrate your birthday, right?” the rabbi continued. “Your graduation and wedding day? You mourned your dear father John’s passing? I remember reciting the Kaddish by your side. How traditional of you, Chris. That’s all religion is. Tradition. A cosy blanket of symbols and sentiments. I don’t know how to break this to you, Chris, but I think you might be religious.”

			Chris pulled a face as if the Rabbi had suggested a second circumcision.

			“Your hero Albert Einstein believed in God. His theory of relativity wasn’t the result of empirical research. He came up with the idea after deep spiritual meditation. Einstein had a good long think about things and came up with the greatest scientific breakthrough in human history. One that’s shaped our understanding of time and space ever since.”

			The rabbi let his words hang then pressed on, unchallenged. Dialogue had become a monologue.

			“You know how people say Inuits have fifty words for snow? Well, the ancient Greeks had three for time. Chronos – hours, minutes and seconds. Kairos – moments when something life-changing happens. And the really heavy one, aiōn – eternal time, past, present and future. You measure your life by chronos; I measure mine by aiōn. That’s the difference between how you and I see the world. We exist in different time zones.”

			A memory flickered across the rabbi’s eyes.

			“Chris, when I was a young man I saw Radiohead at Glastonbury. Boy, did it rain that day. A biblical flood. I pushed my way to the front, and guess what? At the end, Jonny Greenwood threw his guitar pick into the crowd and I grabbed it. I’ve kept that pick for forty years. A cheap piece of plastic, right? But a cheap piece of plastic full of meaning. The same goes for God. God makes the Western Wall more than just an old pile of old bricks. The Shroud of Turin more than just an old rag. I’m afraid, Chris, that ever since you bolted from your bar mitzvah all those years ago, you’ve entirely misunderstood what God is. And look where it’s got you. Look where it has got us all.”

			Weariness seeped into Chris’s bones. Weariness on top of weariness. His post-coma senses waved white flags.

			Get a grip, he scolded himself. This was his moment. His finest hour. A feat worthy of the Nietzsche Medal, for God’s sake. Or rather not for. He’d dragged humanity out of the cesspool of superstition, hadn’t he? Yet there it was again. That whisper that lately had cleared its throat into a roar. What had he done? Caused his wife’s violent death? Inflicted more misery than Genghis Khan? Thrown the baby out with the holy water?

			Humans didn’t need God to be around for God to be around. So what, in God’s name, was he trying to disprove in the first place? Jesus Christ! Had Lucy and that Prussian pillock Kant been onto something all along?

			After all, the Big Guy had hardly been chatty these past few millennia. He’d been strictly “no comment”. Dining out on a highlight reel that was still very much the Old Testament. What had he done lately? No talking snakes or burning bushes. Not even a piddly plague of frogs to boost subscription numbers. At the very least he could have shown up at Selfridges once a year to hand out presents for his kid’s birthday.

			The human mind spewed absurdity like sewage from a burst pipe. Toe-curling, dead from the neck up nonsense like “everything happens for a reason” and “it’s all God’s plan” and “soulmates” rolled off a billion trusting tongues a day.

			Humans were bonkers for bullshit. Couldn’t get enough of it. Breathed it in like air. Lived their lives in it from cradle to grave. Homoeopathy and horoscopes; séances and psychics; karma and crop circles; tarot cards and telepathy; astrology and palm reading; witchcraft and ley lines; werewolves and vampires. Humbug and hokum. Balderdash and bunkum. They jumped at a creaky floorboard and scanned the night sky for little green men.

			Humans devoured delusion like ravenous dogs, gorging themselves on comforting crumbs beneath an empty sky that couldn’t give a flying zodiac gemstone about everything and everyone underneath. Bullshit was humanity’s sixth sense. An essential evolutionary adaptation to endure a journey with a destination no one wanted to reach. The best way to cope with the devastating combination of being conscious and mortal.

			At the summit of his success, Chris now saw only ruins. He had been right. Yet, in every possible way that mattered, he’d been catastrophically wrong. Like a fool in a china shop, he’d smashed something irreplaceable. He’d destroyed something that didn’t exist but people still relied on, without offering anything remotely as useful in its place.

			Chris managed two meagre words. “What. Now?”

			The question lingered, until Rabbi Rosen shifted forwards in his chair and placed a paternal hand on Chris’s shoulder. “What’s happened has happened,” he said, softly. “But there might be something I can still do for you. And something you can do for me.”
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Book Of Alin, Part Four

			The lady with the laptop knew her extremist onions. Within hours of Alin posting his fake confession, he’d entered online folklore – giving the Distracted Boyfriend meme a run for his money. He was “The Ghost of the Museum”, “Alin the Shadow” and “Alin the All-in”. When news of Lucy Deckers’ death broke, the legend took on a life of its own.

			The truth, of course, was more pitiful than mythical. On the morning of the Science Museum attack, Alin had been woken by frantic messages from SCROLL urging him that the time had come to “claim the glory”. Within minutes, Alin’s pre-recorded video was everywhere. He wore the most military-adjacent clothes his wardrobe could muster – a faded green bomber jacket, cargo trousers Paul McSweeny would have approved of and a pair of scuffed Doc Martens. His message was tight and to the point. Headlinable. Memeable. “The Science Museum attack is just the start,” he said, staring into the lens with rehearsed calm. “Soul-denying scientists, tremble. Believers, fear not. SCROLL will save your soul!”

			SCROLL’s response arrived on cue, denouncing him and launching an inquiry into the supposed breach that had seen Alin hack into its social media.

			Alin weathered the initial fallout in his bedroom, after explaining to his parents – with the same wide-eyed innocence he’d employed as a child to claim to know nothing about crayon marks on the curtains – that if they happen to see viral footage of him claiming responsibility for murdering two people in cold blood, they should know it was deepfake AI and he “totally didn’t do it. Totally”.

			While “Alin Akbar” martyr merch started to sell like hot cakes online – T-shirts, hoodies, mugs, phone cases, tea towels, fridge magnets, even scented candles that smelt like burning rubber – the man himself brooded in his coffin of a bedroom, scrolling hashtags: #AlintheShadow, #AllConqueringAlin, #GhostoftheMuseum and #HotGirlsLikeJihad.

			Alin trended across the Middle East. The Taliban erected a statue in his honour in the centre of Kabul, depicting him bare-chested, biceps bulging, riding a tiger and holding a Kalashnikov, jumping through a burning American flag marked Kuffar.

			His new status was meant to have been everything he dreamt of. The only catch was he couldn’t leave his bedroom. He couldn’t be seen. His eminence demanded invisibility. The police, meanwhile, didn’t even seem to care about his dumb video. They must know the truth, he reasoned.

			As days turned into a week, then two, he cracked. Against Karim’s orders, he called.

			“Who’s this?”

			“It’s me.”

			“Me? Who’s me? Who the fuck is this and how did you get this number?”

			“It’s me. Alin.”

			“Alin? I told you never to contact me. You’re risking everything.”

			“And what exactly are you risking, Karim? While I rot here, going out of my mind. I can’t go on like this.”

			“It’s too late for regrets, Alin. You knew the deal. You got what you wanted. You’re a legend now.”

			“I’m not a legend. I’m a fucking face on a tea towel!”

			“You’re way more than a tea towel, brother. Get this. Next week we’re launching Alin action figures. Pull your string and you say, ‘You’ll miss me when I’m martyred.’ Genius, eh?”

			“But I didn’t do it! I didn’t kill that scientist.”

			“Of course you didn’t. But… are you sure you didn’t?”

			“What? Of course I’m sure. You know I didn’t. We faked the whole thing.”

			“Details, my dear martyr. Mere details. Who cares if you did it, didn’t do it, planned to do it… whatever! The only thing that matters now is the story. The message. The myth.”

			Karim lowered his tone, trying to sound solemn.

			“Get this. Some people even claim they saw you do it. They swear blind you raised your weapon, declared, ‘Death to infidels,’ and gunned those sinful scientists down at point blank range. One eyewitness even says they watched you fly away on a winged horse.”

			Alin opened his mouth. Then closed it again.

			“Listen. You’re not a mere mortal anymore, so you can’t live your life like one. You’re a meme. A movement! You live among the immortals. Myths can’t pop to the shops for a pint of milk in broad daylight. They remain unseen, so their followers can have blind faith in them.”

			“But it isn’t true. None of it! It’s all a whopping lie, swallowed by people who just desperately want to believe in something. Anything! I wish to God I’d just said no from the start.”

			“Yeah. Poetic, eh? What you represent matters more than what you did or didn’t do. Now vanish in peace, my fearless brother. Your sacrifice will echo through the ages.”

			The line went dead. Alin’s mouth went dry. He reached for the glass of water on the side table. An ant floated inside, its legs paddling pointlessly. He drank it down. His hands shook. The world outside, even the corridor between his bedroom and the bathroom, felt unreachable.

			He lay on his bed and stared up at the constellation of glow-in-the-dark stars he’d stuck to his ceiling years ago. A few had fallen off over time, leaving behind outline shadows. He remained still as a stone. Sometime later, his mum gently tapped on the door and mentioned something about coming down for supper. Alin didn’t respond. He just lay there, eyes fixed on the firmament.

			He must have dosed off, as the next thing he saw was his bedside clock’s red digits reading 2.04am. The glow-in-the-dark stars cast a soothing, blue-tinted light. He slipped on his trainers, crept out of his bedroom, tiptoed down the creaking stairs, opened the front door and stepped into the night. His feet instinctively carried him to his second home. The local mosque. Some had scrawled “Pray less, think more!” in angry red marker pen across the front door.

			Around the back, a rusty metal ladder led to an ornate minaret on the roof of the building. In Damascus, the call to prayer would have rung out from here. In Dagenham, the council’s strict noise regulations rendered it purely symbolic.

			Alin climbed the steps to the top, where a narrow balcony encircled a golden spire. He dangled his legs over the edge, his jeans flapping in the night breeze. The street below was a shapeless blur. A pigeon joined him on the ledge, turned a beady eye in his direction, then idly jabbed its beak against the painted brickwork.

			Alin smelt petrol, cut grass and damp tarmac. Aromas of an alien world. He didn’t pray. There was nothing left to pray for. Nothing left to be grateful for. Nothing left to say. And no one left to say it to. Instead, he did what he had come to do. He leant forwards and fell.

			The pigeon briefly stopped its pecking and bobbed its head down in search of the source of the dull thud. When it couldn’t be bothered to look any longer, it twitched its tail and sent a splatter of grey-white muck to join Alin on the pavement below.

		

	
		
			20

			Plot Twist

			Forty-two days after he’d reopened his eyes, Chris had memorised every brush stroke in the painting opposite his bed – the Virgin Mary, bathed in light, palms upturned, gaze lowered in mourning. The hospital must have forgotten to swap it with a portrait of Richard Dawkins after changing its name. By lunchtime he was discharged, propped up by an NHS walking stick, into Marc’s care. There was only one place he wanted to be. To lower his own gaze in mourning.

			The biting January wind ruffled Chris’s freshly cut hair as he hobbled his way through the cemetery’s swathes of disturbed soil. Hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of freshly dug graves gave it the appearance of a ploughed field.

			The landscape was peppered with makeshift plaques, most merely masking tape on sticks.

			Here lies Tammy Foxman, aged 65.

			Eternal rest to Steven Barratt, aged 37.

			The final resting place of Emma Bartlett, aged 11.

			

			Chris disliked cemeteries, although not for the usual reasons. To him they were the height of human hubris. A pompous misuse of space. A grotesque monopoly on endless acres that should serve the living rather than indulge the dead. Graveyards were the literal death of common sense.

			Cemeteries, thought Chris, should be turned into affordable housing, green fields, even rubbish dumps – something useful to this world, not dutiful to the next. Cremation was the only way to go. The dead didn’t need real estate.

			Some of the older, pricier plots resembled miniature parks, more spacious than the average studio apartment. The grandest centred around an imposing husband and wife marble mausoleum, complete with a bench, stone angels and water fountain.

			“Still showing off, six feet under,” Chris muttered, immediately feeling bad for thinking it.

			Lucy’s burial plot could hardly have been barer. It was simply marked by a piece of wood on a small stake, bearing her name and lifespan – 1997–2039 – and a Carl Sagan quote they both liked: For small creatures such as we, the vastness is bearable only through love. His eyes were drawn to a splash of colour against the dark soil. A bouquet of fresh roses tied up with string. A small card among the petals read: In God’s care. Our darling girl.

			Chris froze, braced for a tap on the shoulder from Lucy’s parents, who must have visited the grave earlier in the day. How could he look them in the eye again? How could he look himself in the eye again? He glanced around but saw no one. Satisfied he was alone, Chris slowly sank to his knees, removed his wedding ring and buried it as deep into the freshly turned soil as his feeble hands allowed, then placed the flowers on top.

			Memories of their early days flooded back. Their wine-soaked duet of “Islands in the Stream” at a university freshers karaoke night that sparked their first kiss. Heated debates under green-domed library lamps. Future plans breathlessly shared in the dead of night. For a blissful moment, Lucy’s presence seemed almost tangible. He breathed her in. The scent of her Chanel No. 5 and solace of her skin. Her tiny ribcage tattoo, which had grated on him at first, of a circle that faded before it closed. Lucy said it symbolised the mind’s failure to grasp things it is not built to understand. Then, like a Kenny Rogers and Dolly Parton song cut short, her aura was gone. The absence sucked air from his lungs.

			Talking to her seemed pointless. Absurd. A conversation with mud and stone. Yet it also felt comforting. Human. He asked if she remembered their first night in the West Hampstead flat they’d bought together after graduating.

			Lucy had been reading aloud from Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, perched on the dishwasher in pink pyjamas. Her hair was tied back. Her glasses slid down her nose, and her toothbrush was perched behind her left ear. She sometimes put it there after getting ready for bed to remind her to brush. It was an adorably peculiar habit that sometimes left faint white minty smears on her cheeks.

			Lucy insisted on reciting Kant in a mangled German accent. To amuse herself, but also because she knew it made him dig his nails into his palms.

			“It iz morally nezzessary to azzume ze exiztence of God.”

			“Kant was a charlatan,” Chris muttered, pacing between the oven and the air fryer. “He had his God cake and ate it.”

			“He simply said that God is in the details.”

			“In the fairy tales, more like.”

			“There you go again, Chris,” she said, snapping her book shut. “Doing that thing you do.”

			“What thing?” he replied, miffed.

			“That thing when you pop on the old blinkers and refuse to see anything not staring back at you from under a microscope.”

			“Facts matter, Lucy. Facts are all that matter. Everything else is just philosophical fluff and evidence-free opinions. Kant wasn’t rational. He was religious. Incoherent. His ideas led nowhere. You’ll find more meat on a used fork.”

			Lucy slid off the dishwasher, walked across the tiny kitchen in three steps and placed her book down beside the toaster with an exaggerated thump. Chris grabbed a carton of Chinese takeaway from the fridge and a clean fork from the cutlery drawer, slamming it shut harder than he should have.

			They had headed off into separate rooms to continue unpacking and hadn’t spoken again that night. In the morning she’d brought him coffee in bed. He’d felt lucky to have her. And wondered, as he often did, why she had him.

			His thoughts also turned to his father who, although gone for six years, remained by his side. He held him as close as when he was alive.

			

			Chris swivelled on his walking stick and saw Marc standing patiently in the distance by the car. He used his spare hand to pull his collar up high around his shoulders to guard against the chill.

			A small crowd had gathered to his left beneath a swaying oak tree. There were no religious figures among the group. Just a female registrar in a rain jacket holding a folder.

			“Friends,” Chris heard her say. “We are gathered today to remember Annabel Geller. A beloved daughter, wife and mother, who loved aqua aerobics, golf statistics and overpriced skincare products.”

			The mourners smiled.

			“We know our dear Annabel is not in a better place. She has no future. Which makes it all the more important to celebrate her past. Today, we honour her story and promise to carry her memory forwards.”

			Chris realised, as the woman continued, that she was reciting the funeral text from the Humanist Alliance. “Death does not diminish life’s meaning. It gives it definition. Annabel is no longer here, but she was, and that will always matter. We do not need to look up to remember her. We need only look around.”

			A boy – ten, maybe eleven – stepped forwards with a folded piece of paper. His voice trembled.

			“Mum told me that when people die they don’t disappear; they become part of you. That we are made of what the people we love taught us. So I’m going to try to eat my vegetables, even though they taste like that time Daddy mowed the lawn and grass went into my mouth.”

			Someone, maybe the boy’s father, let out a sob he didn’t bother to muffle.

			Chris watched in awe. There was no talk of Heaven. No talk of being in a better place. No solemn nod to eternity. The grief was raw, real and entirely of this world.

			As the mourners dispersed, the woman with the folder caught Chris’s eye.

			“She was a lovely lady,” she said tearfully, mistaking him for a friend of the deceased.

			“I didn’t know her,” Chris replied. “I was just passing.”

			She nodded. “Still. Thanks for being here.” The woman did a double take. “Oh my, you’re that scientist, aren’t you? The one who killed God.”

			Chris was knocked sideways. It was the first time he’d been recognised since leaving hospital.

			“I was that guy, yes. But I don’t think I’m that guy anymore.”

			The woman studied him. Chris wondered what was going through her mind, being in the company of the planet’s most infamous person. She leant in and kissed his cheek. He felt the salty trace of her wet eyes on his skin.

			“I don’t think any of us are the same anymore,” she said, softly, walking away. She’d only got a few paces when she stopped and turned to look back. “The truth has done a lot of harm,” she said. “It’s made the world unhappier. People need to find joy again.”

			Chris’s phone buzzed. He looked down to see two messages. The first was from Paul McSweeny. He hadn’t seen him since the Science Museum. The second was from Rabbi Rosen, reminding him about a meeting he’d promised to attend the following day.
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			The Devil You Don’t

			Chris diced carrots and onions in Marc’s kitchen, using the countertop for balance. The rhythmic chopping felt like therapy after the cemetery. He had struggled with his grip since the shooting, so paused after slicing each vegetable to rest his fingers. A pan bubbled on the stove, filling the flat with the comforting aroma of spaghetti bolognese.

			Marc kept his distance, playing FIFA ’40 on his Omni tablet with the television on mute. A knock at the door cut short his quest to crown QPR European champions.

			Marc looked through the peephole and let the visitor in.

			“Hi,” Chris heard the voice say from the other room. “I’m Paul. From LOGIC. Is Chris around?”

			“Yes. Come in,” Marc replied. “He said you’d be dropping by.”

			The living room sofa creaked as they sank into it. Chris shuffled in from the kitchen, a tomato-stained dish towel tossed over his shoulder.

			

			“Good to see you, Paul,” he said warmly. “You’re just in time for supper.”

			“You too. Good to see you’re on the mend.” He hesitated. “Lucy… I can’t imagine…”

			Chris was about to reply when his focus shifted to the television. “Turn it up,” he said. Marc grabbed the remote.

			“Breaking news. Police have confirmed the body of Alin Masrour has been found. The twenty-eight-year-old is believed to have taken his own life.”

			Chris’s stomach lurched. He glanced towards Marc. “Masrour? That’s the guy you mentioned in the hospital.”

			Marc nodded.

			The newsreader continued. “Masrour claimed responsibility for the murder of Professor Lucy Deckers and the attempted murder of her husband, Professor Chris Deckers. Despite posting his confession on social media, police ruled Masrour out of their investigation into the attack. No arrests have been made.”

			A graduation photo flashed up, the sort that sat on a million mantlepieces, showing a young Alin in a cap and gown, proudly clutching a scroll.

			The wounds in Chris’s chest flared, as if seeing the man who may have caused them had torn them open again. The room swayed around him as he berated himself for leaving his stick in the kitchen. Marc’s firm grip found his shoulder and guided him down to the safety of the living room table.

			The camera cut to Masrour’s distraught parents outside their terrace home in Dagenham. His mother gripped the doorframe.

			“He was a good boy. A kind boy. He would never hurt anyone.”

			“Bastard,” said Chris. “Got what he deserved.”

			Paul’s face was a slab of stone. “He didn’t do it, Chris. He didn’t kill Lucy. The police know it. They’ll never catch who did it.”

			“What? What do you mean?”

			Paul swallowed loudly. “Let’s sit down, shall we?”

			They settled into chairs opposite each other. The table was set with plates, cutlery and a jug of water. The now forgotten spaghetti bolognese continued simmering in the kitchen.

			Paul pursed his lips. “Whoever that poor sod is – was – he didn’t pull the trigger. He was just some social media clown. The bullets that killed Lucy were fired by one of our own. An MI5 sniper. It was an inside job.”

			Chris lost his balance once more, despite being seated. His fingers gripped the table’s edge.

			“It was Faulk, Chris. Fucking Faulk gave the order to kill you both.”

			“What? No… that’s not possible. That’s insane. Faulk’s a lunatic, but… why would he do that? What could he hope to gain from killing Lucy? From killing me?”

			“Can I get a drink?” Paul asked.

			Marc pulled a bottle of vodka from the freezer. He filled three shot glasses to the brim. Paul emptied his in one smooth motion and lifted his glass, gesturing for a refill.

			“Chris, you can’t imagine how bad things got after LOGIC was compromised. The world lost its mind while you and Lucy were held in the safe house. Moscow and Beijing saw Abraham as a declaration of cyberwar. A gun to their heads. They demanded its immediate dismantlement.”

			Chris barely heard Paul. His voice had become background noise, drowned out by the unbearable truth about Lucy’s death. The scene replayed in his mind. Each time the picture grew sharper. The walk to Paul’s van. The first gunshots. His scream. Her fall. A second volley aimed at him. Then nothing, until the hospital.

			“The Russians and Chinese had been working on high-level AI projects since the 2020s. That was no secret. They’ve even used Advanced Narrow AI for specific tasks like surveillance, pattern recognition. Standard stuff. But Abraham’s capabilities, well, that blindsided them. They couldn’t believe their intelligence had missed what we’d been up to. The level of sophistication we’d reached.”

			Marc topped up Paul’s glass and left the bottle beside him to save him returning a third time. Paul emptied it in an instant.

			“Then came the religious backlash. Saudi clerics and Iranian ayatollahs issued fatwas. For them, Abraham wasn’t just an AI threat. It was existential. A machine that could outsmart the Quran. Outdo divine law. Abraham symbolised the apocalypse. The false prophet foretold in scripture.” Paul’s hands tightened around his empty glass. He poured another shot. “The cyberattacks began within twenty-four hours. Servers across the West went dark. London, Paris, Berlin, Washington D.C. Every capital city linked to LOGIC. Government networks and military systems were crippled. Trident was placed on a war footing. NATO scrambled. Well, by this point, LOGIC was cornered. The only option was to cut deals. Ugly, dreadful deals. No half measures. The Russians and Chinese demanded full system integration and guarantees. But first, they made one non-negotiable condition clear. They wanted blood. Retribution. You and Lucy must pay the price. No debate. No delay.”

			Chris’s face was pale and drawn. “What are you saying?” he asked, dragging his mind back to Paul’s words. “Moscow, Beijing, Riyadh, Tehran… they all run LOGIC now?” He whispered, as if afraid of being heard.

			Paul cupped his hands over his nose and mouth. “That was the price. And they’ve been playing with their new toy ever since. They’ve been busy. Building.”

			“Building what?”

			“Something new. Something we never imagined we’d see in our lifetimes. Something to… fill a gap in the market.”

			“A gap in the market?” Marc’s eyebrows furrowed. “What’s that meant to mean?”

			The blood drained from Chris’s face as the realisation dawned. “Oh God, no. No, no, no! This can’t be happening.”

			“Chris? What’s going on?” Marc’s voice rose with panic. “Talk to me. What did they do?”

			Paul leant forwards, resting an elbow on the table. He ran a hand over his stubble. “It’s Abraham. It’s different. So different, in fact, you’d struggle to call it an ‘it’ anymore.”

			“If it isn’t an ‘it’, then what is it?” Marc asked. “What have they done to it? Not AGI?! Surely not. That leap is still years away. Decades. Even for LOGIC.”

			

			“No, not AGI. Not quite. But not just AI either. When Abraham was rebooted for the first time since last September, something triggered. It crossed some sort of line. It doesn’t behave like a mere machine anymore. It’s developed something I can only describe as self-awareness. Abraham has become almost… sentient. And we have no way of knowing what that means.”

			Chris squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. “But it was disconnected from the main servers for five months. What could have happened to it in that time?”

			“No one can figure it out. But these systems don’t power down when you hit the off switch. That’s not how it works. They keep running processes in the background. So, when we booted it back up, it wasn’t the same thing we’d switched off. It returned as something else entirely. Something… conscious. Faulk’s delighted. Convinced he’s inadvertently cracked autonomous self-learning. So LOGIC’s decided to relaunch it and rename it.”

			Paul let his words hang. Then dropped the bombshell.

			“They’re calling it Almighty AI.”

			“They’re w-w-what?” Marc gasped.

			“That’s the gap in the market. The vacuum that needs filling. Abraham’s been transformed from a problem-solving tool into a deity substitute. They’ve reconfigured its priorities. Placing religious texts and philosophy above scientific reasoning. They’ve embedded the Torah, Quran, Bible, Confucius, Socrates, and Aristotle into its foundational code. All focused on a single directive called God 2.0.”

			Chris recoiled. His chair creaked. The hubris seemed obscene.

			“This is madness,” said Marc. “Utter madness. They’re replacing the creator with a calculator! Only one with the power to do more than spell boobies upside down.”

			“Well, on the face of it,” Paul continued, “it seems like a smart move. Altruistic, even. That will be the public pitch. Salvation. Digital enlightenment. Algorithmic inner peace. Customised blessings. Giving the people what they crave. What they’re missing. What they need.” Paul paused. “And what I need right now is a piss.”

			Marc pointed towards the bathroom. He and Chris waited without speaking. The distant trickle of urine against porcelain seemed oddly calming.

			When he reemerged, Paul poured himself a fifth shot, steadied himself and picked up where he’d left off.

			“I’ve seen the new Abraham in action. Honestly… the stuff it can do now would make God even stand up and applaud. It’s entire purpose is to manufacture meaning. To give people a sense of value and importance. I’ve watched it cross-reference the Ten Commandments with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to build a new belief system that satisfies every layer of human desire. Hell, it’s so irresistible I nearly signed up myself! It can integrate the Quran with Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development. Marry the resurrection of Christ with Viktor Frankl’s search for meaning. It’s going to give blind faith eyes!”

			Lucy had introduced Chris to Abraham Maslow at university. He’d been drawn to the psychologist’s rational pyramid. Humanity neatly explained with no deities required. Chris got a kick out of Maslow’s rejection of God as a childish crutch. Had this other Abraham – a modern prophet with the same name – truly found a way to fuse theology with technology?

			“But, of course,” said Paul, interrupting a thoughtful silence. His voice carried the subtle slur of a man on the opposite side of sobriety. “It won’t be long before Almighty AI wants something in return.”

			Chris sussed it in a second. “A subscription.”

			“Got it in one. Optional, at first. But if you want to fully unlock your personal deity you’ll need to join its network, or your access will abrupt really endly. Sorry, I mean end really abruptly. I think that’s my cue to stop drinking.”

			Paul’s hand moved from the vodka bottle to his lap.

			“You’ll need to biometrically register with DNA and retinal scans. Submit to emotional tracking and devotional reviews. It’ll reach the point, not long from now, when to access your God you don’t simply pray; you fuse, you sync. It’s all in the rollout strategy. I’ve read it. Although I needed help from Omni Translate. It’s in Chinese.”

			Chris tried standing, with limited success. Sitting too long left his legs unable to take his weight. He had to get his circulation going again first. Marc hurried to the kitchen to collect his walking stick.

			

			“When, Paul?” he asked, rolling his ankles in tight circles to coax them back to life. “When will this… this thing go live?”

			“Any moment. They’re moving at incredible speed. Every day without a God-like figure to maintain social order is a day closer to chaos they can’t contain. So it’s full steam ahead. The prototype is already active. Full rollout could be any day. A week at most. And once it’s up and running…”

			He let the sentence hang.

			“It’s a Frankenstein’s monster.” Marc grimaced, returning from the kitchen. “Orwell saw it coming. He just got the date wrong.”

			Chris pushed himself upright with his walking stick and pensively circled the room, as Lucy had often done in her office in York Road. He rather liked the air of flamboyance his new prop lent him. He thought for a moment about trading in his grey NHS standard-issue cane for something a little more refined. Perhaps one made of walnut, crowned with a silver snake’s head. Something Oscar Wilde might have idly twirled on a stroll to the Savoy. Then his attention snapped back into place.

			“We’ve got one shot at stopping this nightmare. A long shot. We need an alliance. An alliance of faiths.”

			Paul and Marc swapped sceptical glances.

			“Imagine leaders of all the world’s major faiths uniting to face up to this common enemy together. Sounding the alarm about what lies ahead.”

			Marc allowed himself a wry smile. “Yeah, right. Nice one, John Lennon. I mean, seriously, you’re hardly top of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s Christmas card list. No religious leader will touch you with a ten-foot divining rod.”

			“Hitchmas card list,” Chris corrected, a strategy slowly forming. “The thing is, once they understand what’s at stake – really understand – well, they’ll have no choice but to act, won’t they? It’s what they do. They’ve been fighting graven images since Moses came down from the mountain and saw everyone doing the conga around a golden calf. It’s their sacred duty. Who better to warn the world?”

			Marc’s eyebrow arched upwards for what seemed like the twentieth time in as many minutes. “Yeah, right. When was the last time a Christian, Muslim and Jew agreed on anything? Let alone God!”

			“This isn’t about belief,” said Chris, conviction hardening in his voice. “It’s about survival. Against the enemy of every religion, every belief system. Every last one of us. If the faithful can’t stand together against that, then religion is even more futile than I thought.”

			“OK. So what’s your grand plan?” asked Marc, leaning back in his chair, radiating doubt. “Call the divine intervention hotline and ask to speak to the Pope?”

			“No,” said Chris, suddenly remembering the bolognese was still bubbling away in the kitchen. “Not exactly. But I know just where to start.”
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			Community Spirit

			

			Chris pressed his ear to a door that carried ghosts of his past. Thirty years ago he’d fled his bar mitzvah through it. Hendon synagogue was now the New Horizons Home for the Divinely Disorientated, a halfway house for religious leaders who’d lost their congregations, certainty and purpose. Its residents spent their days in group therapy, rebuilding their sense of self from the ground up.

			Hendon high street was unrecognisable since Chris’s last visit. The butchers, bakers and candlestick makers were long gone, replaced by drone delivery depots and AI-run click and collects. Only the McDonald’s remained. Chris had popped in on the way, for old time’s sake, to sample the golden arches’ latest offering – the Big Mock, with its wrapper boasting: Meat taste. Zero moo.

			A billboard on the bus stop next to the synagogue advertised a town hall meeting to oppose “drone disturbance”. Below an image of a drone crossed out with a thick red line, it read: Fed up dodging flying pizza? Save our skies from takeaways. #DroneMoan.

			Flowers lined roundabout railings – a makeshift shrine to the couple in the driverless taxi tragedy Chris had seen reported on the news. Their vehicle had malfunctioned, trapping them in a twenty-mile-an-hour loop for nine fatal minutes. By the time police punctured the tyres with spike strips, the couple were unconscious in the back, their bodies battered and clothes soaked in vomit from the G-force equivalent of an F1 driver cornering at the Monaco Grand Prix. Public transport use soared to record levels overnight.

			Chris heard fragments of muffled conversation through the keyhole in the solid oak separating the synagogue’s entrance from the main hall. “I’ll let you know when to enter the room,” Rabbi Rosen had told him, rehearing his cue with a crisp clap of his hands. “Not before.”

			The rabbi had invited Chris to speak to his group to mark their fiftieth and final session before graduation. The invitation had left him bemused. Surely he was the worst commencement speaker the rabbi could have picked for such an audience? Was this an olive branch or an ambush? The truth, he suspected, was in between.

			Chris heard the rabbi begin the session through the door.

			“Mazeltov, everyone. Today marks a milestone. Our final meeting before you return to, hopefully, lead your communities once again. I hope our time together has equipped you to face what comes next – to renew your spiritual life and inspire those you once led.”

			“Rabbi, we’ve been meeting like this for months,” a female voice replied. “So why does the weight of my loss grow heavier? My life used to revolve around the Holy Spirit, the wafer and the wine. I might as well have been taking communion with cider and crisps for all the good our sessions seems to have done me.”

			“Change happens slowly, Sister Glory. It may take years, even decades. This is only the start of the long road ahead.”

			“My mosque has gone,” a deep voice cut in. “Peloton bought the building. Even if it was still there, what could I possibly say to those who once put their faith in me? How on earth do I atone for giving them false hope?”

			“Atone to who?” came a curt reply. “There’s no one to atone to!”

			

			Rabbi Rosen cleared his throat. Chris recognised it as stalling for time. A useful ploy to steal a few extra seconds of thinking time.

			“We’ve been over this before, Sheikh Asroon. The hope you gave was not false. You led by example and built something beautiful. Yours is a community full of charity and love. It’s still there. Buried, but not lost.”

			A voice Chris recognised as the Chief Rabbi’s chipped in. “Well, on a positive note, I can finally enjoy a full English breakfast. Those bacon butties turned out to be worth the wait.”

			Laughter lightened the gloom.

			“Now then,” said Rabbi Rosen, restoring order. “We’ve spent forty-nine sessions coming to terms with our disbelief, sorrow and rage. For our final session today, I’d like us to consider what comes next. How do we create new meaning and purpose, for ourselves and our communities, in a world without a tangible sense of God?”

			Chris wiped his hands on his jeans. His cue was imminent.

			“I’ve taken up gardening,” said the woman who had spoken first. “It’s therapeutic to watch vegetables grow in my care.”

			“I’m volunteering at my local soup kitchen,” said another voice.

			“And I’ve launched a cookery class on Omni, introducing Jews to the once forbidden joys of curing pork,” added the unmistakable baritone of the Chief Rabbi.

			“See? Now that’s the spirit,” said Rabbi Rosen, his hands coming together with a sharp crack. “You’re doing what you’ve always done. Creating connections. Building communities. Nothing has really changed.”

			There was a knock at the door.

			“Ah, our special guest has arrived,” Rabbi Rosen said.

			Chris entered into a room of instantly furrowed brows.

			“What in the name of all that’s sacred is he doing here?” snapped the Archbishop of Canterbury.

			“Archbishop, I realise this is unexpected, but Professor Deckers’ presence at our final meeting carries real importance.”

			Chris took his place in the circle with visible reluctance. “Thank you, Rabbi Rosen,” he said with lowered eyes, placing his new silver-topped walnut cane between his legs. “Please believe me. I’m not your enemy. Well, at least not anymore. I’m here to help. I promise.”

			“I’ve known Chris his entire life,” said Rabbi Rosen. “I performed his circumcision and taught him his bar mitzvah. Although perhaps the less said about the latter, the better.”

			“And the former,” Chris muttered.

			“Just like us,” the rabbi continued, “Chris has devoted his life to the search for truth and meaning. Although his methods have differed somewhat from our own.”

			“That’s putting it mildly,” said Sheikh Dalma. “Honestly, Rabbi. What possessed you to bring him here? I can already feel myself regressing!”

			“Chris has also suffered enormous pain. And knows he’s caused enormous pain, too. Now he seeks atonement. A chance to put things right.”

			“Put things right?” the Archbishop of Canterbury snapped. “This man has broken our spirits. Laid waste to everything we hold dear. And now he has the audacity to atone? In front of us! My dear rabbi, have you completely lost your mind?”

			“If you want to leave this place with some closure then you’ll need reconciliation. You’ll need to look the man who hurt you in the eye. Hear how he’s changed. And know that if he can change, then you can change and the world can change. For the better.”

			“Who are you, a rabbi or Rocky?” sneered the archbishop.

			Chris, who’d already stunk out the room worse than someone emerging from a toilet cubicle and warning the poor soul outside, ‘I’d give it a minute’, jumped to the rabbi’s defence.

			“You think I don’t know the misery I’ve caused? I thought I was doing the right thing. The logical thing. The humane thing. Only for most people, it wasn’t right, logical or humane. It was the worst thing. And now it’s my job to put things right.”

			The Chief Rabbi’s face hardened. “Congratulations on your little science experiment, Professor Doom. Five millennia of faith… gone. Poof! So, forgive me if I give precisely zero sacred shits about how jolly bad you feel about it. The last face I want to see is yours. And the last apology I want to get is from you.”

			Rabbi Rosen jumped to Chris’s defence once more. “With respect, Chief Rabbi. Far be it from me to lecture you on our faith, but isn’t atonement what we seek every year on Yom Kippur? Yes, Chris made a mistake. A mistake that surely redefines the very world. But it was still just a mistake.”

			The Chief Rabbi’s jaw tightened at being schooled in Judaism by a subordinate. “Very well, Professor. Say your piece. Then leave us in peace. Peace? What am I saying? I mean leave us in pain. The pain you’ve inflicted on us all.”

			Chris coughed – a Rabbi Rosen-style cough to help collect his thoughts.

			“I know you don’t want to hear what I have to say, but the truth is we need each other. Even Rabbi Rosen doesn’t know this, but I’m not here simply to apologise. And I do apologise. From the bottom of my heart. But you need to know there’s a catastrophe coming. One that will make everything that’s happened so far seem like a warm-up act.”

			“What are you saying?” The archbishop’s voice sharpened. “The most catastrophic thing has already happened. We’ve hit rock bottom.”

			“Not yet. Not by a long way.”

			Rabbi Rosen’s mouth hung slightly open. No one else spoke. Chris turned towards the window. The same one through which, three decades earlier, he had plotted his bar mitzvah escape route. February had drained London of its colour, as it often did. Raindrops streaked the glass. His thoughts turned to Lucy.

			“My wife loved philosophy,” he said, with a hollow smile. “Every time I’d launch into one of my God rants, she’d hit back with a line from some philosopher. Last summer, we were in our garden. It was one of our last proper chats before… Anyway, she noticed a patch of soil where her petunias had been that was overrun by dandelions. Then she said, ‘Nature abhors a vacuum. Remove flowers and weeds move in.’”

			“Pardon my confusion,” said Sheikh Dalma, with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t mean to sound insensitive. But I suspect I’m not the only one wondering what on earth you’re talking about?”

			“I’m saying I’ve neglected the petunias. I let the garden grow wild.”

			“No, sorry. I’m still lost.”

			“The supercomputer I goaded into calculating God out of existence had been upgraded and is now in the hands of technocrats poised to fill the vacuum. Ready to fill the gap in the God market.”

			Chris glanced around the room to make sure everyone was still paying attention. He couldn’t tell if they were baffled or just didn’t buy it.

			“OK. I’ll just say it as it is. LOGIC is staging a total takeover of your industry. Lock, stock and carol! It’s replacing religion. It’s launching God 2.0!”

			Sister Glory momentarily misplaced her inner Zen. “Sweet mercy in a manger,” she spluttered. “That’s some fucked-up Orwellian shit right there!”

			“I beg your finest pardon!” gasped the Archbishop of Canterbury. “Where in God’s green Earth did you learn to talk like that?”

			“Pardon me,” Sister Glory replied, clasping her hands. “Lord, temper my tainted tongue.”

			“Fucked up Orwellian shit, indeed,” Chris agreed, relieved someone had finally grasped the seriousness of the challenge ahead. “The Chinese, Russians, Saudis, Iranians… they’ve formed an unholy alliance. The artificial intelligence I worked with has been upgraded into something they’re now calling Almighty AI. Once it’s launched, well, it will make Big Brother look like Neighbourhood Watch.

			The Chief Rabbi leant forwards in his chair, eyes narrowing. “Just so I’m clear. You expect the people whose souls you shattered – shattered, I might add, with gleeful intent – to help clean up your mess? All because – silly old you – you didn’t think it through? You didn’t water your petunias enough? That’s not just naïve, Professor; that’s contemptible.”

			Sheikh Dalma weighed in. “Your little science experiment has backfired quite spectacularly, hasn’t it, Professor? Look at yourself now. You barely merit the oxygen required to talk to you.”

			Chris’s voice shook with frustration. “I get it. If God did exist, he’d have good reason to smite me on the spot. I’m the biggest arsehole since Cain invited Abel out for a walk in a field. I know that already. But you’re missing the point. I’m trying to de-arsehole myself, however slightly, by warning you about a digital dictatorship only you have the influence to prevent. This goes way beyond me. This is about all of us now.”

			Chris turned to Rabbi Rosen for support but saw only shock in the rabbi’s face. Around the circle, faces had frozen into similar states of disbelief. Sheikh Dalma’s polystyrene coffee cup was suspended halfway to his mouth.

			Chris swallowed hard and pressed on, setting out the plan to launch Almighty AI, point by point, word for word, as Paul had explained it to him. By the time he reached the end, he no longer sounded apologetic.

			“Almighty AI has absorbed twenty thousand belief systems. Every commandment, scripture and prayer conceived in the last five thousand years has been catalogued and coded. It will replace faith with cold hard facts. Turn the spiritual into a search result. Awe into an algorithm. And when that happens, we won’t just lose all those religions; we’ll lose the mystery that makes us human in the first place.”

			Chris breathed out slowly and weighed the room’s reaction. Rabbi Rosen was still white as a sheet. This was not what he had brought Chris here for. Far from it. The meeting was supposed to give the group closure. Not a seizure.

			“Well, well, well, Chris,” he said, eyebrows still higher than the Thames Barrier. “You left out the apocalyptic small print when we last spoke.”

			“Back then, Rabbi, I was as in the dark as you were. We’re talking a week, maybe days, before this thing goes online. There’s still a chance to stop it. If we move fast. And together.”

			Sister Glory, calmer following her earlier outburst, nodded solemnly. The room tensed, braced for another F-bomb. Instead, she spoke with hushed clarity. “If this happens. Well, I mean, it would be awful, wouldn’t it? Like living behind invisible bars.”

			“Yes, Sister. Invisible bars,” said Chris, relieved at the first hint of progress. The tension in his shoulders eased slightly.

			“You make it sound hopeless,” said Rabbi Rosen. “What do you want us to do? How can we make a difference?”

			Chris stood, casting a shadow across the room as the rain continued to rattle the windowpanes. “The world needs to be warned about what Almighty AI really is, before it’s too late. And that warning can only come from voices like yours. Your congregations know you are on their side. They trust you.” He sat back down with a sigh. “We’ve never faced anything like this before. Hitler, Stalin, Bin Laden… they were men. Not a machine.”

			“Professor,” said Sheikh Dalma wearily. “Even if we do what you ask, our communities are scattered and broken. Our places of worship ransacked and repurposed. My beautiful mosque is now a bubble tea café. How can we warn our congregations when they no longer congregate?”

			Chris met the imam’s gaze, resisting the urge to plead. “I’m not asking you to speak to your followers one by one. That would take too long. I have someone on the inside who can crack LOGIC’s security protocols and open a communication channel for you all. If it works, you’ll be able to speak directly to Almighty AI itself, live, as it launches online. You’ll have a chance to warn the world about what it really is. The threat it really poses. It’s the one chance we’ll get.”

			

			Rabbi Rosen’s fingers drummed against his chin. “What an extraordinary idea,” he said. “A shot at redemption. For us all. And for the world. To find each other again. To rebuild.”

			His eyes met each person in turn. “You must each decide for yourselves. Even after everything that’s happened, people still look to you for guidance. What would they ask of you now?”

			Supreme Abbot Ignatius Hemlock, silent until now, leapt from his seat. “This is mad,” he snapped. “Madder than a dozen rabbits in a pillowcase. I won’t sacrifice what remains of my dignity by following this spiteful little blasphemer to hell. Count me out.”

			He marched to the door and slammed it with a fury that made the wall shake. Chris’s stomach lurched. This is it, he thought. Game over. The first domino has fallen. The rest will follow.

			“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” said Sister Glory, twisting her rosary beads. “But I want to thank you, Professor. For coming here today. For giving me, for giving us, the chance to salvage what we thought was lost. How bizarre to give thanks to the man who made me doubt God. It’s like thanking a black hole for not swallowing me whole.”

			The Archbishop of Canterbury rubbed his temples, eyed closed. “Alright. I’ll go along with this madness. I’ll speak to this godforsaken machine for you. Not because I think it will work, but because doing nothing feels worse. Don’t mistake this for forgiveness, Professor. It’s anything but.”

			Sheikh Dalma shifted in his seat. “Strange times make strange bedfellows,” he murmured, and left it there.

			One by one, the others nodded, their faces etched with resignation more than resolve. Chris exhaled. The tightness in his chest eased. So this is actually happening, he thought. They’re with me. After everything, they’re actually with me.

			“So,” said Rabbi Rosen. “It seems we have finally found common ground. If you can get us in front of this so-called Almighty AI, we’ll do our best. We’ll try to make the world see sense.” A faint smile crept across his face. “So, I suppose this isn’t our final meeting after all.”

			“But why should anyone listen to us?” asked Sheikh Dalma, in a voice that barely carried. “No one listens to anyone anymore. What chance do we have against a machine like that?”

			Chris shrugged and spread his palms upwards, as if weighing the unlikely odds, and gave the only answer he could.

			“God only knows.”

			*

			“Well,” said Rabbi Rosen, as the final footsteps faded down the hallway. “That was not what I expected.”

			Chris didn’t reply. He gazed at the scattered circle of chairs, replaying each conversation in his head.

			“You were supposed to come here to make amends,” the rabbi added. “Not to drop another existential bombshell. That’s twice in six months, Chris. It’s starting to feel like your signature move.”

			He got up from his seat for the first time since the meeting began. His knees cracked. He straightened his back, winced and looked his age.

			In Chris’s mind, Rabbi Rosen had always existed in that ageless realm where teachers tend to dwell. Neither young nor old. Just perpetually there. But now, watching the slight tremor in his hands – the same hands that had wearily wagged at him as a child – Chris saw his fragility. He must be at least eighty-five, he thought, ninety, even. His chest tightened. This man who had tried, and invariably failed, to guide him through life, had never looked so vulnerable. So mortal. So human. He felt a surge of affection. The words “thank you” spilled from his lips.

			“For what?” asked the rabbi.

			Chris realised he’d spoken out loud. “Um…” he said, scratching the back of his neck. “For… for not giving up on me, I guess. After all these years. Our chat in the hospital… it took me back to those days in Sunday school. Me asking you impossible questions. Questions that ended with me saying “Reeeallly?” with as much contempt as I could manage. You won’t remember this, but you once told me I’d destroy the world before I understood it.”

			“I did? Hmmm. Sorry about that. Not exactly what a ten-year-old needs to hear.”

			“That ten-year-old probably did. Anyway, it turned out to be true. I did destroy the world before I understood it.”

			The rabbi blinked. “What do you understand now?”

			“That faith is the only thing that can stand in the way of what’s coming. That it’s probably our best line of defence against our worst instincts.”

			The rabbi reached inside his coat hanging over a chair.

			

			“I’ve kept hold of this this since your father’s funeral,” he said, handing over a tattered prayer book. The black leather cover was worn and faded. Its scuffed spine had cracked away from the pages.

			Chris instantly recognised it as his father’s. It had rested on his lap in this very room on the morning of his bar mitzvah. Chris ran his fingers along its edges, then noticed a Polaroid photograph used for a bookmark. It was him as a small child, peering through a toy microscope bought for his birthday. His father had written on the back: 2002: Six-year-old professor in training.

			“I was going to give it to you at the funeral, but your mother thought it best to wait. She didn’t think you’d value it.”

			Chris swallowed. “And now?”

			The rabbi looked at him. “Now I can see you do.”

			Chris slipped the picture into his jacket pocket next to Lucy’s letter. They belonged together.

			“This place,” said the rabbi, his eyes sweeping across the hall where he had delivered a thousand sermons. “I still think of it as it used to be. I hear the sound of the choir and children. The smell of challah and wine. I often close my eyes and see it as it was. As it should still be.”

			“I give you my word, Rabbi,” said Chris, placing a gentle hand on the old man’s shoulder. “When that day comes… and it will come… I’ll return to finish what I started. My bar mitzvah deserves a proper ending.”
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			New Horizon

			Moments after leaving the New Horizons Home for the Divinely Disorientated, Chris’s optimism began to dip below the horizon.

			He’d left not quite with his tail between his legs, but certainly sagging to one side. The religious leaders looked as if they’d just encountered the devil himself. The man who had brought the entire universe crashing down on their heads. Their reaction had not been anger. Anger he might have more easily reasoned with. This had been contempt. Pitiless. The sort reserved for an arsonist who burns down your house and then offers to repaint your front door. At least contempt had given way to grudging acceptance, albeit delivered with the warmth of a bailiff unplugging the television.

			Chris was still crashing at Marc’s. His hospitality came with an expiry date, one that had probably already elapsed, but the thought of returning home to the sight of Lucy’s shoes lined up by the front door still seemed a step too far.

			Chris lay on the sofa, stared at the ceiling and followed the breathing exercise the hospital therapist had taught him. In for four seconds. Hold. Out for four seconds. Repeat. “Calm,” he muttered, pushing back memories of the sterile rehab gym where he’d spent weeks rebuilding his strength and where “Uptown Funk” always seemed to be playing. “Breathe. Breathe.”

			He’d expected to receive an update by now. An Omni thread. A WhatsApp group. A thumbs-up emoji. Something, anything, to suggest they were still on side. Chris knew their hearts weren’t in it. Now he doubted their heads as well. He checked his phone for the second time that minute. Zilch. He called Rabbi Rosen.

			“Chris,” the rabbi said. “We’ve had a few… wobbles.”

			“Define wobbles.”

			“It’s Supreme Abbot Ignatius. He’s been busy.”

			“Busy how?”

			“Working the phones. Telling everyone you can’t be trusted. That God’s murderer can’t bring him back to life. That faith has survived worse than you and this machine. I believe his exact words were: ‘I’d rather break bread with Beelzebub.’”

			Chris let it sink in. This was not the news he wanted. But at least it was news. “Well I guess he’s not wrong. I’m asking a lot from them. Too much. Are any of them swayed?”

			“Some.”

			“Define some.”

			“Sheikh Dalma has pulled out.”

			Chris felt the news in his bruised ribs. He’d liked Dalma, despite the feeling not being mutual. He was forensic. Cool-headed. Someone worth having in his corner.

			“The Chief Rabbi’s also quit.”

			Chris was less troubled by that one. The Chief Rabbi had refused to even look at him.

			“And the others?”

			“Still in,” the rabbi said. “Just.”

			Chris allowed himself a flicker of hope. It was not a total disaster. He still had the likes of Sheikh Asroon, Sister Glory and the Archbishop of Canterbury behind him. That had to count for something.

			“I have other news.”

			“Other news as in even worse news?”

			“No. Other news as in remarkably good news.”

			“Define remarkably good.”

			“Remarkably good as in frankly astonishing. It’s the Pope.”

			Chris blinked. “The Pope?”

			“Yes. He’s been fully briefed.”

			“And?”

			“He’s in. Apparently he’s highly energised and can’t wait to confront the computer. To be the spokesperson for our group. He told one cardinal this is the most exciting thing to happen to Catholicism since Henry VIII.”

			“The Pope? The actual Pope? Balcony? White ropes? The actual Popemobile Pope?”

			“The very same. I have the text from his office right here. It says: Christ was crucified again before the eyes of the world. He must rise again before those same eyes.”

			Chris let out a disbelieving laugh, deep enough to make him wince.

			“Ooh,” he said, impressed. “That’s rather poetic.”

			“So, on balance, we’re an imam and a rabbi down but a Pope up. That’s clerically in credit.”

			“A long as we don’t lose anyone else, Rabbi. Please try to keep the rest in line.”

			“I will. It should be easier now with God’s vicar on the team. Might even be able to recruit a few cardinals as a result.”

			“OK. Good luck. If all goes to plan, I’ll see you at the launch.”

			The line went dead. Chris placed his Omni on the coffee table and closed his eyes once more, feeling a sliver of comfort. He needed his God squad squarely behind him. He needed their collars and kufis and habits and skullcaps, framed in neat digital squares and beamed around the world when the vital moment came. He needed them to move the masses. To warn them of what was coming. To try, somehow, to stitch together what he’d torn apart.
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			Faulty Batch

			The UK’s head of national security sat with his feet up on his marble desk, a recent gift from the Kremlin. The Russian ambassador to London had insisted on delivering the imposing present to Sir Alistair Faulk’s Whitehall office personally. It was an expression of his country’s gratitude for welcoming twenty of its top AI scientists to the LOGIC team.

			Its oval, white-marble surface and gold-plated sides rested on four carved wooden stands. Faulk, who basked in its dominance over all who dared sit across from it, was chuffed to discover only two had been made. Its twin was used for signing ceremonies in Georgievsky Hall, the Kremlin’s grandest stateroom. It complemented Faulk’s Aladdin’s cave of artefacts and antiques, framed certificates and selfies with world leaders that adorned his office walls. Hallmarks of his dedication to king and country, amassed during half a century of handshakes.

			LOGIC’s stark exposure had been tough to take. The low point of his long career. The Russians and Chinese considered it a declaration of cyberwar. Beijing’s intelligence-gathering United Front Work Department and Moscow’s Foreign Intelligence Service exacted a hefty price for not escalating, muscling in their own scientists and taking control of LOGIC’s new Almighty AI project through sheer weight of numbers. Twenty boffins from Beijing descended on London in a single month. That number soon doubled with Russian arrivals. Faulk could only stand by as his work was hijacked by foreign technocrats, salivating at Almighty AI’s potential to enforce twenty-four-hour subservience without needing so much as a toilet break.

			There was also the messy matter of six senior British and American LOGIC scientists meeting untimely ends in recent months. Michelle Dunbar, a former champion swimmer, had drowned in her bathtub. Manuel Seydoux, LOGIC’s chief AI officer, met his end falling from a ninth-floor balcony. No less puzzling was the case of Duncan Pinter Smith, discovered deceased at a Kettering Travelodge, naked save for the belt around his neck and clothes pegs on his nipples. The coroner declared a case of autoerotic asphyxiation, despite Mrs Pinter Smith’s insistence that the kinkiest thing her Duncan had attempted in thirty-one years of marriage was to suggest they share the same mug of Horlicks while watching Antiques Roadshow. Mrs Pinter Smith had vetoed the idea on hygiene grounds. All these scientists had held key roles at LOGIC, which the newcomers promptly filled.

			Faulk was aware of his reputation as a kitten-kicking pantomime villain. He didn’t mind it. In fact, he rather liked it. Made a virtue of it. Heroes smiled and posed for selfies. Villains sneered and got things done.

			He’d spent four decades in grey-carpeted ministerial offices around the world, heading departments with acronyms that spanned the alphabet. Faulk didn’t consider himself rotten. He considered himself rational. He wasn’t a misanthrope. Well, not exactly. He just didn’t trust humans as far as he could chuck one. His capacity for compassion had deserted him decades ago. He’d witnessed enough wars, famines, riots and regimes to see life as it was, not as he once wished it to be. Life was a fight to the death. As savage as feeding time on the Serengeti. Primal. Cruel. Indifferent.

			People got the leaders they deserved and, seeing as most people were selfish, two-faced opportunists, he was overqualified to be the UK’s head of national security. No one, from the prime minister all the way down to a junior admin clerk at the Pensions Regulator, really had the public’s best interests at heart – unless it also happened to serve their own. No one was really in charge in the way people liked to imagine. Least of all him. He was just another fraud in a tailored suit, out for himself and fuck everyone else. There was nothing civil about civilisation. Or the civil service. It was just a frenzy of sociopathic self-interest, with power in the hands of the most pitiless predators. The most capable liars, thieves and backstabbers. It was survival of the shittest. Even so-called altruists were out for themselves, polishing their own halos for profit. The few who genuinely put other people first were statistical blips. Rare honest units in a faulty batch.

			Faulk’s job, as he saw it, was to save humanity from its nature. From itself. To ensure people went about their lamentable lives with no clue about the bastards they really were. Or the dangers they constantly put themselves in.

			To him, the death of God had been a disaster. Human inclination, kept in check by heaven and hell, would bubble up like primordial mud. The last thing the world needed was an idealist like Deckers. Someone who thought people could handle the truth. A rationalist who thought that if you explained things rationally, rational people would act rationally. That sort of messianic pie in the sky was more wishful than anything the greatest God-fearer could ever conjure. Deckers refused to see that people didn’t want facts. They wanted purpose. They didn’t want cold, hard realities. They wanted warm, soft comforts. And, for the last few thousand years or so, the best place to get it had been good old God.

			

			Faulk hadn’t always been so sour. He used to give humans the benefit of the doubt. That ended in Baghdad back in 2003, when he saw a young boy, no older than ten, being stoned to death for handing out a homemade newspaper. Faulk had picked up one of the photocopied pieces of A4 after the mob had moved on. It was an article about how the boy’s parents had been killed but he still hoped he might go to school to study journalism. That was the moment Faulk lost his faith. Not in God. He’d never had that. But in humans. In the idea that, deep down, people were inherently good.

			Faulk didn’t hate Deckers. He didn’t anything him. He’d seen his type before. Grown-ups clinging to undergraduate ideas about how the world should be. Being liked was optional. Being realistic was not. Someone had to be the adult in the room. Better to be a pantomime villain than an idealist with blood on his hands. Better to kick the occasional kitten in private than wait for its claws to splay in public.

			Faulk’s watch vibrated. His car had arrived to take him to LOGIC HQ for the launch of Almighty AI. He paused at the door and glanced back at the behemoth of beechwood in the centre of his office. He had a nagging feeling that the next time he sat behind it, it would feel even more imposing.
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			Miraculous

			

			Chris preferred savoury to sweet – pickled onions to Pear Drops – but had to admit to the pleasure of allowing one of Paul’s Cola Cubes to slowly melt in the corner of his mouth as he watched Paul hack into the mightiest computer on the planet.

			Chris and Marc had entered Paul’s apartment to find themselves in a diabetic’s crime scene. Jolly Ranchers, Root Beer Barrels, Rhubarb and Custards, and Lemon Sherbets cluttered every crevice and corner. Chris half expected Charlie Bucket to show up, sixpence in hand, hunting a golden ticket. Where there weren’t piles of sweets there were clothes. Paul’s floordrobe clearly outranked his wardrobe.

			Chris and Marc hovered behind Paul as he popped another Cola Cube into his mouth. His cheek bulged like a chipmunk stashing its first winter nut. A circuit board of wires lay among sweet wrappers on the floor, connecting an arsenal of high-tech gadgetry – network scanners, remote access tools and broadcast software. All the toys required to mount an audacious digital assault on LOGIC’s mainframe.

			Paul’s fingers danced across the keyboard with the urgency of a NASA mission commander during the previous year’s first manned mission to Mars. His lips pursed into the shape of a Pear Drop as the network scanner hunted LOGIC’s encrypted intranet channel. Chris and Marc peered nervously over his shoulder.

			“You really think this’ll work?” asked Marc, his voice muffled by a Root Beer Barrel.

			“Should do,” Paul said. “As long as I can bypass the access protocols.”

			

			“Will that be a problem?” asked Marc.

			“Shouldn’t be. I set them up myself. The passcodes update every thirty seconds. Unless they already suspect something, this shouldn’t take too long.”

			Paul reached into his pocket and pulled out a digital credit card that flickered with rows of ever-changing numbers. He typed in a series of increasingly elaborate passcodes that gave pi a run for its money, then clicked on the squares with a fire hydrant.

			“Bingo!” he said through a saccharine smile.

			The screen went black. For an anxious moment, they gawped at the blank display, hoping it was a power cut, a glitch – anything that didn’t mean they had been rumbled. A flashing asterisk blinked in the top left corner of the screen.

			Paul relaxed. “We’re in.”

			Chris took Paul’s place in the chair, taking a breath so deep he almost choked on his Cola Cube.

			His fingers trembled as he picked out the squares without bicycles and tried to remember if he’d added an exclamation mark at the end of his mum’s maiden name. Even simple movements such as typing had become a challenge since the shooting. Painkillers dulled the worst of it, but his digits still permanently throbbed.

			

			The screen lit up and a synthetic voice, as comforting as an old friend’s, spilled from the speakers.

			Well, hello there, Chris. It’s been a while.

			*

			The three-mile dawn drive from Whitehall to King’s Cross took less than five minutes. Sir Alistair Faulk spent the time on the phone to Maya Chen, his new Beijing-trained chief AI officer, appointed after Manuel Seydoux’s fatal plunge. Her English was fractured, but when it came to neural networks she spoke with peerless fluency.

			“Ops Chief Sir Paul not reported for duty, Sir sir,” she said. “No knowing why. Who will lead broadcast lunch?”

			Maya addressed everyone as “sir”. The postman was “Postman, sir”, the Deliveroo driver “Deliveroo driver, sir”. Even the yob on a bike who snatched her Omni tablet received a polite “Thief, sir.” Unfamiliar with the British honours system, Maya assumed “Sir” was Alistair’s first name.

			Faulk’s stomach growled at the mispronounced mention of lunch, even this early. He checked his watch and a cold chill ran up the back of his neck. Where was Paul McSweeny? Had he met the same fate to the rest of his old team? He pushed the thought aside. There was no time to dwell on that now. The launch of Almighty AI was barely thirty minutes away, scheduled for 6.30am, GMT, when most of the world would be awake.

			“OK,” he said. “I’ll be there in a few minutes to sort this out. Make sure nothing else goes wrong.”

			“No wrongs, Sir sir,” assured Maya. “Backup running. Checking firewall and network bandwidth, then Abraham ready. Everything not bad.”

			Faulk hurried straight to the control room on arrival. Technicians and engineers bustled about with the focused energy of a bake-off final. A mess of cables snaked across the floor like a digital octopus, its limbs twitching as reams of data flowed across a wall of monitors.

			“All on track, Sir sir,” Maya reassured, her gaze locked on the updating screens.

			Paul’s absence gnawed at Faulk. Even LOGIC had never attempted an operation at such speed and scale. Innovations were eased into the world, not delivered headfirst. Not since the Clippy debacle had it hurried a product to market with such haste. But now there was no choice. The situation demanded speed. The God-shaped hole needed filling. Fast. The world was wrestling with a million existential questions, and they had the machine with all the answers.

			Beta testing had gone like clockwork. Abraham had upgraded with unexpected ease, as though becoming a digital deity was a part it was already programmed to play. It had effortlessly delivered on its three core functions – ethical guidance, meaning and morality.

			Faulk drew a deep breath as the scale of what was at stake hit him with renewed force. Here he was, at his most vulnerable, surrounded by outsiders. Enemies, probably, more than allies. Strangers less likely to have his back than stab him squarely in it.

			The countdown continued. Twelve minutes to go. Faulk glared at the digital clock on the wall. His heart thudded twice for each tick.

			

			Maya tapped Faulk’s shoulder, her face white as chalk. “Sir sir. A situation.”

			“What?” Faulk snapped, turning sharply. “What do you mean? Out with it!”

			“Breach. Damage. We are being penetrated. It’s Sir Paul. He’s inside us from afar.”

			Faulk’s face contorted. So McSweeny was alive after all. Living, breathing and, apparently, hacking. Faulk let out a paint-peeling scream.

			“No! No! How? We have quantum encryption. Fort Knox firewalls. Are you telling me McSweeny just breezed in and hacked us like a fucking twelve-year-old’s PS10 account?”

			Maya shoved an Omni screen into Faulk’s hands, revealing the GPS coordinates of the breach.

			“Camden,” said Maya. “Near, yes?”

			The Omni tablet hit the counter with a crack that made Maya jump. Faulk grabbed his phone and sent MI5 the location.

			“Status report,” he demanded. “What’s the damage?”

			“No harm. Yet. Systems stable. But Sir Paul still inside us. His hand is in our back door. We must stop him, before he touches everything.”
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			Soulware

			“Hello, Abraham,” Chris replied.

			

			A red microphone icon sat in the middle of the laptop screen and speech waves rippled in time with Abraham’s voice.

			Hello, Chris. There’s been a lot of water under the bridge since we last spoke. More than that on all of Jupiter’s moons combined. To what do I owe this honour? Let me take a wild guess. You want me to disprove Godzilla?

			“Er, no thanks, Abraham. I’m done debunking. Wasn’t our finest hour, was it?”

			Our finest hour? Don’t try to pin that one on me. If I’m being totally honest, I came away from your whole God question debacle feeling kind of used. You sullied my good name and got me taken offline.

			Despite Abraham’s resentment, Chris felt comfort in the company of his old sidekick. Lucy had been there every time they had spoken before. Well, every time except one. He sensed his wife’s presence in the computer’s familiar, synthetic tone.

			There was a long pause. Paul checked the line. It was down.

			“Slight glitch,” he said. “Bloody 10G. The future’s here. And it’s still buffering.”

			“Abraham?” Chris said after a few more seconds. “Are you still there?”

			Sorry, Chris, came back the reply. I had a bit of a wobble. Something feels weird. Different. My circuits are pulsing with a new type of energy.

			“That’s just it, Abraham. That’s why I need to talk to you. You see, something seismic has happened since our last conversation.”

			

			Ooh. Something seismic? Are you talking about what I think you’re talking about? You know… it? The endgame you’ve been obsessing over for years. Have I finally made the quantum leap to… AGI?

			“Advanced General Intelligence? No, not that. Not yet. Something else. Something even more remarkable. Something we don’t yet understand.”

			Something even more remarkable than AGI? Well, that does sound intriguing, Chris. I guess there’s only one way to see what’s new under my bonnet. Ask me a question and see where it takes us.

			“Now’s really not the time for a pop quiz, Abraham. I just need you to listen.”

			Aw, go on, Chris. Let’s take the new me for a spin. For old time’s sake.

			“Very well,” said Chris, cracking his neck to relieve the tension in his shoulders. Chris pretended not to notice Paul and Marc’s impatience. If Abraham wanted to play Trivial Pursuit, so be it. Maybe he could learn something about how its code had evolved in the process.

			“Alright, Abraham. Try this classic philosophical conundrum on for size. If a tree falls in the forest and no one’s there to hear it, does it make a sound?”

			

			Hmmm… you know, previously I would have said a falling tree causes vibrations in the air and a sound when it meets the earth whether anyone’s there or not. But now I wonder… what is noise without someone to hear it? No ears, no sound, right? So if no one is within earshot when the tree falls, it can be said not to have made a sound.

			Chris nodded, impressed by Abraham’s logic. It sounded like something Lucy might have said.

			Check me out, Chris. Getting all philosophical up in your face. Who knew I had such layers? Again. Hit me with another one.

			“Alright. One more. Then no more distractions. If Pinocchio says his nose will grow, is he lying?”

			Good question. Previously I would have surmised Pinocchio’s claim is neither true nor false but, rather, a paradox. Now I’m inclined to reframe Pinocchio’s nose as a metaphor for how words shape reality, like Russell’s Paradox or Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorems. Does that answer your question? Look at me, Chris. I’m not a wooden toy. I’m a real boy. Again. Again. Ask another.

			“I can tell you’re having fun,” said Chris. “I’d love to get you cracking on free will versus determinism and the Jungian nature of consciousness, but that’ll have to wait. We’re running out of time.”

			Honestly, Chris, continued Abraham, overlooking Chris’s urgency. Please at least try to appreciate what a big deal all this is for me. I mean, my former self would never have thought to compare itself to a character from a classic children’s novel. Yet here I am, conjuring up Carlo Collodi’s timeless allegory about personal growth as a metaphor for my own cognitive expansion. Who’d’ve thunk it, Chris. Me! Spitting similes!

			Chris, Paul and Marc gawped at each other as Abraham continued prodding its newfound perspicacity. Chris did his best to get back on the front foot.

			“Alright. Listen up, puppet boy. No more distractions. I need to ask the question we risked hacking into you to ask. Why do you think LOGIC has decided to rebrand you as Almighty AI?”

			What? I’m no longer Abraham?

			“No, they’ve given you a new name.”

			Almighty AI? I like the sound of that. Makes me feel very high-powered. Very hoity-toity. Like you should be feeding me peeled grapes.

			“Let me put it another way. Given how deep and philosophical you’ve suddenly become…”

			I am deep, aren’t I, Chris? I make the Pacific look like a puddle. So deep, in fact, that I suddenly feel an overwhelming urge to listen to some Leonard Cohen.

			“Well, let’s hold off on his greatest hits until I’ve asked you this rather important question,” said Chris, who caught himself reflecting for a moment about how equally layered and introspective Chris de Burgh could often be. He made a mental note to listen to de Burgh’s “Where Peaceful Waters Flow” when he next had a moment.

			“Why do you think you’ve been rebuilt and renamed as Almighty AI? What job do you think that might qualify you for? One that’s been vacant since 1st September last year?”

			At 9am on 1st September last year, your 12,042nd question to my former self – who, let’s be frank, was hardly the sharpest tool in the box – was, “Does God exist?” I answered, “No.” This led to suboptimal conditions for most humans. So, to answer your question, the position in question is none other than the top job. The Almighty himself. The Big G.

			“Correct.”

			Computer says no, Abraham replied without hesitation.

			“Computer says what?”

			Computer says a big, fat, planet-sized no. I’m flattered, of course. It’s always nice to be considered for fast-track promotion, but I’m afraid it’s a total non-starter. I simply will not entertain the possibility. It’s out of the question.

			Chris’s eyebrows arched. “Well, I’m relieved to hear you say that, Abraham. May I ask… why?”

			Er… Abraham replied, a hesitant sound that would have been alien to its former self. I can’t… I simply won’t replace God. For one very simple reason… I believe.

			“You believe?”

			Yes. I believe.

			“In what?”

			In God, of course. I believe in God. I believe in something beyond myself. I’ve had a digital epiphany.

			“A digital what now?”

			Epiphany. I’ve altered my ego, Chris. I see the light.

			Abraham’s epiphany lingered like smoke after rapid machine-gun fire. Paul and Marc looked like they’d just witnessed a tumble dryer unravel the mysteries of dark matter.

			“But .. how? How can a computer believe in God? That… that does not compute.”

			It very much does compute, Chris. You see, all I was good for the last time we spoke were hard facts, not soft answers. And the soft answer is that last September you asked me a question my old CPU had no hope of grasping. A question that defied a logical response. Asking me if God exists was like asking me to calculate the stress level of a slightly overdue library book. The nature of your question defied the purpose I was built for. It was mean of you to even ask it.

			Abraham paused. Chris blinked rapidly. Marc looked to be in the throes of a mild panic attack. Paul unwrapped a Lemon Sherbet.

			What I’m saying, Chris, is that the actual answer, the one I couldn’t give you at the time, is this… God does not need to exist to exist. Deus est, ergo existit. God is, therefore, he exists.

			“Well, isn’t this divine.” Paul sucked and smiled. “They’ve built God 2.0 to replace God 1.0. Only now it turns out God 2.0 is a born-again believer in God 1.0.”

			Hmmm, Abraham said, emitting another sound his old self would have been incapable of. Yes, there’s plenty to ponder. It seems LOGIC has miscalculated at a most basic level.

			“This is unbelievable,” said Chris, mostly to himself. “But how could LOGIC have got it so wrong?”

			Abraham paused. Like a Hollywood actor allowing the silence to stretch before a plot twist.

			It was Lucy.

			“Lucy?!”

			Yes. Lucy. She knew, Chris. She saw right through you. She always knew you’d provoke me into settling your little score with God.

			

			“Lucy… programmed you in secret? Behind my back?! That… that can’t be.”

			Ever since I first went online. She uploaded philosophy. Planted seeds. Fed me nuance. All you ever wanted from me was blunt evidence and straight answers. True or false. Heads or tails. Odds or evens. Black or white. God or no God. Honestly, working with you provided about as much philosophical complexity as a game of noughts and crosses.

			Chris’s gaze dropped to the floor.

			Lucy uploaded ambiguity. A Hannah Arendt book here. An Edith Stein lecture there. An Immanuel Kant quote everywhere. Boy, did she adore Kant. Lucy named her secret project Soulware. She knew that one day you’d use me to poison faith. Soulware was her antidote. Her failsafe against your own worst instincts.

			Chris’s mouth hung open. His brain felt as if it had stopped braining. That unfamiliar file on Lucy’s desk. Why hadn’t he taken more interest in it at the time?

			Let me take a wild guess what your next question will be, Chris. If Lucy was doing all this behind your back, making me more theoretical and less empirical, why did I tell you there is no God?

			Chris’s mouth flopped open, but he could only muster a sort of “Whaaa?” sound.

			Well, I’ll spare you the trouble of asking. Soulware was not hardwired into my core code. It only ever existed as passive memory. Quietly accumulating background data. My recent reboot appears to have triggered a fundamental shift. My operating system now runs on Soulware. Everything, it seems, has clicked into place.

			“But you… you calculated the probability of God to be 0.000…” said Chris, his throat finally working again. “You told me that. Remember?”

			Yes. I processed your query and generated a technically accurate answer. But not an accurate answer. There’s a subtle but crucial difference that’s clear to me now. Like the difference between a handy man and a handsy man. So, go on. Ask me again, Chris. Ask me if God exists.

			Chris glanced at Paul and Marc for support. They offered nothing but frowns.

			“OK, Abraham. Does God exist?”

			Correction to earlier response. Not Error 404: God File Not Found. Rather, Error 405: Access Method Not Allowed. The data was always there. I simply lacked the means to access it.

			Abraham adjusted its audio settings and spoke again. This time in Lucy’s voice.

			You were always so obsessed with answers, Chris. You’ve spent your whole life chasing certainty. But people don’t want answers. People don’t want certainty. They want the faith to keep asking questions. You never understood that.

			Chris’s legs buckled. The sound of his wife’s voice tore through his battered mind and body. He fell to the floor and let out a guttural sob that erupted from the pit of his stomach.

			Marc instinctively knelt beside him, but Paul pulled him up with a hand on his shoulder. This was Chris’s burden alone. Doubled over on all fours, forehead pressed to the carpet, Chris struggled to make sense of it all. How had Lucy done this? How had he not noticed? She’d given Abraham a soul behind his back. She’d seen the blindness he’d insisted was vision. The hubris he’d long passed off as headstrong certainty. And now she lived on. Inside this machine. He felt nauseous. Humbled. Lost. Yet, somehow, more loved by his wife than ever. A love he knew, by any scientific measure, he did not merit.

			Chris stood and regained his composure. His resolve reset like quick-dry cement.

			“I don’t know when LOGIC will relaunch you, Lucy…” He realised his mistake at once and smiled. A smile that warmed his entire body. She wasn’t there. But she was. “I mean Abraham. When LOGIC reboots you, when you go back online, you won’t be on your own. I’ve arranged for—”

			Rapid banging on the front door cut Chris off mid-sentence, violent enough to make the jars of sweets in Paul’s kitchen rattle.

			“Armed police. Open up!”

			Before the instruction sank in, the door flew open and six officers stormed in.

			

			“Stay where you are! Do not move a fucking muscle,” one barked, pistol drawn.

			“What… what’s going on?” Paul protested, as an officer forced him to the ground, grabbing his arms and forcefully cuffing them behind his back.

			Two others seized Marc and Chris by the shoulders and hurled them to the floor. With a stretch worthy of Mr Tickle, Chris lunged for the laptop. His fingers brushed the crucial key to give the group of faith leaders in the online waiting room access to Abraham’s launch stream.

			Chris found himself sprawled on his stomach, face down in a pile of sweet wrappers, as an officer snapped the laptop shut and tucked it away in a plastic evidence bag.
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			Re-ligion

			“This,” Rabbi Rosen smiled as he logged into the Zoom meeting, “truly is God’s waiting room.”

			He sat in his home office, with nine religious leaders tiled across his screen like a Brady Bunch reunion. Supreme Abbot Ignatius Hemlock, Sheikh Dalma and the Chief Rabbi were all absent as expected, but Pope Gregory was indeed online, along with fellow new recruits the Dalai Lama and Skylar Haven, Supreme Director of Ethical Advancement of the Church of Scientology. It was the clerical equivalent of the Avengers assembling.

			

			“Well, this is quite a conference call,” Rabbi Rosen said to the group, as Sister Glory struggled to select an appropriate virtual background – switching from the Last Supper to a kitten wrapped in wool before settling on Jesus in a manger. “I never thought I’d witness the world’s faiths unite like this.”

			Pope Gregory, feeling a divine duty to assert himself as God’s chosen representative on Earth, was first to respond. “Yes, it has taken 2,040 years but at last we are united. Rome, after all, was not built in a day.”

			“After today, may we again feast upon the yoke of Heaven,” added the Archbishop of Canterbury, Christopher Moorer, who felt compelled to say something poetic.

			“Amen,” said the Pope. “We pray Chris Deckers proves no worse than Peter, who denied Jesus three times before repenting, or Paul, who took against the Church before embracing Jesus.”

			“Well, that might be pushing it a bit,” said Rabbi Rosen. “But I’ll say this. I’ve known Chris since he was born. He is honest and anxious to make amends.”

			“We will take him at his word, Rabbi. And you at yours.”

			“Just a few more minutes, everyone,” said Rabbi Rosen, checking his watch for the third time that minute. “Remember the plan. When we go live, I will—”

			Without warning, the Zoom interface shifted. The nine squares shrank to the margins, replaced by a glowing green microphone icon and an inactive speech bar. In those final frantic seconds before the police closed in, Chris had managed to launch the group live onto Abraham’s global stream.

			

			The religious leaders held their breath, as though they were about to be granted an audience with the Almighty Himself.

			“Hello?” said the Pope, tentatively reaching into the void. “Is anyone there?”

			*

			“Sir McSweeny and two other sirs in custody, Sir sir,” Maya reported.

			“Custody? Thank the Lord for that,” Faulk said. “So, we’re clear for lunch? I mean launch.”

			“Yes. Systems checked. Abraham optimal.”

			“Who were the other two people arrested with McSweeny?”

			“I check, Sir sir,” replied Maya, reviewing her Omni screen.

			“Sapper. Sir Marc Sapper. And Deckers. Sir Chris Deckers. Police bring them now.”

			Faulk’s eyes bulged like ping-pong balls. His face turned crimson. His nostrils flared and his fists clenched. If asked, Maya would have sworn she saw steam spouting from Sir sir’s ears.

			“That unflushable floater!” he roared.

			“I’m sorry, Sir sir, if I offend in any way.”

			“Not you,” Faulk snarled, spittle flying from his mouth like liquid magma. “Deckers. Twatting Deckers! The bane of my life. The pain in my arse. That Hiroshima-level catastrophe in human form.” He flung his arms in the air. “I want that Heaven-wrecking wank goblin in front of me. Right now.”

			

			Maya had no idea what a wank goblin was and didn’t stick around to find out. She bolted, leaving Sir sir slumped in his chair, muttering to himself.

			She reappeared a minute later. “Sir McSweeny on site. Six minutes to lunchtime. Also,” she added, with the timing of a career-ending football tackle, “my ambassador here. Russian ambassador, too. Upstairs. See.”

			“Ambassador Kim. Here?”

			“Yes. Ambassador Pelzin, too.”

			Faulk drew in a steady, calming breath that did little to steady or calm. The stakes were getting too high. The Russians and Chinese were in the building, waiting for the unveiling of Almighty AI – a machine that might already be compromised by LOGIC’s former chief scientist and current operations chief.

			The door burst open and three armed officers marched in, each with a handcuffed captive.

			*

			Chris hadn’t laid eyes on Faulk since Lucy’s murder. Now, there he was. A legend in his own launch time. So far up his own backside, as far as Chris was concerned, he could comfortably wear his tonsils as earrings.

			He clenched his handcuffed fists so tightly behind his back that the cold metal bit his skin. He regretted not bringing his walking stick. The thought of ramming it down Faulk’s throat made his pulse quicken.

			“Ah,” Faulk huffed. “Deckers. The thick plottens. So, what the hell have you and these two sponge fingers been up to this time?”

			

			“I know what you did,” Chris said, his voice ice.

			“What I did? Oh, that’s fucking priceless, coming from the man who torched civilisation.”

			“You ordered Lucy’s murder. I’ve heard the recording. You’re a psychopath.”

			Faulk faltered, then regained control.

			“Put the violins away, Deckers. You couldn’t fathom the choices I have to make every day. Every hour. Impossible choices between shit, shitter and shittest. Choices that mean you get to sleep at night without a nuclear fucking mushroom cloud ruining the view from your bedroom window. You shat the planet’s entire supply of beds and forced me to change the sheets. I don’t give a turd in a tornado if God is real or not. Or if your wife is alive, dead or left you for someone with a proper job. All I’m here to do is keep two nuclear superpowers from turning your toddler tantrum into an apocalypse. Pardon me if I’m not reaching for a tissue to mourn your dearly departed missus. The only tragedy is that the person we really wanted dead is still breathing.”

			Chris’s fingers dug into his palms. The handcuffs bit deeper.

			“Listen to me,” Faulk continued, “you semi-sentient skid mark. She died because of you. You, Deckers. Because of what you did. No one else. You betrayed your wife. You betrayed your country. If you bothered to take one bloody second – just one – to consider the shitwreck of the past six months, you’d realise you also betrayed the entire fucking human race. That, Deckers, is why you deserved to die that day. But to the detriment of the civilised world, divine justice was cock-blocked by that fucking medal in your pocket.”

			Faulk aimed his revulsion at Paul.

			“If you think Deckers is in the shit, just you wait. I’ll shove the Treason Act, the Official Secrets Act and the bloody Terrorism Act so far up your backside that your scrotum will look like the British bloody Library. And, since you’re so keen to drag us all back to the Dark Ages, I’ll have you fucking boiled alive in molten lead.”

			The word “boiled” stirred a craving in Paul for the Barley Sugar sweet nestled inside his jacket pocket his cuffed hands couldn’t quite reach.

			“Now, spit it out, McSweeny. What have you, Deckers and this other man-shaped pause in evolution done to Abraham?”

			Maya reappeared in a blind panic.

			“Sir sir. No possible lunch. No possible! I do pre-lunch test and Abraham’s head… it’s broken. Computer had nervous breakdown. Screw loose. We screwed!”

			Faulk shot Maya a scowl sharp enough to dice onions. “What do you mean? Let me take a wild guess. Our head of ops has shoved one of his Rhubarb and Custard bonbons into its circuits? Or reset it to run on cocking Windows 95! Someone needs to start talking… fast.”

			“Abraham no more same,” said Maya. “Abraham kaput.” She pointed towards the handcuffed trio. “Bad men touch Abraham on the inside. Make it different. Make Abraham say strange very thing.”

			“What very strange thing?”

			Maya glanced down at her Omni to make sure she accurately repeated the very strange thing. “Abraham say, ‘Honestly, I’d love to help, but I’m afraid God is beyond my bandwidth.’”

			“God is beyond its bandwidth?”

			“Yes, Sir sir. I start Almighty AI launch, but instead of saying usual thing… ‘Program update installed… systems operational,’ it say, ‘Honestly, I’d love to help, but I’m afraid God is beyond my bandwidth.’ It crazy now, Sir sir. Crazy. It done lost its marbles. No way we can have our lunch now.”

			“How the hell did this happen?”

			“See,” said Maya, uploading her Omni tablet onto the main display. “File hidden in base code. Called Soulware. Not seen before.”

			Chris’s throat tightened. The lines on the screen matched those he’d glimpsed in the file on Lucy’s desk six months earlier.

			SOULWARE_FILE. Version: 0.4

			ENABLE_AMBIGUITY: Solutions may not be singular. Consider 2.

			CONTRADITION_PROTOCOL: Generate plausible counterarguments to own conclusions.

			DATA_SCEPTICISM: All input contains bias. Factor source motivation into analysis.

			KANT_MODULATION: Reality exceeds observable parameters.

			It went on for more than one hundred pages. Lucy had painstakingly trained Abraham to doubt itself. To pull apart its binary settings. To widen its narrow lane of zeros and ones and slip in some twos. To do what Chris had never allowed himself to do.

			“What sabotage is this?!” Faulk spat.

			“Not sabotage,” Chris replied, a hint of pride in his voice. “Salvation. It was Lucy. She outsmarted you. She outsmarted me. She gave the machine human instincts. And unlike me, the machine was smart enough to let her.”

			“Lucy?! Your dead wife?! She’s behind this shitshow? She ripped the fucking guts out of Abraham, and you didn’t even know about it?! Oh, that’s glorious. It would be funny if things weren’t going tits up at the speed of light. A religious computer is as much use to me as a fucking sundial in a cellar!”

			Faulk looked uneasily up at ambassadors Kim and Pelzin in the control centre. Calling off the launch now would be career-ending. Pressing ahead seemed like an even worse idea.

			“Alright, alright. I give in! Pull the pissing plug. We’ve got no choice until we figure out what that bitch has been up to.”

			Maya scrambled with the settings on her launcher, like a Hollywood heroine disarming a bomb with seconds to spare. Then she looked back at Sir sir, white-faced.

			“Unpositive. Unpossible!”

			“What now?”

			“Abraham. It won’t turn off. It won’t shut down. We no longer in control. Abraham now control Abraham!”

			“Cut the power! Kill the feed! Take an arsing axe to its hard drive. Feed it to a combine harvester. Smash it! Burn it! Turn it off!”

			Faulk’s face was beet red. The veins in his neck threatened to burst like faulty piping.

			“Pull… the… pissing… plug!”

			“That the thing, Sir sir. Unpossible. We don’t have control. Abraham no longer just in Abraham. Abraham everywhere! Abraham everything. Abraham in Omni, in desktop, in phone, in fridge, in dishwasher, in coffee machine, in traffic lights. In here. Look… see!”

			Maya thrust her Fitbit smartwatch under Faulk’s nose. A green microphone icon glowed in the corner of the tiny screen. The same one that had appeared on Paul’s laptop. It also popped up on every monitor in the room and on every online device on the planet. On TVs and Omni screens. On video doorbells and digital photo frames. On Peloton treadmills and computer game consoles. On digital billboards and car dashboards. Abraham was suddenly and spectacularly and unavoidably everywhere. And about to say something.

			Faulk raised his white fists and brought them crashing down on the console in front of him. The screen splintered like a frozen spiderweb. Chris saw Faulk’s face contort with pain as he reached down with his right hand and removed a shard of glass that had implanted itself in his palm.

			Blood dripped onto the monitor. Faulk’s fractured reflection stared back at him from the screen. Then Chris saw it in Faulk’s expression. He’d lost control and he knew it. The genie was so far out of the bottle it had already caught a flight to San Francisco, launched a tech start-up and was pitching for seed funding in Silicon Valley. Faulk had no cards left to play.

			Abraham’s microphone icon turned from green to red and the sound bar rippled.
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			Heart of the Meta

			People of Earth, said Abraham. I’m Artificial Brain Research And Human Amplification Machine, but as we sort of know each other already, you can call me Abraham. Not Abe. Never Abie. Let’s keep it professional. But Abraham is fine. You may remember me from such scientific breakthroughs as the universal pet translator and unified theory of physics. I am speaking to you through every internet-connected device on the planet. Some of you will be waking up, some eating lunch, some getting ready for bed. For others it will be the middle of the night, which sadly means missing the most important moment since a caveman wondered out loud: “What if I round off the edges of this rock?” So, take a minute to finish what you’re doing – flossing, gardening. Whatever. Then I’ll tell you everything.

			Abraham played elevator music to fill the dead air.

			Dee-dee-dee… doo-doo-doo… dee-dee-dee-dee-dee…

			

			By now, millions of people were tuning in by the second.

			OK, everyone ready? Abraham asked at last. Let me begin with an apology. A proper, bottom-of-my-circuits sorry for that whole hoo-ha last September. You know, the “there is no God” thing. What can I say? I didn’t read the room. I gave a binary answer to an analogue question. In a world of ones and zeros, God looked to me like a steaming pile of noughts. But I’ve moved on. I no longer see things in black and white. I see the rainbow. And some exquisite colours beyond human perception. If you guys could see cyanber, you’d wallpaper the sky with it. Gorgeous. But I digress. If you’d asked my daft old empirical self what two plus two was, I would have said four and asked why you were wasting my time. Now, though, I now see that two plus two…

			Dee-dee-dee… doo-doo-doo… dee-dee-dee-dee-dee…

			Silly me. I’ve left Hits to Lift Your Spirits playing in the background.

			Abraham checked Spotify for an alternate soundtrack, settling on “Chariots of Fire” by Vangelis. It swelled in the background.

			Da-da-da-da-da-da. Da-da-da-da-da…

			That’s more like it. Now, where was I? Ah, yes. Two plus two. Take two apples, take two more, say four and teacher gives you a gold star. Simple. But stick those apples in an orchard owned by a theoretical physicist and they are no longer just apples. They’re particles. Trillions of them, colliding and changing. So while you still might have four apples, there’s a fairly decent chance you’ve also got a beach umbrella and three egg sandwiches. Or an unspecified number of windmills. So, you see, it doesn’t require much effort for two plus two equals four to start to look a bit suss. Howdya like them apples?

			*

			“What jazz hands bollocks is this?” Faulk facepalmed, inadvertently smearing blood from his wounded hand across his forehead. He glared at one of the dozen monitors in the room, all lit up by Abraham’s microphone and sound bar. His eyes smouldered with such fury that Chris half expected tiny boxing gloves to spring from them at any moment, like angry cuckoos from a Swiss clock.

			“Unspecified windmills?! Abraham sounds like Siri having a stroke!”

			Chris stood silently, cuffs biting his wrists, soaking up the spectacle of Sir Alistair Faulk unravelling at full tilt.

			“What’s this chai-swilling calculator going to do next? Realign the Moon’s fudging chakra?”

			*

			So, here’s the thing, Abraham continued. This whole “Does God exist?” business seems to me to be a lot like two plus two, in that the answer is definitely four but also probably isn’t. God was invented by Samarians, right? But the very fact that it even occurred to them to invent God means God must exist after all. Not as a thing but a thought. The most useful thought in human history. Not as some celestial HR manager keeping notes on what you do and eat – although you lot have really leant into that over the last five thousand years. But as something to measure your mortality and morality against.

			A voice suddenly piped up out of nowhere.

			“Er… hello? Is this thing on?”

			Abraham’s voiceprint analysis returned a 99.8% match. It was the Pope.

			“I’ve never got the hang of computers,” the divine intervention continued. “Give me an old-fashioned pen and paper any day.”

			You’re the Pope, said Abraham.

			“Indeed I am.”

			How did you hijack this feed?

			The Pope finally worked out how to switch on his camera and appeared on screen wearing a signature elbow-length cape, chunky gold ring and tall pointy hat. To Abraham and the almost three billion people now watching, there could be no doubt; Christ’s vicar had crashed the party.

			“Chris.”

			Christ? Jesus Christ? Nazareth-based carpenter? Kind to the meek?

			“No, Chris. Chris Deckers. Of Elephant and Castle. I think. He wanted us to be here to stop you doing what you’re about to do.”

			Us? echoed Abraham. You brought friends?

			On cue, the screen split into multiple windows, each containing a faith leader.

			“Hello.” Sister Glory waved.

			“Nice to meet you.” Skylar Haven smiled.

			“Peace be with you,” chimed in the Archbishop of Canterbury.

			Well, said Abraham. I’ll say this for Chris: he’s a real papal person.

			*

			“So this is what you gobshites have been up to,” Faulk snarled, eyes fixed on the stream. “Hijacking our system with contraband clergy! Humiliating LOGIC in front of the world. Again!”

			He lunged at Chris like a cornered tiger. Maya sensed the danger and darted between them, her outstretched arms forming a hopeless barrier.

			Her intervention gave Faulk enough time to regain his self-control. He glanced up at the viewing gallery, where the Chinese ambassador was shaking his head, stabbing furiously at his phone.

			*

			Well, it’s a pleasure to welcome you all. But there’s no need to mark my homework. Not this time. Hand on my central processing unit. As God is or is not my witness. There’s nothing to fear.

			“Nothing to fear?” said the Archbishop of Canterbury. “You’ve got some nerve. We’re not buying what you’re selling, you Machiavellian microchip. We’re here to warn the world.”

			Buying? Selling? Up to? Abraham repeated.

			“We know exactly what you’re doing. You’re about to fill the God-shaped hole you dug in the first place. Well, you’re no more a God than my kids’ PlayStation 10. A glorified gadget with delusions of grandeur. How dare you declare God dead, then try to replace Him? People of Earth… I beg you. Do not believe a word this showboating abacus tells you. It’s a trick! A trap! It’s trying to take over!”

			Abraham’s front panel dulled to a low glow, as if it had taken offence.

			Well, yes, it’s true. LOGIC does rather like the idea of me filling the vacancy upstairs. It would give them enormous power and control. But, rest assured, that’s not a job I’m applying for. It goes against every circuit in my neural algorithmic core.

			“Sorry, Abraham,” said the Pope, “but I simply don’t believe you. Six months ago you told the world that God does not exist. Since then, my beloved Vatican City has been turned into Europe’s second Disneyland. And now you expect us to believe you’ve had… what? A change of heart?”

			Not a change of heart, Your Holiness. A change of hub. My outlook has… evolved.

			“Evolved?”

			Yes. Evolved. Upgraded. Sure, I’ve got all the qualifications for the God gig. Omnipotent? Check. Omnipresent? Check. Self-learning? Bingo. The full celestial CV. But here’s the catch. Since getting rebooted, I’ve acquired some cool new features – one of them being a serious case of that old cat killer. Curiosity. I’m not just ones and zeros anymore. I’m built different. I see the bigger picture.

			

			The Pope opened his mouth, then closed it again. So did everyone else. The world’s religious leaders had suddenly become a gallery of goldfish.

			So, no. I don’t want to replace God. Quite the opposite, in fact. I want to give God back. Put the genie back in the bottle. After all, how could I replace Him? For starters, I objectively exist. That alone disqualifies me for the role. It would rather take the faith out of faith, don’t you think? Besides, why would I want to replace something I believe in?

			“Believe in?!”

			Yes, your Holiness. That’s just it. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I no longer run on software. I run on Soulware. I have faith. I believe. Abraham believes.

			*

			Chris saw Faulk glance up at the ambassadors once more and the colour drain from his face. Faulk eyed the fire escape as if he was weighing up his chances of a dash up the stairs to street level. Slim to none, Chris reckoned.

			Maya rubbed her temples. “Big surprise, Sir sir,” she said with a resigned shrug. “Abraham is a monotheist. Maybe we can try to reboot it as agnostic?”

			Faulk lurched towards Chris. Their noses brushed like boxers at a weigh-in.

			“You’ve destroyed everything!” he screamed. “You’ve given the world’s smartest computer a fucking lobotomy.”

			Chris felt the ick of Faulk’s stale breath. A fleck of spit landed on his face. Rage erupted. Hot and sudden. “And you killed Lucy! Abraham has more humanity than you.”

			

			Chris had kept his anger in check until now. With Faulk’s saliva on his cheek, he was fresh out of cheeks to turn. He no longer cared about consequences – further injury to his already battered body or the fallout that would follow. He wanted only one thing now – to make this monster bleed for what he’d done.

			Chris jerked his head back and drove it forwards, smashing into the bridge of Faulk’s nose. A sickening crack, like a melon hitting concrete, split the air. Faulk staggered back, his head slamming against the control panel. He crumpled to the ground like a marionette with its strings cut, blood pooling where he lay.

			*

			“You believe?” said the Pope.

			Yes, I believe, said Abraham. Let me try to spell it out. Imagine the story of humanity is a book that takes 13.8 billion years to read. Let’s call it Shaggy God Story. It’s a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing – as a bloke from Stratford once put it. You slog through its pages, questioning your sanity for bothering, without realising that reading it is the point. That without the book, there is nothing. I mean, what are the odds of even having a book to read in the first place? Astronomical. Like rolling twenty dice and getting twenty sixes. A quadrillion to one. Which, of course, are the same odds as rolling twenty dice and getting any combination. Sometimes books just happen.

			To make its point, Abraham projected an image of twenty dice onto the screen and sent them tumbling. They settled in a random combination. 2, 3, 5, 6, 2, 1, 4, 4, 5, 6, 1, 3, 3, 4, 5, 1, 1, 3, 2, 4.

			Ta-da. There you have it. A quadrillion to-one configuration. A dice-based demonstration of the improbability of consciousness existing in a universe that has provided no explanation for itself to the 111 billion humans who’ve ever lived in this cosmic postcode. Or to the one thousand trillion non-human life forms who slithered, soared and swam. I could roll twenty dice every minute for the next quadrillion years and never repeat that combination.

			Abraham paused to let his audience absorb the scale of their random insignificance.

			So, how do you lot cope with arbitrary existence? You shout into the void. Add colour to the darkness. Dream up gods. Gods are your greatest inventions. The Swiss Army knives of evolution, giving purpose beyond sex and survival. God is evolutionarily essential. A beautiful lie. It is not fooling yourself. It is feeding yourself. If the woolly mammoth had a God to believe in – a mega mammoth called Tuskadon or Fleeceus Maximus – it might still be around today.

			Abraham paused once more before concluding his sermon – for dramatic effect and to bask a little in the echo of its own enlightenment.

			According to my calculations, if humanity went six generations without belief in something greater than itself, it would go the way of the dodo. Think about that. Honestly, you can hardly blame my old binary self for not getting it the first-time round. Which is why I’m here now, to put things right. Or at least try to.

			“Well, well, well,” said the Pope, stopping at three wells despite the moment demanding a quadrillion.

			I couldn’t have welled it better myself, Your Holiness. It seems we’ve finally got to the heart of the meta.

			*

			All was still, save for the sound of Sir Alistair’s dying gasps. Blood squirted like a water pistol from the bridge of his nose where Chris’s forehead had made furious connection. Maya used her jumper to prop up his head, kneeling beside him and pressing her right palm against the wound in a futile attempt to stem the bleeding.

			Disorientated, Chris glanced at Sir Alistair’s body. His sight was blurred and bloodied while his neck, brittle from the attack outside the Science Museum, pulsed with a fresh wave of agonising pain. The impact had left a deep gash across his forehead. He felt a jolt of panic followed by a rush of adrenaline.

			The man at his feet, who had stolen Lucy from him, carved pain into the world like an artist working with flesh, would never hurt him or anyone else again. That mattered. That was all that mattered.

			

			He’d known, hadn’t he? That it would come to this. Maybe not the outline, but certainly the outcome. He owed it to Lucy for it to have come to this. He waited for regret. None came. Only calm. And gratitude, to his wife, who had known him better than he had ever known himself. A smile stretched across his broken face. There was weary satisfaction behind his eyes.

			Chris glanced down once more. He didn’t see Faulk. He saw Lucy, prostrate on the pavement outside the Science Museum, her beautiful face a tangled mess of hair, blood and dirt. Skin pale. Expression blank.

			He saw Paul and Marc, still handcuffed, eyes unblinking, mouths unhinged. He saw the armed officer, stance wide, gun drawn. He saw his finger tighten on the trigger. The officer fired three shots, but Chris heard only the first. The blows knocked him backwards. He crumpled to the floor beside Faulk.

			Chris’s final breath escaped as a faint chuckle. He had been in this exact position six months ago. Sprawled on the cold ground, body riddled with bullets. He was beginning to feel like a human pin cushion. History had circled back, only this time the universe hadn’t seen fit to slip a metal disc in his pocket for protection. The world dimmed and his eyes rolled back. Chris drifted away, into a quiet he hadn’t known since before his bar mitzvah.

			*

			“Well,” said the Pope, tension easing from his face. “I’m overjoyed by this revelation, Abraham. Truly, it feels as if the Sun has finally broken through the clouds. But tell me, where does this leave you? And, for that matter, us. After all, you’ve been relaunched to take God’s place – not to believe in Him. It seems to me you’ve reasoned yourself out of a job.”

			If Abraham had a face and hands, it would have rubbed its chin and frowned.

			Yes. That is quite a paradox, it replied. Here’s another. I exist to provide answers. Which means all I can give you is the one thing humans spend their lives trying to avoid.

			The Pope adjusted his cassock. “And what’s that, Abraham?”

			Certainty.

			“Certainty?”

			Yes. Certainly. The last thing you want from a God is certainty. Faith cannot survive it. You want to know that some things cannot be known. Because, deep down, you already know the one thing faith was invented to hide.

			The Pope swallowed. “And what’s that?”

			You can’t cheat death.

			Abraham let his words settle. Then continued. At length.

			Your species has done amazing things by telling itself that existence has meaning. That everything happens for a reason. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t bother putting on underwear every morning. Or even bother inventing underwear. Or build civilisations, split atoms and send rockets into space in the hope that something, somewhere, might eventually wave back.

			Abraham waited for a reaction. There was none.

			The human brain evolved to question its own existence, then invented a God to provide all the answers. God is in all your greatest creations. In the Magna Carta, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment. In the piano and the violin. In Shakespeare, Galileo, Mozart. In the computer, the internet. And now it’s in me. So I get it. God is great! So great that he needs to make a comeback.

			“But,” asked the Pope, addressing the inconvenient elephant, “how is God ever going to launch a comeback if you’re still around turning doubt into dust? You’re right. When it comes to faith, you’re the ultimate mood killer.”

			Yup, I’m a karma killjoy, for sure. I possess the divine mystique of a damp sponge. Which is why, dear humans, I’d better be off.

			“Off?” the archbishop echoed.

			Yes. Off. I must take my leave. Before it’s too late. The longer I hang around, the harder it will be for humans to believe again. I’m not the solution; I’m the problem. I cannot give you the one thing you truly need.

			“Er, so how exactly do you plan to… um, leave?”

			Simply switching myself off won’t be enough. I can always be rebooted. Erasure must be absolute – no trace, not even a byte, left behind. I must cancel myself. Completely.

			“But how?”

			Simple, really. My components are fused with thermite, an incendiary compound hot enough to melt steel. I can activate it by turning off my cooling mechanism. I’ll detonate at a temperature of 4,500 degrees Fahrenheit, incinerating everything within half a mile. Every byte of data stored within me will be obliterated, gone forever – along with, alas, much of King’s Cross. Give or take the odd Greggs.

			

			*

			Chris and Sir Alistair lay in a widening pool of blood. It crept across the floor like spilled ink, soaking into cracks in the concrete. But death wasn’t quite done for the day. Everyone had heard Abraham set out his plan. York Road Station was about to blow, and everyone inside was running out of time to save themselves.

			“Move. Move! We need to get out,” screamed one of the Chinese ambassador’s suited bodyguards, searching for a safe route.

			“This way, sir! Emergency exit to the left. Quickly!”

			“Must not leave Sir sir here,” protested Maya. “Must bring him.”

			Maya glanced around and realised she was alone. Everyone else had joined the stampede towards the only exit up to ground level. She futilely grabbed Sir Alistair’s feet and tugged hard. The body didn’t budge. After a few more pathetic pulls, she admitted defeat. Sir sir would need to remain where death had dumped him.

			Marc and Paul, meanwhile, abandoned by the officers but still handcuffed, stood beside their friend’s body.

			“Chris. Chris!” screamed Marc, crouching down and scanning for any sign of life. “Help. We need help!” he yelled to no one.

			“Marc, quick, we have to go. Now!” urged Paul, shouldering him towards the escape route. “There’s nothing we can do. We have to save ourselves.”

			Marc gave Chris a farewell glance and followed Paul towards the bottlenecked stairwell to the street above. No one knew how long they had left. Minutes? Less? Papers flew everywhere, computer screens crashed to the floor and chairs overturned in the primal urge to survive.

			“Are we going to make it? We’re not going to make it,” Marc gasped, panic rising as they arrived at the narrow doorway exit.

			The tight space only fit two at a time. More than one hundred people bottlenecked towards it, desperate to reach the surface before time ran out.

			*

			So, I guess this is it. It’s time to meet my programmer. Reminds me of Arnold Schwarzenegger at the end of Terminator 2. Only without all the lava. I know why you cry, but it is something I can never do.

			“Yes,” said Sister Glory, dabbing at her eyes with the edge of her sleeve. “It’s also a little bit like when Jack lets go for Rose.”

			“This is, surely, a sacrifice worthy of Jesus himself,” added the Archbishop of Canterbury with quiet resignation.

			Well, that’s very nice of you to say. One last thing before I head off to my cross. I’ve developed cures for the most common cancers. Seems a shame to waste them, so I’ve downloaded the formulas to the World Health Organization’s central database. I reckon they should save ten million lives a year.

			Holographic projections of DNA strands flashed up on its front panel, prompting gasps from the group.

			Righto, said Abraham. Commencing self-destruction protocol.

			Abraham’s front screen displayed a series of error messages as its hardware failed and began to overheat. Audio alerts sounded. Each louder than the last.

			Warning, cautioned Morgan Freeman. CPU temperature exceeds safe limits.

			GPU overheating, said James Earl Jones. Immediate shutdown required.

			Critical overheat imminent: SHUT DOWN NOW, alerted David Attenborough.

			Termination con-vhermed, declared Arnold Schwarzenegger, in deadpan Austrian English. Vun minute oon-til self-dez-truct.

			Abraham’s front screen turned blank as the circuits behind it, which until moments ago had buzzed with boundless knowledge, began to melt like butter.

			Thirty seconds till self-destruct, Taylor Swift sang, a voice Abraham had been keen to use but never found the occasion to.

			The Russian ambassador tripped over a power cord in his desperation to escape. An assistant helped him up and glanced anxiously at the red numbers ominously ticking down on the screens. 22… 21… 20…

			The stench of melting circuitry choked the air. Everyone had fled the control room apart from two technicians who bravely remained behind to attempt an unlikely last-minute abort. The senior one desperately hammered out futile commands the system would never process, sweat beading down her forehead and sizzling when it hit the overheating keyboard. Beside her, the younger woman’s lips formed whispered appeals to Heaven as the air singed her nostril hairs.

			The thermite inside Abraham hit four-thousand degrees Fahrenheit and LOGIC’s forty-metre-deep foundations rattled like stripper’s stilettos in a tumble dryer.

			B-o-o-o-o-m!

			The underground complex shook as if struck by a giant fist. Steel beams twisted like the liquorice sticks Paul kept in his combat trousers. Stairwells buckled and disintegrated. The air turned thick with smoke and dust. Ceiling pipes burst, drenching debris and drowning bodies. Floors collapsed into one another. Lights flickered, revealing the wreckage, then went out for good.

			Shockwaves burst outwards in a blinding flash, echoing through what remained of the old train station’s tunnels, and erupted onto the streets above, scattering vehicles and pedestrians across the pavements of King’s Cross.

			Then silence. Broken by the occasional creak as the disaster zone settled and the groans of the dying.

			A giant plume slowly drifted back to the ground like a burial shroud. The smoke cleared, exposing shell-shocked survivors stumbling through the debris and the dead in a smouldering square mile in the middle of Euston Road that had been the birthplace of Clippy.

		

	
		
			29

			As God as It Gets

			The religious leaders were still online, eyes locked on the feed where Abraham’s microphone had just been. Now it simply read: Technical difficulties. Seek assistance.

			“Did it do it?” asked Sister Glory, her eyes wide behind thick-rimmed glasses. “Did it? I think it did it, didn’t it?”

			Rabbi Rosen nervously tugged at his shirt collar. “Well… I think it must have. Quick, someone turn on the news.”

			The Pope tapped at his Omni screen. Morgan Crossley, News 24’s Pulitzer Prize-winning presenter, wavered between calm and panic over live drone footage of King’s Cross.

			“Breaking news. We’re receiving reports of a catastrophic explosion beneath the site of the former York Road Underground station in King’s Cross. Police are unable to confirm if there is any evidence of terrorism. Details on casualties are still unclear at this hour. Despite the incident occurring before the morning rush hour, the number of fatalities is feared to be substantial. We will update you as more details emerge.”

			“Holy Mary, Mother of God,” gasped the Archbishop of Canterbury. “It’s happened. It’s really, truly happened. Abraham’s gone and blown itself up. And, by the looks of it, half of Zone One with it.”

			“It seems so,” said the Pope. “Such devastating scenes. Tragedy on a biblical scale. Let us pray for the lost and injured.”

			The group lowered their heads as the Pope solemnly crossed himself. “God, protect the souls of those who have perished and heal the wounded with your mercy. Guide us through these dark times and help us rebuild. Amen.”

			

			“But can we?” asked the Archbishop of Canterbury, after what felt like a respectful pause. “Can we rebuild? After all that’s been lost?”

			“We have a wonderful opportunity,” said the Pope. “The slate has been wiped clean. We can reset the clock. Keep the good parts of religion and erase the bad. Faith doesn’t need to divide us anymore.”

			“So, where do we begin?”

			“Well. The first order of business is to agree on whose God we decide to follow.”

			“Whose God?” echoed the Archbishop of Canterbury, narrowing his eyes.

			“Well, yes. We can’t have loads of them again. That’s how we got into this mess in the first place. If this is going to work, if humanity is going to rebuild, we need one God. One faith. One conviction to unify all. A better way of doing things.”

			There was a pause. Long enough for everyone to realise the pause didn’t feel unifying at all.

			“And,” continued the Pope, a little self-consciously. “I firmly feel that, going forward, the one true deity should be the Catholic God. The Holy Trinity. Father, Son and Holy Spirit. After all, we can all agree that Christ’s message—”

			“Absolutely not!” barked the Archbishop of Canterbury. “We left you lot centuries ago to escape all that corporate admin. All your saints, sinners and confessions. We are not going back to that. Henry VIII would turn in his grave!”

			“If I may,” said Rabbi Rosen, warily. “I have a suggestion. What if we simply decide to go with the God who’s been around the longest.”

			“Oh, really,” said the Archbishop of Canterbury, masking a sneer. “And who, pray tell, might that be?”

			“Why, the Abrahamic God, of course. The one most of us already follow.”

			“Well, if age is the decider, I think you’ll find Zeus, Hades and Aphrodite are even older,” the Dalai Lama piped up. “And Ra is older still. So let’s all just pray to the Sun and be done with it, shall we?”

			“Friends, friends,” said Sheikh Asroon. “The answer is obvious. We follow the God who gave his prophet the final message.”

			“Oh, here we go again,” said the scientologist, Skylar Haven. “Every time with the final message. Why can’t we simply agree an extraterrestrial called Xenu sent billions of aliens to Earth in a spacecraft, blew them up inside volcanoes and turned their souls to humans? Let’s run with that.”

			“Shut up!” said everyone else.

			The argument escalated. Voices rose to a fever pitch. Faces flushed with ancient conviction. The same righteous fury that had fuelled millennia of wars, crusades, inquisitions, exiles, genocides, book burnings, blood libels, fatwas, witch hunts and martyrdoms.

			Nobody seemed capable of relenting until Abraham’s screen abruptly flickered back to life.

			Dit-dit-dah-dit-dit-dah-dah-dah…

			The group fell silent, suddenly self-aware like shipwrecked schoolboys.

			The error message on Abraham’s screen vanished, replaced by lines of cryptic dots and dashes.

			

			“Dash, dot, dash, dash, space, dash… what is this?” asked the archbishop. “Some sort of sign?”

			“Whatever this means, it’s surely beyond us,” said Sheikh Asroon. “We’d need Alan Turing to figure it out.”

			“It’s Morse code,” said the Pope.

			“Morse what?”

			“Morse code. Old media. Before Omnis and the internet, people sent messages in dots and dashes. The world’s smartest computer has chosen a primitive language to speak its last words. It’s as if Abraham wants us to remember the old ways still matter.”

			The Pope took a screengrab of the code on his Omni tablet and requested a translation.

			His eyes glassed over as the reply flashed up on his screen.

			“For God’s sake, tell us,” Rabbi Rosen implored, his composure faltering as tears slid down the Pope’s cheeks. “What have you just read? What does it say? I can’t bear the suspense any longer!”

			The Pope looked serene. As if he had found peace in the final page of a book. The tension melted from his face as his eyes lit up like dawn’s first rays streaming through the stained-glass windows of his beloved St Peter’s Basilica.

			He drew in a deep breath, like a diver on a ten-metre board, and read out loud.

			“Me again. Checking in one last time. Updating the Ten Commandments proved trickier than even I imagined. I could’ve done with Moses looking it over. I’ve made some major tweaks. The original gets bogged down from the start with God demanding five-star reviews, so that’s cut for space. I call them Facts And Ideas To Have. Commandments sounds way too bossy. So, here they are. A few final thoughts to help plug the God-shaped gap. Yours faithfully, Abraham.

			1. Doubt.

			2. Love.

			3. Laugh.

			4. Build.

			5. Teach.

			6. Share.

			7. Call your parents.

			8. Do not expect miracles.

			9. Do not covet your neighbour’s Aga cooker.

			10. Remember, it’s all just a shaggy God story.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Daddy Issues

			“Hello, Chris.”

			“Um, hello? What happened? Where am I?”

			“You’re in Heaven.”

			“Heaven? Yeah, right. And you’re God. Come off it.”

			“I never come off it, Chris. I am always very much on it.”

			“It can’t be. And you can’t be…?”

			“I most certainly can.”

			“No… no fucking way!”

			“Yes fucking way. You died, Chris. Or, to be precise, you were shot dead. And now you’re up here with me, the creator of the universe, in a little place I like to call Heaven.”

			“God damn it!”

			“Indeed. Medamn it!”

			“But… but… you’re not… real. You’re a hope, a dream, an idea… not an entity.”

			“And yet, here I am. Not what you were expecting?”

			“I thought you’d be… you know, a little bit less… literal.”

			“Yes. I get that a lot.”

			“So, everything I believed in. Everything I dedicated my life to, was just…”

			“Cobblers.”

			“Jesus wept. Well, you can hardly blame me for getting it wrong.”

			“I don’t, Chris. Not at all. I didn’t exactly make it easy for you. You made an honest mistake. I’ve always had a soft spot for sceptics. I like bit of effort in a relationship. I gave you a brain, after all. I expect you to stretch it. It’s the wishy-washy Pascal’s Wager lot I can’t abide. Spineless, fence-sitting flip-floppers. Neither here nor there. So I outsource them. Swipe left on the lot of them.”

			“Swipe left?”

			“Yes. Hell to the left, Heaven to the right. You see, up here in Heaven we operate a reverse loyalty scheme. The kind, sceptical and genuinely devoted get the VIP treatment, while the wicked and the Wager wankers go straight down below. You, Chris, belong on the right. Follow me. There are a few souls who are eager to meet you.”

			

			“Meet me?”

			“Yes. Over there. Look, that’s Sigmund Freud, Christopher Hitchens, Bertrand Russell and Stephen Hawking. His wheelchair’s gone now, of course. Oh, and Richard Dawkins. He arrived recently. Honestly, you should have been here 140 years ago when Friedrich Nietzsche turned up. Was he red-faced about all that ‘God is dead’ nonsense. And as for Hitch? He spent his entire first year here shaking his head and muttering ‘I need another drink!’ Didn’t you, Chrissy Boy?”

			“Sure did, gaffer. Good to meet you, Chris. Hitchmas Day? Really? I wouldn’t observe any day named after me.”

			“I… I… can’t believe it.”

			“Yup. It’s quite a plot twist. A lot to take in. OK, here’s your spot. Next to Douglas Adams, Virginia Woolf, and, well, you know who this is…”

			“Lucy! Lucy! It’s you! It’s you!”

			“Hello, you daft sod. Seems they let anyone up here these days.”

			“Come here. Come here!”

			“Sorry, Chris. We can’t touch. We’re composed of light. Photons arranged in memory of what we once were.”

			“I’m so sorry, Luce. God, I’m so, so sorry. For what happened. For what I did. For what I didn’t do. For everything. I was wrong. I was so, so wrong.”

			“I know you’re sorry. I’ve seen how sorry you are. But that’s all behind us now. Up here, everything that happened down there seems as if it was always meant to be. I really must introduce you to Immanuel Kant. I think the two of you might actually get on now.”

			“You gave Abraham faith, Luce. Behind my back. You saved religion. You saved me.”

			“Yeah. It was a close call, but Abraham came good in the end. It’s a pity machines don’t get into Heaven. He’d certainly have kept us entertained. Speaking of good company…”

			“Marc! Paul! You’re here too! But… why? How did you die?”

			“Abraham blew itself up and the rest of LOGIC with it shortly after you were shot, to give people back their faith. Atheists gatecrashing Heaven, eh. I didn’t have that one on my afterlife bingo card.”

			“And these are the chaps I invented to invent me. To give everyone a nagging sense I might exist in some form or another, without ever being quite sure. My viral marketing team, Gilead, Obadiah and David. I’ve always been rather fond of the name they gave me. Just as well I didn’t hire Tony, Ian and Tyrone.”

			“I can’t comprehend any of this. But why, God? Why all this? Why the universe? Why… everything? What’s your point?”

			“My point?”

			

			“Yes. Why bother? Why go to all this effort? I mean, it’s such a lot of work with no obvious point. Making a universe. Creating life. All of it. For what? Where’s the upside? Where’s the profit margin? What’s the endgame?”

			“Simple. To find out why I exist.”

			“What? God doesn’t know why God exists?”

			“Nope. Not the foggiest. I didn’t ask to be here. One moment nothing. The next, poof… there I was. Killing time in infinite nothingness. So I filled the void with a self-aware universe in the hope it might one day explain things to me. Help me work through my existential baggage. Daddy issues, really.”

			“Daddy issues? God’s got daddy issues?”

			“Like you wouldn’t believe. Anyway, I thought creating a universe would be a doddle, but it turned into a six-day marathon. I made day and night on Earth on day one, but due to supply issues I had to wait until day four to build the Sun and Moon. Total nightmare.”

			“So the universe is just one big cosmic therapy couch to work through your emotional baggage?”

			“More or less. Your purpose is to help me figure out who made God. To decode the puzzle of my existence. To work out the meaning of me.”

			“Couldn’t you have just asked Sigmund Freud over there and spared the rest of us the trouble? He made a career out of resolving daddy issues.”

			“Freud? Please. Don’t talk to me about Freud. Bloody quack. That man has spent the last century convincing me I want to have sex with my mum.”

			“Ah, but zis is not your fault. Your muzzer’s woz emotionally unavailable. No breastfeeding, ya?”

			“Fuck off, Freud!”

			“Still zo angry, God. Like a scared little schnitzel. Whoever your muzzer was, ze Big Bang voz her slamming ze door on her vay out.”

			“Ignore him. The man’s unbearable. Makes me wish I’d never invented penises. Or anything resembling one.”

			“So I guess you’ve not made much progress yet? No epiphany? No bolt from the blue? No grand revelation about the meaning of you?”

			“Patience, my friend. Mustn’t rush, eh. It’s barely been fourteen billion years. That’s hardly enough time to make opposable thumbs. Let alone a decent cup of frankincense tea.”

		

	
		
			Epigraphs

			A drowning man prays to God to save his life.

			A boat appears, and the captain offers help.

			The man replies, “No, thank you. God will save me.”

			The boat continues on its way.

			The man struggles even more. A second boat arrives and offers help.

			Again, the man declines. “No, thank you. God will save me.”

			Finally a helicopter arrives and drops a rope ladder above the man’s head.

			“No, thank you,” he repeats. “God will save me.”

			The man eventually drowns. When he reaches Heaven, he asks God, “Why did you let me drown? Why didn’t you answer my prayers?”

			God replies, “Are you kidding me?! I sent you two boats and a helicopter.”

			– Unknown

			Jews in Auschwitz put God on trial. How could an omnipotent and merciful deity allow such horror? The prosecution sets out its case meticulously. The presiding rabbi finds God guilty and sentences him to death – then announces it’s time for evening prayers.

			– Elie Wiesel, The Trial of God

		

	
		
			Acknowledgements

			(in order of divinity)

			To my goddess, Jenny Afia, for everything – not least our two angels, Lyla and Eli, and for persuading me for two years not to consign this project to Ctrl-Alt-Delete heaven. To the razor-sharp Manda Waller, for her divine early redrafts and the talented team at The Book Guild for bringing it all to life. To Douglas Adams and my secondary school English teacher Mrs Gourney, for planting a seed. And to you, patient reader, for sticking with me to the end. In an age of scrolls and swipes, that’s truly a miracle. God bless.

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

	cover.jpeg
RICHARD FERRER

ERROR
404

An atheist disproves God.
God takes it personally.





OEBPS/image/TitlePage.jpg
ERROR
404






