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1.  ​​​​Rise
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The Magus tries not to stop
and Errorcode delivers more Constrictions
The Magus climbed out of the driving seat of his converted Hynishota Unimaginative and transfixed the parking attendant with his calculated private investigator stare. “What?”

“Sorry, mate, you can’t park there,” the attendant repeated.

The Magus’ hand hovered dangerously over the pistol in his back pocket, that wasn’t there. It was his day off, and these were not his private investigator’s trousers, which were currently in the wash.

“I’m only dropping off my lady-friend. I won’t be long.”

“I suggest you get back in your vehicle, mate, and do not menace me as I perform my officious tasks. Didn’t you see the signs?”

“The large one that said, ‘Kanye West Airport, Premium Parking Only. Drop-off’s will be charged extra’? I presume you are using sign writers from Musoketeba, judging by the spurious apostrophe?”

“Whatever you mean, they did the sign for us, yes.”

“The one that directed me towards the place I always dropped off my guests for free in the past?”

“That one. There are other free locations though. By law we had to give you a choice, mate.”

“I didn’t see any signs.”

“If you’d been paying attention at the last roundabout, you’d have seen the card pinned to the back of the ‘No Blinking While Driving’ sign. We gave you the choice. Your particular choice was to enter the premium drop-off zone, and therefore you have to pay.”

“I’ve always been able to drive straight up to the terminal building before. I’m not stopping.”

“You’ve stopped now, mate.”

“I know that. How do you expect me to let my passenger get out of the car if it’s still moving?”

“Not my problem. The rules is the rules.”

“When did they change? Last month, I simply drove in.”

“That’s very true,” added his companion, Rannie Dearheat—slim, attractive, short brown hair, long black revolver, which she was now idly spinning around her index finger. “Get back in the car, Moggy Dear. I’ll deal with this.”

“But...”

“Leave it with me. I’m sure the gentleman will be reasonable.” Rannie heaved a suitcase out of the back. “Parking has always been free,” she said to the attendant as the Magus steamed his way back into the driver’s seat. “Otherwise I would have flown via the alternative airports, Pittsburgh Slim or Jay Park. I think I’ll be glad to leave this dump by any means. Things aren’t that great here since you cut down all the trees to make the planet spin faster.”

“A good thing, according to the papers,” said the attendant slowly. “Faster spin, lesser gravity, people feel lighter.”

“Carry on believing it.” Rannie patted his arm. “It’s not the place it used to be.”

They gazed upwards as the buzz of a delivery drone silenced the conversation. It passed over a development of anti-social housing. There came the report of a shotgun and the craft plummeted in flames into the complex.

“What’s all that about?” The Magus leaned out of the car window.

“New laws on Sapristi,” said the attendant, “where all policing is now done by email. That means only honest criminals give themselves up, so it was decided that people who were determined to pursue a life of crime and derring-do would all be confined inside new, secure estates. The houses are built on prime farmland by property developers who bribe the landowners with free samples and a link to the sex trafficking website and resources.”

The Magus nodded. “I was going to buy a place there... as an investment, you understand.”

“Apparently this enclave is one of many,” continued the attendant. “I’ve heard that a knock-on effect is that the penal system has recovered. Now, only law-abiding citizens need to be incarcerated, for such crimes as driving without thinking, receiving phone calls while walking, and sitting with their knees apart.”

“Bugger,” said the Magus, looking down.

“I’m never going to use drones in my organisation,” said Rannie. “My clients would not be pleased receiving scuffed merchandise.”

“Can you scuff ‘Class A’ drugs and contraband doughnuts?” The Magus raised an eyebrow (it was his own and therefore easier than raising Rannie’s).

“I guess not, but you can fail to deliver, which is worse.” Rannie sighed. “I’d best be going. I don’t want to lose my flight.”

The Magus had one last attempt to prevent her deserting him again. “Do you truly have to leave me? I’ll miss you, badly.”

“I’d rather you missed me nicely—you’ll get it with practice—but I have to make sure everything is running smoothly with my business interests.” She walked round to the driver’s side, and leaned in.

The Magus furrowed his brow. “We’ve had a good time these last few weeks, haven’t we,” he pleaded, “and you haven’t simply been hiding to avoid those tax demands?”

“Of course not.” She smiled back, the smile that always sent goose-bumps down one of the Magus’ spines, and pecked him on the cheek. “It’s been a wonderful break, but my operations are now demanding attention again. Big Three-Fingered Luigi is having a problem with the rabbit farm...”

“A shed full of buzzing objects for ladies?” The Magus shook his head. “Have I missed something?”

“No.” Rannie said with mock seriousness. “We had to give the bees away after some of our customers got stung...”

“Presumably with your devious pricing models?”

“You have a low opinion of my business dealings,” said Rannie. “I’ve never had any complaints... from people that matter, anyway. I’m talking about real rabbits. The original idea was for meat production, feeding out-of-work immigration officers, but Luigi has started cuddling the animals and talking in a silly voice...”

“I can see how you would need to respond to that.” The Magus did not sound convinced.

“Are you going to pay?” The attendant drew himself upright. “There is a queue of annoyed droppers behind you.”

“Parking was always free. It’s in the Statute: the Third Adjustment,” said Rannie.

“Isn’t that the one prohibiting the billeting of ladies of the night in your home during the time your wife is away?”

“All right, the Eighth, forbidding cruel or unusual punishment for parking.”

The attendant tutted. “There’s been a complete rewrite of the Charter by the new minister for vehicle marshalling, road signage and outsourced spaceport parking. This one hands full control to my organisation to administer as we see fit.”

“How many alterations to the Charter is that now?”

The attendant counted on his fingers. “Last report was over two thousand according to the Daily Outrage. The latest was rushed through by Pietro Fairway, our new minister for pointless laws. He said it would make more money for the government if they outsourced traffic storage rather than letting individuals flatten ghettos so that they could use the space for parking. You see, people like ghettos; that’s why so many live in them.”

“Is that the same Pietro Fairway who runs the news channel, Lies of the Planet, and the Ministry for Holes in the Road?”

“No relation, according to the newspaper—a pure coincidence. By law, you now have to pay.”

“Not from this delivery,” Rannie cocked her revolver and waved it at the man.

He backed off, holding his hands up in surrender. “Don’t shoot me; I’m only the messenger. Nevertheless, even if you do, you won’t get through the barriers, and the longer you stay, the more it costs.” He pressed a button on his combined watch and ticket machine. “You already owe twenty drachma for the drop-off and another fifty for halting in a restricted zone.”

“Restricted? How can you tell?” The Magus glanced around, checking for any indication that he should have parked elsewhere.

“Everywhere’s restricted, mate. See that spot over there with the big queue of cars trying to get into it. That’s where you should be. Take your place in the line.”

“We aren’t blocking anything.”

“Security, mate.”

“Nothing to do with making money, then?”

“I wouldn’t know, mate. Pay up or push off.”

“Who is this company doing the parking?” Rannie smiled sweetly and put her hand on the Magus’ shoulder as he started to get out of the car again.

“TBP Carparks.” The attendant pointed to his cap.

“And what does that stand for?”

The man looked taken aback. “You’ve never heard of us?”

“Humour me.”

“Total Bastard Parking, for accommodating everyone, including the rich bastards, the poor bastards and the bastards who knock your bin over in the night...”

“Total Bastard Parking Carparks?” Rannie gave him that expression people do when they want to appear incredulous. “Duh, that sounds as though it’s not been thought through... like saying ‘ISBN Book Number’...”

“ISBN?”

“I think it stands for ‘Impossible to Sell Brilliant Novels’. So, ‘Total Bastard’... isn’t that giving the game away?”

“It used to be ‘Totally Brilliant Parking’, but was changed because of the new Transparency Laws where everything has to be labelled descriptively. We did apply for a name change to ‘Value Overlook and Movement in Transportation’, but the courts denied us after we booked the magistrate for parking in his named bay without a ticket. He still owes us. Interest is currently at 50 percent per day.”

“To confirm, what you are saying is that I can’t get out of this zone if I don’t pay?” The Magus was steaming slightly under his Investigator’s Fedora. “Have you seen what I’m driving?”

“Yes, it’s the Hynishota Unimaginative GC. I’ve got the economy model at home. I’d have liked your version.”

“Is that why you’re being mean to us, because you’ve only got the Unimaginative base model?”

“You flash bastards really get to me, mate.”

“The only difference is that I’ve got a cup-holder. You’ve got a blanking plate. GC stands for ‘Got Cup-holder’, you know.”

“Yes, I’ve got a blanking plate; a cheap plastic blanking plate that broke and fell out. It would cost me five-hundred drachma if the dealer shipped a replacement over from Musoketeba. You know that’s nearly a day’s parking charge, don’t you?”

“I didn’t, but I do know the Nishant Corporation who make them,” said the Magus. “The head, Mr Nishi, and my boss, Two-Dan $mith (sic) are business associates.”

“You work for SCT?”

“Can’t you tell?”

“Then your car...”

“Flies, yes. I developed the Doku Drive, which provides almost infinite power for free and has annoyed the hell out of the energy companies...”

“He’s a marked man,” added Rannie, proudly. “He’s dangerous.”

“I got 8 out of 10 on their People to get rid of’ scale,” said the Magus, “so I am not paying you, because I will be flying out of here.”

“You have to pay,” persisted the man. “I’ve got your number.”

“I’ve got no number. SCT is its own registration authority.”

“Then I’ve got your bumper sticker: Private Dicks do it without removing their trousers. You will have to pay.”

“Ignore him, Moggy,” said Rannie. “We can’t stand here all day. I’ve got to catch my flying machine.”

“You didn’t need to book a scheduled flight. I could have taken you all the way in one of our long-range Hynishota Cashcows.”

“You have already, darling.” She removed his hat, and placing a kiss on the top of his sweaty bald head. “It was fun, but I categorically must go.”

“When will I see you again?” The Magus had a tear in his eye. It had been an unexpected surprise when Rannie, the love of his life, had turned up unannounced. He had never envisioned seeing her again after she spiked his drink (again) to disrupt his investigations into her business dealings. She had made up for her absence, and even forgave him for his references to ‘Open Bay Doors’ and ‘Prepare to engage tractor beam’ as they were getting intimate. She did gently point out that the reason he couldn’t hold on to relationships was for precisely that sort of dialogue during coitus, and that most attractive ladies didn’t like science fiction (or bald blokes in hats).

“I will return for more precious moments,” she said. “I promise.” She gave him a lingering hug and mopped his tears with a lace handkerchief. He blew his nose on it and handed it over to the attendant, who was also blubbering.

The man tried to dry his eyes with it and succeeded in sticking his eyelashes together. “That’s the trouble with airports, mate.” He sniffed. “I love the happiness as people meet their recently-absent adored ones, but can’t stand the sorrow as they have to part again, not knowing if their lovers will have to wait forever for the traffic controllers to let them take off, or when they do, if they are going to die horribly in one of those freak accidents in space.” He brightened up at Rannie’s bemused expression. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I don’t expect there will be any more freak accidents... not so soon after that last fatal disaster, that is.”
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There came a knock at the main boardroom door at SCT. Tom Two-Dan $mith (sic), mid-thirties, trim, slightly tanned, somewhat exasperated, looked up from the holographic four-dimensional spreadsheet he was trying to fathom.

“Enter.”

The head of the Skagan Head of Security peered in.

“It’s okay, Vac, I’ve had the frame strengthened and fitted new rubber buffers. You should be able to enter safely now.”

“Thank you, Sah.” The door flew wide and bounced off the stops. Vac deflected the rebound with his head, splintering the wood.

“What can I do for you?”

“Sah, I found this person skulking around outside. I think he may be a subversive, Sah.”

“That’s Montague Errorcode, my Head of Change Management and Risk, Vac. You know that very well.”

“Is it, Sah? He was behaving suspiciously, Sah.”

“That’s how he normally behaves. He can’t help it. You can put him down.”

Vac released the man’s collar and he crumpled in a heap.

“And, Vac...”

“Yes, Sah?”

“Would you call Mrs Tuesday and see about getting that heap removed. I don’t know how those doku cows got in here, but they left a right mess after we shooed them back into the jungle.”

“It would be a pleasure, Sah.” Vac lifted Errorcode back to his feet. “Where would you like Mrs Tuesday to dump him?”

“No, I meant the heap of dung and advertising leaflets you dropped him in. Since I sent my P.A. on holiday to Newcastle, I seem to have more junk mail than I can handle.”

“Good for the heating bills, Sah. Since they had to make the mail environmentally friendly, mixed with dung, it burns a whole lot better with less carcinogenic fumes. How long has Miss Coles been gone, Sah, if you don’t mind me asking, Sah?”

“Amber left for Honey Singh Airport this morning. She didn’t want to take a holiday, but has been working without a break for the last year. She was supposed to be looking after Finance, but insisted on also remaining as my P.A.. Be that as it may, how is the breeding programme going on? Are there any signs of little feet in your village?”

“We have been trying the rhythm method, Sah.”

“I thought I heard drums.”

“That would be the headboards, Sah.”

“You should move them away from the walls. It’s upsetting the wild programmers, making them use their imagination for a change. However, any results in the procreation front?”

“Maybe one or two of the ladies are a little larger than before.”

“They were all quite tall, as I recall.”

“It’s difficult to tell, Sah.”

“Keep up the good work.”

“Are you sure you can’t show us what to do again, Sah?”

“I haven’t recovered from last time. What did you actually want?”

“Meant to say, Sah. I believe the gentleman here had something to tell you, Sah.”

“Thank you, Vac. Please return to your duties. What are you working on at the moment?”

“External auditors, Sah. I believe they are not far from cracking. We expect a good result, even if it kills them.”

“I’m sure you know best. That will be all.”

“Thank you, Sah.” The door slammed as he departed. A small glass figurine dropped off a shelf into a strategically-placed basket of cotton wool. Errorcode went to retrieve it.

“I think I might leave it there, Monty.” Tom studied the weasely little man. “Please take a seat.”

“Nice, but it wouldn’t fit in my office” Errorcode settled into one of the comfortable sofas.

“Where is your office at the moment?”

Errorcode shot his leader a poisonous glance. “After you evicted Change Management from the coal bunker, the gardeners offered me space in a corner of the potting shed.”

“Sorry about that, You see, when we moved from coal to junk mail as our main fuel, we needed your office for the crèche.”

“But there have been no babies born to the Skagans yet.”

“Sadly, no,” said Tom wistfully, “that’s why it’s so small. Despite all the demonstrations they insist on having, there are still no offspring. That aside, are you settling in comfortably?”

“It’s cramped and a bit spidery, but we have a good supply of chewing shallots.”

“I thought I noticed something on your breath.” Tom turned up the air-conditioning. “And how are the changes, you are managing?”

“Going swimmingly. Can’t complain.” Errorcode coloured.

“How many have you done in the last quarter?”

“We have maintained a 100 percent success rate.”

“Excellent, but in numbers, how many?” Tom insisted.

“Some.” Errorcode slipped lower on the seat.

“Some? Can you be more specific... details perhaps?”

“I guess the main one would be of interest.”

“And what would that be?” Tom leaned back in his chair.

“We have replaced the Change Control System.”

“Wonderful. And what benefits does that bring?”

“Benefits?” Errorcode sat upright.

“I mean, have you improved efficiency, decreased the amount of process, streamlined the workings so that people can do their jobs instead of having to fill in interminable forms and argue their cases at tribunals before proceeding?”

“Oh, yes, all that of course.”

“And how have you achieved that aim?”

“The old system was so efficient that all we needed to do was put a modern front end on it.”

“A new front end?” Tom frowned at his employee.

“We linked it into Constrictions. All now done online.”

“That would be Constrictions, the social media platform nobody could use, that cost eighteen million drachma, and the one that Pete Young shut down last year?”

“It cost too much to throw away.”

“But the ongoing licence fees were the actual problem.”

“I’ve dealt with that. We aren’t paying anymore.”

“And that would be mainly because Amber refused to authorise your request for the money?” Tom pointed to one of the elements in the spreadsheet. “She’s also put a note of explanation, but I don’t want to hurt your feelings by reading it.”

“Can you authorise it for me?”

“Amber does the finance, and she’s on holiday.”

Errorcode glowered at Tom, which he failed to notice. “No licence fees, no support. What do I do if it all goes wrong?”

“As you did last time, I guess,” said Tom. “Get your subordinates to take the blame and deny everything. How is Mr Gamble, your Risk man, by the way?”

“He resigned after the last time Constrictions went wrong.”

“As I recall, it was already wrong. That’s another reason we had to drop it. By the by, I’ve not got the time to debate. What did you want to see me about, assuming you’ve given up on extra finance?”

“In Miss Coles’ absence, the phones redirect. I picked a call up. It was from the hospital... your wife.”

“Oh dear. What’s happened?”

“They’ve taken her into the rehab wing of Dr Crippen Hospital. She’s asking for you.”

“I thought she was off the drugs and the drink.” Tom sighed.

“Not drugs or drink.” Errorcode wore a satisfied smile.

“Then what?”

“Cake, apparently. She’s overdosed on chocolate brownies.”
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2.  ​​Hospital

[image: ]


A patient isn’t murdered in hospital

Tom left his Hynishota Pig-Ugly in the hospital carpark. It was an ordinary vehicle–he was never one for ostentatiousness–but did have the nitrogen-filled wing mirrors that made all the difference to the ride and the appreciation. He bought his parking ticket, carefully affixed it to the inside of the windscreen as instructed on the back of the label, and walked away. He did not see the parking attendant who appeared as soon as he was out of sight. The man produced a small magnet and rested it on the outside of the screen. The magnetic strip inside the ticket responded, and the paper dropped to the floor of the car, out of sight. The attendant smiled and proceeded to write out a large non-payment notice, which he stuck across the windscreen.

At the hospital entrance, Tom stopped at a sign which proudly announced details of the establishment’s achievements. Apparently 100 percent of patients that visited made a complete recovery apart from those that didn’t. The hospital had been given an award for its services to the pension shortfall by making sure that anyone over a certain age died mysteriously if they stayed in their beds for more than three days. The hospital acknowledged that patients and their relatives should be vigilant, and that they were doing everything they could to track down the murderers. The loss of the older, and seriously sick, patients was unfortunate, but also beneficial, in that it helped to keep up the statistics up, and the costs down.

Tom looked nervously around.

“Don’t worry,” said an orderly, busily sharpening a machete as he skipped towards the geriatric ward, “you look fit enough to keep out of the way of any potential murderers... not that I’ve ever seen any,” he added. “Where are you going?”

“The La-la, psychiatric ward.”

“La-la Ward? That way. Follow the signs, and be careful to answer any questions sensibly. Sarcasm is prohibited within the hospital grounds.”

Tom followed the directions, which sent him randomly along corridors, up flights of stairs, through operating theatres and down tunnels. After passing the coffee and wheelchair shop for the third time, he stopped and asked. The waitress sold him a caffeine-laced beverage and let him try out a wheelchair while he was drinking it.

“I was actually looking for the rehabilitation ward,” said Tom, when he thought sufficient time had elapsed to not make the girl suspicious of ulterior motives for stopping.

She pointed him at a bank of lifts hidden behind a potted shrubbery. “Up there, third floor, labelled ‘5’ because ground floor is actually ‘3’ and nobody stops at the fourth, which might be the operating theatres.”

“Been there already... And One and Two?”

“Basements. Nobody ever goes there either. Nobody of any significance, that is.”

“I’m glad you told me. A good wheelchair this is. Do you have one in anything other than wood?”

“I’m afraid not. Plastic and steel are in short supply after the last terraforming war, and there is plenty of wood after we speeded the planet up. I’ve lost three kilos would you believe?”

“I’ll let you know if I see them on my travels, although we don’t hear much on SCT Island.”

“Oh, I’ve always wanted to go there. I’ve heard it is a paradise on Sapristi... the only one left, now that the road system has been extended to cover any of the planet that hasn’t been allocated to car parking. What does SCT stand for? I’ve always wanted to know since that guy $mith (sic) appeared on Are you being Degraded in their Eyes. He was lucky to survive, and after he lost it and punched the compares, all my girlfriends fell in love with him.”

“Probably the money that attracts them,” said Tom modestly.

“That will be it. Personally, I think he’s a jerk, but there’s no accounting for taste.”

“You’re right about the taste.” Tom spat the last of his coffee into a serviette. He regarded her name tag. “It must take a lot of training to be a barista. Olivia Aftershock... is that your real name?”

“To tell you the truth,” said the waitress behind her hand, “I’m actually a fully trained fertility nurse, but the pay is better serving coffee.”

“Does it take long to learn to be a barista? Could I do it?”

Olivia shook her head. “The only training I’ve had was when someone showed me the machine and gave me two handbooks in Dutch. The translation packages leave a lot to be desired, I’m afraid.”

“I’m sure you did your best,” said Tom. “I’ve got to go. My wife is in intensive.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, intensive rehabilitation—chocolate brownies.”

The waitress gave a low whistle. “That’s bad, but once she gets too fat to fit through the door, natural processes will help her back to normal. Now, you were going to tell me what S.C.T. stands for?”

“Morals, employee satisfaction, customer service, concern for the environment and a competitively priced product. Bye.” Tom headed for the lift.

“What a guy,” said the waitress as Tom pressed the call button. “I wonder who he was. He has the makings of a great barista.”
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Tom stood at the secure entry to the psychiatric La-la ward, and pressed the button to alert the nurses’ desk to his presence. Nothing happened. He waved through the glass at an orderly. The man looked directly at him and then turned away. Tom banged on the door. A nurse coming out of one of the wards nodded and disappeared into another side room. Tom exhaled and pressed the button again. At the far end of the corridor, another orderly appeared, and this time, headed towards the door. Tom smiled and waved again. The orderly reached the door and then did a left turn and disappeared along another corridor. Tom pressed the button and held his finger on it. This time a voice in broken English asked him what he wanted.

“I’ve come to see Suzanne $mith (sic).”

“Have no person on staff of that name.”

“She’s a patient. I’m her husband.”

“Oh, you must be ‘Shit-Face’. Difficult Impatient Patient said you be visiting. You come in please, Mr Face.”

Tom stood waiting. Nothing happened. He pulled at the door handle—still locked. He pressed the button again. Nothing.

Tom was considering calling Vac to deal with the mechanism—it would have been quicker than waiting, he decided—when a nurse came up behind him and released the door lock using a nipple recognition system. He slipped in behind her, causing a brief moment of misunderstanding. She slapped him.

“I’m in too much of a hurry to take you to court,” she said breathlessly, “but here’s my business card. Please start proceedings against yourself without me.”

“I wish I’d have known about the nipple recognition.” Tom watched the woman re-button her uniform. “What a great idea.”

“Designed by male engineers of course,” the nurse threw the comment over her shoulder, “apparently after extensive studies of the uniqueness of nipple structure. They say it is more hygienic than thumbprint readers, which quickly build up a layer of nicotine and earwax to share diseases amongst the staff. However, I can’t waste time talking to you. I have patients to invoice.”

At a reception desk further up the corridor, the foreign girl he had spoken to over the intercom was tapping away on a communications device.

“I got in eventually,” he said with feeling. The girl ignored him. “Where will I find Mrs $mith (sic)?”

The girl ignored him again. Another nurse passed the desk. “Have a look at the board,” she said. “All the details are on there, but you can follow me if you like.”

Tom stepped back and stared at her. “Olivia? Didn’t I just see you down at the coffee shop?”

“Shhh... moonlighting,” whispered the nurse. “Come with me.”

“What’s up with her?” asked Tom as the barista-cum-nurse led him along the corridor.

“Fuksit.”

“Pardon?”

“You know this planet, Sapristi, is nicknamed ‘Fukeds’ by the people who live here?”

“I had heard.”

“They call it that because of the bureaucracy and the stupidity and greed of the leaders, and how everything always goes wrong.”

“I guess you voted them in.”

“They are ministers for life now. They passed a law. The only way they can be replaced is upon death, which is quite likely as most of them are old and would come here when they get ill. I can’t wait.”

“But you still voted them in.”

“They made a load of promises that they forgot about as soon as they were elected... you know, more money for the health service and universities, free pizza for fat lazy bastards, and the right of unregistered immigrants to claim benefits without proving anything, apart from the fact they need money without working for it. The government said they wouldn’t put up taxes, but refused to tell anyone where the finance was coming from...”

“Car parking, fuel and traffic fines as usual, I expect,” said Tom.

“Actually, there is a new movement, financed by TBP Carparks, to break away from the central administration and become self-governing again. Our receptionist thinks she’s going to be sent back to her own country if Fuksit comes into being.”

“Judging by what I’ve seen today, that won’t be much of a loss.”

“She’s a good girl,” said Olivia, “perhaps a little misguided and demotivated. We all are, here. The management have no idea how to run a hospital. They put money-men in to manage the place, and forget about the patients and the staff and the equipment and the catering facilities... but I shouldn’t be telling you this. I could be sacked if there was the remotest chance of them finding anyone to replace me...”

There was a crash and then shouting and cursing from one of the side wards.

“You see,” said the nurse, “even the private patients aren’t given the best of attention. We simply haven’t got the people.”

“I know that voice. I’ll go and settle her down,” said Tom.

“I’d be grateful,” said Olivia. “I’ll look in on you later if I can find a few seconds spare.”

“My card.” Tom handed it over. “Call me. We could do with some medical facilities back at base.”

“I’ll schedule some time next week to read it.”

[image: image]

“Is that the sort of language to use outside a video game?” Tom pushed open the door to the private ward.

“You took your time,” said the patient. “Have you brought any chocolate?”

“You are in rehab, dear. You are not allowed until your organs have recovered. Are they treating you hospitably?”

“I have to pay cash to get any attention at all.”

“And your body parts that are supposed to deal with excess sugar... what happened?”

“They shut down. I must have gone into a coma, and they brought me here. Lucky I woke up before the three day (literal) deadline.”

“You look good.” Tom regarded the slim girl with appreciation, as she lounged on top of the bed covers. “I’d forgotten how lovely your hair was. You should leave it loose more often. I expected to find you... fatter.”

“Have you forgotten? Where I come from, our metabolism works fast enough to prevent build-up. That was the problem.”

“You are saying that you can’t become a lard-bucket like any normal person when you eat too much?”

“And I confess I did gorge,” said Suzanne. “Being so miserable, I started to comfort eat, I suppose.”

“And everything else, so I’ve heard. How’s the medication?”

“They sold me some new pills that make me violently sick and want to die if I have any sugar intake at all. They seem to work. I’m feeling a lot better.”

“I hope there’s no lasting damage.”

“Do you?” The woman regarded him pensively. “I would have thought you’d be glad to get rid of me, and then you could get on properly with that dark-haired harlot. What was her name?”

“Caryl, as you are fully aware.”

“Yes... Mx Caryl As-You-are-fully-Aware. Where is she now? She didn’t come with you to gloat.”

“She’s out and about, tracking down more family members. She took one of our long-distance Hynishota Drearys.”

“The six seater with the four-engine drive, extra cigar holders and the rear bench that turns around so you can blow smoke at the other passengers?”

“You seem to know a lot about our products.”

“I thought I should take an interest if I’m going to help you run the company. Have you decided what SCT stands for yet?”

“Not really.”

“Why don’t you choose something else, like The Good Company?”

“Chief of Security, Vac, won’t let me. He says it would mean changing all the uniforms, and he likes them how they are.” Tom momentarily failed to notice Suzanne’s full comment, and then what she had said sank like a buffalo in a tar pit. “What do you mean... help?”

“Now I’m off all the substances, I can think straight again. I’d like to come and help run our company.”

“I thought you wanted a divorce.”

“And you said I couldn’t have one because I was a ‘hyperactive junkie’ and would squander my share on chemical stimulants if the proceeds were split. You got me committed that time.” She actually looked hurt.

“I could reconsider.”

“If you do, I’ll take the lot. The lawyers will be most gratified. ‘Where there’s a split, there’s prof-it’, as they like to advertise on day-time TV.”

“They do like to stir things up, especially here with all their red-tape and laws on top of laws. It could take decades, and bankrupt the business. It would be cheaper to sell up, and just give you half.”

“You think I’d settle for half?”

“What?”

Suzanne gave a grin which took Tom right back to those wonderful days when he first met her, several lives and several universes away. It was a different him, and a different Suzanne, but the memories and feelings had stuck with him. The essence of Tom was still Tom, even though he looked a little different and was certainly more successful and popular than his earlier existence. Suzanne hadn’t changed. In each universe, each time he met her, she looked mostly the same, despite the varying personalities and hair colours. Those original feelings were hard to ignore. He shook his head. “What would be the point?”

“What indeed?” she said, “which is why I want to learn how to be useful, and maybe perhaps...”

“You are starting to like me again? It wouldn’t be anything to do with Caryl fancying me, would it?”

“Don’t give yourself airs and graces. You might be popular with the public, and you might now be different from the materialistic shit I married, but I’m choosy about who I allow into my underwear. No, I’ve had time to think, and I’ve seen how you turned SCT around since your accident, or whatever it was, and I actually want to be part of it. I’ll even start by making the tea if you like, to show you I’m sincere.” She smiled at him.

Tom’s heart melted. “She always could do that to my resolve,” he thought. “Okay then,” he said out loud. “When you get out of this place, I’ll introduce you to Mrs Tuesday. She is keeping the catering under control and is the only one who can make a cup of tea that actually tastes like tea, and a cup of coffee that tastes like the ground beans smell when you first open the bag. If you can learn those skills, I will be most impressed.”

“We have a deal,” said Suzanne. “I’ll come with you now.” She pulled the drip out of the back of her hand and stuck a piece of sugar-free gum over the hole.

“But you’re not cured.” Tom glanced around nervously.

“I am now. Give me your coat. I’m making a break for it. If I stay here much longer, they will murder me.”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad.”

“I’m sure it isn’t. Do you want to let that man with the axe in, or shall we sneak out the back way?”
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Tom and Suzanne slipped past Reception without raising any comment, even when Tom lost his footing and glided down the hallway on his rear. The grumpy girl was still tapping messages to her presumably equally grumpy friends in a grumpy language that Tom didn’t recognise, and the man with the axe was being escorted into a private ward by two orderlies.

Once through the security door, they found the lifts. “Three,” said Tom, as Suzanne’s finger hovered over the button labelled ‘1’. “That’s Ground Floor.”

“No wonder I couldn’t escape last time I tried. I went down to the first floor, got lost and was sitting on a heating pipe trying to keep warm when one of those dreadful multi-legged insect things found me and brought me back.”

“They have quadrillipods?” Tom shuddered. “Pesky animals get everywhere, but they do a good job of the floor polishing and telling you the time. I should bring some fly-spray next time.”

“Told me they do the jobs nobody else wants to do, including polishing the floors, so perhaps leave them for a while, huh?”

“I suppose so. Here we are at the car. Oh what’s that on my windscreen?”

“Looks like a penalty notice.”

“I paid for a ticket. It was on the window.”

“It’s not there now,” said Suzanne. “You must have forgotten.”

Tom opened the door. “No, here it is on the floor. I’ll go and see about this.”

“Is it truly worth it? Surely you’ve enough money for any fine?”

“It’s the principle.”

“I suppose it is.” Suzanne settled into the passenger seat. “Don’t be long, and don’t hit anyone even though punching is now legal in cases of extreme bureaucracy.”

Tom found the attendant busily applying sticky notices to a row of other cars. “Excuse me?”

“Yes, sir?”

“You put a notice on my car. I can’t get it off. I did have a ticket. Look, it’s here.”

“Let me check.” The warden laid the ticket on his reader and shook his head. “The magnetic strip seems to be blank, sir. I think this permit may be a forgery. Where did you get it?”

“Out of the machine over there.”

“And you didn’t buy it from one of the touts?”

“Of course not. I think I ran one over on the way in, though.”

“That’s good. We’ve been trying to clear them away, but with the price of parking, they can make quite a good living. I can’t check every ticket on every windscreen, can I?”

“I thought that was your job.”

“Oh no, with all these criminals trying to dodge the charges completely, I have my work cut out.”

“I most certainly did get my ticket from the machine. Can’t you give me a break?”

“More than my job’s worth, sir. You have to pay up or I won’t remove the sticker from your screen.”

“How much?” Tom sighed.

“I’ll do a quick check... Failure to buy, failure to display, forged ticket, you’ve gone over time now, talking to me, challenging me, questioning how I do my job... that’s about three-thousand drachma if we round it up, and with compound interest at 50 percent per day, if you don’t pay now... it could be quite expensive.”

“I’m not paying. This is an outrage.”

“Suit yourself, sir, but you can’t drive away without a valid ticket to get you through the barriers and across the piranha swamp. Also, if you even try, you will be arrested for driving with an obscured field of vision. The penalties are steep for traffic misdemeanours.”

“But they send the summonses by email. All one has to do is ignore them.”

“No more, sir, since TBP took over the legal system. We have enforcers now, in lovely uniforms, but it is not an issue. You can’t leave the car park without paying.”

“Trouble?” asked Suzanne as Tom returned, shaking his head.

“We seem to be in the middle of a car pogrom. There are bad things afoot. Not to worry, I don’t think our man realised what this car actually is.”

“And what is it?”

“A Hynishota Pig-Ugly, fitted with four of the latest Doku-drives, and stealth technology to prevent people seeing how dreadful it really is. We can fly out of here.”

“Off you go then.”

“Problem is, I can’t see out of the windscreen for this sticky notice covering it all up.”

“I tried to get it off with my nail file,” said Suzanne. “It won’t shift. There’s a note to say that the only way to remove it without paying up, is to replace the windscreen, and an offer of discounts from TBP Windshields if we present the parking notice after they’ve replaced it.”

“We might have to do that. Can you see where we’re going?”

“If I lean over and put my head out of the window, yes.”

“Then your first job as a new employee of SCT is to be my eyes. Tell me if I’m going to hit anything (over-officious jobsworth bastards and ticket touts not included).”

As the Pig-Ugly lifted gently in the air and headed towards the sea and the haven of SCT Island, a man in a smart uniform with the label ‘TBP Supervision Services’ filmed it from his handheld and sent the resulting footage directly over to TBP Traffic Enforcement headquarters for processing, along with a copy of the violation notice.
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3.  ​​Attendants
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A plot develops

Tom pressed the call button for a second time. “Where is my Chief of Security?”

“You gave Vac permission to take a holiday, sir.” Amber looked up from her notepad.

“Welcome, did you have a good break? You are back early.”

“All that larking about and having a good time, sir. Too much for me. I miss the numbers and the political intrigue of big business.”

“I’m trying to stop all that.”

“I think it would spoil the company, sir.”

“Maybe,” mused Tom. “Heard any rumours recently?”

“Nothing that I didn’t start myself, sir. The I.C. girls lap it up. Saves having to waste effort on memos. I tell them what I want to share, and it’s around the company in minutes. The rumour mill is the most efficient form of communication.”

“I.C.?” said Tom. “Remind me.”

“Intellectual Capital. It’s what used to be called ‘Human Resources’ when management cared bugger all for their staff.”

“I.C., I see. Rumours though: most concerning. How does anyone know what the management is actually thinking? Without that shared knowledge, how can we make progress, pull everyone together, move towards a common goal?”

“Previously, it hasn’t mattered,” said Amber. “They know what the oxymoronic phrase, ‘management thinking’, is all about: screw the employees, screw the customers and maximise our bonuses.”

“Haven’t I changed all that?” Tom said ruefully.

“I suppose so, but old habits are exterminated with exertion. I tried sending memos, but the original staff just laughed and didn’t believe a word, and the new staff used them to make paper planes and daisy chains.”

“Yes, got to keep the loonies on the path.” Tom hummed one of his favourite tunes for effect. “Perhaps I should stand up in front of them and say something?”

“Like what? The company is profitable, keep up the good work, we’re going into space big time, and the canteen is now doing pancakes on Tuesdays?”

“Shouldn’t I speak to them, show their leader’s face as it were?”

“They know you already. The staff is so motivated that they do their jobs, love coming here, and consider it a privilege to be off the main continent, which, as you know, is becoming somewhat overburdened with regulations and under-burdened with greenery.”

“I’m told the revisions to the Statute now exceed two thousand.”

Amber nodded. “They tried to convene a committee to see about repealing or merging some of the regulations, but there wasn’t a guideline for that, and it got voted out when it was put up to the higher authority, The Care-home for Out-of-touch Purposeless Old Faltering Fathers, for ratification.”

“At least we won’t have trouble from the worthies in COPOFF,” said Tom. “Nothing useful ever comes out of there, especially anything that could affect our business. As long as they get their expenses for being asleep all day, they seem to be happy. I wonder how they are funded. Certainly not through the Government, who seem to be taking all tax income for expenses and holiday homes.”

“Traffic penalties,” said Amber. “The laws have become more severe. They now pick on anyone who won’t fight back, with parking, speeding tickets... and fines for doing just about anything: walking in a clockwise direction, breathing with the mouth open, chewing on a public highway and looking sideways while driving...”

“Remind me not to go to the mainland again. It sounds worse even than when I collected Suzanne.”

“A lot has happened in the last week. Swingeing new powers, changes of government, Fuksit, washing only permitted on Mondays; that sort of thing.”

“But we are safe here. Nothing to worry about if we don’t leave the island?” Tom did not sound convinced.

“We were until Vac and the security team left...”

“I only gave him permission for a short break. Is he not back yet?”

Amber shrugged.

“Then, where is his number two? Someone is usually here as soon as I press the call button. I don’t know how they do it. I’ve checked the corridor and it’s always empty, but when I get back to the desk and call, Vac used to come straight in. Did he not leave a deputy?”

“I think they’ve all gone. The Skagans are on group vacation.”

“But I only told Vac.”

“He speaks for all his people, sir, who have done such a fine job in protecting the island.”

“You mean we now have no security at all?”

“It might not be a problem. After all, they only spent their days marching around importantly and trying to find things to do.”

“Mostly building walls and fences to protect me from imaginary ‘insurgents’.” Tom smiled indulgently. “We have a better defence complex here than the main financial reserve on the mainland.”

“That was all sold off by the government to fund all the promises they made at the last election. There is no security required there, which has saved even more on the defence budget.”

“Bad news. They might start looking at us for extra cash, and we now have nothing to stop them.”

“You should have prevented the Skagans wasting their time, sir. I feel you might be a bit lax in your management style.”

Tom looked despondent. “I didn’t have the heart, and also it deflected their energies away from that resolute desire of theirs to fight.” He paused. “You don’t suppose they’ve gone on another one of their invasions?”

There was a knock at the door.

“Oh good. There must still be someone left. Avanti.”

“Nice cup of tea, Mr $mith (sic)?” The Catering Officer (and part-time Duchess of Twatt) appeared: small round woman, large round tea-urn on a trolley, short grey cigarette wedged behind her ear.

“Oh, Mrs Tuesday. Yes, how did you know?”

“I always make a nice cup of tea.”

“No, I meant, how did you know I was thirsty?”

“Moisture sensors,” she said. “When you get agitated, the humidity around you decreases, and then you need refreshment.”

“Are you monitoring my office?”

“Of course.” Mrs Tuesday looked surprised at the question. “How else would I know?”

“When did that happen... and how?”

“One day I came in and you said, ‘I’m gasping for a cup of tea’. I felt I had let you down, and could do more to anticipate your needs, so I got Young Pete to install a humidity scanner.” She pointed at an art-deco stature of a naked lady holding up a bottle of ale. “It’s connected to the Galactinet of Prying Things.”

“That was a present from Mr Nishi of the Nishant Corporation for buying all those Hynishota cars from him, so we could fit the Doku-drives to them to make them fly.”

“It was, sir, but Young Pete found it also contained a bug which was transmitting conversations from your office over to Nishi’s HQ in Musoketeba. I got Pete to fit a humidity detector instead.”

“Nishi spying on me? How dare he? This is an outrage.”

“Here, have a nice cup of tea and a biscuit to calm you down. I knew you would need it.” Mrs Tuesday poured two cups of steaming liquid and handed over a plate of chocolate fingers.

Tom felt his annoyance slipping away. “That is exactly what is required after this new shock.” He looked at Amber. “Should I send a letter of complaint to Nishi for breaching our trust?”

“Already dealt with.” Amber took one cup and placed Tom’s in front of him. “I took the precaution of setting up a new department.”

“Is that the new ‘Intermedia and Miscommunications’?”

Amber nodded.

“It must be a Phoistian Slip, saying what it actually does.”

“You are referring to the great Oilflig Phoist, the founder of Civilisation and Opportunism?” said Amber. “What do you mean?”

“If you’ve not heard it before,” said Tom, “a Phoistian Slip is a deliberate lie told to mislead an entire population. As Oilflig himself said, ‘If you can’t fool all of the people all of the time, then you should not work in politics.’”

“In that case, yes. I&M are there specifically to feed a pack of lies to Musoketeba, intending to give them a sense of unease, and therefore obtain better prices for us. We have some fine voice actors on the payroll, and the script writers are exceptional.”

“You knew about this spy device?”

“Of course.”

“And Mrs Tuesday?”

“Quite right, Dearie.” The tea-lady knocked her cigarette out on the side of the trolley. “And Security and I.C. and...”

“That would be everyone apart from me?”

“What about everyone apart from me?” Suzanne strolled into the room, yawning. “Sorry I’m late, Mrs Tuesday. Did I miss anything on my first day at work? Is it lunchtime yet, and are we still having problems with the door hinges making those sleepy sounds?”

“Don’t you worry your little head about it,” said the woman, kindly. “I’ve only just started the tea round. We were telling Mr $mith (sic) about the humidity detector.”

“Oh, you mean the one in that rude statue which used to have the spying device?”

“Yes, that one.”

“Thank you all.” Tom sighed. “Suzanne, if you go off with Mrs Tuesday, perhaps she can teach you to get up earlier, and also make a decent cuppa. Is that okay, Mrs Tuesday?”

“You leave her with me, Dearie. I’ll turn her into a new woman.”

“I’m not sure...” His wife looked worried.

“You said you wanted to start anywhere in the company.”

“I didn’t mean right at the bottom.”

“This is not the bottom,” said Tom quickly, as the tea-lady’s face clouded. “Mrs Tuesday is an essential member of the executive team. Her work in morale and communications is without compare. Stick with her and learn how to make a company operate smoothly.”

“Thank you, sir.” Mrs Tuesday let her breath out sharply. “I was going to explain to your... wife, that tea and coffee are only part of the job. Come along Mx $mith (sic), there is much I can teach you.”

“Great biscuits, and a good cup of tea.” Tom smacked his lips as the door closed behind the catering ladies.

“It always is, sir,” said Amber. “Nobody makes it like Mrs T.”

“Priceless woman. Back to Security, though. Are you telling me that all
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