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But for the cake, Mo Gudmundson would have died a happy man. He had reached the tidy age of three hundred, it was his birthday, and just for once he was jolliness itself. To the whooped-up music, people clapping and dancing, he had leapt up onto the table, kicking off plates and cutlery, his friends and family shouting out, laughing. Just as he was about to do something extraordinary, contentment already written in his eyes, he slipped in the remains of the pink-and-yellow cake and came crashing down, fetching his head a crack on the way and knocking two of the guests to the floor.

Between the high spirits of the jamboree and the commotion caused by his fall, nobody noticed the antiquated artefact that Mo had been pulling out of his suit pocket. As he hit the floor, it skittered away under the table, coming to rest in a dark corner. The waiter who discovered it later as he helped clear up the lounge would, inadvisably, see in it an opportunity to make a small fortune. 

Mo was rushed off to the hospital. His niece, as his nearest relative, accompanied him there out of decorum, while the others, knowing that he’d be back soon enough, alive and kicking, carried on with the party. All the same, they regretted the accident. They had never seen the professor in such good spirits. It seemed a pity to lose the old bastard on the rare night that they weren’t the butt of his insults and ill-humour.
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Mo was one of those people who are never happy unless they are miserable. Not that this was a problem for the colony or its Foundation, whose programme of sustainable well-being was pluralist and broad-based enough to embrace his wilful irascibility. Mo’s anomie was classed as a permissible anomaly, along with sexual deviance, kleptomania and workaholism. The rule was: as long as it was kept within reasonable limits and did not cause distress to oneself or others, a person’s quirk was tolerated. Monitored, yes. Moderated by the hospital, certainly, as was any pathology. Suffering didn’t make much sense when you were going to be doing it forever.

The citizens, all ten thousand of them, had signed up on a very substantial down payment over two centuries ago, followed by annual premiums, for the opportunity to enjoy not just quality of life, but an endless amount of it. Professor Mo Gudmundson’s was a special case, for all that. As the senior of the three medical consultants at the Foundation’s pioneering hospital, he was responsible for fulfilling its contract with citizens, reflected in the motto: “Well Forever”.

Every three months, the experts had each member of the city colony examined for any signs of undue emotional turbulence or excitability, which could and would be eased back within safe parameters by means of benign treatment. Keeping people balanced while allowing for individuality was how it was sold to the experiment’s only ever inhabitants, for whom it had been a key feature of the colony prospectus. “Harmonic enhancement” was the name given to it by the Foundation.

For their part, instructed by the caution Quid custodiet ipsos custodes?, the three doctors were charged to watch over and fine-tune each other’s sociopsychic health. Mo tweaked—as he breezily called it—Judith Waugh; Dr Waugh was responsible for Henry Lavell, and Dr Lavell, in turn, scanned Professor Gudmundson and kept him in equilibrium. If need be, a session of restorative harmonics would be administered. 

Meanwhile, the Foundation, its hospital and the colony administration, which amounted to different expressions of the same enterprise, couldn’t afford to let anybody die, or be killed. One careless mishap and they would have to pay out an eye-watering sum in compensation to the victim’s family. The deal really was, well, forever.

It was probably inevitable that the Foundation would lobby the colony administration to make death not only socially unacceptable and virtually impossible, but also illegal. As the colony was run to all extents and purposes by the Foundation, the law was swiftly passed and strictly enforced. Crime existed, but it wasn’t violent crime. Unhappiness—and happiness—existed, but not that much. Not enough to drive people to desperate acts. Harmonic enhancement really worked. If Professor Gudmundson’s characteristically bad mood and discourteous manner were not flagged by the hospital’s psychic scanner, it was only to the extent that they constituted a kind of disgruntled content. Anything more than that and Henry Lavell would smooth out the highs and lows in Mo’s brain pattern with a choice of magnetic wave modulation or chemical targeting. “Don’t worry, I won’t make you any happier than I have to,” Henry would tell his scowling colleague. 
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Mo could have no complaints about the depth of his grumpiness tonight. While friends (such as he had), family and colleagues, including Doctors Waugh and Lavell, were enjoying his three-hundredth birthday celebrations, Mo found himself not only back in his place of work, but incapacitated. Followed by Candy, his two-hundred-and-eighty-one-year-old niece, clacking along behind in her party heels, a drone wheeled the semi-conscious Professor Gudmundson past the busy laboratories and consulting rooms of the hospital’s south wing. 

The place hummed. On any given day, as much as a tenth of the colony’s population would be in here, some for scheduled harmonics and general maintenance, others for regenerations. A heart, an eye, a pancreas only lasted so long, and stem-cell-regenerated replacements were always available, keeping bodies young or at least reequipped and functioning. Even if the results were imperfect and some scarring inevitable, older skin tending to sag around the stitching, a body could be kept going indefinitely. The Foundation made sure of that. 

A brain scan showed that all Mo needed was his head patching, rest and some paracetamol. Candy left him in the hands of the medics and waddled off back to the party, tossing her feather boa over her shoulder.
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Two days later, she received a call from Judith Waugh. 

“You do know your uncle’s still in hospital?”

“As a patient?” said Candy. “I don’t get it. What’s he doing there?” He should have been fixed up and sent home after a few hours. Uncle Mo had been in there for sixty.

“I’m afraid it’s pretty serious. It seems he hasn’t paid insurance premiums for over two years. He’s in default.”

“What?” Candy couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I didn’t even know that was possible. How could he be so irresponsible? Well, I hope he’s not expecting us to bail him out. We don’t have that kind of money.”

The niceness runs in the family, smiled Judith on the other end of the call, but thinking also: it’s understandable. The hospital bill would be monumental. 

“What’s he been saving for all this time?” Candy wondered out loud. The premium, which was clearly understood to be compulsory, typically swallowed more than half a person’s income. “It’s not like he has any interests.”

“I don’t know, but it looks bleak for him. He’ll have to work it off at the hospital like anyone else. He’s likely to be there for quite a few years.”

“Well, what’s the big difference? He works there already. In fact, he ought to be pleased about it. It’ll give him something else to be cranky about,” Candy decided.

It certainly won’t be a top consultant’s duties he’ll be performing, thought Judith Waugh.
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With Professor Gudmundson confined to a hospital bed, Dr Waugh found herself the colony’s senior consultant, so that it came as some surprise to her when she was called in to administer a routine psyscan on an arrested waiter. What she saw at police headquarters, however, promptly explained the special measure.

“We need to be sure,” Police Chief Gast told her in his office. “This,” he indicated a small handgun that sat on his desk like an obscenity. “Was loaded. With its safety catch off and ready to fire. Aimed at a head, the effect would be terminal. I don’t need to tell you the implications.”

“I see,” Dr Waugh said and a frisson of excitement passed through her. A gun. She knew what it was, of course, from historical images, but its physical presence was shocking. 

Under the administration’s supervision, the colony hadn’t suffered a fatality, or a birth for that matter, for over a hundred years, and before that, only three. Its population, officially at least, remained stable at 9,997. The Foundation’s pledge and its economic model were set on keeping it that way. All fire arms were banned. Not even the police carried weapons.

Body damage could always be made good and people kept alive while restoration work was undertaken, with organ regeneration rapid and straightforward. Only the brain
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