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        “One day, Legless was a legend that everyone talked about, and now, years later, no one can quite remember why.”

        —a footman unknown and under the influence of a decent set of shoes

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE-THE STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1958

      

      

      

      On a hot afternoon, while huddled behind a hedge, Legless caught a glimpse of a woman in an apron and fluffy slippers. She was bent over her basket of washing. Legless stared at her small behind pressing against her nylon skirt and lust filled his loins. Surprised, he decided to take action—an action that had not been spoken of for many years on his planet—and soon he had the woman’s rollers rattling beneath her scarf for at least two minutes.

      Then he slipped away.

      The woman stood up; she had felt something peculiar, but nothing too drastic. Nothing a little Epsom salts and a hair dryer wouldn’t cure.

      Nine months later, an Identity was born.

      That year, the sales of Epsom salts soared as women all over the world, bending over their washing, had their rollers rattled like a martini: shaken but not stirred . . .
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        * * *

      

      Of course, Beryl was watching; she watched everything. She had installed the latest mirror for just such a purpose, and it was money well spent. Beryl took a sip of her illegal beverage and smiled. Legless was the last man on Planet Hy Man to show any sign of gumption; now she had “done away with him.”

      Well done, Your Sirness; well done, you!

      Beryl knew Legless couldn’t resist Earth—it was so, well, earthy—and she knew that a man like Legless could not withstand the temptation of an “old-style female,” especially in an apron.

      She poured another sparkling water, this time with extra ice. Yes, installing a two-way mirror was the height of intelligence. Not many knew about these mirrors, not even Legless, but he was easily persuaded to take one with him. Legless liked to look at himself, and he had no idea that a mirror on Earth allowed Planet Hy Man to watch, albeit with an imperfect view. Still, peering from the side pocket of a male hell-bent on getting his leg over was better than nothing—as long as you had the sound turned down.

      Beryl looked at the enormous mirror she had retrieved for just such a purpose. It filled the wall and smacked of authority. She studied her face. It was a face built for power—long, lean, and with little ability to crack a smile. In fact, the nearest she ever got to a smile was a slight lift of the left side of her lip; not an attractive look for an Earth woman, but it worked wonders on Planet Hy Man.

      The left side of her lip remained still as she thought about Legless. He was gone for good, no turning back.

      Who needs a double-crossing man with ideas above his cycling shorts? He should have remembered who he was and, more importantly, who she was.

      She pushed her beehive hair into shape. I would have sorted the energy problems—eventually. After all, a spark plug is but a mere few bolts . . . I was almost there.

      And that’s what she told herself for the next fifty years . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            THE ARRIVAL

          

          “First impressions never last.” —Manifesto the Great, Hy Man’s Geographic, last edition

        

      

    

    
      
        
        50 years later

      

      

      

      At half past one on a Saturday morning, Mex arrived in Glasgow. With a small bump, she landed in a bus shelter two feet away from Woody, a dwarf, who was peeing in the corner.

      Woody stopped, staggered, and, like a sheep on ice, skidded to the floor. His backpack burst open and its contents scattered onto the pavement. He stared up at the vision before him. She towered over him, a giant, Gothic gran squeezed into a leather outfit even Catwoman would think twice about wearing.

      Woody was scared, curious, and confused. Is she on the pull? He decided to lay off his mother’s antidepressants for a while, worried he was hallucinating.

      Mex eyed him curiously. He was collapsed in the corner like a garbage bag, wearing a facial expression she had seen many times. She sighed and looked at the contents of his backpack spread out on the ground—a book, a pen, and a packet of Quavers. She picked up the Quavers and, after a good shake followed by a sniff, tossed the packet back on the ground and then lifted the book like it was a specimen jar to be examined.

      “You read these?” she said, with no interest in the answer.

      Woody gulped and silently watched as Mex slid his prized Terry Pratchett into her breast pocket and pulled out a whip from her side belt.

      Oh, Jesus.

      The whip cracked itself around his waist and hoisted him up.

      Mary Mother of God . . .

      The whip twirled him around in the air and dropped him gently onto his feet—away from the piss.

      “I’ll be good,” promised Woody. “I’ll go to church.”

      The whip unwound from his waist and began to hover about Woody’s open fly like a rattlesnake ready to pounce.

      Saint Christopher Columbus . . .

      The tip of the whip hooked itself around the fly lever.

      “Oh. Oh. Oooh. Arrrrrh!”

      Then it zipped up his fly and, with a playful tap, led Woody from the bus shelter. Woody, confused by mixed sensations of fear and pleasure, stumbled away as Mex flicked the whip back into its holder.

      Woody didn’t turn back once; he didn’t dare. Even when whoever she was began to yell about “latrines” and the like, he didn’t turn back. Fear pushed him forward, away from what, he had no idea, but he knew he wasn’t hallucinating. No matter how much dope he had had, she was real.

      As Woody drew closer to home, he reduced his speed to a walk, and when he saw other people, he stopped, caught his breath, and let his heart slow to a quickstep. Everything’s the same, he told himself, everything is okay.

      “Hey, Woody,” shouted Ahmad as Woody strode past the steamy windows of the Bangladesh Tandoori. “No pakora tonight?”

      Woody didn’t hear. He was two doors from home and nothing was going to stop him from getting there—not even an oversized pakora and Ahmad’s famous spicy dip. His stomach was churning like a washing machine; in two minutes the battered sausage and chips he had eaten earlier would be on the pavement.

      Woody stopped at the front door of his flat and stared at his knock if you dare door knocker. His hand strayed to his fly—it was wedged tight, welded like fingers held together with superglue, stuck so fast that he broke a nail trying to pull it open. Woody knew he would never be able to undo it again. He could waste a whole can of WD-40 on his fly and still it wouldn’t budge. He sighed; he was going to have to either spend the rest of his life walking around in camouflage trousers or get the scissors out.

      How was he going to explain that to his mother?
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        * * *

      

      The Voted In⁠1 on Planet Hy Man gasped; on-screen, Woody looked even more compact. They couldn’t take their eyes off him; it had been a long time since anyone on Planet Hy Man had seen a man of such caliber.

      “Let’s track him,” said Vegas to the Voted Ins. No one argued. Watching Woody would sure make this ridiculous mission worthwhile. It might even add a bit of spice.
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        * * *

      

      The Voted In are a collection of women who spend their days arguing around the extra-large table in the “room with a view”—the room at the top of the Operations building where no one but the elite and some ancient footmen are allowed.

      Previously called the “Blue-Rinse Brigade,” they’re an assortment of women who are sixty-plus and like to think that they run things, that what they say and agree on enables Planet Hy Man to run smoothly. In truth, they do little but annoy Beryl, the leader, and clutter up any decision-making with useless arguments about cushions, pizza toppings, and how tired they are of the black tuxedo uniforms that all Voted Ins wear.

      Although how that came to pass as law is anyone’s guess.

      After the meeting, they gathered in the refreshment area. Vegas counted a full house—always the way when a new batch of illegal brew arrived. It was like Christmas . . .

      At the end of the month, coffee, strong and illegal to the masses but enjoyed by the Voted In, arrived, filling the corridors of power with an aroma that had the Voted Ins’ noses twitching with excitement. From their office they would poke their noses out, sniffing like it was the first time caffeine had arrived. Sipping the illegal beverage⁠2 in the lush surroundings of the room with a view made the tedious job of trying to appease the likes of Beryl worth it.

      “This Woody,” said Vegas, pouring herself a second brew. “It is agreed he is worth the watching?”

      “Oh, absolutely,” said one. “If we are going to have to watch reruns of this crazy mission, then Woody will make it bearable.”

      “Oh, and more,” said another. “I mean, he has potential, don’t you think?”

      Vegas whisked her dairy-free milk, wondering what potential they were talking about while the others chuckled around her.

      A footman coughed as he stood at the doorway—he was an elderly man dressed in a footman’s uniform that hadn’t changed since the post began. It was tight and shiny; in fact, it was so tight that bending to tie a shoelace was done in private, just in case any ripping occurred. It was designed when watching BBC period dramas was all the rage to match the opulent room with a view—a room with an excessive amount of chandeliers and decor that made the Brighton Pavilion look like a bog-standard B&B. All had agreed that a footman poised for action like a poor man’s Napoleon Bonaparte would complement the décor.

      Of course, everyone forgot that he would age, forgot that the last generation of men, made useless by technology, would shrivel like a balloon in the back of a car once their talents for procreating, storytelling, and wrestling were no longer “required.”

      The footman coughed again as he began to clear the table.

      “Ma’am,” he said to Vegas, “is it not time for your foot rub?”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Planet Hy Man’s politicians. A contradiction in terms as they were never voted in. In the past, they were also known as the “Blue-Rinse Brigade,” when they were young enough for hair dye to make a difference.

          

          2 Caffeine for the masses is as illegal as bootlegging was on Earth. Keeping the masses alert is greatly discouraged by those in charge; weak decaffeinated tea is all they are allowed.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            THE MISSION

          

          “Orders are orders except when served by a footman.” —an ex-footman

        

      

    

    
      The Voted In, as instructed by Beryl, had issued Mex her orders. A week before Mex was sent to Earth, a meeting was held . . . while Mex was blissfully watching Pete water her patio hedge, Beryl was instigating plans.

      Beryl marched into the room with a view and barked off to the screen, which was playing a sitcom extra loud in accents unknown and with words as unfathomable as “cannae,” “ween,” and “minging.” Deciphering British lingo was a fulfilling pastime for many—discovering that a brolley was not actually a trolley misspelled had been one of the highlights of the week.

      The screen continued to play.

      “Off. Now,” snapped Beryl.

      The screen crackled a ma’am and slid back into a slit in the ceiling. The Voted In sighed. Watching reruns was the best part of their job; so far they had trolled most of the BBC and had moved on to other, lesser channels in search of a programme to keep the masses happy. They watched the programmes to reassure themselves that getting rid of men was the best thing ever, and that the threat of Earth invading them was as laughable as a footman trying to run and as believable as Beryl’s insistence that her beehive hairstyle actually came from real hair. So far they had plugged away through a variety of sci-fi series, Star Trek being one of the favorites, as Captain Kirk was a brilliant example of how men being in control were anything but in control. And sitcoms—Men Behaving Badly being another favorite. It explained the complexities of a man far better than any schooling could.

      “Start with the usual,” said Beryl.

      What?

      “A messenger⁠1 to Mex—pronto.”

      Mex. The mood in the room shifted.

      Beryl talked about the need for security, efficiency, and perhaps spending more than their usual budget.

      The Voted In muttered quietly.

      Haven’t we done enough for our planet?

      Mex on Earth—the cost?

      Does this mean less coffee?

      More spiced tea?

      Beryl talked about the threat Identities posed: “They are onto us,” she said, “and soon they’ll be building spaceships, making contact.” She looked around the room; no one met her gaze. “And it’s your duty to put an end to such a threat.”

      Beryl continued reminding all about how the Identities could mind read—ESP—like a pro, calling it a “rare talent that could lead to many things,” which many thought was a poor argument, as Beryl neglected to explain exactly what many things could be.

      The Voted Ins continued to mutter.

      Beryl, exasperated by the lack of enthusiasm, put on her sermon voice, her voice used to impress the masses. She pulled herself up to her full five-foot-and-three-quarter-inch height and began. The trick was to slowly increase the volume with an impressive turn of phrase.

      “It is of the utmost importance that the issues on Earth—a planet as useful as an egg in a shoe—must be addressed.” She looked about with her best menacing stare and increased her volume. “And suppressed! God knows what that smog-infested planet hypnotized by Sky Sports could do.”

      “We must be in great peril,” muttered a voice from the back.

      A few snickered.

      “Yes,” said Beryl while implementing her one-to-one glare. “Times are hard.”

      The women shifted about in their chairs uncomfortably; they didn’t take to being stared at. A few coughed, but no one argued. Instead they stared at their beloved room with a view. They had plans for more coordination; they had set aside a budget. Now they had to cut back, thanks to some ridiculous Beryl whim about Identities getting curious and discovering the existence of Planet Hy Man? Many muttered under their breath. For years the Voted In had been watching the antics of the Identities and had seen nothing to suggest they were a threat—and now suddenly a mission, warranting a messenger?

      Beryl looked at the clock on the wall above a footman’s head, its gold-plated Georgian frame exaggerating the tired appearance of the elderly man. But Beryl didn’t notice any of that; in fact, no one did. The only thing the women noticed was the time and how long it would be before Beryl’s sermon finished. Beryl watched the elaborate second hand as it ticked away. Twenty minutes, that’s all it took to plant a seed—Well done, now exit and leave them shuffling—and as the door closed behind her with an expensive swish, the women looked at each other, confused and speechless.

      Legless had left more offspring on Earth than a turtle lays eggs on a beach, and up till now his offspring were considered as harmless as the said turtle eggs. Earth was full of them, and as the Voted In had watched them grow and breed, they had laughingly called them the Identities—because on Earth they had to frequently make up an identity to avoid any unwanted attention.

      “All they do is meet up,” said one Voted In.

      “Hardly a threat,” muttered another.

      “They just ESP each other . . .” said a voice from the back.

      “Absolutely.”

      “So true.”

      “ . . . about women,” continued the voice from the back, “who they have met and who they will meet, and what they are going to do when they do meet.”

      “Meetings.”

      “Exactly.”

      “The situation hardly calls for a messenger.”

      “That’s no reason for us to fork out for a H-Pad ⁠2. . .”

      “Just to satisfy Beryl’s need for leadership and her fantasies.”

      Vegas tried to calm things down, suggesting that maybe Hilda could “sort things out.”

      The room fell silent, as it always did when everyone agreed. Messengers were rarely used because they always led to the use of an H-Pad, and an H-Pad cost at least a month’s worth of caffeine. The H-Pad was inspired by Earth’s iPad, the only difference being that shouting at an H-Pad worked as well as any keypad. Women on Planet Hy Man loved shouting at things.

      The group began to grumble until the voice from the back pointed out that the mission involved getting rid of Mex: “she that makes a drama out of the past, who won’t let it lie. We won’t have to listen to her and that fraternity droning on about how much they saved the planet.”

      A few of the Voted In chuckled.

      “Isn’t that a bonus?”

      Again, silence fell over the room as one woman looked to another until the voice from the back spoke up again. “Of course, once Hilda hears, who knows what will happen.”
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        * * *

      

      When Beryl left the room with a view, she decided to wait. She stood at the reception desk and asked the footman for a glass of sparkly⁠3, and when he turned to the cooler, she slipped into the stationary cupboard by the desk. Which, with its back to the room with a view, enabled her to not only hear every word but take down notes as well.

      With her ear to the wall, she listened, and as they talked of Hilda—she cursed; she had forgotten about her, the proverbial fly in the cream—Beryl pulled her portable calendar from her pocket with a jolt and hit her head against the wall. She breathed another curse and then counted the days; hopefully her timing had saved her. Bossing the Voted In into accepting her mission was doable, but Hilda . . . it would be as easy as watering a garden in a hurricane.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Mex had been abruptly woken in the morning by insistent knocking on her door. She had opened the door to find a knackered-looking footman leaning against the wall and panting. He was oblivious to the “Out of Office” sign on her door; running with glasses was not practical. In fact, running in the getup footmen were forced to wear was about as practical as wearing thermals to the gym. The only good thing about a runner’s assignment was the sheer bliss of a cupcake once finished, with no fear of a tight waistband.

      The footman pulled a lace handkerchief from his breast pocket and attempted to wipe the sweat from his brow. Mex, taking pity on her floor, handed him a wet wipe (left by the door by Pete for just such an occasion). The footman finally got his breath back and reverently accepted a glass of chilled water. And then, with the walk of someone whose shoes had no respect for his bunions, he headed back to headquarters.

      Mex mulled over the footman’s “this is top secret and there’s more in it for you” speech and then headed back into her upwardly mobile pad. She turned the messenger she’d been given over in her hand; it was not a good sign. Messengers were a prelude to more messengers and finally an H-Pad. And an H-Pad meant a mission of travel, interception, and excessive video contact with Beryl . . .

      She held out the messenger to Pete, who stared at the envelope, which looked misleadingly easy to open.

      “Tell me your thoughts,” she said.

      Pete was in the middle of quietly pruning the hedge on the balcony. He placed his hedging implement back in its holder and took the messenger from Mex, or Her Leathership, as he liked to call her.

      A messenger wasn’t the easiest of things to open. Messenger was a posh word for an envelope so securely fastened with Beryl’s “proceed at your own peril” seal that many wouldn’t open at all. And it required long fingernails, not something a 33 Robot had, but Pete fumbled with elegance until Mex couldn’t take any more. She flicked open the messenger and the blank paper slid out into the air while unfolding. They waited for the words to appear.

      Pete read the list of orders as they appeared on the paper. “Intercept the Identities and propose—sorry, dispose.” Pete looked up at his mistress. “Then come back here, ma’am, where a promotion and that nice hedge-less villa on the coast await.”

      Mex pulled the list from her assistant. “It’s more complicated than that. Look, your mission is top secret . . .”

      “My lips, ma’am, are sealed,” said Pete.

      “You need to establish control over the Identities; they must be kept in the dark at all costs.”

      “Dark, ma’am?”

      Mex stared at the instructions. Beryl was always talking about darkness, “keeping a lid on things” and how “one must be frugal with the truth,” and this time Mex was confused. Was Beryl being frugal with her?

      Knowledge of Identities on Planet Hy Man was sparse, mainly because no one was interested. Identities were seen as large, ugly, way too full of themselves to be worth talking about, and way too stupid to worry about. However, Beryl had begun to talk to Mex of a hoard of invading Identities running amok and “stripping our energy dry,” and Mex up till now had ignored her. She just assumed Beryl’s rants were an age thing. She had no faith in Beryl’s logic; she, like everyone else on Planet Hy Man, believed in the “men think with their appendages” theory, and the idea of Identities invading Planet Hy Man was as laughable as Beryl’s hairdo.

      “I’m not comfortable with this,” she finally muttered. “There is more to this mission than keeping things in the dark.”

      Pete let out another sigh. “I tell you, a piece of cupcake.”

      “Cake? Cake? They are sending me down to Earth; the only thing decent about that place is the food.”

      “Breakfasts to die for, ma’am.”

      Mex looked at Pete. He had obviously been taking instruction from Beryl. And when he started to talk about Beryl’s “good taste,” Mex knew he had been coached. Beryl, like all women with a fondness for wearing black, had no taste, just a distaste for laundry bills.

      “But look what happened to Legless—he went down and never returned. He died lost, alone, and shriveled like a pickled walnut.”

      “Ma’am, he is but a male, mere testicles on legs . . .”

      “A pair of testicles which are now pushing up daisies; I don’t want to be the next Story told.”

      “ . . . whereas you, ma’am, are as hormonal as a dried tomato.”

      “Thanks, Pete, that’s a big help,” said Mex as she thrust the list into his face. “And there is no mention of a villa, you made that up.”

      “It’s a given, ma’am,” said Pete. He sniffed, then walked inside as she followed, waving the messenger in the air, a habit Pete found irritating at the best of times.

      “I’m not ready for this, Pete!” said Mex. “I am a man spy, not a reporter of foreign affairs. What do I know of the ways of Earth, let alone men? I just wrap them and pack them.”

      “Ma’am, wrapping and packing men is a mere turn of phrase that went out with two-way mirrors and”—he sighed—“a man spy is but a distant memory from the past.”

      “I mean, I was born to lead, here, on this planet,” said Mex. “Not explore over there.”

      Mex tossed the messenger into the air in disgust and with a poof it burst into confetti, fluttered to the ground, and disintegrated, leaving not a trace on Mex’s shag pile. Here she was, the greatest man spy Planet Hy Man had ever seen, being asked—told—to go to Earth. A woman who, when she was barely out of braces, no more than a teenager, had risen to the challenge of hunting down every man in hiding and bringing them to their rightful place.

      “I am a hero,” she said. “I saved this planet for what—to be sent on a find-out-and-report mission?”

      She watched Pete pull out one of Mex’s leather suits and a tub of Betty’s Best oil for leather and began to rub with vigor—like he was sanding a floor.

      “I am more than a story from the past,” she muttered.

      Pete’s usual reverence for polishing seemed to evaporate with each stroke. He was rubbing the leather like there was no tomorrow. Normally Pete took time with his waxing—oozing the thick layers across whatever he could find, occasionally stopping to admire the shine like a craftsman. Not today. He was grunting like a hog in a trough, and Mex had a pretty good idea why. It was the same every year . . . and every year she had to make some sort of cringeworthy apology.

      Well, not this year; this year she was heading for testosterone-pumped Earth and he could stuff his apology . . .

      “Pete,” she finally said. “Have you taken your lubrication today?”

      Pete remained silent.

      She sighed. “It’s just that with this Earth mission I haven’t got time for your . . . what do you call it again?”

      Pete stopped and looked at his mistress. “Anniversary, ma’am, and may I add that lubrications are for the production robots on production lines. As I have said before, oils for someone of my caliber are as necessary as it would seem anniversary cards are to yourself.”

      Mex watched as Pete continued with his robust rubbing. She needed her leather intact for the mission.

      “Look, I know a card is customary, but I have a lot on my mind.”

      Pete continued to rub.

      She sighed. “Must we go through this again? It is just a card!”

      “Absolutely right, ma’am. Three years of service; nothing to write home about.”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 An envelope-like device that usually contained orders of an unpopular nature.

          

          2 Looks like an iPad but has the ability to answer back and is not nearly as much fun.

          

          3 Sparkling water that tastes like champagne, costs a bomb, and can cause great clarity of thought or at least the illusion of it.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            PETE

          

          “The power of Teflon has been greatly overrated.” —Mex

        

      

    

    
      Pete sat on his yoga mat and tried to contemplate his navel. Her Leathership would be indisposed for . . . how long, he had no idea, just as he had no idea what would happen to him. As a robot he had no choice, he just followed orders.

      He knew he couldn’t stay in Mex’s penthouse deadheading the patio plants. And as for canceling her appointments, how long would that take him—a morning? She had written in three talks about “the great days of men rustling” for the WRI, Women’s Revenue from Income Tax, and two weeks of visits to the food-hygiene plants investigating the illegal dairy trade. Some footmen still remembered the getting-milk-from-animals process and, according to Mex, some women still had a taste for it.

      Also according to Mex, bribing a footman was “as easy as shouting at an H-Pad.”

      “They have nothing,” she said. “They don’t even own their own uniforms.”

      She was relaxing on the patio after one of Pete’s famous vegan ratatouilles at the time, talking about how every morning the footmen scrambled for a uniform “like the Voted In at the coffee maker. I mean, with just the mere promise of a hot water bottle they would give away any secret, yogurt, custard, even cheese ⁠1sauce.” Pete watched Mex’s face glaze over as it always did with the mention of cheese.

      “Ma’am?” Pete muttered.

      “Yes, Pete, keeping a planet vegan is a lot easier on paper than in reality and pretty boring to instill, I can tell you.”

      “You still have your cauliflower, ma’am.”

      “But without the cheese, Pete, what is a cauliflower? It’s like a man spy without her whip⁠2—it’s just not the same.”

      Pete rolled up his yoga mat and slotted it back into its shelf. He liked looking after the penthouse. It was high above the smells of the city and streamlined as befitting a woman of Mex’s stature. It had all the modern cons that made his life easy—apart from the hedge cutter; telling that thing what to do was like trying to remind Mex of their anniversary. He had put in a request for the latest sculpting equipment, but Mex didn’t have an artistic bone in her body, and she didn’t even look at it; his vision of beauty, like his loyalty, was completely wasted on the likes of her.

      He sighed. Where would they send him? After all, he was an experiment, a new breed of robot made from Teflon, giving him the ability to adapt, think, and create pretty things. A good idea at the time, thought many, until the Teflon-ic robots started to suggest things. In the end they were nicknamed 33s because it took at least thirty-three times to tell them to shut up before they did. Beryl put up with Pete for a week, then convinced Mex that her life would not be complete without such a companion. “He’s so artistic it’s laughable,” she said. Mex knew her choices were limited to yes, okay, and what a great idea. Pete and Mex had rubbed along ever since.

      There were only four Teflon-ic robots made. After annoying the Voted In with their suggestion of better ways to make coffee, coordinate and budget the running of things, the other three disappeared with a “post more suitable for their creative nature” excuse. No more were made.

      What would they do with him? Was the lack of an anniversary card a sign?

      Pete polished the kitchen bench, watching and waiting for herself to retire to bed. He watched her try to contact others with no success. Mex was looking for a way out and no one seemed to be available to help. Finally, after a decent amount of coffee, she left.

      “I’m off,” she said, “to see Her Leadership; convince her what a terrible waste of funds this mission is.”

      Pete stared out of the patio into the night. He tried to see the lights of the limo but it was impossible from that height. He strained his eyes until he convinced himself that she must have left, switched on the lift alert, and pulled out her log.

      Maybe there’s a clue?

      He flicked through the entries—three years ago . . . two years ago . . . one year . . . one month . . . finally . . .

      
      It has been noted that the footmen’s inflexibility has become a problem and Pete could be used to increase this flexibility. His yoga for robots has not gone unnoticed and perhaps could be employed to enable the footmen to be more . . . agile, to help cope with bending and things.

      
      Pete smiled. Not too bad an assignment. It meant a move to quarters unknown, but he could deal with that, take a few possessions, perhaps even Mex’s coffee maker.

      Pete started to plan. What did he need—lubricant, mats, water bottles? He slipped Mex’s log back exactly as he found it, rolled out his bed onto the patio, and stared at the Milky Way. This may be the last time he would contemplate such a spectacle, but at least he had a place, a purpose. He was not for the big Teflon-ic meltdown just yet, and of course he had his collection of logs—his insurance policy.
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        * * *

      

      Beryl’s back began to ache from squatting in a cupboard full of pads, pens, and staplers. She waited until the room with a view had emptied, then peeked out of the cupboard. There was no one but a footman quietly dozing. She edged the door open, skidded on some plastic wrapping, hit her head on the door yet again, and, stifling a “bollocks and bugger,” crept out. Her head was now thumping in tune with the throb in her back and she decided to head for the spa; it was the only place she could be alone to think and, with the help of a footman, remove unwanted staples from unwanted places—in private—along with making adjustments to her hairdo.

      Beryl slid in the back way, slung her tuxedo onto the VIP seat, and headed into the steam bath, wrapped in a towel pulverised from hemp, which the spa insisted on using. It scratched at her neck.

      Bollocks and pickled egg.

      She had thought that Hilda was away sorting out the “refusal to harvest at night” rebellion. She thought she could slip the mission through the system before Hilda was back. But one of the Voted Ins had talked, and now Hilda, it seemed, was not at all pleased about the whole so-called Identities crisis. Beryl thrust her towel to the wind and edged herself into the bath—mindful of her beehive.

      Bollocks, pickled egg, and beetroot.

      “Feet, ma’am?” said a footman poised at the end of the bath.

      “Not now,” muttered Beryl. “But could you survey my neck? I suspect there is something there that shouldn’t be.”

      The footman, after a few flicks with a gloved hand, removed a splinter and went for a quiet doze on his feet while Beryl began to ponder her situation. To say that the Voted In lacked enthusiasm was an understatement, even with her latest speech and timely exit. Was she losing her grip? She reached for the glass as it plopped from the dispenser.

      “Ice, ma’am?” said the dispenser.

      “No.”

      “Ice, ma’am?”

      “No . . .”

      “Ice?”

      “Oh for pickle’s sake, no—I mean yes . . . I mean now.”

      The glass filled
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