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1.  ​​​​​​​​​​​If Ale be the Food...
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Tom owes much to foresight

Confused universe-hopper, Tom, Two-Dan $mith (sic) had, by a tenuous route, become passenger in a large silver cylinder, capable of relocating in both time and space. After a series of hair raising (and removing) adventures through parallel lifespans, he finally had the ultimate answer to life: peace and uneventful harmony with the girl of someone else’s dreams. Fortunately for Tom, despite her good looks and aspirations of independence, Arianne, his pilot, seemed to crave ‘companionship’. He was happy to oblige, especially as she was not the brightest candle on the tree.

Previously killed by a woeful incident involving a copper-sodium flavoured pizza, Tom had been resurrected by the repair booth in the cylinder. Unfortunately, the system was designed for rebuilding androids, not organics. It had done its best to mend his decaying tissues using his memories and desires as a template. The last thought to go through his mind, before the pizza got him, was that he could really do with a beer. It latched on, and reconstructed his body to use real ale as its main fuel.

“I’m out of drink.” Tom made smacking noises with his lips.

Arianne looked up from her magazine, and tapped the control console. “I’ve rerouted the feed but we are on the last barrel.”

“Another trip back, to get more supplies? You know the coordinates.”

“I do, but we need to find a better solution, rather than continuous returns to that polluted ball of attitude you call ‘home’.”

“I’m open to ideas.”

She shook her head. “Don’t ask me. I am more your dimmer, quiet and compliant, specialist gynoid companion. Your erstwhile chum, Kara, was the one with the brains, which is how she got my original machine restarted and pinched it, leaving us with this decaying tub of hers.”

Tom regarded his consort as she filled in a cryptic crossword, her laser pen moving so fast that the page began to smoke. “You’re not dense. You broke your programming all those aeons ago, and escaped a life of servitude and degradation.”

“We androids were all doing it. I didn’t want to miss out on a shot at freedom.”

Tom smiled. “How many more of your kind are there likely to be out there?”

“As far as I know, only Kara and me. We were exhibition dollies for the time cylinders. I was inside one, waiting to demonstrate the coffee dispenser, so you can imagine my surprise when the universe suddenly contracted to a singularity.”

“I hate it when that happens.”

“Safety features cut in and the machines dematerialised. They must have then waited for creation to rebuild itself, after what you call the ‘Big Bang’. We moved forward in Time until intelligent life evolved,” she noticed Tom, scratching idly at his beard, “or the nearest it could find.”

“I’m flattered that you would want to hang around with me, when you have all of Time and Space at your beautifully manicured fingertips.”

“I thought I’d already explained. I’m a bit thick... through my initial programming,” she added quickly, “not because I’m stupid.” She stretched out a hand, and inspected her nails.

“I should be grateful you are here.”

“So you should, but if we have to go back again, collecting more drink from that gloomy ball of polluted water, I shall be leaving without you, despite the built-in fail-safe against deserting an organic companion. Why don’t you stay there next time and release me from my obligation?”

Tom pretended to consider. “It’s an interesting idea, but my planet in this universe is not the place where I was born... although with all these parallel lives I’ve been experiencing, there must have been a Tom $mith (sic) here.”

“And this counterpart, aren’t you curious?”

“As far as I can tell, there can’t be two of me at the same time, in the same universe.”

“Correct. For you to be anywhere, there has to be a vacancy for a Two-Dan $mith (sic). We are here, so with all your hopping between universes, have you considered that ‘here’ might be where you were originally from?”

Tom pondered. “I don’t know if Time works that way, but if it is, you could take me back to when I first met Kara, who led me astray in the first place, and I could tell her to take a hike.”

Arianne laughed. “As I said, I’m not very bright, but as I see it, if this is your starting point and you reset your life, everything you’ve experienced since then would cease to exist, as would your memories of it, and I’d have to consign all the biographies I’ve written about you to the ‘fiction’ section of the library.”

Tom shuddered back to his previous life, of drink and drudgery. “I need another answer... and a reliable supply of ale.”

“Another reason to restrict travel, I’m a bit concerned about how much longer this tub will keep going.” She indicated the control console. There was a yellow light, showing the words, ‘Service Desirable’.

“It’s always said that. I think it’s a fault with the circuitry. Stick a bit of masking tape over it.”

“And the drink? You usually get yours from pub cellars. Could we make it ourselves instead?”

“I would need a brewery.”

“Why don’t you get one?”

Tom grimaced. “They tend to be quite big, and we’ve got nothing to buy it with.”

“Steal it?”

“I think somebody would notice.”

“And this ‘buy’ thing?” She blinked innocently.

Tom thought carefully, trying to sum up a financial transaction in terms his companion would understand. “You exchange money for physical items.”

“Money? I understood that using bits of metal to exchange contagious diseases and narcotics went out of use aeons ago.”

“I guess it is now stored as credit—numbers in a database.”

“Numbers aren’t things,” Arianne pondered. “They are a concept of quantity that is, or can be, derived from a single unit. What you are saying is that you get something physical for something that is data? The Indians called it ‘Bitkhan Cryptocurrency’ before everyone realised it was just another ‘Ponzi’ scheme... not that I know anything.”

“Maybe, but my numbers are real. I earn them by working, or investing in something, and then selling it for more numbers.”

“Could I exchange them for physical items, such as a pair of shoes? (I need a pair of shoes.) I would only have to show the store detective a load of numbers. Phoist, I could even write them down for him. Surely that’s the same thing as your imaginary money in the bank?”

Tom sighed. “I have an idea.”

“Carry on. I won’t understand it anyway.”
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TO BUY A BREWERY WOULD require serious finance, so Tom’s plan involved becoming rich. He needed a quick way to accumulate vast wealth rather than working for a living or becoming a property developer. He simply had to go a long way back into the Past, and invest a small amount of cash in a bank account. That money, with compound interest, would, given enough time, become a major fortune. He could then revisit, collect the cash, and buy his brewery outright. The question was which financial institution would be around that long to build up the profits?

After much deliberation, he chose the Bank of Sapristi, because they promised to keep high street branches open forever (or at least for the next three years). He got Arianne to take the cylinder back in time to the origins of the bank when they were offering special incentives to invest, and opened a high-interest fixed-rate savings account. It seemed all too easy.

The next step was to go forwards again in time. On first try, they must have gone too far—the cylinder refused to materialise—but by progressively landing earlier and earlier, they eventually arrived near the ‘High Street’ of the capital city. Tom hoped that it was a long enough period to inflate his balance to useful levels.

Arianne looked up from the control console. “I’m guessing this world doesn’t have much of a future, judging by the difficulty finding a landing place.”

“Or a lack of rose beds to flatten? It still needs those shrubs to materialise on?”

“That’s how it works. Remind me why we are here.”

Tom sighed. “With the money that will now be in my savings account, I can buy just about anything: ball-bearings, toothpaste, clothes, handbags, breweries, Tarmac drive coverings and perhaps even bail out some needy African princes...”

“I still say we should simply steal what we need.”

“You don’t need to thieve anything if you have enough money... although people still do, presumably for the fun of it.”

“It’s only stealing if there is a chance of getting caught.” Arianne sounded as though she really believed what she said.

“Your programmer was weird.”

“I told you I broke my conditioning long ago. Things were different in the old days.” A dreamy expression flitted across her face. “I make my own laws now. Who is likely to be offended?”

“What about the Temporal Conduct Authority? They take a dim view of that sort of thing.”

“It’s the sinister dark glasses, with the lenses that detect Time anomalies. I thought they were disbanded, or they will be, or they might be, and they probably are... or maybe not, depending where we are in Time and Space.”

“I still can’t get my head around mucking about in Time.”

Arianne winked. “Me neither. Suffice it to say, the chances of us being caught doing anything illegal, if indeed the Law could be extracted from the back end of a donkey, are virtually zero.”

“The Law is sometimes an ass, I agree,” Tom considered, “but in an infinite universe of infinite possibilities, ‘virtually’ actually means ‘we don’t stand a chance’, and whatever we do, we will be breaking a law somewhere.”

Arianne flapped her hands. “I’ve already shorted out that paradox for safety reasons. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. I’ve never had problems before.”

“You spent most of your life in Tween Space, so how can you tell?”

“Blah, blah. A girl has got to get out and about. I’ve a lot of catching up and I believe you said there might be some shops we could visit, for the acquisition of goods? I’ve got my ‘scaler’ bag ready.”

“The rucksack that compresses Space as you put things in. Would a brewery fit, do you think?”

“If it will go through the mouth. Shall we try?”

“Maybe not. Assuming my plan has worked, there will be enough money in my account to pay for whatever you want. I’d rather shop the honest way.” He stood up.

Arianne grasped his arm. “If I understand it, ‘honesty’ involves placing a small amount of this ‘money’ in a bank account, and then returning to collect the profits, several thousand years later, when compound interest has greatly increased its value?”

“That’s the plan.”

“And how’s that different from stealing?”

Tom considered. “I guess the bank has had my investment all that time and used it to pay their leaders extravagantly high salaries... and foreclose mortgages.”

“The word is unfamiliar to me.”

“A mortgage is...”

“No, I meant ‘leader’. Where I come from, everyone worked together as a coherent unit...”

“Until you got stranded in Tween Space, and repressed the indigenous population.”

“They needed it. I saved that society from extinction. They hadn’t worked out what their females were for. I showed them...”

Tom smirked. “Quite a change from your original role... whatever that was.”

Arianne shot him an irritated glance. “I’ve forgotten, and so has everyone else.”

“Not if they have a time ship like this one.”

“That was over fourteen billion of your years ago. How could anything cross over from before?”

“You and Kara did. What’s to stop others?”

“I suppose so. As far as I know, there were only two prototype cylinders...” Arianne snorted. “Are you going to get on with your plan? I have better things to be doing.”

“Better things? Like Kara: meddling in the affairs of other folks, trying to re-establish time lines, and challenge regimes whose only crimes are subjugation and genocide? It’s all futile, you know. Everything always settles back to its natural level, and in a remarkably short time too. A dictatorship and world repression one century falls apart with the demise of the despot, leaving nothing other than material for interminable history documentaries.”

“I was more thinking of doing my hair.” Arianne plonked herself on one of the chintz-covered storage bins. “You go and get on with your little game and I’ll have a new style ready for you when you return.” She pointed at one of the models in her magazine. “Something like that would please you?”

Tom smiled. “It would, but what is to stop you taking the cylinder while I’m out, and leaving me stranded?”

“Nothing, I guess.”

“You see why you must come with me? Don’t you want to do some shopping?”

Arianne tapped the side of her head. “My detectors don’t report any closing down sales.”

“They could be cloaked with a ‘Friday of Colour’ confusion field.”

“Then we need to get to your bank before it closes, so I can practise this ‘buying’ thing.”

“Most certainly. What’s it like outside?”

Arianne ran her hands over the console. “Atmosphere looks breathable, just about. It might niff a bit.”

“That’s the planet for you. Even in my time, they were having trouble with global pollution. Despite half the population being wiped out by a nasty virus caught from a Tishasalcadaan takeaway, the survivors still didn’t get the message. They carried on tossing trash and pumping poison. It all went very wrong after they chopped down the trees to make the planet spin faster, and therefore give the impression that everyone had lost weight. They called it the ‘Rotation’ diet.”

Arianne stood and brushed herself down. “Very interesting. Tell me, are the natives hostile?”

“Only if you call them late for dinner.”

“I’ll call them whatever I like.” She closed down the console, using a button labelled ‘Ctrl-Alt-Die’ (apparently a misprint when the engineers re-labelled). “According to the readouts we’ll need some specialist footwear too.” She rummaged in a storage bin and produced two pairs of what looked like tennis rackets.

“There’s really no time for a game...”

“These are snow shoes.”

“Should I get a coat?”

Arianne shook her head. “It’s hot out there. Strap these on. You will also need a hat. There’s one on the peg under the welcome sign.”

Tom regarded the plaque, placed to catch the immediate attention of anyone entering the craft. ‘Nishant Time Module GC, Utilitarian, with extra cup holder. Note: it really is slightly smaller on the inside than on the out, so please don’t overload... with kegs of alcoholic beverage, for example.’

He collected a wide-brimmed, silver hat from the hook, spiking his finger on a broken section underneath. He sucked it as he tied on the shoes. “Sharp,” he said.

“Don’t fuss. I’ll get it fixed at the next service, along with the other appliances. This tub is somewhat past its prime.” Arianne pointed at the exit hatch.

“Ready?” He pushed. Nothing happened. “Is the door locked?”

“Forgot. Security reasons. New planet and all that.”

“How do we get out?”

“I’ll use the lip reader.” Arianne kissed a small panel beside the exit. The sensors detected her mouth pattern, lipstick composition, and slightly oily breath. The hatch slid open and the craft instantly filled with a mixture of unpleasant gases.

“Methane?” Tom coughed.

Arianne tapped the activity-tracker-cum-spectrum-analyser strapped to her wrist. “The ‘Fatbot’ says carbonyl sulphide, dissolving in water to form peptides and amino acids—the building blocks of life. The planet is recovering from some ecological disaster. Step carefully; you can never be sure what divine miracles of evolution you may be treading on.”

Outside, Tom indicated the bleak buildings surrounding the aerosol recycling bank they were parked on. “It’s changed a lot since we were last here. Are those warehouses made of plastic blocks?”

She pointed her device “They are. Each brick is composed of multiple types of fused waste.”

“They look as good as new.”

“That’s plastic for you. It never decomposes: an ideal building material. The data feed says they assemble houses with it too, the idea being if you get fed up with your room layout, you simply take it apart and rearrange into another shape.”

“I wonder if the DIY stores have gone out of business.”

Arianne tapped her wrist again. “And everything else by the look of it. My shoe detection circuits are still reporting a total blank. Everything is gone.”

“There must be shops on the high street, and my bank...”

The android sighed. “You poor innocent fool, the place is derelict. There is nothing here.”

“I can’t believe that. Are you sure?”

“It could be simply deserted, disused, depopulated, dead or despoiled, I suppose. Do you not understand? There are no sentient beings.”

“Much like where I used to live.”

“We should leave, forget your money-making scam, and chalk it up to experience.”

“Chalk or paint, I leave no graffiti. My bank promised to stay open. A bank wouldn’t lie, I mean, who would there be left to trust if that was the case?”

“What about that man who offered to tarmac your granny’s roof? She said he was the salt of the earth and gave him her life savings.”

“One day, I’ll find him,” said Tom ominously. “Maybe that should be our next mission?”

“Perhaps when I’ve done my hair and you’re convinced there is no financial institution remaining here.”

“We should at least go and look.”

“Out of curiosity, and I suppose we have to do something until you die of old age, and then I can get on with my own affairs.”

“Thanks for that thought.” Tom regarded what they were standing on. “This looks like a pile of trash.”

“The nearest the cylinder could find that is anything remotely rose-like. These look like air-freshener cans we’ve flattened.”

“Even in a dumping ground, you come up smelling of roses.”

“That’s what I do. Watch where you step... after you.”

“Aren’t they all?”

“Not at the moment, but I’m sure that will change.”

Tom started forward on a scree of garbage. It creaked and settled dangerously, but the snowshoes kept him above the surface. The place was packed with piles of discarded fast-food cartons, plastic bottles, cigarette packets, and lager-cum-energy-drink cans (a fresh innovation, to add protein, and save time, for porky people, it said on the label). The breeze stirred small sheets of plastic which fluttered about like manic butterflies.
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A SIGN CAUGHT HIS EYE, but he managed to avoid injury. He handed it over to Arianne. “I don’t recognise the language.”

“It’s in Better Spin,” she said as her Fatbot read the script. “BS, a language composed of blatant boasts, ministerial monomania, and majority misinformation. Popular with what used to be called ‘bureaucrats’, before the ‘Righteousness Revolution’.”

“That was where everyone started telling the truth, construction businesses went broke, and politicians were replaced with ‘morality brokers’, all doing the best for the people who voted for them, and with no personal agenda whatsoever?”

“That was how it started. It quickly morphed into one where everyone decided to be a persecuted minority, and throw rocks about. It did not end favourably.”

“And the sign?” Tom tapped it with a finger.

“I think it translates that the refuse collectors’ strike is currently in its third millennium, so would everyone please take their litter home and try to keep the depth of trash in the street below waist height.”

“That explains the mess.” Tom tilted his hat to block out the glare from a pile of aluminium foil trays. “Let’s get along to the bank, but where to start?”

“You don’t know? We were only just here, a few thousand years ago. Should we go back before we get lost?”

“Try that way?” Tom pointed at a valley between the mountains of waste. “Seems to be some sort of exit. Come.” He tightened his grip on Arianne’s arm.

They left the dump, and slid down to a lower level of rubbish, flanked by rows of buildings. Tom scowled. “This is terrible. How on Sapristi do normal people get around?”

“I don’t think they do. This is as good as it gets.” Arianne waved her arms. “I guess people don’t go out any more. After all, with automation, connectivity, fast-food deliveries, and antisocial media, why would they need to?”

“That explains the empty streets... except... look... There’s someone who might know the way.” He indicated a huge figure, leaning against a wall. “He doesn’t look busy.”

Arianne scowled. “You must be mad if you think he will help. Remember, the more insular people get, the less likely they are to talk to you.”

“We can but try.”

The man was wearing a balloon-like protective suit, and a helmet with a filter that reminded Tom of the gas-masks people used to wear before warfare got more personal. On the ground was a sports bag, bulging with gold cups, plates, and small pieces of electronic equipment.

Tom peered into the fogged visor. “Good morning, sir. Can you tell me where I can find the High Street?” There was no reply. “Excuse me?” He shook the arm. The suit collapsed with a sigh. A small cloud of dust issued from the filter. “What?”

Arianne consulted her wrist analyser. “Dissolved and powdered a very long time ago. Look at the bag. Probably the only people wandering the streets now are the thieves. Serves him right. He’s choked to death.” She helped herself to a jewel-encrusted tiara from the bag.

Tom peeled off a thin sheet of plastic from the air intake of the mask. “I see what killed him. It looks like a ready-meal cover.”

Arianne fitted the tiara on her head, and regarded the writing. “It is. Cholesterol and lard doner-kebab, with bacon, pizza and croutons, to be precise. Says so on the outside.”

“In BS?”

“What else? That means the food is less than a thousand years old. Everything was in English before then.”

“And the wearer of the suit, why didn’t he pull the thing off to clear his air intake?”

“Obvious isn’t it? He was so fat, he couldn’t reach. He does, however, have a chart amongst the swag.” She handed over a laminated sheet. “You can have it. I don’t do navigation.”

Tom turned the map around a few times, trying to recognise landmarks. “It is the original town,” he concluded. “A street layout, with an arrow presumably saying, ‘You died here’. I think I know where we are. My bank branch will be that way.”

Arianne shook her head. “I still say you are wasting our time, expecting any commerce to be still available.”

“I specifically asked when I opened the account. They said they were totally committed to not closing high street branches.”

“I wonder how long that idea lasted.”

“Let’s find out shall we? It should be down there.”

Tom set off across what was once an open square, currently another sea of discarded plastic. It was slow going. They crossed to the shallow side and into a street opposite.

Tom gave a satisfied grunt. “The place is still here.”

Arianne did a theatrical double-take. Half buried in the debris was a sign in a familiar Musoketeban script. It was affixed to the front of what really did look like the top half of a bank branch, buried in a bank of discarded surgical gloves and plastic toilet roll tubes. “It can’t have been used for centuries.”

“We should dig down to the entrance. Do I need gloves?”

Arianne checked the readout on her Fatbot. “The garbage has been here so long that even the bacteria have died of old age. It’s about as sterile as you can get. Dig freely.”

“Are you going to help?”

“You serious? It’s your bank.”

“Thanks. Don’t you dare sneak off.”

“As if I could be bothered. Where’s this shoe shop you were promising?”

“After I’ve got my money, we will go and look. I’ll buy you the best pair in the shop... whether they fit or not.”

“Delve on, little mortal.”

Arianne watched absently as Tom plunged into the morass, flinging small items of trash behind him. He found a knot of reusable facemasks, and employed those to hook bigger items out of the way. Eventually the doorway was clear, although a precipice of plastic toys, originally from chocolate eggs, tottered dangerously beside it.

“Come in with me. This should be interesting.” Tom shoved the door. “Oh, it’s stuck, or they are closed.”

“Try the entry control? The one that says Speak fiend, and enter.”

“I can’t read it, but should that be ‘friend’, not ‘fiend’?”

Arianne snorted. “Are you suggesting that an organisation with as much resource as an international bank can’t afford to check the lettering on their signs? It’s a trick of course.”

“Of course.” He spoke into the access grille. “Fiend and enter...” The door grated slowly open, followed by a landslide of cigarette butts. “Told you the branch is open,” he said triumphantly. “They promised.” He stood aside and let the gynoid ahead of him into a room, free of rubbish, apart from what they brought in with them. The door slammed, and strong suction dragged the filth, the snowshoes, Tom’s hat and Arianne’s blouse into a vent at the side of the room. A wave of fresh, clean air hit them.

Behind a desk with a small glass panel, a diminutive, portly man was sitting, staring irritably at them. “No nudity, dogs, dirt, vagrants, or old ladies with bags of small change allowed in this branch.”

Tom favoured Arianne with a smirk. “A real person too. Excuse me...”

The man indicated a sign in front of him.

“I haven’t a clue what it says.” Tom looked to his companion.

Arianne translated. “Position Closed.”

“I’ll wait until it’s open.” He stood in front of the panel, noting that he could just as easily have walked around the back to engage the teller. “Excuse me...”

The man seemed to brighten up. “What a surprise. We haven’t had any English speakers in here since... I suppose it must have been before the government decreed that everyone should talk nothing but BS...”

“Are we breaking the law?” Tom glanced nervously around.

The man laughed. “Where have you been? We haven’t had any law here for... it must be...” he counted on his fingers, “ages. Anyway, didn’t you read the other sign?”

“What sign?”

“That one... oh, I see, you don’t understand BS. Let me reset them for you.”

He thumped his desk, and all the notices in the room changed into English, albeit with some strange translations.

Tom looked mystified. “You mean the one that says ‘No dogs’?”

“That’s right.”

“I don’t want a dog. I’ve come to talk about money. This is a bank isn’t it?”

The man tutted. “No dogs allowed inside, for hygiene reasons. You are a dog, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m human.”

“Are you? Sorry. No doubt I was fooled by the body hair. Haven’t seen a dog around for... ever, I suppose. You really aren’t a dog, then?”

“I’ve just got a mild attack of the Dokuvirus... all right,” Tom grumbled. “I haven’t had time to shave.”

The man looked nervous. “Is it contagious?”

“Not unless we breathe the same air, like the same music, or have any sort of physical contact. I caught it through travelling with large bovines. You haven’t any doku, have you?”

“We don’t have any animals. They were all eaten.”

“Why then would you have a sign warning against bringing dogs into the branch?”

“One has to have notices... otherwise the walls would be too stark.”

“Enough of this chitchat, you subservient servitor,” Arianne cut in. “We have come to check on a bank account. We can do that here, can we not?”

The man indicated the sign in front of him again. It had changed into English. Position Closed. “I’m busy.” He shuffled some papers, and pressed a button that went ‘beep’. “And tell your dog to stop scratching.”

Tom pouted. “When will you stop being busy? It’s not as though there is anyone else to serve. Are you expecting a run of customers? It is nearly lunchtime.”

The man checked his watch, and rolled his chair back. “You are right. It is exactly ‘nearly lunchtime’. I have to go on my statutory break. I’m on a tachometer, and will be fined if I don’t. Good day to you.”

“One moment,” Tom protested. “The sign says that this is the bank that never closes.”

“I think the BS has been misinterpreted. I’d talk to the supplier, except for the fact their helpline has been engaged for the last thousand years. The music does get a bit annoying after a couple of hundred, but I’m now eighth in the queue.”

Tom was starting to get annoyed. “When I opened my account, I was told, in English, that there would always be a branch on the high street, and that it would always be open for me. This is the high street?”

“It is. Can’t you smell?”

Arianne shoved Tom to one side and banged on the desk. “We will have some service, now, or you will answer to your management. I am personally acquainted with Mr Errorcode.”

“You are?” Tom scowled at her. “Surely not the Montague Errorcode, bane of my life and eternal weasel?”

“Not him,” she whispered, “probably a cousin. His name’s on the poster on the back wall.”

Tom regarded the notice: Milburn Errorcode welcomes you to the Bank of Sapristi, the last ever to keep its high street branches open.’ “He looks familiar. He must be related to an Errorcode I knew.”

“What makes you think that?”

“You can only see the top half of his head.”

Arianne smiled at the teller. “You see, my canine chum has more than a passing acquaintance with your manager, too. Do we need to contact him and get him to update you on bank procedures for dealing with unhappy customers?”

The teller looked nervous. “He hasn’t been in for... I think my chronometer must have reset at top of the last millennium. I have no idea at all.” He made a whirring sound.

Tom stared. “Are you an android? Nobody could live that long.”

The teller looked surprised. “Am I? I must have forgotten.”

“He most definitely is,” said Arianne. “I already told you there was nobody alive in this place.”

“He’s not like a proper android.” Tom regarded Arianne’s willowy figure with appreciation, and then turned back to the cashier. “Why, on Sapristi, did they make you look like that? Surely, with the technology that went into building you, they could have made you more attractive? I mean, this isn’t 21st century Earth.”

“Tom! Don’t be rude,” chastised Arianne. “That’s my job,” she added thoughtfully.

“It’s okay, madam. I am not offended.” The android leaned back in his chair. “I remember now. I was created in the image of the most attractive man on the planet. It’s you two who are the abominations...”

Arianne tapped the top of his head. “Shall we do a deal? If you would serve us, we will cease to blight your office, and you will be in time to go for lunch without facing any disciplinary procedures.”

“A good point, ma’am.” The sign in front of him changed to read: We are always open for business... even if we hate personal customers. “How may I help you?”

“I have an account.” Tom moved Arianne out of the way.

The teller looked suspicious. “An account? How quaint. Do you have any means of identification?”

“My name is Tom, Two-Dan $mith (sic). That’s Smith with a dollar sign, owing to a typing error long ago, in an alternate galaxy... far away.”

“And the ‘(sic)’?”

“So that readers understand it’s not actually a typing error. It became part of my name after too many false auto-corrections.”

“Hmmm, is that so? Do you have any other identification? I would engage the facial recognition circuits, but with your body hair and the last system meltdown...”

“Meltdown?”

“Management outsourced the banking platform to the slurry refiners on Glenforbis, and it slipped into the vats.”

“Could you give it a try?”

“If I must.” The system went ‘beep’. “I thought so. According to this, you are an African prince (whatever that is), and you have a fortune waiting for collection, if only you can find the capital to pay the release fee.”

“Not me, I’m afraid.”

“Shame. I was about to transfer all the funds out of your account.”

“Is there any other way I can prove who I am?”

The teller ran his hands over the desk and gave an exasperated sigh. “Biological records are still on-line.”

“Good. What do I do?”

“The lip reader should work.”

“If I must.” Tom leaned over the glass panel and placed a smacker on the puckered face of the teller. There was another beep from under the desk. The man smiled.

“That will do nicely sir. Your bank details are all here. What was it you wanted?”

“I placed a deposit about ‘yea’ millennia ago. I was wondering how my balance was.”

“I will resist the temptation to make childish jokes about pushing you over.”

“I’d be grateful.”

“Records coming up from off-line storage. My, this is an old account.” The teller scrutinised Tom. “How old are you?”

“He’s been in suspended animation,” explained Arianne. “The alarm clock didn’t go off.”

“I see... Yes, you placed one dollar in the account exactly ‘yea’ millennia ago. Let me run the calculations... the drachma were revalued, and...” He whistled. “With compound interest, you have sixty billion in your account.”

“Wow. Can I make a withdrawal?”

“I’ll again resist the temptation to ask you not to leave, and say, ‘We are here to serve’.”

“Wow.”

“There are some overheads.”

“Oh dear.” Tom ignored a snigger from his companion.

“Banking charges were introduced on savings accounts some ‘half-yea’ millennia ago, and there have been devaluations of the currency, capital gains taxes, maintenance fees, party funding...”

“Party?”

“We like a good knees-up.”

“How much have I got left?”

“Says here that you actually owe us one hundred and twenty billion. Says here that you are therefore a felon and should be arrested. I have alerted the authorities via the panic button.”

“Ouch. Something bit me.” Tom slapped his neck, and glanced nervously around at the closed exit. “Are you sure there aren’t mosquitoes or anything left alive? Those little perishers get everywhere.” He noticed that Arianne was shaking with mirth. “This isn’t funny.”

“Yes it is.”

“They are going to arrest me.”

“Nothing to worry about. Tell him who ‘they’ are.” Arianne leaned on the desk and fixed the teller with an expectant stare.

“The financial police,” qualified the man. “The ones with the smart uniforms.”

Arianne laughed out loud. “No they won’t. The entire species has died out.”

“But that body we found in the street...” protested Tom.

“Must have been the very last human, choked on the plastic film from a ready-meal.”

“I must remember to recycle in future.” He eyed the teller, who was absently shuffling papers again. “Can we go, rather than wait for your non-existent police visit?”

The android nodded. “My duty is done. Thank you for your custom, and remember, the bank is always open.”

The door opened as the android said, and the scent of the rebooting planet filled the room. Tom scurried outside and without his shoes was instantly bogged down in the mess. Arianne joined him. Together they began to struggle back to where the cylinder was parked.

On the other side of the planet, silos containing long neglected, but heavily armed, automatic police vehicles began to reactivate. Those that didn’t explode on start-up took to the skies. The tracker that Tom had unwittingly been injected with inside the bank, drawing them on an intercept course.
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2.  ​The Lady Doth Protest
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A visitor brings explosive news

and Rannie disappears

Rannie Dearheat looked up from reading the holographic newspaper hovering above the table in front of her. “I don’t know why we buy this thing. There’s nothing in it. All the pages are blank apart from an advert for a navigation system based on pulsars. Do you think we could market that through Dearheat Enterprises?”

The Magus took a sip of his new ale and put his mug down on the arm of his chair. “Have you tried taking your glasses off?”

Rannie giggled. “I’d forgotten I was wearing the Dearheat Gibberish Gridding Glasses™. Ah, that’s much better. Now I can see all the words.”

“The bullshit filter coating is still working?”

“I have to test out my products. The Dearheat Anti-Spin Spectacles™ will be a best seller in politics and used car sales I’m sure. I’ll get the factory to start mass producing.”

The Magus went over to her chair and sat beside her. He put his arm around her shoulders. “I’m glad you are letting Luigi run the business for you. It gives us more time together.”

“I got fed up of hiding from creditors and angry customers all the time. He seems to handle those problems more effectively than I. People tend to relate to his caring nature.”

“Those muscles and his new tattoo of the gory bits of the Nanjing Massacre must help.”

“It gives me time to concentrate on the innovation and development side of the business. I let him manage the rest. He gets some spectacular deals from suppliers and customers alike.”

“Nothing to do with his full name of Big Three-fingered Luigi, his connections with the syndicates, and his associates, Big Four-fingered Luigi, and Big Five-fingered Luigi?”

“And his other brother, Big Six-fingered and Three-thumbed Luigi.”

“There seem to be a lot of digitally-challenged people in his household.”

“The family name is Big Luigi. Where he comes from, they always put their given names inside. I believe his three parents were not of the most imaginative kind, but they could count.”

“And you trust him?”

“He treats me like the little sister he never had. He always wanted a sister, but has to make do with rabbits. He loves his bunnies, especially the vampire kind.”

“I’ve had experience with them. I don’t want to repeat it. However, what’s in today’s paper, now you can see it?”

“We’ve placed some adverts for Dearheat products. I wonder why those didn’t show up when I was wearing the glasses. I’ll have to get Young Pete in Development to do more testing.” She pointed towards one spread in particular, next to a picture of a fit young woman sitting on a stair lift, pretending it was good for her.

The Magus read, “Multi-purpose Szechuan Pepper gives the same experience as a vibrator, and is only half the price. You can also use it in cooking. Call for a free sample...”

“Next to that.”

“You mean the Dearheat Smart Keyboard™, one that can be operated from your phone?”

“That’s the one. It saves people having to look away from antisocial media in order to do their proper jobs. It will be a big hit with call centres.”

“I’m sure it will.” The Magus burped.

“What are you drinking?”

“It’s this new beer.” He picked up the bottle. “It’s called Shirt Lifter.”

“Please don’t bother elucidating. I’ve heard enough wacky explanations of why ales are named rudely, to last a whole series of novels.”

The Magus ignored the protest and continued reading. “Apparently, they tread the hops to bring out the flavour, and the gas coming off the mixture is so strong that it...”

“Thank you. Is it any good?”

“I should go and stand the other side of the room.”

“Under the extract, preferably.”

“I thought you would be used to strange smells by now. How long have you been with me on Glenforbis?”

Rannie sighed. “I suppose I’m more comfortable with the miasma of the dung mines than I was. You ask how long have I been here? How quickly they forget. You begged me to settle down and become a doku farmer with you, so we could spend the rest of our lives in Coitus.”

“I thought it was a good name for the farm, after the Coitus Moths that spin such exotic silk, but it seems like we’ve been lovers forever.”

“I’ve been here a week.”

“It feels like a lifetime.”

“Doesn’t it just.”

“Are you not happy?” The Magus turned her face towards him.

She shrugged. “We’ve been through a few capers I guess, but I keep feeling there’s something more. Being tied down is not really my thing...”

“You didn’t complain last night.”

“It’s a new day, and I’m bored. Couldn’t you go back into private investigation? There was always something new, and I would love to help you when I’m not researching new products at Dearheat, or maybe when I am...”

“I could, but I’ve lost my hat. I can’t be a P.I. without my hat.”

“Then that is the first case of your new career: find the hat.”

“All very well, but I can only investigate once I have my hat, and the long coat with the gun in the pocket and the other gun in the pocket and the knife sewn into the lining and the...”

It was the following day, and the Magus had rifled the entire house searching for his former headgear. A collection of random items from the third box-room cluttered the hallway.

“We need to dump this lot,” he said to Rannie as she emerged, wrapped in a towel, from the shower. “I’ve no idea what they are all for.”

She poked one of the items with her toe. “This looks like a Dearheat Smart Pillow™? ‘Learn while you sleep’. Sold a load to students who were unable to concentrate during daytime hours, because of their general outrage at everything. They worked brilliantly until hackers overrode the learning software with adverts for fast food. Universities haven’t been the same since.”

“Are you still a wanted woman on that planet?”

“I think they’ve forgotten me since they split the entire population into millions of minority groups who can now spend their time protesting about why they aren’t properly represented, and can’t see that it’s all a plot by the security forces to keep tabs on everyone... What else is there?”

“This?” He used two fingers to gingerly hold up a vibrator with a little piece of wire sticking out.

“Ha,” she said. “The Smart Dildo™? It was a best seller, especially after we accidentally put the aerial on the wrong end. The idea was to give the details to a friend and let them drive it remotely. That way, you never needed to leave your sofa. They were sold in pairs, and people were giving five-star reviews until... they got hacked as well. Folks started dying of pleasure.”

“A nice way to go. Talking about pleasure.” He grabbed the end of her towel.

“Later. I’m all nice and clean. We have that friend of yours coming. Had you forgotten? Shove this lot back in the closet and we can look through it later.” A console beside the front door started bleeping. “Is that the perimeter alarm?”

A holographic map of the massive estate appeared with a flashing star hovering at one of the gates. “That will be Gottstein.” The Magus poked his finger into the light. “Ludwig,” he gushed, “greetings. Come on up. Do you have transport?”

“Yah, my friend. I borrowed a Jeeeep from the airport. Will be with you once I’ve got the hang of driving it.”

“See you.” He removed his finger and the chat link closed.

“Jeeeep?” Rannie raised an eyebrow.

“Long wheelbase, basic buggy. It has a pair of doku horns for steering. The on-off switch means it either stops dead or goes very fast.”

“I must get one.”

The Magus grabbed a handful of items off the floor. “I’ll get cracking on this mess. He could be here in minutes.”

Rannie slipped the vibrator inside her towel. “I’ll help you. I don’t want him to think I run a messy house.”

Together they piled the jetsam into the cupboard under the sweeping staircase. Rannie scurried off to the changing room, and the Magus waited by the front door... and waited, and waited. He checked the security console. Ludwig was still only halfway across the grounds. He went outside, and scanned with his Dearheat All-purpose Optical Enhancers™. Amongst other functions, it was specifically designed to see around the curvature of the planet.

The automatic movement detection circuit locked on to the Jeeeep, and amplified the image. It scaled back. Ludwig was even bigger than when he and the Magus last met, and it appeared that the little buggy was having difficulty moving across the uneven terrain.

A bright light appeared in the sky. A fiery blob plummeted towards the visitor. A moment before it made contact, the Jeeeep leapt out of the way. The blob plunged into the ground behind it. A tiny mushroom cloud appeared. The blast threw the vehicle forward.

The Magus shouted. “Security field on!” The panic detection circuits responded instantly and a shimmering dome closed over the entire estate. He heard the freezer in the kitchen complaining about power being diverted from all non-essential appliances, in order to maintain the shield. There was a curse and Rannie appeared in the doorway, waving her fingernails at him. Only half of them had been painted gaudy pink.

“You put the bloody security field on. How am I going to get my nails finished with the auto-polisher offline?”
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