
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Dark Office

        

        
        
          Jodie Lane

        

        
          Published by Jodie Lane, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE DARK OFFICE

    

    
      First edition. May 12, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Jodie Lane.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0648768388

    

    
    
      Written by Jodie Lane.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THE DARK OFFICE
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Crick Sema paused at the bottom of the basement steps and flipped the switch. He waited as the ancient fluoro flickered and hummed to life, bringing the reception area into view. Crick (short for Cricket—his brothers Rugby, Golf and Fishing had changed their names by deed poll to Roger, Greg and Rod respectively, but Crick had kept his as an ironic tribute to their sports-mad father, now deceased). Crick glanced at the peeled paint and faded industrial grey carpet, then proceeded into the larger room that formed the hub of the Dark Office.

No ceiling lights were on, but the eerie blue glow from various monitors let Crick see that Bunt Wallac was slumped over his desk, an empty pizza box beside him. Had he slept there again? Andrea Mortocks startled Crick—she had been invisible until she crossed between him and a monitor. She didn’t greet him, merely sat at her desk and adjusted the wireless headphones that covered her ears, tapping out a message on the company chat system instead.

Mortocks: Have pushed the latest changes to staging, boss.

Crick retreated to his own computer and clicked it into life.

Sema: Thanks. You can keep going with the next round on dev if you like.

Mortocks: Already on it.

Crick smiled, put on his headphones and settled into work. Small shufflings at the edge of his vision alerted him to the presence of other colleagues entering the office, but his noise-cancelling headphones let him enjoy his music undisturbed.

“Hey, hey, peoples!”

Crick cringed. Logo the designer swanned into the office, turning on the lights as he did so and bopping to the over-loud music emanating from the earphones hanging around his neck. Straight away Andrea tapped out a message to Crick on their private channel.

Mortocks: If I have to put in a formal complaint about Logo one more time...!

She left the threat hanging. Crick sent back a distressed-face emoji and shucked his headphones, standing to face Logo. He couldn’t afford to sack the most brilliant designer he’d ever encountered, but Logo simply didn’t adhere to the unspoken culture of the Dark Office. Garish colours battled for supremacy on his fitted, short-sleeved button up and his confident smile shone under his gold-framed aviators. Everyone else in the office wore black, except for Bunt, who compromised on navy jeans and t-shirts, usually unironed.

If that wasn’t enough, Logo was loud—Crick considered emailing his headphones' manufacturer to tell them the true standard of testing should be this man, because while normal speech and the everyday beeps and taps of hardware were blocked out, Logo’s voice could penetrate even the best Bose or Sony had to offer.

“How was your trip, Logo?” Christine, the soft-voiced peacekeeper of the office, piped up. “Family all well?” She was the Dark Office’s front-woman—the client facing aspect. Enough technical knowledge to talk—well, message—the dev team, but with the social skills to communicate with outsiders. Crick blessed the day he’d hired her—no more client meetings for him! She tolerated Logo and usually toned him down to a modicum of quietness, thus preventing Andrea from either storming out or eviscerating their designer.

“It was great! Got back from Jakarta this morning! Family is same-old.” Logo whipped off his aviators and grinned. “See you lot are being kept in the dark, as usual.”

Christine groaned. Crick frowned. “It’s called the Dark Office for a reason, Logo. What if Pleasance was here? We are vampire-friendly, remember?”

“Oh, Pleasance can’t be hurt by fluros. Speaking of which, I thought you’d asked the landlord to upgrade to LEDs?”

“I did,” Crick sighed. “He said there’s a problem with the supplier. I’m waiting to hear back from him.”

“If you’re quite finished!” Andrea hissed, popping up from behind her screen. Crick glanced at his monitor, realising his star dev had been messaging with increased ire before being forced to speak out loud to get his attention. “Some of us are trying to work!” She returned her now furious attention to the screen.

Crick nodded at Christine, who moved to turn the lights down. Crick wished he could banish Logo into a corner, but the other employee’s would see that as a sign of favour. No one was allowed a corner desk now, after a brief but intense argument had ensued. We need more corners. He sighed.

“Use your desk lamp, Logo,” Crick instructed.

“Sure, man—whatever you say,” the designer replied breezily and bounced to his desk, clicking his fingers to the beat of the latest song on his phone.

Crick surveyed the office quickly before Christine reached the switch. Jo wasn’t present—their hours were so erratic Crick seldom saw the admin and HR manager, an androgynous human who claimed no gender and preferred the plural pronoun. Crick sighed. He’d have to compose an email to Jo about Logo, though the current crisis seemed to be averted.

Pleasance, their resident vampire, wasn’t there either. Pleasance usually worked nights but occasionally stayed over-day. And Bunt was still asleep at his desk. Crick growled. Tolerant a boss he was, but this was taking it too far.

“Bunt!” He crossed from his row to the other. “Bunt!” No response. He could hear Andrea tapping away with alacrity, no doubt complaining about Crick’s own lack of noise control.

The office fell into darkness just as Crick grasped Bunt’s shoulder. Bunt still didn’t respond

“Christine, turn the lights back on.” Logo’s normally cheerful voice sounded strange, disembodied. The fluoros flickered and resumed their cold glow. Logo stood on the other side of Bunt, a worried look on his face. Crick raised his eyebrows in annoyance.

“What is it?”

“Crick.” Logo leaned forward and gently lifted one of Bunt’s eyelids. “Crick, I think he’s dead.”

Andrea’s tapping stopped. Crick looked at Logo and then down at Bunt. “Shit,” he said. “He is too.”
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A STRANGE DEATH
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Consumed by his own application programming interface (API). Dirk Samson typed the sentence then put his head in his hands. “What a strange way to die,” he muttered. The backlit screen of his laptop cast an eerie light on his dark skin. “When are they going to get these damn lights fixed?” He frowned. As a coroner, he wasn’t easily spooked, but the room was dark and the body on the slab next to him held an eerie life-like quality that most corpses had abandoned by the time they reached him.

“Just finish the report.” He sighed and read over what he’d written so far. White Caucasian male, age 33, found dead at his desk plugged into a virtual reality program. Cause of death: consciousness consumed by his own API.

Forty minutes later he’d cross-checked and added sufficient technical notes to substantiate his verdict. He stretched, cracking his neck, and glanced at the body again. “Damn fool to be mucking about with virtual reality without safeguards.”

“You talking to yourself, boss?” A Kiwi accent floated through the open door. “Or the corpse? Just be worried if they start answering.”

Dirk chuckled. “Just myself, Teeps.”

“Oh, well, that’s a relief, bro. You almost finished in here?” Tipene edged into view, his burly frame tentative as usual. “Can I put the corpse back in the fridge?”

Dirk rubbed his eyes, hit save on his work and shut the laptop. “Yeah, go for it. I’ve lodged the death certificate. Hey, any word from maintenance on when they’re fixing these lights?”

Tipene shrugged as he approached the wheeled table with the body. He drew up the sheet. “Some problem with the supplier, they said. I’ll let you know if I hear anything, bro.”

“Thanks.” Dirk slid his laptop into his bag and left the morgue. He barely had to wait for a driverless car to roll up—there wasn’t much traffic this late at night. On the way home he checked his personal emails but struggled to concentrate. Something bothered him about the developer’s death—he just didn’t know what. It bugged him the whole trip, so it was with relief he stepped through his front door to his warmly lit home filled with the scent of roast lamb.

“That you, honey?” His wife, Marigold, called out from the lounge room. “I put your dinner in the microwave!”

“Thank you!” He set his bag down on the kitchen table and heated his meal, savouring the smell of rosemary and potatoes. Dirk joined Marigold on the couch and kissed her cheek. She was watching the late news.

“Long day?” She smiled sympathetically, running a hand through her short grey hair.

“Got caught up with a VR death—some idiot running a program with no safeguards. Completely brain dead, body followed soon after. And they still haven’t fixed the lights at work so I was sitting in the dark all evening.”

Marigold frowned. “Didn’t you say those were BluStop LEDs? I’m looking to buy shares in them. Local company.”

“Mhm.” Dirk chewed slowly, savouring the garlic-flavoured gravy. He swallowed. “I think so. We switched suppliers coz they were cheap, apparently.”

“Hmph.” The finance report came on. Marigold picked up her tablet and tapped the screen. “Gold’s up, I’d better tell Violet to tighten the stops on her shares.”

Dirk finished his dinner set his plate aside. “Delicious, honey. Sorry I wasn’t home in time.”

“Don’t stress.” Marigold patted his hand absently, still watching the TV. “I was watching a webinar. You’ll be home early tomorrow night though, won’t you? It’s our anniversary.”

Dirk gulped, then remembered he’d organised flowers and a dinner booking weeks ago and a laser light projection that said “Twenty-five years!” He smiled. “Of course, my dear. I’ll be home by six.”
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DON’T MESS WITH THE ELDERY
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Whispers at the other end of the phone line told Violet her call was having the desired effect. She grinned with geriatric glee, hitting the mute button and gesturing Marigold and Azalea to crowd around.

“They’ve forgotten to put me on hold, the duffers.” She accepted her tea cup from Azalea and sipped delicately. It was an original Wedgewood set, beautifully painted in classic blue.

“Ginger biscuit?” Azalea offered. “Yes, it sounds like you’ve set the cat among the pigeons there.” They listened to the tinny voices emitting from the phone.

“I spoke to her last time!”

“Yeah, and I thought you fobbed her off!”

“Old duck keeps coming back with more questions—she actually reads the reports and compares the figures to what we say in our emails!”

“Mmm, is this Lipton? It has a lovely, rounded taste. Marigold, you should try this,” Violet advised.

“I’ll stick to the Madura green leaf, thank you, my dear. Nothing beats a fresh pot of green tea.” Marigold peered at the iPad in her hand. “Yes, he said in his last email that those insurance stocks saved us half the profits on the options he took out on our behalf. I’d hate to see what our losses would have been if we hadn’t had them!”

“He’s talking out of his arse,” Violet responded succinctly. “The numbers don’t add up and the dates he’s talking about keep swapping around.”

Azalea looked worried. “Do you really think they’re dodgy? Maybe it’s just a mistake.”

“You’re too trusting, Azalea.” Marigold frowned.

“Give me the phone! I’ll handle the old crone.”

“Ooh, here he comes!” Violet placed her tea cup on the saucer with a gentle chink. She took the phone off speaker and answered the BluStop rep on the other end. “Yes, I’m here.” She chuckled. “Oh, no, I haven’t gone anywhere. Mhmm. Mhmm. Yes, that’s why I called—the report I generated from the online portal is different to the one you sent me. Oh, yes, I had a clever computer friend help me with that—it’s hard to keep up with all this new-fangled tech at my age.” She referred to her tablet and flicked through several windows, firing off an email regarding a different stock and checking that the app recording the phone call was still running. “Oh, well, you check your numbers and let me know. If I don’t hear from you by tomorrow I’ll give you another tinkle. Hoo-roo!” She hung up.

“Crooked as a politician?” Marigold queried, peering over her bifocals.

“Definitely,” Violet replied. She pursed her lips and drummed her fingers on her leg. “I doubt we’ll get more satisfactory answers at the AGM next week. How can we prove that their financials are dodgy?”

“Pity we can’t just pop in and have a look around,” Azalea offered. “I’ve never seen a lightbulb factory. I imagine it would be all lit up.”

“LEDs, not lightbulbs,” Marigold corrected.

“I think we should pop in and have a squiz.” Violet’s fingers drummed faster. “But not during the day. We need to shine a light on this business.”

Azalea coughed, breaking the awkward silence that followed. “Did you mean to say that?”  
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THE STARTUP VAMPIRE
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The sun had long since set, but Pleasance automatically checked her handbag for the tube of zinc cream that lived there. Super senses, speed and strength were no help if solar radiation caused you to burn up faster than an unlucky witch on Spanish Inquisition bonfire night.

Pleasance sighed. She didn’t moan like many of her fellow vampires. The angsty ones irritated her the most, with their gothic outfits and overdone eyeliner. They didn’t help the image for more practical vampires like her. People in nightclubs would approach her for kinky favours—usually involving leather, biting and on occasion, glitter. Pleasance would stare them down until they slunk away, then walk all of her girlfriends home.

All it had taken was one mad biologist who’d binged on too many episodes of True Blood back in the day. Her version of “Hep-V” didn’t actually create vampires—the victims didn’t drink blood per se (unless they wanted to, but there were strict laws about that now). Instead, the stolen virus had spawned thousands of super-strong, super-fast, UV-averse, slow-aging infected who quickly banded together in a political lobby for rights before the vaccine had been developed.

Humans were now inoculated against Hep-V, but no cure had been engineered so the vampires remained. Pleasance took it in her stride—working nights as a developer meant the office was quiet. And she had plans; plans that didn’t involve brooding in fancy dress and heavy makeup.

Nightclubs weren’t on the agenda tonight. She strode through the deserted carpark as industrial fencing clinked in the breeze. The scent of chemicals from the nearby lighting factory made her nose twitch. A heavier clink caught her attention. A darker pool of shadows drew her eye. Several shapes became discernible as hissed whispers sounded clearly in Pleasance’s ears.

“Shush, Violet, you’re doing it wrong!”

“You bloody do it then! I told you to oil them before we came.”

A third voice piped up. “I’ve got some coconut oil in my handbag—would that help?”

A pause. “Azalea, why have you got coconut oil in your handbag?”

“Why has she got her handbag? This is a covert operation!”

The voice belonging to the handbag responded primly. “I brought sandwiches in case we got peckish—what else was I going to carry them in? My picnic basket is too conspicuous.”

Pleasance slunk closer, fascinated, using a skip bin as cover. The glow of a phone illuminated the faces of three women—they had to be seventy if they were a day—crouched around a set of bolt cutters.

The first woman spoke. “Azalea, we are conducting a raid, not having a picnic!”

The second woman, Violet, asked, “What kind of sandwiches?”

“Egg and spinach on rye.”

“Forget the bloody sandwiches. Hand me that darn coconut oil to loosen up these bolt cutters.”

Pleasance ghosted past. Tempted as she was to interfere, she needed to hurry. Tipene would only leave the morgue door unlocked until midnight. She left the would-be trespassers and raced along dark streets. The morgue adjoined the city hospital, tacked on at the rear like an embarrassed afterthought, built in a utilitarian fashion where the rest of the facility was architecturally streamlined.
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