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Part 2 – Recovery
Part 3 – Exploration
Part 4 – Resolution
I tucked in to the landing pattern at Hugh Town, St Mary’s, just the way the groundstation control system told me. Naturally none of it was my own work, though I reckon I could have done a fair job if they’d let me. But no, the Ziggurat class persona at the port talked with Slate, the Stele loaded in to my spaceship, and it was all done properly. By the book.
I unbuckled, and waited while the two machines chattered for a while – a few nanos of content, a handful of bits of payment, and a gazillion security protocol bytes surrounding both of these. It didn’t take long, not really. Not when you reckoned it against a few weeks of low-gravity transfer.
My shore bag was ready. I grinned while I waited, having all the usual thoughts. If I closed my eyes to the look of the spaceport, my ears to the mechanical hum of the ship, and my memory to the stark vacuum of the asteroid, I could be a traveller from any age of Earth’s history, waiting to be allowed to set foot in a new port. Always the wait at the end of the trip.
The Ziggurat was satisfied with what it found out, and sent out one of the bubble cars from the dome. The click as the car interlocked resounded through the whole of my sloop, the Harbour Porpoise. It was designed to be excessively loud – you really wanted to know that a proper connection had been made, when there was all that airlessness just outside. No matter what your onboard Stele told you, or the groundstation Ziggurat confirmed, there was nothing like a satisfying metallic clank to reassure you.
Some people I knew still wore a suit for the bubble car ride. But you got derisive looks from the porters, and it wasn’t the image I wanted them to see. I left my suit and lid fastened in their clips, slung the shore bag over my shoulder, and cycled through into the bubble just in street clothes.
The car whined a little as it disengaged and started to trundle back to the dome. Electric then, standard model, probably older than I was. It looked weary, patched here and there, well serviced but with generic components that would have long since invalidated the warranty. Getting new equipment out here must be a slow task.
The bubble top was clear to space. I liked it, but at a guess, a lot of newcomers dialled the opacity right up to max to shut all that emptiness out. Instead, I leaned back to get a sense of where I was. Not that the naked eye could do much. The inner system was behind the bulk of St Mary’s just now, and a whole lot of stars don’t really tell you much without ephemeris software. Once upon a time old sages knew how to navigate around their land, just by looking at a couple of dozen of the brightest stars, but that sort of thing belongs in a virtual world now. I called to my Stele for some assistance.
“Slate, overlay the display with something that helps me, please.”
Slate did some negotiation with the car, and after a short pause the inner surface of the bubble showed some enhancement overlays. The rest of the Scilly Isles showed up in a loose oval from near the zenith down towards the conventional-north axis, coloured ovals indicating relative size, with handy data tags telling me things like distance, available resources, and what were euphemistically called “tourist attractions”.
St Agnes was closest, and also lowest over the horizon from here. St Martin’s was up near the zenith, with Tresco, Bryher and Samson in between, and a whole slew of smaller rocks scattered here and there.
The Scilly Isles were a close gaggle of asteroids in matched solar orbit, slightly further out into the cold than Ceres, and detached by a fair bit of angular separation. Some lonely explorer with an eye for detail had called them that when he first prospected, but I guess the planetary reference from the old home went right past most people.
The early settlers out here, on the other hand, had been wildly enthusiastic about the name, and proceeded to make as many connections as they could. Settlements on the different rocks were named after the old towns, landmarks were identified, and so on. Even the furthest nav beacon stationed towards the inner system had been called the Bishop Rock. Slate had used it in the early stages of approach.
The islanders had rapidly become passionate about their new homes, and almost everything that could be found back off the Cornish coast had its mirror image. In the early years, the asteroids had attracted a disproportionate number of former United Kingdom residents. So where some of the domes had a high ratio of emigrants from America or China, the Scilly Isles had kept a British feel, reflected in the special interest meetup groups advertising themselves in the islands’ media outlets. I would fit right in.
It was time to play the role I had chosen as cover.
“Slate, swap this one out and give me the enhanced mineral spectrogram analysis, quintic Bezier interpolation, false colour.”
Another pause while Slate told the bubble’s onboard system what I meant, transferred a few display Pebbles, and activated them. The stars disappeared, and the blackness of the sky was replaced by a colour wash. Red was heavier elements, anything from lead upwards, blue was the light stuff, yellow and green the mid-range. Orange was what I would be looking for, but only if it showed up in large quantities. The chief porter would be monitoring all this – he probably had to approve the Pebble installs in the first place – so for added interest value I made a few annotation squiggles around some random flecks of orange.
Slate tapped on my collar chat panel.
“Coming up on the dome, Mit.”
Some years ago I’d asked Slate to use Shayna’s voice as the audio basis whenever we were away from Earth. Right now, it definitely provided me with some compensation for the loss of our interrupted holiday, but every so often I wondered whether she would find the decision touching, ridiculous, or pathetic.
She would certainly make a fuss when she found out about it, and want something extravagant by way of compensation. And she would find out. Of necessity, I kept all sorts of secrets from her concerning my professional life, but there was very little she couldn’t find out about everyday things. I always suspected that Slate gave away far too much information whenever Shayna posted a query.
The screen faded to transparent off to one side, and Slate was, of course, right. The car was approaching the dome interlock.
Beside the lock, above the official port identifier HT-SM-AB, someone had neatly printed “Hugh Town Porters’ Lodge” in five different languages, all in black outdoor paint. Some wit with a blue spray had then scribbled “You’ll have more fun at Jool’s”, together with what was obviously supposed to be a directional map.
Like all these outstations, the structure looked nothing like a dome. That was just what everyone called them, in a fit of idealism. But the real shape was a bizarre mixture of old cylindrical fuel boosters, cuboid cargo containers, a few static landers, and spidery suspension gel bridging the random gaps. Slate had shown me a schematic view as we had been landing. Some way back from the quay the ceiling really did bell up a little, but in a lopsided and unique manner.
There was another heavy metallic sound, and the bubble car beeped cheerfully at me. We had arrived. Slate would clean up all of the overlay Pebbles, so I just went straight through into the dome’s entrance, and then into clearance control after that. Just as I suspected, the head porter had half an eye on the bubble’s slave monitor, where my nicely enhanced polychrome enhancements were fading out again.
I strolled up to him with a friendly smile. I was there to investigate fraud, but that wasn’t how I wanted to introduce myself. For all I knew, he was the ringleader.
A month before, I had been in England. I had only recently got back from the lunar south pole base, and had been looking forward to a period of well-earned rest back in England. At least, I thought it was well-earned, but apparently the management team thought otherwise. Slate, in the Harbour Porpoise, docked up in the spaceship marina at the leading lunar Lagrange point, had flicked on the message within a couple of femtoseconds of reception. On Earth these days it was almost impossible to persuade anybody you were out of contact.
I was away in the Northumbrian national park, walking the Bernician Way with nothing but one of the recent model v-tents and Shayna. Neither of us were at all interested in walking long-distance footpaths, but we both liked the absence of neighbours. A couple can make a lot of noise out in a national park, without thinking someone else might be disturbed.
But there it was, that morning, the message alert blinking silently on my shirt lapel where I’d discarded it for swimming in the North Sea last night, almost hidden by Shayna’s NuFleece. She might not like long distance walking, but she loved the prospect of skinny-dipping in sea water not far above freezing, and then thinking of inventive ways to warm up. That was so much easier when you could come out of the water and straight into a v-tent micro environment set at whatever climate you wanted. Right now we were in a Middle Egyptian May – temperature, humidity, everything.
Shayna liked to say that the chosen location was part of her genetic heritage, and she was in search of her roots. I was never sure about that, but I had no great preference myself. She had configured it just as soon as I had set the tent up, and it had taken under a minute to climatise itself.
So all through the night, with a North Sea winter gale blowing up and down outside, there we were in the Valley of the Kings. You didn’t mind so much going into cold water with all that warmth waiting. We’d polarised the fabric, silver from the outside and clear from the inside, and we lay together watching the half moon slide in and out of the curving clouds.
We’d arrived at low water, but I’d pitched the tent well up the beach, on a strip of pale sand between some levels of flat rock. High tide was in the early hours of the morning, and the waves had washed close up against us in the cosy dark.
I scowled at the lapel badge, wondering if there was any way to pretend I had not seen it. There wasn’t, not really. Slate would have acknowledged receipt of the incoming at the same time as redirecting it, and would have tagged its reception with all kinds of logging. It was far too late for me to try hacking anything. The real question was whether I could get away with avoiding it for more hours than I had already, but I already knew the answer to that one as well.
I tapped the lapel, and listened to the message sullenly. Recalled to London… first opportunity… Twelve hour SLA. I sighed, and entered the release commit. Slate would do the rest for me. Then I turned to look at Shayna. There she was in the morning light: brown skin enjoying the warm air, dark hair spilling over the pillow, and dark eyes opening with an air of frustration as she saw me working the lapel.
“I suppose you’re going to say there’s no more holiday now.”
I nodded.
“Recall at first available. Back to London for me.” I paused. “You could stay here?”
“Oh, Mit. Where’s the fun in that?”
She closed her eyes again briefly, but I could see the little muscle movements in her face as she interrogated her Stele. Rocky, she called him, and he was male in persona as well as voice. It was fair enough: Slate was undeniably female.
“We have three hours before the east coast express stops at Alnmouth. A quarter hour to pack up, half an hour to Craster, quarter hour transfer. That gives us another swim and time to warm up again afterwards.”
I loosened a vent a notch or two, listened to a sudden gust of wind, imagined what the air and water would be like.
“We could miss out the swim and just stay warm?”
She reached past me and tapped the door release, inviting the gust inside the tent where it contended unsuccessfully with the thermal regulation.
“Wherever it is they are going to send you now, you won’t have water like this. Out you go and enjoy it one more time.”
I shook my head, but got out and stood up anyway, naked in all that volume of cold rushing air. The tide had fallen again, and the sea froth was a little way down the beach. Shayna pushed past me and ran, arms waving above her head, shrieking with excitement as the wildness of the wind encircled her soul. I followed on, but she reached the water well before me, and threw herself in to the tumble of the waves.
Twenty years ago I would never have done this, but things had changed. Anyway, she was right: wherever I was going, it wouldn’t have wind and waves like this. I followed her.
Something close to two hours later we were outside the tent again. I pulled the deflate tag, let it collapse, then folded it into my pocket. Shayna had configured her NuFleece into a layer a couple of molecules thick that wrapped itself around her figure closer than I could, plus a swirly skirt and top that left her decent for walking the Bernician Way and sitting on the train with other passengers.
“You owe me the rest of this holiday when you get back. And then something to make up.”
She stood there, buffeted by the fierce wind, but almost as warm in the fleece as if she’d still been lying in the sunshine of Egypt. I nodded.
“Sounds fair. And I’m sorry. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
We started walking south again. She ran ahead up a grassy mound beside the first of the ruins of Dunstanburgh, and let the fleece billow out into a long scarf trailing downwind towards me. She just loved changing the shape of her clothes – where some people fiddled with a pad or stylus, she would be constantly adjusting this or that part of the garment. NuFleece could have been invented just for her.
“It always happens, Mit. We’re always interrupted. What kind of alert raised with ECRB is so urgent that it needs you to come back from holiday? But whatever it is, you still owe me the rest of the time we’re losing now.”
We walked past the castle and into Craster. She took my hand, tenderly, for the last stretch, all the way along that wide grassy stretch which runs gently down to the sea on our left. The waves were crashing against the rocks, and the wind seemed even stronger here than it had been all night.
“Where you’re going, can we vid each other this time?”
I pursed my lips.
“Just now I don’t know where I’ll be. If it’s back to the moon again then it’s, what, a second or two lag. We could manage that, just about. But they could send me anywhere. Even Mars can be up to twenty minutes signal time away. It’s just not possible to vid. We can’t even chat with that lag. And, look, Shayna…”
I hesitated. She nodded, and gripped my hand more tightly.
“I know, you don’t know when you’ll be able to. And maybe it’ll get me into trouble if there’s a link to you. Forget I said it. We’ll catch up when you get back.”
Just for a moment she looked bereft, but it passed. She ran ahead a few yards and ballooned the top of the fleece out into a headpiece that remained improbably in place, despite the efforts of the gale.
“But you will be making it up to me when you get back.”
The east coast express did its usual efficient job, and by late afternoon I was on the travelator band going down from Kings Cross towards the City. I stood on the semi-fast strip, zoning in to one of the tech bloggers that Slate thought I’d like. She was ranting about the decay of real coding skill, and I listened while paying just enough attention that I could get off at Moorgate without a scramble. I turned into Finsbury Circus and pushed through the doors of the London office of the ECRB – the Economic Crime Review Board. Six hours since I had seen the message, and about ten since it had been sent. I had made it in time.
I saw that Elias was in the canteen as I passed by. He finished putting water on his mu tea mix – a regular idiosyncrasy of his – and waved to me.
“Made it then, Mitnash? We had a sweepstake going whether you would or not. Your Stele told me it was doable though. Pick up a drink, then join me in the pod over there and we’ll talk.”
Hugh Town’s head porter was wearing a very tatty black fleeceshirt with “Everybody loves a Scilly man” in large white letters.
“Mitnash Thakur? Out of Findhorn? They’re calling it Findhorn Interstellar these days, I see.”
He pronounced the Scottish name wrong, but I didn’t correct him. Hardly anybody got it right. He laughed, and said again, “Findhorn Interstellar. It’ll be Findhorn Galactic next.”
He checked my permits and orbital clearance, not very interested yet. Then he looked up.
“You’re a coder, Mitnash?”
I nodded, knowing what was coming.
“I’d be willing to return your mooring tab if you could do some extras on the system here? Those Pebbles you synced with the bubble were neat. A lot more style than just the Sphinx base deploys. You work with Clay much?”
“Sure. But I can go right down to the Dust level if you need. What’s up?”
He looked suitably impressed, and scratched his head.
“I’ve tried doing Clay. Tricky though, and I never get the chance to play around much. Mostly they get me writing Pebbles for Stardust here.”
I thought back to my briefing. The name Stardust meant nothing. Had there been a change of leadership? Such things happened regularly out here. He saw my lack of comprehension.
“The Ziggurat. Ziggy.”
He gave up, looking at me in the pitying way that hardcore geeks do when someone doesn’t get their drift.
“Well, never mind. We need some scheduling set up. History, archive, that sort of thing. And the schemas to underpin them. And it has to all sync in near real time with the off-islands.”
I shrugged. “I can give you a day and a half, system standard.”
He was dubious, and scanned the fees manifest in a rather obvious way.
“You’ll need two and a half.”
“Two. I work fast, and I’ve rigged the Stele over there to cover off the exception handling.”
He ran his fingers in a sinuous pattern over the display.
“Logged it. Get your Stele to send over an authentication package and some references, and we’re done.”
“No problem. Pick any two references you like when the list arrives. I’ll need Glass credentials and timed access for the two days.”
He looked pleased.
“If you’re good, you’ll be able to pick up some quick contracts pretty much anywhere to trade for bed and board. Or anything else you fancy. Either here or on any of the off-islands.”
It was my turn to go geeky.
“Can do. But I’m not really here to do that kind of work, no more than I need to. I’m here to prospect.”
He was quite obviously unmoved.
“And I suppose you’ve got a fancy new scheme for tracing the goods?”
“Matter of fact I have. I can’t tell you everything. I won’t, so don’t ask me. But I use a mass spectrograph mashed with radio interferometer readings from the inner system orbitals and some older visual data that nobody looks at any more. And the Dawn probe that came this way all that time ago picked up some anomalies that nobody has ever explained. Then some Bezier splines to filter out the noise. Then there’s the analytics I wrote myself – in Dust, so there’s precious few can follow them – and I’m on the road to riches.”
I had gabbled most of that, except for the last phrase which was excessively slow. He had, ostentatiously, gone back to looking at his screen. He’d heard it all before.
“Of course you are. Sure thing.”
He looked up, saw that I was hovering uncertainly.
“Accommodation through that door, left at the end of the quay. Depends how much you can afford. You’ll find the cheap stuff first, or you can walk further and live better. Carry on past all of the supply yards first. Air, freezedry, reaction mass, suits and lids, spares, everything. Straight across from the door for somewhere to eat. Local residential is further on, but you won’t get in without some authent. For entertainment turn right, everything from straight drinks to VR and gambling. Choose whatever you fancy, but check the price tag first or you’ll be spending more time coding than you wanted. Jool’s is mid-range, most new folk start there.”
I got nearly to the door when he called after me.
“There’s a guy called Yul, lives out on Agnes. Yul Yulsson. They call him the Wise Man. Ha ha. He was heavily into mass spectrometry last time I saw him. He’d like nothing better than to waste a day or so of your time. And try the Frag Rockers Bar on Bryher if you want to talk crazy ideas. You’ll be able to charter a boat to go out in the reefs and all that. But it’ll be different there for someone used to inner system life, you’ll need to find someone to show you the ropes.”
There was a little pause while he dismissed another status message on his screen.
“Oh, and watch out for the parakeets.”
I assumed it was a euphemism for shoreside pickpockets, and waved a hand without looking. I pushed open the heavy door, looked left and right, and decided to go straight on first and find myself something to eat. I didn’t expect too much from Hugh Town, but it would be a change from the reconstituted freezedry I’d been living off.
Back in the Finsbury Circus office, I had chosen a chilli chai, waited for it to froth up in the mug, and joined Elias in the pod. It was very nearly soundproof already, but he carefully opaqued the door, and activated the noise canceller. It would take Slate and I about quarter of an hour to infiltrate it, if we were determined and in a hurry. Twice that time if we wanted not to set off all kinds of alarms. Plenty long enough for Elias to brief me, even if the bad guys knew to start right away.
There was a timepiece on the wall with two sets of digits, one showing actual London time, and the other a countdown until the risk level of being hacked was too high. Elias flicked a finger at it to set the digits moving.
“Nice holiday?”
I sipped at the chai.
“Bit short.”
“Sorry about that.”
He wasn’t, not really, but the time in lieu would be deducted from his out-of-budget allowance, so I suppose there was at least a little regret there. He sniffed at the mu tea without drinking, and looked deeply satisfied.
“Well, you see this is an EA. They’ve already flagged three OITs. We can’t ignore that, and I need a Dust coder who also knows about high volatility exchange derivatives.”
I hazarded a guess.
“Someone’s scamming with another Cross Volga Swoption? But we already know how to handle those.”
“It’s not a Cross Volga, not this time. We don’t know what it is, not exactly. But it’s starting to hit several of the outstations in the asteroid belt. A number of the exchange houses in those locations are reporting irregularities, nearly every week. But not consistently, and we can’t see the pattern. Whoever it is, they’re not in the least bothered about mixing the game up. And there’s collateral fallout on private business as well. Some big losses among them. Normally we’d not be so worried about that, but it’s the SMEs which are most closely tied into the SIG infrastructure which are worst affected.”
He paused for dramatic effect, sniffed his tea again, looked pointedly at the timepiece showing how long we’d had so far, and waited. I thought about it some more.
“Is there a pattern to the shorts?”
“Yes, there is.”
He swirled credentials onto the wall screen. It dissolved away the ECRB logo to show instead a top-down view of the asteroid belt, unevenly coloured. There was a deep red area to the left, fading quickly through orange to yellow and green. There were a couple of other red patches, but nothing so striking as the first one. I looked at it for a few seconds. It seemed perfectly graduated at first glance, but as you studied it, little irregularities appeared here and there, anomalies in the superficial smoothness. I looked at him.
“This is hooked up live to the Pyramid?”
When he nodded, I tapped my lapel.
“Hello Khufu. Please overlay the current position of the various planets, and any significant asteroid settlements.”
Little white blobs appeared roughly where you might expect them. Ceres was well away from the centre of the red area, about a radian anticlockwise. Mars was almost opposite Ceres, as well as a long way in-system. Jupiter and a whole shoal of moons were almost directly out into the cold from that red epicentre.
“Khufu, what’s the shorting pattern for the Jovians?”
Nothing happened. I looked at Elias.
“It’s alright, Khufu, show him on my authority. Two minutes only, no external resync.”
“Your default permission override has been logged, Elias.”
Rather improbably, Khufu had a deep and melodious female voice. She sounded just how I imagined Nefertiti would have spoken, and quite unlike a fourth dynasty male pharaoh.
On a purely professional level, I always envied the team who got to code with Khufu. Ample time to play with the voice templates, to design all kinds of cool displays, and to configure the most advanced financial algorithms in the system. All the above with regular holidays, and no long trips to airless rocks.
But then they had to cope with endless hacking attempts, everything from kiddies learning their first Pebbles, all the way through to hardcore and wickedly motivated villains. Last I heard, the average was nearly fifty, each and every nanosecond. Life could get pretty dull fending that lot off all the time.
While I was musing, Khufu was colouring in the Jovian data. It was almost all green, and bore no resemblance to the glaring red directly inwards. I blinked. Elias laughed.
“Funnily enough, we did think of doing that ourselves. But full marks for trying it out.”
“Why the difference?”
“There’s actually no reason they would be the same. The Jovians get a separate feed from any of the belt settlements, or Mars for that matter.”
“That was going to be my next question.”
“Hmm. Well, Reutberg sends out EOD London rates and benchmarks to all the outstations at the same time, plus all of the calc methodologies to derive the rest. Of course the arrival time varies per station in exactly the way you’d expect, but there shouldn’t be time for anyone to take advantage.”
“This is just arbitrage?”
It sounded a disappointing end to what had started out as an interesting problem. Arbitrage was an old business – it went back at least as far as when our ancestors were trading goats for grain or shiny beads. If you were a shiny bead trader with a quick pair of feet and an appetite for moderate risk, you could juggle the trade in goats and grain to your advantage and – with a good dollop of luck – go home a richer man. But it was hard to do in a massively connected world, and friction in the margins meant that those who tried it today regularly lost the game.
There were no short cut alleyways that the modern shiny beadsman could take to get ahead of his more ponderous fellows. Reutberg sent all the information out in synchronised fractalised packages, all at the same time, and everything went at light speed. The fastest systems available kept all of the triangulated rates aligned. Unless somebody had quietly invented a wormhole, or figured out how to curve space to order, there was no way to get ahead of the system. And if someone had come up with such a thing, I was quite sure they would be using it for more than a bit of petty market fixing in the asteroid belt.
Elias glanced at the clock again. We were just over the fifteen minute mark. Khufu had already removed the extra information, so we were back to seeing just asteroid belt data again.
“We have another three minutes, Mitnash. Five at most. It is something like arbitrage, we think, but paired up with some other kind of game. We need to find out how somebody is getting accurate enough forward data to play the system. It shouldn’t be possible.”
I leaned forward, touched the white blob closest to the red centre.
“I suppose I’m going there? Is that Pallas?”
“No, not even close. Pallas is round again from Ceres, in the bottom right of the plot. Khufu, show him, please.”
The white blob I had been looking at flashed brightly. Khufu zoomed the view in a rather sickening manner, and the single point resolved to six separate items. There was a datalink marker which I snagged with my lapel for later study. The display accepted the snag, so presumably this was not part of the need-to-know package.
“They’re called the Scilly Isles. There are a good number of people scattered on those rocks. It should be easy enough for you to blend in. Somewhere on those islands you should find the root of the problem. Or at any rate some good leads.”
“Who am I this time?”
“Bored coder, wannabe miner with what you think is a foolproof way to find precious metals. Rare earths in particular. Learn all you need to about commodities for the rest of today, from extraction to dealing. And it would do no harm to refresh on benchmarks too.”
He looked again at the timepiece.
“Time’s up. You have an orientation session on rare earths from one of our economists in twenty minutes on level five. Then another one with an ex-miner who will tell you all about detectors and display analytics. Then another one with me straight after that, when we’ll go over the details in the secure pod on level three. You leave tomorrow morning, so get whatever you need together today. That includes face to face sessions with anyone you consider can help.”
He stood up. The wall counter digits had turned orange as he spoke the last words. He opened the door and ushered me out first. Time for me to learn fast; he would quiz me later in the pod, so I’d better prepare myself.
Before that, there was another arrangement to make. I wandered over to put the mug through a wash cycle, and tapped the lapel.
“Slate, bring the Harbour Porpoise down to LEO for nine UTC tomorrow morning. I’ll join you in a dinghy up there, most likely out of Findhorn. We’re slipping moorings on a long journey.”
“Low Earth Orbit tomorrow morning it is, Mit. I’ll start warming up the ship’s engines.”
The heavy door from the porter’s lodge sighed shut behind me, its baffle clips engaging into the frame. If there was one thing the islanders didn’t skimp on, it was securing the skin that separated them from vacuum. The lunar south pole base was just like this, and I suppose that if ever I get sent to the Phobos lanthanide collector, or the Iapetus halogen cracker, it will be the same. It was profoundly reassuring, unless you happened to be one of the porters.
Just as I had been told, there was a choice of three ways. Internally the dome had been made to look like a network of little streets. It reminded me of vids I’d seen of the original Hugh Town.
I looked up to where there should be a thin strip of sky, but there was just bright blue paint daubed on the metal. Slate whispered in my ear: we had started to use the cochlea implant instead of my lapel patch as soon as I passed through the porter’s lodge. That way, nobody else would be able to hear our chat.
“It gets taller when you get further in. The illusion becomes much more convincing.”
“How far before the accommodation starts on the left?”
The section of lane that I could see was quite obviously a stores area, and looked just like any other depot I had seen. It was hardly inviting for casual tourists – not like your first experience of the main Martian dome, say – but for a working boatman it was very handy. I expect they care more about working boatmen than casual tourists.
“Only a few minutes. Stardust has given me a schematic. For your purposes I’d say miss out the first four overnighters and look anywhere in the next six. After that they’re too upmarket. You only need a secure lockup with a bed.”
I was reconsidering the wisdom of getting Slate to sound like Shayna. It could be altogether too distracting.
“I might get something to eat first.”
“Straight ahead then, and it’ll open into a market square. Plenty of choice. I’ve lodged a credit clearance with Stardust which fits your profile. You enjoy a normally modest lifestyle with occasional wild splurges.”
I went on a few paces, then stopped just before I went through an archway. They had set it up to look as if you were emerging into a sun-filled plaza. I was still lurking in the shadows.
“What chance our chatter is being hacked?”
Slate thought about it, and presumably was running a slew of internal diagnostics as well. We were using a running-key cipher, based on a really old hard copy of the EarthSea quintet that I had picked up in a market years ago. We both thought it was appropriately ironic. Every hour we switched to a new page picked by a quantum tunnelling algorithm.
“Mit, it seems good to me. The chances are low. But non-zero. We can switch every minute if you like? Even with the Pyramid on Earth that barely gives time to decrypt. Or we can switch books along the agreed list. Or both. Up to you.”
I nodded to myself.
“Let’s swap the page every minute for now. We can do the next step each time we go to one of the off-islands.”
“Fine. Meanwhile we should be working with Plan B.”
Plan B was not anywhere in the book – it was something the two of us had agreed years ago, somewhere inside the orbit of Mars. It translated as “we should assume they’re listening and are at least as clever as we are.” It was standard behaviour for us when in a strange place, and there was probably nothing specific that Slate had noticed that had made her suspicious.
“Plan B then. I’ll get something to eat before looking for a cabin.”
The market area was both wide and tall, and the illusion of space certainly was better. The central area had a ring of benches surrounding an abstract statue consisting of various conic sections in metal. Slate made an approving noise, but it wasn’t really to my taste. The benches were all empty.
About half the perimeter was filled with lockups, mostly selling food items with exotic names and disappointing appearance. I picked the largest and nicest looking stall and bought “Venusian azure duck wrap with horseradish and custard”, which sounded the least improbable of the menu items.
“Eat in or out, mister?”
There were five seats inside. One was occupied by a bored-looking child, who was clearly related to the man behind the counter. I looked back into the courtyard. A few people were passing to and fro, but there was still nobody at the benches.
“Outside, please.”
He looked surprised.
“You sure?”
I looked around again. Aside from some odd high-pitched noises off to one side – from the stores area, I thought – everything looked fine.
“Outside.”
He shrugged, validated the payment, packaged the wrap neatly enough, and handed it over to me, together with a finger cloth. I nodded cheerfully, took it back to the benches and sat down, wondering how I was going to avoid dripping azure and custard over my clothes.
I took a bite, gingerly, from one end of the wrap. It tasted fine, but the sight of all that vivid blue round your food was disconcerting. I looked away, so as not to be put off by the appearance. Then without warning the screeching was all around, and the air in front of me was full of green feathers and red beaks. Little hooked claws grabbed at me for a second, and then they were gone. So was my Venusian wrap. A mob of bright green birds was squabbling on top of one of the nearby container roofs, presumably over azure duck.
I went back inside and looked at the stall-keeper. He had a carefully uncritical expression and handed me the menu tablet again.
“Didn’t anybody say to look out for the parakeets, mister?”
“The head porter did, but I didn’t know what he meant. I do now. Another duck wrap, please.”
“Eat in or out, mister?”
“Inside, please. And I don’t suppose there is a discount for buying a pair?”
“Only if you buy them together, at the same time. One after another doesn’t count.”
He turned chatty while the wrap was heating.
“You were lucky nobody from the harbour patrol was near. There’s a local bylaw against feeding them. They could have fined you. Name’s Taji, by the way.”
I shook his offered hand. “Mitnash.” Then I sat down at one of the inside stools and looked out at the row of green birds, now busily preening themselves.
“Where’d they come from? You can’t tell me they’re native to St Mary’s.”
“Oh no. There was no air here before we started converting it. Didn’t you know? They say that one of the first fulltimers sneaked them in when the ferry brought them here. Kept them in his own quarters until the dome went up, then let them go free. There’s no end of them now.”
I looked at Taji, entirely unsure whether to believe him. Everything he said was delivered in the same deadpan manner, and I could not tell which of the two of us he thought was more stupid.
I ate the wrap without looking at it, and between mouthfuls subvocalised questions to Slate.
Yes, she had known about the parakeets. She had queried Stardust about them after the porter had mentioned them. Yes, she knew about their scavenging habits. No, she hadn’t thought it worth mentioning to me. Didn’t I think that they made a fascinating cultural phenomenon? I gave up with Slate and turned back to the stall-keeper.
“They just on St Mary’s?”
“Well, mostly. Martin’s has a few, and Agnes, but we have far more.”
The girl at the chair across from me perked up.
“There’s other kinds too, mister. Tresco’s got some real parrots, blue ones. Not blue like that wrap you’re eating, darker than that. Someone smuggled them in there for his father’s birthday one year. They’re bigger, though, and Tresco’s smaller than Mary’s; it’s fun watching them try to fly.”
I thought about that. The surface gravity on St Mary’s was about one fiftieth of Earth, where the ancestors of these parakeets had lived. They had done well to adapt. I watched as one of them worked its way up and down a pole sticking up from the container, using its beak as another limb. Another one floated in from one side and there was an outburst of complaints as the others settled themselves into a new pattern. Now that I looked at them properly, I could see how they worked their wings differently from birds in England.
The girl had joined me.
“They’re the best birds anywhere. Totally massive. Tresco’s parrots are lightweight, whatever dad says. And that story about how they got here, forget it. That’s just vapour. Everyone knows they first came when some rockers came to play at Jool’s. They set them loose to warm the crowd up.” She pointed to one of them. “He’s Bank.”
I nodded, interested.
“Why’s that?”
She shrugged.
“He always curves and slopes his wings as he comes in to land. But if you like names you should get with my friend Molly McGee. She uses crazy names that her sister chose. She was looking after us one night and was telling us.”
She leaned forward, pointed. “That one’s Derivative. I asked Maureen why and she said it’s cos he gets his food from others. And the girl parakeet there is Future. You see her planning where the next food is coming from all the time. Him there is Swap, he always trades stuff with the other keets.”
My curiosity was completely awake.
“You’ll be telling me next that the really bright green one on the pole there is called Hedge?”
“How’d you know that? That’s her all right.”
“Lucky guess. You should introduce me to your friend.”
“Mit, you need to be more careful what you say. To the islanders, that phrasing will sound at best peculiar, and at worst creepy.”
I looked up, and saw that Taji was looking disapproving at my apparent interest in one of his daughter’s friends. I hastily corrected myself. Slate was right: I needed to be more circumspect in order not to offend.
“Her family, I mean. Sounds like they’d be interesting to hook up with.”
“Her mum lives here, through in the residents’ part, but her dad is never around. I think they hate each other. He runs a freight gig, mostly does supply runs to Tresco and the nav beacons. Molly’s older sister Maureen, she’s a hostess out at the Frag Rockers Bar on Bryher. It’s Maureen who told her most of the names.”
Slate was making little approving hums in my inner ear, which was gratifying but also rather distracting. Taji was holding a slightly grubby glassified academic monograph.
“Here. They had a conference out on Vesta last year on all the wildlife in the outer system. This paper was given by our own Ceredhwen Aberhosan.”
I turned up the contrast on the glass. The title read, “Two Case Studies of Flight Adaptations in Fractional Gravity: the Parakeets of St Mary’s and the Hummingbirds of Pallas”. I flicked through a dozen or so pages, impressed by the mix of human observation and tightly worked theory. I handed it back again.
“I don’t know much about the life sciences.”
He laughed.
“Nor me, except what I see those rascals doing. You’re prospecting out here, or just come for the entertainment?”
“Bit of both, but I’m a coder by trade. The porter told me to go to the Frag Rockers Bar for the nightlife. Funny your daughter should mention it.”
The man grinned, like somebody reliving an improper memory, and nodded.
“Reckon Frag Rockers is alright, so long as you can take care of yourself. There’s all kinds…”
He was about to expand on that and then glanced at his daughter.
“Well, you’ll see. Here on St Mary’s you could try out the Shooting Star.”
The girl snorted. “The Star is tepid, dad. Why’d you send him there?”
She looked briefly at me. “Reckon you’ll do better at Jool’s, or the Blue Agapanthus. Down the street that way, they’re next door to each other.”
“Thanks. But I need supplies and spares first. They’re back that way and right, yes?”
They both nodded.
“Before you go, mister?”
I stopped at the door and looked back at him.
“I’ll throw in a sweet wrap for free if you can tell me why this error keeps throwing whenever I preview? You said you were a coder, right?”
“Dad’s vermicelli and vinegar wraps are real weighty, mister. It’s a good offer he’s made.”
Of course I succumbed. About ten minutes later it was all sorted – he’d somehow managed to delete one of the protocol hashes – and I set off again, the free wrap carefully out of sight.
The parakeets all took off together in a noisy green swirl, presumably to find some other newcomer to harass. Or maybe vermicelli and vinegar was not to their taste. I wasn’t at all sure it was mine, either, but the reputation plus with Taji and his daughter had to be worth it. It might even get me an in with the Frag Rockers Bar, indirectly through Maureen McGee.
Back on Earth, very early the next morning after my time in Moorgate, I had checked in at the Findhorn spaceport. The Harbour Porpoise was completely incapable of landing on a planet as big as Earth – the Moon was right on her limit – which is why I had tapped Slate the previous day. I’d booked a place on the ground shuttle up to LEO, and would transfer there before breaking orbit to head out into the cold.
It had been a long day. An icy bathe first thing in Embleton Bay, followed by Egyptian warmth. Then down to London for the first briefing, and some intense training sessions on commodities. Slate had uplinked a whole library of reading material on the subject, from finding the stuff right through to trading it. But I stopped at the point of trading, and even today I have very little idea how rare earths are actually used. But by the end of the journey I would sound totally convincing on the important parts of the subject. Finally, a second briefing with Elias, and a scramble to Euston to catch the overnight to Findhorn.
I had intended to gaze forlornly out of the window as I hurtled past Alnmouth again, this time heading north. However, fatigue had got the better of me and I was dozing at the time, propped up in a corner. I surfaced again somewhere well north of Dundee, just as it was getting light. On the east coast line, most of the trains stopped in Edinburgh, but this was the Spaceport Special, non-stop right the way through.
Catching the shuttle was slightly less exciting than boarding the train at Euston. It seemed that the simpler and older the form of transport, the more fanfare that had to be made to persuade travellers their journey was really cool. The shuttle had about half a dozen travellers like myself, and we were all far too tactful to ask one another where we were going.
Soon after liftoff, the Scottish coast had dwindled behind me, along with the alternative community that still lay in an unkempt sprawl along the Moray coast beside the spaceport. They managed to live comfortably with each other.
It was not long before the ragged collection of spaceworthy craft currently in the designated LEO zone came into view. Slate tagged the window overlay with a little arrow showing me where to find the Harbour Porpoise, and after a few formalities I was away in a transfer dinghy, across the void towards her.
The dinghy best resembled a large barrel, with a couple of attitude jets for fine tuning, and a standard interlock for the connection. The shuttle from Findhorn tossed me out at exactly the optimal location to drift over to the Harbour Porpoise, with a tiny amount of rotation to bring the interlock in place for joining. Very neat. Slate would negotiate with the Stele on board the shuttle and throw the dinghy back on an agreed trajectory, once I was out of it.
On the journey over, I kept the floor transparent, looking down on the turning Earth. There was a splendid view of ocean and cloud, both of which, ironically, would be completely lacking on the Scilly Isles I was bound for. Sadly, the Bernician Way never came into view, and I had to make do with southern China and the Pacific Ocean, and, not long after, the edge of Canada and Washington State.
I drifted ever closer to the Harbour Porpoise. Shayna had repainted the figurehead blazoned onto the bow last year, and a laughing porpoise head and shoulders, down to her flippers, emerged from stylised waves. A bright blue nautical cap was perched at a rakish angle. The image slipped out of sight as I connected with the airlock.
So here I was in the Harbour Porpoise, with Slate doing her always-funny imitation of a flight attendant welcoming me on board. The hull resounded as the dinghy was dispatched, and I was on my own again, except for Slate. There would be no semblance of weight until the main engines started up, so I slid my shore bag carefully into the little sleeping cabin along what would be the floor in a while.
I pulled myself into the bridge and buckled into the main chair. “Bridge” was a grand word for something that most resembled a working desk, with a quadrant of screens and a variety of interface choices, but names stuck. It was the place where Slate and I would decide what we were doing.
“Hello, Slate, it’s good to be back here with you.”
“You too, Mit. Nice to have you with me in person.”
It was a figure of speech, though a pleasant one. Slate was only here in one particular sense – her active instance was currently uploaded into the hardware of the Harbour Porpoise. There were backups on a couple of servers scattered here and there, but like all Stele-class personas, she was a singleton pattern. Only one instance could exist at a time, and the safeguards against breaking that were written so low down in the static base classes that you couldn’t hack them without losing everything else.
If, perish the thought, anything happened to her install in the Harbour Porpoise, another instance could be made active, and any residue of this one would be dropped. She and I would lose the last little portion of her experience – the last few seconds if she was on the moon, the last half hour from Mars, and so on. Longer if we had been running dark and she had not been sending regular updates back home.
“I suppose we’re all ready?”
“As always. Just tell me when you’re good to go.”
I looked around to make sure nothing was out of place – a habitual gesture, and a rather pointless one.
“Fine by me. As soon as you have clearance let’s be off.”
Before I had quite finished the sentence, Slate had negotiated a clearance certificate from the LEO Ziggurat and the engines fired up. Protocol said I had to be strapped in, but it would hardly have mattered if I had been standing on one leg in a yoga pose, since we were only pulling about one twentieth standard gravity. We would be keeping this rate all the way, increasing speed up to midpoint then a quick flip and decelerating from then on.
You never knew who was auditing, so I kept the straps on for the regulation two minutes after we had cleared the nominal LEO boundary. Then it was out of the chair and a cautious reacclimatisation to low gravity. One twentieth standard gave plenty of sense of up and down, so there were no real problems of orientation, but it still took time to adjust your balance and your expectations of how things moved around.
When I got to the Scilly Isles, I would have to make do with a lot less.
“Slate, can we have a first look through whatever you got from the ECRB. Not all the library material, there’s plenty of time for that. Tell me about the actual problem that has got you and I sent out to the asteroids.”
“How long a session do you want, Mit? Not counting discussion time, there’s at least five hours of background data here.”
I wandered carefully back into the sleeping cabin, and began stowing away my belongings in a locker while I thought about it.
“I think we’ll just have an hour for now, Slate. Pick out a half hour of summary and we’ll talk about it for the rest. We’ve got a few weeks to go through the details.”
“Visuals are up on the bridge screen, but you don’t need to see them yet.”
Slate began her explanation. After a few minutes listening from the cabin as I unpacked, I went back to the bridge, and we worked through some of the screens. It was a good selection of diverse facts and figures, all building towards a consistent pattern. At a guess, Vinietta had prepared the briefing: it had her sense of systematic order.
Overall, I was persuaded by the conclusions. I had in the past been sent here and there to chase down what proved in the end to be false positives. I had had a natural reluctance to be sent out to the asteroids simply to check out some dodgy deals. But this really did look like something important. I forgave Elias for recalling me. However, I was not going to tell him that, and I would certainly be looking for time in lieu when I got back.
The gist of the situation was that there had been a steady succession of losses from what passed for official enterprises out there. Now, there was no such thing as a centralised authority, still less any sort of appointed officials for the major players on Earth. Communications lag made that nearly pointless, and most of the settlements beyond the lunar south pole were anarchic enough to discourage what they described as colonialism.
What did exist, though, was a network of regional dealers appointed by the SIG – the System Investments Group. This was nominally separate from ECRB, but the two enjoyed very close links and a constant interchange of staff. My own work usually overlapped with SIG interests, and we often did commercial favours for each other.
Anyway, these dealers enjoyed specially favoured trading terms, each exclusive to a particular settlement group. The closest analogy I had come across was the East India Company’s agents, who in times past were scattered thinly at home and overseas. They had a detailed knowledge of local circumstances, and a casual attitude towards formality. As a rule, their unique position guaranteed them a comfortable life, provided they could afford the cost of the initial buy-in.
The scheme had appealed to settlements all around the system, and several years of covert promotion had succeeded in getting it established as fair and reasonable. Ironically, and all unrealised by most people, the agents of the East India Company had been one of the most active instruments for imprinting colonialism across the terrestrial globe.
Officially, these preferred individuals were not offered different terms from any other trader. Officially, they were protected by NDAs so that nobody knew who they were. Unofficially, they were privy to training and information which would put them ahead of the game. Rumour was rife as soon as somebody began to achieve commercial success, and “spot-the-special-dealer” was a favourite game in up-market bars everywhere.
So, these agents normally gained assets at a steady rate. Not many of them became rich beyond the dreams of avarice, in the way gossipers believed, but most could look forward to easy retirement in any part of the system they chose. Some fraction of their trades went badly wrong, inevitably, but the diligent trader covered occasional losses with some safer hedging. A few went entirely off the rails, gradually turning into wild speculators, losing years of built-up assets in a single night’s spree.
At the lunar south pole just a few months ago I had talked to a woman who believed she had learned to foretell the random wiggles in a derivative time series. I fully expected to hear – if I ever met her again – that she had declined into poverty. Prostitution, most likely, seeing that begging was really not a feasible option on an airless planet. Some dealers preferred to take a long solitary walk out of an airlock, rather than face their former colleagues after a failure of any real magnitude.
So, the pattern that Slate was showing me ran counter to this. All around this part of the asteroid belt, to the varying degrees Elias had shown me back at the Finsbury office, these people were suffering systematic loss. Nothing very major, as yet; it had not gone on for long enough for anyone to see it as a serious problem. These men and women were used to losing for a season, and each one would be tightening their belt, waiting for the run of bad luck to finish, ignorant of the fact that they were all experiencing the same.
The interesting thing, to my mind, was the collateral damage. This really was more random in its effect. A ship chandler on Ceres had gone a long way into debt when his delivery ended up costing substantially more than he had charged his customer. A reaction mass merchant on Cybele found that the exchange rate she had offered on certain lanthanides had left her very short. And so on. In every case, individuals who had relied on the EOD London Reutberg figures had found themselves considerably out of pocket. Quite simply, that should never happen.
Worse still, when the figures were checked later on – considerably later on, given that the people concerned did not usually know how to raise standard OITs – they were wrong. Specifically, the rates that had been used by the chandler, the merchant, and so on, bore very little resemblance to the correct values dispatched in the fractalised packet from the aggregation core back in Finsbury. Everywhere else those rates were correct.
You’d have thought, and everybody had thought until this systematic analysis, that these people had simply used the wrong value. It sometimes happens: somebody in a hurry taps the wrong value, or reads the wrong line entry across, or commits the wrong deal. It’s easy to blame the user, and we still call it a fat finger problem even if no fingers are actually used. Vinietta had shown that this was not the case. They were not making mistakes, but were receiving the wrong values. Properly authenticated and confirmed values, but wrong.
At that point I sat back and thought for a while. Slate had obviously decided that this was enough for a first look, since I was on the last screen that she had filtered out for me. She was right. This was a real problem, when you looked at the big picture and not the scattered details. I needed to digest all this, and then run over the highlights again before having a deep dive into the supporting data.
The role I played was, as usual, a little ambiguous. ECRB had no authority out here, or indeed anywhere away from Earth. I could not call in whatever passed for local police, nor make some kind of citizen’s arrest. I had no official standing. This was why ECRB sent coders to the far-flung reaches of the system; it was normally quicker and more effective to get us to hack in and disrupt some scam or other, rather than try to build a legal case. And we could usually find a cunning way to recover the assets from wherever they had been deposited.
So before I left, Elias talked me through the ethical principles I had signed up to. He always did this, every trip, without fail. I was on my own, separated from the Finsbury office by half an hour signal lag and a huge expanse of space. If I decided to please myself, and set up my own nefarious enterprise, it would be a while before anybody realised. It had happened before – people and personas had gone rogue, seduced by the success of the very thing they had been sent to tear down.
All of us had regular mandatory sessions with the in-house psychotherapist to try to prevent all this, and the evaluations were taken very seriously. I would be well overdue for one by the time I got back to Earth. Slate had her own equivalent times with Imhotep, a persona of vast and highly specialised experience. We swapped notes after every session – it was a minor infringement of the guidelines, but everybody did it. Arguably, the sessions should have been done jointly, as a form of couple therapy, so we felt entirely justified in sharing the content.
I pulled myself back to the present.
“I agree, Slate, that’s quite enough for today. And I didn’t sleep well last night. Time to turn in, I think.”
It was a weird time to sleep, if you counted by UTC, but I would have plenty of time on the journey to get back into a regular pattern.
Slate dimmed all the console lights to a bare ghost of luminescence and in their place upped the cabin levels a little as I moved back there.
“Do you want to listen to one of your stored conversations with Shayna?”
I most certainly did. Since neither a vid call nor even a chat link was feasible, this was the next best choice. Right now we were well within gossip range, but I wanted both of us not to get into the habit. There is something inordinately frustrating about a conversation where the lags between sentences get progressively longer. Also, my location was not supposed to be general knowledge, and it’s hard to hide a communication channel.
“Do you know where she is?”
“At home in Greenwich, as of a very short time ago, talking with Rocky. Do you want me to connect?”
“Better not. Just give me something you have available on record.”
I got ready for sleep, listening to a conversation we had had about a year ago, camped out on the Kintyre Way. We’d been swimming again, after walking down to the southern end of the peninsula from Kinlochkilkerran. A year before, the local council had voted to revert the town name back from Campbeltown to the older form, and as we came out of the water, we were still debating in mock-serious form whether we liked that.
Slate had chosen well. I wondered idly if Shayna would be listening to the same thread, perhaps prompted by Rocky. Who knew what the two Stelae got up to within their own privacy? Shayna and I often wondered what their own relationship was like, and speculation about it made a nice addition to our fantasy life when we were apart.
Shayna’s conversation turned less verbal, more intimate. Slate’s voice drifted in without interrupting the moment.
“Do you want visual as well?”
I sighed. That would be altogether too frustrating. Slate interpreted the sigh correctly, and left just the audio running, with the ship lights fading past dusk towards night.
Moving away again from the food market area of St Mary’s back to the crossroads by the porters’ lodge, I turned right. I wanted short-term accommodation, but before that I wanted to sort out supplies. In particular, I needed some reaction mass, and other consumables. I picked the third yard along. The sign had caught my eye just like it was supposed to – Selif’s Stuff – written out in rather nice calligraphic style.
Beside the door were half a dozen bullet point items, in Welsh. I couldn’t read that, but Slate would let me know if it contained anything other than a list of things you could buy. In fact she said nothing about it, except to say that Selif was a very old Welsh name, hardly ever used these days.
Now, I knew that Selif was one of the local SIG dealers, but of course I was not supposed to know that, and he would not know that I knew that. So the game was played. The heavy door was pinned back on maglocks, so I just wandered in, and tried to look like a bored coder cum wannabe miner should.
There was a lad sitting behind the counter, playing some kind of game on his pad. He was far too young to be Selif, but I wasn’t supposed to know that either.
“Selif?”
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