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An extract from Far from the Spaceports
I hadn’t expected to be sitting on Bryher, in the Frag Rockers Bar, quite so soon. But here I was. It was just over a year on Earth since I had left this place – about a quarter of an asteroidal year – and not much had changed. Tonight, as it happened, the bar was nearly empty except for my little group of business associates.
I looked around at the little group again, allowing old contentment to resurface in me. There were a couple of others in the team who had not been able to join us tonight, but it was a good number all the same.
Parvati and Maureen sat close together on a sort of divan extruding from the wall. Finn, bigger than the rest of us, and in charge of haulage, lounged in another chair. His wife Eibhlin perched on his knee. Aladdin, who ran the supply chain through his island stores, was bolt upright on my left. On my other side was Boris, and then Rydal Bland, who I had never met before. She closed the circle back to Maureen.
Rydal lived on St Martin’s, and managed the financial and formal side of the trade. Black-haired, dark-skinned, and bubbly, she gesticulated with her hands a lot as she talked. She was also wearing a brooch in the form of a butterfly, which at irregular intervals stirred its wings and quivered as though ready to flit off. It was distracting, mesmerising, and peculiarly alluring.
I didn’t know her, so I couldn’t be sure, but I felt she was worried about something. Something specific: something personal. So far, though, she had said nothing definite either way about that.
The virtual intelligence part of the partnership – the personas – were not visible to the casual onlooker. They were, however, very much present in the conversation, adding insight and comment through lapel or wall pickups as they saw fit. And, no doubt, chattering amongst themselves in ways we could not hear. I was happy: the time was well spent.
The persona I had worked with for many years now was Slate. We joked about growing up and growing old together. That relationship was the longest, most stable thing in my entire life, predating my current romantic liaison with Shayna, my day-job with London-based ECRB, and everything else I could think of. Slate and I worked well together, but, more than that, enjoyed the experience of being together. We liked each other. It was difficult to imagine spending so much time with anybody else, human or virtual.
On balance, the nature of the human-persona connection favoured longer-term partnerships. Amongst this group here in Frag Rockers Bar, both Parvati and Chandrika, and Finn and Lia Fail were couples who were committed to the long haul. But we knew other pairings for whom this was not true. They came together for a season, or a contract, then parted company again. Sometimes the separation was without regret or recrimination; other times things were less happy. It was very like any other interpersonal relationship. There were virtual arenas where you could advertise for new companions: a direct parallel to dating boards, in fact, but crossing the physical-virtual divide.
Out here in the asteroid belt, near the little cluster of settlements called the Scilly Isles, our rare earth mining enterprise was ticking over nicely. The original reef we had found last time was about a quarter worked out now. But we hadn’t stopped with that. As Parvati went here and there to fulfil trading commissions in her cutter, the Parakeet, she routinely left the detection algorithms running in the background. Slate and I had provided upgraded versions a couple of times, building on the originals we had developed before coming out to the Scilly Isles for the first time.
Over the months, Parvati and Chandrika had detected, and formally tagged, four other lodes of varying size. As soon as these had been registered with the central claims office on Deimos, the others in the team swung into action with their particular specialist skills. Nobody actually had to dig ore, of course. Neat little automated gizmos worked systematically in and around the demarked volume, gathering the good stuff and discarding the dross, while the rest of us moved on. It was a steady income for all of us now: steady, but dull.
So we had dispensed with the formalities as quickly as decency allowed, and finished our planning meeting a couple of hours ago. Now we were spending wonderful, frivolous, casual time together with no particular goal in mind.
I realised, the longer we all sat together, how much I had missed these people. Slate and I had been busy during the intervening months, busy enough to just get on with work and not spend time reflecting. But here, surrounded by them all, there was a clear sense of surfacing again from a long spell of somnolence. This was how things should be. I drank some more of my Powys Pale and knew that this was home.
After I had left Bryher last time, Slate had navigated us straight back to Earth’s moon. Shayna had come up on the regular shuttle, and we had spent two lazy weeks at the most expensive of the lunar south pole hotels. Very luxurious.
Slate had taken her own down time in sync with me, doing, we presumed, whatever she did with Rocky when they weren’t working with us. Shayna and I had speculated about what they got up to as a couple, idly one morning after indulging in our own pleasure. We both knew that the topic was a delaying tactic to avoid getting on with the day, but there was a serious side as well.
What sort of relationship did Slate and Rocky have? We liked to fantasise that it paralleled ours, but it was guesswork, really. Most of the time I felt I knew Slate better than anyone else in the system – Shayna included – but every now and again her otherness pushed right up against me.
The only detracting features in that whole indulgent holiday had been Shayna’s occasional barbed comments about the length of time that I was having to spend away from Earth. Now, ECRB – the Economic Crime Review Board – could in principle send me anywhere in the solar system where they thought there was a problem needing my particular skills. I might find myself as far away as Pluto, Charon, or the two even more remote Kuiper Belt objects which had settlements. So far, I had never actually had to go further afield than the moons of Jupiter.
When Shayna counted off the dates, it was undeniably true that the frequency of off-Earth trips had steadily increased. I always saw this as an inevitable occupational hazard. It was the sort of thing you moaned about for a day or so, but then just accepted. However, it seemed that Shayna had a different view, and had been counting weeks apart rather more diligently than I.
The lunar holiday came to an end, and then it was back to work, little bits of rather uninteresting routine. Hey ho. It couldn’t be all excitement in the life of a coder, and for many months the jobs that ECRB put my way were very ordinary. And they were close at hand as well, with one long spell at the Earth-Moon L2 Lagrange point, and a short trip down to Venus.
Then, quite suddenly, I had been sent all the way to the Jovian system. That would have been fair enough after the local jobs, but it turned out to be a false alarm. One of the analysts thought he had seen a recurrence of an old scam, running out of the Callisto hub. So off we had gone – a long journey for both Slate and I, and when we left Earth orbit the planetary alignment meant there were no friendly stopovers to break the journey.
Once we got there, the two of us had poked around, wormed our way into this module and that, but found nothing. To be sure, we confirmed that the reported irregularities were real. We had easily managed to find the batch runs where the credit had gone missing, by comparing input and output. It happened every time a specific input value was missing or unreadable, and a default value had to be assumed. But the chosen default looked right and we couldn’t find root cause. The code was non-standard, and frustratingly weird, but there was nothing obviously suspicious. The logs were so skimpy as to be almost useless. It did not seem to be the kind of task that needed our skills, nor to be as much of a problem as the analyst had first thought.
When it was over, and having drawn a blank, we sent a summary report down to the Finsbury Circus office, suggesting that perhaps it would be more effective to send an accountant. We had managed to get four weeks out of the work, but it still felt like a long drag for not much return. To be fair, it was unusual for the analysts to make a mistake like that, so I was professionally polite rather than curt. Then it was time to warm up the engines of our sloop, the Harbour Porpoise, and off we set on the homeward leg.
I was all set for a boring journey back down the gravity hill to Earth, but Slate found an orbital option which would take us right past the Scilly Isles. That settled it. We deserved a reward for our fruitless diligence. So we changed the navigation plan, sent some messages ahead, and here we were. Elias, my manager back in London, had made a token protest at the diversion, but I told him that the Harbour Porpoise needed servicing and the delay was unavoidable.
Anyway, a couple of hours signal lag meant that we were already en route by the time his answer came back. We just said that we didn’t have enough reaction mass for such a radical course change. It might even have been true, though I was careful not to ask Slate for a technical analysis, and she was just as careful not to offer one.
Regardless of that, we weren’t minded to listen. Slate and I both reckoned that we deserved the break. Six weeks of voyage out to Callisto, and four weeks of fairly dull work had not made us receptive to a tedious trip straight back home again. It would mean nearly three months’ travel time for just one month of work, and we weren’t about to just put up with that without an argument.
Some time into our evening in Frag Rockers, Rydal suddenly looked decisive, and rummaged through her bag to find something. I guessed that I was finally going to find out what was bothering her.
“Have you seen this before, Mitnash?”
She was holding out a folded piece of weatherised paper. At the top, in a large, rather archaic font, was the heading ‘Robin’s Rebels’, and below that, only slightly smaller, ‘Don’t let them get away with it! Take back what’s yours today!’ Below the fold, there were a few paragraphs of dense writing. I took it from her to read it.
“No, I haven’t. Where did you get it?”
“It was sent to my secure box at the Martin’s porters’ lodge a few days ago. Anonymously, of course. And a friend at a credit and loan facility found the same thing pinned to his door. He reckoned they came from a local disaffected group just trying to raise their profile. The porters said they had seen a few like it, but people mostly just threw them away.”
I skimmed through the text. I had seen similar things before. Basically it demanded that any organisation dealing with finance be disbanded, beginning with those at the more speculative end of the spectrum. Wealth was to be redistributed among the people, and a new era of honest work would begin. There were a lot of words like ‘parasite’ and ‘exploitation’. I folded it again and put it on the table.
“Things similar to this appear often enough. Every few years something like it pops up. But I don’t know this group: it’s a new one to me.”
“You didn’t see anything like it out near Jupiter?”
“On Callisto? No, nothing at all. But if this only came a few days ago, it was after we left there. We would have been somewhere in transit. Do you know if many people have had the same thing?”
“I’ve no idea. But why should I get one? I don’t exploit anybody. I charge honest rates. But then so does my friend. Why would they go after him? Who do they think they are?”
“It’s usually nothing personal.”
She rounded on me abruptly.
“But it is personal. They are saying all this about me, and it’s not true. And there’s no response tag: nobody I can reply to. They think they can say whatever they please, and there’s no comeback. I don’t like it.”
“Look, I’m sorry, but that’s not what I intended. I meant that they aren’t aiming at you specifically. Groups like this just scatter their propaganda very wide. And it’s never worth trying to get into a discussion with them. That’ll just make it worse. Do you know if it’s local to Scilly?”
“They say not, just here, look.”
She opened it and pointed to a line near the bottom.
“They say they have support on every planet and moon. That’s why I was wondering if you’d come across them anywhere else.”
Eibhlin leaned across to have a look.
“And who might this Robin be, do you think? It might be easy enough to look for someone by that name.”
Aladdin stirred, shook his head.
“My belief is that we’re meant to remember Robin Hood. You know: stealing from the rich to give to the poor. It may not be anybody’s actual name. It’s just a ruse.”
“Look at it now, they’re very aggressive.”
Eibhlin picked the piece up to read it.
“Here, listen. ‘We are the voice of the downtrodden poor. Financial oppression is slavery; deals and investments are today’s whips and chains. But we speak for freedom and justice, and we have the technical talent to fight back. We will strike again and again at these parasites until the entire system is destroyed, root and branch. We will force out those who grow rich from others by means of clever financial tricks, and make them work at honest labour. You do not know us yet, but you will know us soon.’ Then there’s quite a bit more, all much the same.”
Finn was nodding, and reading over her shoulder.
“Sounds like they’re up for a fight. Do you think they’re for real or just making noise?”
I shrugged.
“It’s the first I’ve heard of Robin’s Rebels, but groups like this are common. Usually they amount to nothing. It might not even be a group at all, just someone on their own. Trying to talk themselves up.”
I decided not to tell them about the times when something really serious had happened. Eibhlin handed it back to Rydal, but she shook her head and gave it to me instead.
“I don’t want it. It upsets me. I’ve never enslaved anybody in my life. It’s just rude. Ignorant. You take it. Show it to ECRB and see if they have any ideas. I’m just going to carry on working at what they call the instruments of wickedness for the time being. One piece of paper isn’t going to stop me.”
She certainly sounded upset. Maureen stood up, put her arms round her, and, very tenderly, rubbed her shoulders. After a few minutes Rydal nodded and squeezed her hand in thanks.
Speaking personally, it didn’t really bother me. It was a fair bet, though, that Robin’s Rebels would reckon that my job had already turned me into a wielder of whips and chains. Perhaps I had got more accustomed to dealing with this sort of thing. I would let the Finsbury Circus team know about it, as a matter of routine, but it wouldn’t be my top priority. It was usually best to let groups like this die out without making a fuss.
Boris glanced around the group.
“So what do we all reckon? Rydal’s already told us what she thinks. It doesn’t mean much to me. They don’t seem bothered about the spares and repairs business. Aladdin?”
“Most likely they don’t think about the island stores at all. Though actually I use deals and investments all the time, and only this morning I negotiated a price option on a delivery coming up from the Venus main dome. But I’ll not tell them about that if you won’t.”
Parvati shrugged.
“I just run freight. I can’t see it has anything to do with me, except that I use the odd bridging loan to cover a cash-flow gap. But I don’t like the way they talk.”
“You know, Riley and I were part of one of these groups when we were young.”
There was a general air of disbelief. Eibhlin was entertained by our reaction.
“Tell them, Riley.”
“Well, it’s true enough. It was when we were first coming out of the inner system, before ever they drilled out the tunnels and we settled here on Bryher. I was quite fired up about all manner of things back then. Full of youthful ideals, I was. So we mixed with a group on Pallas who were all into this sort of thing. Do away with credit, go back to an honest barter system where you could see what everything was really worth. We all kept talking about what we thought was crucial. What was important enough to stand up for.”
“So what made you change your mind, Finn?”
He laughed.
“I won’t say that I’ve entirely changed. I still hold that there’s people out there who are altogether too greedy. You all know who I mean, even here on the islands. But see now, it turned out that we all wanted more than what we had in our own two hands. I wanted to get into the mining trade. I needed a loan for my first ship. Blarney, that was her name. She was a beautiful vessel, now.”
“She was a right tiny heap of junk, Riley, and you know it.”
“Eibhlin, my heart, she was comfortable enough for the two of us when we left Pallas and came over here. We made a cosy little home in her before ever we could afford anywhere on Bryher. Little Brigid was conceived in that cabin, as I’ll wager you remember very well. But never mind that now. To answer Rydal, I could never have purchased that sweet little Blarney outright. I needed a loan and a decent payment schedule. And you know what? One of these same outfits I’d been so critical of in the past treated me right fairly. Gave me good terms, and that set me up for everything that followed on Bryher. I’d have been a hypocrite to moan too much about them after that.”
Rydal laughed and clinked her glass with him.
“Good for you, Finn. Well done for seeing sense and putting them behind you. But I still want them to leave me alone.”
And underneath her superficial amusement, her voice still betrayed anxiety.
Thinking back, the Callisto investigation had been bizarre. My initial brief was for a week’s investigation and evaluation. For the first few days, that was all Slate and I did. It was dull work. The first day was spent getting all the usual access permissions, and then simply confirming that the bare bones of the report was accurate. It was: virtual resources really had been misplaced and credit really had gone missing.
It happened roughly once a week, which had led the Finsbury team to suspect a payday overrun infiltration. We soon disposed of that guess, with nothing more complicated than a quick analysis of dates. Then we started on the code. Most of the modules were neat and orderly, but trawling through someone else’s work is always a trial. Especially when it has been hacked around by three or four different people at different times, using different coding styles. We found nothing that looked remotely suspicious, and got very bored. There wasn’t even the expectation of corrective work there to buoy us up.
Then, on the last day, this changed. I had left the main scheduler until the end: it was supposed to be just a set of routine switches directing control to one or other of the secondary units as necessary. Normally there was nothing to look at, so we had focused on the actual handlers as priority. However, when we did get around to it, we found that the switching code was a right mess. Cans of worms had nothing on this.
Some of the data items were passed as simple parameters, while others had been declared globally and just made available everywhere. To add even more to the mix, the latest coder had chosen to transfer some values by using inversion of control. A data block registered somewhere completely different was simply injected in to the scheduler without explanation. I seriously regretted leaving this piece until now.
There was almost no logging, either, so I couldn’t just trace some sample values through. I tussled with it for a few hours and then gave up in frustration. I went in search of the Project Manager.
She looked harassed, and her wall sprint planner showed a lot of red and amber status lights. I was used to that: every PM I had ever known had looked harassed. Presumably it went with the territory.
“Tell me again who did this rework for you?”
“A girl called Jo. Jo Something. I forget her family name. Short-term contract. Her latest references were from some work on Rhea and Iapetus. There were no problems at first. It was some weeks after she left that we started seeing this issue. Are you sure it’s not something else? Why? Is her code no good?”
She was obviously bracing herself for bad news, and glanced involuntarily across at the sprint board, with all its overdue tell-tales. The burn-down chart showed a wavering horizontal wiggle, rather than the idealised steady decline that all the books showed you.
“Most of it’s fine. Solidly written, nothing to worry about. But there’s one bit that’s weird.”
“Only one? What percentage of the whole?”
“Just under five percent. Or thereabouts.”
She shrugged, relaxing a little.
“So over ninety five percent is good?”
“Well, you could look at it like that.”
I certainly didn’t see things that way. A single line of code, under the right circumstances, could lose a company all their wealth and reputation overnight. Apparently the PM wasn’t unduly bothered about that possibility.
“Look, I’ll sign off the commit for you to rewrite that one section. It’s all in one module?”
“Mostly. A bit of overspill into two others.”
She fiddled with some numbers, slid a task placeholder into the overall matrix.
“You can deliver that in a week, right?”
I wasn’t impressed with the idea of coming all the way out to the Jovians just for a single week’s investigation and a single week’s coding. It was time to confer with Slate. I switched to using our subvocal link, to make sure that this part of the conversation was private.
“I need a reason to get more time out of her, Slate.”
“She’s right about the code, Mit. Quite generous, really.”
“I know. That little job won’t take the two of us more than three days, max. We can only just stretch it out for a week. But I want more than that.”
“What about a test suite?”
“Good idea.”
I turned my attention back outwards.
“That whole area needs some formal testing. I don’t know what this Jo person thought she was doing, but it’s quite deficient at the moment. Do you have her unit test results stored somewhere so I can look through them?”
Her face tightened in a way that I knew meant she didn’t. I pressed the advantage.
“Or maybe your own quality team’s analysis?”
She laughed.
“We’re on Callisto, Mister Thakur. You’re not in Finsbury Circus any more. The stakeholders here won’t give me budget for independent QA in each area. And look now, even if I had budget, there’s not enough local talent to build even a single team, let alone one per product. I have one guy who does what he can, but he’s not yet had time to look at this.”
I felt vaguely sorry for her plight, but it wasn’t my problem. It was time to bring out the really big guns.
“There’s compliance issues here. I’ll need to red-flag this if we can’t find a mutually acceptable resolution.”
She glared at me. Whatever the real rights and wrongs of the situation, she would be the one left holding the baby.
“Do you have a proposal?”
“Sign off three weeks for me instead of one. Then I’ll not only tidy up what’s there, but add proper logging and a test suite as well, and throw in some training sessions for your in-house guy.”
“And you’ll validate the compliance certificate?”
“That too.”
She pulled up a short-term contract agreement on the wallscreen and we both committed to it. In the end, she didn’t seem unhappy about the transaction – after all, it was someone else’s credit she was using. I had given her unassailable reasons for the extra cost, so she was covered either way. Once I was gone, she could always blame me for the overspend.
I walked through the empty corridors back to the Harbour Porpoise, lost in planning the details with Slate. With nobody around, we were just chatting through my lapel comms rather than the subvocal link.
“Mit, what are we going to do with the mess that’s already there?”
“Rewrite it properly, for one thing. But I wish I understood what that contractor thought she was doing.”
“Jo? Shall I see what I can find out about her?”
“Please do. And I’d like to keep her code somewhere so we can pull it apart on a long journey sometime. On a day when I’m especially bored, maybe.”
She chuckled.
“Just so long as you don’t bore me as well. This is your obsession, not mine. But, if you like, we can leave that module in situ, but isolated. Then we can run the data inputs in parallel with our rewrite and see what comes up different.”
And so we did. We took the full three weeks, out of habit, though we could probably have skimped a bit and finished ahead of time. We had sidelined the incomprehensible code and added in some logging. Now, it would process the same data, but the results would go nowhere except to the Harbour Porpoise over a buffered remote streaming link. Later on we – or rather I, given Slate’s refusal to get involved – could analyse it at leisure. And we spent time with the QA guy, giving him some extra training and some software tools to make his life easier. Job done.
Slate came back with some scanty details about the contractor. The references from Rhea and Iapetus were all in order. The two labs were both part of the Saturn Exploitation Consortium’s extensive range of habitats, and her work there had been entirely satisfactory. We could get no clues as to where she had been before. Apparently it was SEC policy never to give that sort of information away. They were a tight-lipped lot.
Similarly, there were no pictures of her that could be accessed. Slate was able to access the personnel details on Callisto, but they were patchy at best. If her visual ident had ever been there, it had gone missing before we could get to it. But the records were all so sloppy that maybe there had never even been a picture. To cap it all, there were three different versions of her family name stored in different places, with no clue which might be correct.
We got the PM to sign everything off and send a copy of the release note back down to Elias at the ECRB, packed up our few possessions, and we were on our way. I wasn’t sorry to leave Callisto, which struck me as a cold and dismal place. Naturally I said nothing about that to the residents: you never knew when you might have to revisit a place, and the solar system was surprisingly small just when you most expected it to be vast. It didn’t do to rub people the wrong way.
Slate and I had docked at St Mary’s three days ago, glad to finish our trip back inwards from Jupiter. We had handed the Harbour Porpoise over to Boris for servicing, and had been enjoying the company of old friends ever since. So now here we were in Frag Rockers Bar, quaffing rather too many of Glyndwr’s fine ales, and losing ourselves, people and personas alike, in a haze of groupishness.
I wondered, in a brief moment of clarity late on in the evening, if this mellow sense of merging one with another was the same as the intimate world of union that two personas might enjoy. Presupposing, of course, that they trusted each other and felt mutual attraction. It was another question to ask Slate, sometime when we were on our own.
Meanwhile, Mrs Riley was telling us all about the latest island gossip.
“You’ll remember Selif who you ran out of here last time?”
I wasn’t likely to forget. Selif’s wife Kassandra had been the inspiration, and the skill, behind the scam which had first brought me out here. When Slate and I had finally uncovered the truth, the pair had abandoned the islands, disappearing in a late model sloop with Selif’s son Dafyd, and their persona accomplice, Carreg.
The various places they had owned on St Mary’s had been left vacant. I already knew that Boris had swiftly snaffled up the stores yard in order to diversify his repair business. Selif’s Stuff had become The Boris Bazaar. He’d dropped prices a bit by trimming his margins, to give people a warm feeling that times were better. I fully expected them to slowly creep back up again over the next few months.
I nodded, guessing that Mrs Riley – I never quite dared to call her Eibhlin, even in the privacy of my own thoughts – wasn’t about to tell me about changes in property ownership.
“Well, you know they applied for permission to dock back at Mary’s about ten months ago?”
This was old news, which Slate had heard about at the time from Chandrika. It was too soon after the whole scam had been exposed, and their request had been disallowed.
“Well now, I found out just this morning that they must have tried again to get here. And not all that long after the first fiasco either, only a couple of weeks maybe. But it turned out badly for them this time.”
I sat up straight, taken aback by the news. Mrs Riley chuckled and nudged Finn.
“Now didn’t I say that he’d want to hear about this?”
“What do you mean, turned out badly?”
“Go on, Eibhlin, don’t leave the man dangling like that.”
I had the sudden sense of Slate’s attention focused too, and guessed that I must have called to her over the subvocal implant link, at some level below my conscious intention. Nine or ten months ago was not long after we had left. They must have been very motivated to try twice in such rapid succession. I wondered briefly whether they had returned to collect materials from a stockpile somewhere.
“You remember that fancy sloop they had?”
“Cyclone class, Mitnash, with a lot of custom mods.”
“I remember. She’s faster than just about anything else out here. A nice vessel.”
“Well now, she was a fast boat, and she was nice. Not any more, though. She got wrecked on Teän. They hadn’t logged the approach plan, and they were coming in much too fast. On an odd angle, too. Well now, that sloop ended up all in pieces.”
I looked around the little circle of faces. It was clearly fresh news to Parvati and Maureen, as well.
“How did anyone find out?”
“One of the porters from Martin’s went out in his gig to do routine maintenance on their range of nav buoys, and came across some pieces of hull metal. That was a week ago now. So he called it in, got some of the other Martin’s pilots to help him, and they traced the vectors back to the crash site itself. It was a right mess, so they say.”
“But I thought Selif was qualified for navigation round here. Wasn’t he?”
“Oh yes. All three of them were, though Selif had the most hours inshore.”
I shook my head, not quite believing it.
“How’d they identify the boat?”
Finn took over.
“That was the easy part. Her name plate and hull ident tags were still at the wreck site on Teän. Seems they were coming in on a trajectory from Pallas and got something wrong. They must have been going at a right clip at the time. The boat was all in smithereens. Looks like only about half the material is there, and so far they’ve only found Selif’s body. Not the other two, although they turned up personal possessions from all three of them. It’s too long after the event to expect anything, and there’s no family here with a stake in it. So it’s been declared marine salvage already, and the Martin’s lads will collect whatever they think is worthwhile.”
I sat back again. It was an odd conclusion to the affair. Maureen changed the subject, and we all followed her lead. Shipwreck was an uncomfortable topic, and we had spent as long on it as decency allowed. But in the privacy of our direct link, Slate and I carried on.
“We should find out more about this, Mit.”
“I agree. See what you can find out on the island news feeds. Especially from St Martin’s. I’d like to know what those three were coming back for.”
“And whether anyone ever found the rest of the ship or her occupants.”
“It’s a bit ghoulish, but you’re right.”
I woke up late the next morning at my old room at Mrs Riley’s. I felt slightly the worse for wear, but not as much as I had expected after last night’s excess. Maybe low gravity helped, in some way I couldn’t figure out. All in all, I was very cheerful.
“Morning, Slate. How’s the virtual world today?”
“Full of friends at mere fractions of a second away, thank you, Mit. How long can we stay here?”
I shrugged, sat up, and thought about a shower. Not quite yet, I decided, and carried on with Slate.
“Well, Elias hasn’t complained yet, and I’m sure Boris won’t mind taking a bit longer on the service if we ask him. Maybe we need some spare parts. How would it be to have another week here?”
“Wonderful. I’d love that. What about you?”
“Suits me.”
I decided that I felt mischievous.
“Aren’t you in a hurry to get back to Rocky, though?”
“No. Not particularly.”
She sounded very final. I was tempted to probe further, but clearly she wasn’t ready to say more just yet. My affection for her considerably outweighed my curiosity. I thought back to last night’s conversation.
“So have you been able to find out more about Selif and the shipwreck?”
“A little. Only what has been recorded publicly on the St Martin’s port channel so far. But I’ll have a more personal account in a while. And as well as that, Lia Fail says that Mrs Riley will have your breakfast ready soon.”
Slate carried on as I started getting ready for the day.
“So the ship can only be salvaged for scrap. There’s no major components left intact. They have the data recorders but haven’t yet released the analysis into the public domain. These things take time. I do know that they found parts of all three suits – it seems that they weren’t wearing them.”
“But only Selif’s body?”
“That’s right.”
“What about Kassandra’s persona? He was called Carreg, I think?”
“Yes indeed. But there’s no way to tell. It’s not like he has a body that looks any different from the onboard ship systems.”
“I suppose not.”
I pulled on some casual clothes, briefly flicked a wall into mirror mode to check up on myself, and decided it was adequate.
“I wish we knew more, Slate. It’s all very vague.”
“I’ll go on asking questions, but with no real cargo on board, no survivors, and the total loss of the vessel, nobody’s very interested.”
I went through from the bedroom to where Mrs Riley was just bringing in a substantial tray of food. Rydal was already sitting down, talking with Finn.
“You might have told me Rydal stayed here as well.”
“Why would I say anything? I thought you knew. You were beside her all the way back here last night. Anyway, I’ve been chatting with Capstone all morning.”
I was lost.
“Who’s Capstone?”
“Rydal’s persona, of course. He’s nice. Very interesting. I’ve been getting to know him. He and Rydal have only been together a year or so. But you knew all this yesterday. Come on, Mit. You need to keep up.”
“Fair enough. I don’t exactly remember all the details from last night. Let me have breakfast first, and we can talk about it later.”
Mrs Riley had sat me down by then, opposite Rydal, and we started on the food. Finn turned to me.
“I’ve got something you might want to see, once Eibhlin has cleared this lot away.”
“Oh?”
“One of the Martin’s lads sent me the inventory of what they’ve found at the wreck site. To see if there was anything of value I’d be interested in, like.”
I did want to know, but Mrs Riley was quicker. It seemed everyone was quicker than me this morning.
“Now Riley, that’s not a fit subject for the breakfast table. Wrecks and all. It’s not right, and you know it.”
Finn surrendered with the grace of years of practice, winking at me.
“So what shall we talk about, my own sweet treasure?”
“Well, Mister Mitnash, I was wondering if you knew about these unexpected credits people have been having? We all thought it might be you still, sharing out all that Selif and Kassandra had taken from us.”
“Nothing to do with me. All the assets that I knew about were disposed of months ago. Tell me more.”
“Well, we’ve received no benefit ourselves. But a dozen or two across the islands have had little bits and pieces. And Rydal here was saying just before you came in that it’s happened elsewhere too.”
“That’s right, Mitnash. I’m hearing this from financiers all round the Belt. Large sums, too, in some places, especially on Ceres and Vesta. And there are signs that it’s started happening on Mars, but I don’t have much detail about that.”
“Ceres and Vesta, but not Pallas?”
Ceres was biggest, to be sure, but the population on Pallas was three times that on Vesta. She nodded.
“Odd, isn’t it?”
“Nobody knows where it comes from?”
“Nobody. It’s a safe bet that a lot more people have received something than have declared it, though. Who knows how far this spreads? And as for the source of all this credit, not one person has admitted to losing anything. It’s a mystery. I’m surprised your ECRB people haven’t told you.”
I ate most of my remaining breakfast on autopilot, thinking about this. It was possible that Elias had put someone else on the case, in which case there was no reason I would be told. Then again, it was possible he knew nothing about it. ECRB only really got involved when someone declared a loss they couldn’t explain. A few serendipitous gains with nothing to balance would quite possibly go unnoticed.
Finally I caught Rydal’s eye.
“Could you ask Capstone to share the information with Slate, please. It’s possible that some sort of pattern will start to emerge. My gut tells me it’s important, but I don’t know how just yet.”
“Not a problem. And when we’re finished here, why don’t you come back to my gig? I can show you the analysis I’ve done.”
Finn was clearly eager to show off the inventory, but Eibhlin shared out some more drop scones and poured another round of tea.
“So Rydal, why don’t you tell Mister Mitnash how you came by your name?”
“Oh.”
She hesitated, and then glanced at me to see if I was actually interested before continuing.
“Well, my mother wanted all us children named after places in the north-west of the old country. My older sister is Coniston – Connie, we always call her – and my brother is Fairfield. If I’d been a boy I’d have been Walla, but happily I turned out to be a girl.”
She dimpled slightly at Eibhlin’s response. Finn leapt in with tales of ancient Ireland, and his own namesake. To my surprise, he kept the account short, though he could clearly have continued relating the exploits of the legendary Finn for a good fraction of the day. Then he turned to his wife and suggested she talk about her own name, but she deftly avoided the matter by clearing some plates. The meal was officially over.
Finn was eager to show off the salvage list, now that he was at liberty to do so. Lia Fail obliged by pulling up a series of images on the nearest screen. For all her breakfast objections, Mrs Riley was there with the rest of us to view them.
“My, this is not your usual viewing entertainment, Mit.”
“Hush now. This is work.”
She snorted.
“And you said I was ghoulish. Look at it.”
An image of an child’s first gamepad, which had obviously belonged to Dafyd, had just been replaced by some frilly underwear that would have fitted Kassandra. I pulled a face.
“Finn, is there anything really important there?”
“Well, not really, I suppose. There’s about a small cupboard worth of personal effects. Like what you’ve seen. Then a few loose spares for the vessel. After that, you’re down to the hull and fitments. They reckon they can now account for over three quarters of the boat and her contents. Still only the one corpse so far.”
“How long will they carry on looking?”
“Oh, they’ve stopped. No point, you see. The nav hub on Martin’s calculated that there was no hazard to shipping, and the loss adjustors don’t think the likely value of what’s left comes up to the cost of looking. Basically, the game’s not worth the candle.”
I wandered back to my little room and packed up. Then we bid our farewells to the Rileys – for the time being, at least – and I followed Rydal towards her gig.
On the way, Slate confirmed that Capstone had forwarded a large quantity of data about the uplift values. She was doing a lot of the preprocessing just now, to get it out of the way before we got down to serious business.
Rydal’s gig, the Heron, was moored in amongst half a dozen vaguely similar craft. I had expected something about the size of the Mermaid, which Nick had ferried me about in last time I was here.
The Heron was considerably smaller, however, and it would be a squeeze getting more than the two of us into her. A purist would say it was more of a scull than a gig.
We sat side by side in the bridge to look at her analysis. It was rather less roomy than my bedroom at the Rileys, but since the Harbour Porpoise was still with Boris, there wasn’t much choice.
She first got Capstone to display the increments as a kind of contour map overlaid onto the Scilly Isles. It wasn’t very revealing. There were certainly some minor local variations from island to island, but it looked random to me.
Then she pulled back to show the whole asteroid belt. That was different. Just as she had said, Ceres and Vesta showed huge peaks – Ceres was the larger – and the amount across the Scilly Isles was dwarfed in comparison. I nodded.
“That looks convincing. But it doesn’t tell us much about the cause.”
“Now see what happens if we scale for population size rather than show simple totals.”
The display changed. This time the Ceres and Vesta peaks were almost identical in size. The total values might be different, but the subsequent disbursements had been chosen so as to make the amount per recipient the same. That spoke of careful planning. Meanwhile, Pallas was flat, and the various other domes here and there around the belt showed nothing as well. That was really interesting.
“You mentioned Mars?”
“Well, yes. There’s a few places on Mars itself, and a tiny scatter on Phobos. Nothing on Deimos. Here…”
The Martian system appeared. As she had said, Deimos showed the same low-level random splutter as the Scilly isles. Phobos showed a little bit more, but nothing very definite. Mars, with its wide diversity of settlements in different places, showed an equally wide variety. In amongst that were several peaks, reaching almost the same value as Ceres and Vesta, but the data was patchy. I leaned back.
“Slate, what is there in common between those places?”
“I’ll see what I can find out. And I’ve just fired off a query to Khufu down in London to see if we have any similar data on the Jovian system. Capstone tells me that he and Rydal have no details for there.”
Khufu was the main Pyramid installation supporting the Finsbury Circus office, together with those other scattered souls who, like Slate and I, were on detached work off planet. Vaster than a persona and more capable, he was also more serious, less easily sparked into lively debate, and not really the sort of individual you would want to spend time with. He did, however, have access to a colossal amount of information, and was able to leverage this to make connections the rest of us might miss.
At any rate, a query going down to the Finsbury Office and back would take the better part of an hour, given the relative locations of Bryher and Earth just now. So we had time to spare. Time to see what we could do for ourselves with this puzzle.
While waiting for Slate’s analytics to initialise, I half-turned to look at Rydal. Her skin was darker than mine, and she had gathered her unruly ringletted hair back into a more orderly bob as we had boarded the Heron. She glanced at me briefly, and I looked back at the screen. It was ready now.
“Any ideas?”
“We need to find the common factor. Let’s see what Khufu comes up with.”
To my surprise, it was Capstone who answered.
“Slate and I have been working together on this, Mitnash. You see, I have a lot of demographic data that isn’t relevant for your normal investigations into fraud. But it fits very neatly with what Slate already knows, and means we can eliminate most possibilities. So far as we can tell, there’s only one common feature that appears to have any relevance to the matter. Ceres and Vesta use a twinned Sarsen pair as the main financial deal hub. Deimos and Pallas do not. Mars has a lot of different systems here and there, so it’s harder to tell.”
“He’s right, Mit. Pallas has a single Sarsen with a lot of upgrades to quicken her up. Deimos has a routing engine down to Mars, based on a cut-down Ziggurat. No real local processing at all. The main Mars site at Elysium Planitia has a full Pyramid, but there are a lot of sites elsewhere on the planet which do have twins. A couple of them are reasonably close to the peaks, but there is no direct connection that I can see yet.”
“From memory though, the twinned pair is a fairly common configuration. We mainly see it in finance, but it’s very widespread beyond that too. Ship navigation and all. I’m not surprised that there are several like that on Mars. Slate and I can send a query to get a full list across the system, if we think it would help. But does anyone here on the islands use twinned Sarsens?”
“Oh yes. The main financial hub on St Mary’s. You remember, we talked about it last time we were here.”
Rydal stirred.
“Actually there is another, though hardly anybody knows about it yet. Back on Martin’s we have one as well. I’m telling you this in absolute confidence, but there is a move by some of us there to take the islands’ deal processing away from Mary’s. We’re putting together a proposal right now, listing a number of occasions when the Mary’s hub has either underperformed or thrown errors. Acquiring the twinned pair was part of the proof of concept.”
This was news to Slate and I. At a guess, it would be news to Elias as well, but Rydal had effectively sworn us to secrecy for the time being.
“Has either your equipment or that on St Mary’s reported anything amiss yet?”
“Not that I know of.”
“I don’t suppose you could take us there? I’ll consent to whatever nondisclosure agreements you want. But this could be a chance to get ahead of the curve.”
“Not a problem. If our plan is going to succeed, we need all of the pieces to be totally reliable. So I need to know if there’s some inherent problem with those twinned devices. We can still change technical direction now. In a few months’ time that would be much more difficult.”
She paused, looking at me in a measuring way.
“If I can get you access, will you help us? Or would you feel obliged to support the existing hub on Mary’s? And would you be helping us in a private capacity, or representing ECRB? I want to know this is all being done properly.”
Her eyes were almost the same dark shade of brown as my own, and it was uncomfortably like looking in a mirror. I focused on the screen, partly to avoid her intensity as she tried to assess what I might do.
“Any opinion on this, Slate?”
“I say we should help. We’ve had no direction from either Elias or Khufu. We’re not obligated to support uncritically the status quo. And if we help as private individuals then I don’t think there’s any real conflict of interest.”
To me, the suggestion seemed right on the borderline of propriety. I suspected that Slate had ulterior motives.
“You’re sure it’s not just that you’ve liked working with Capstone and would like to carry on?”
“That may be true. But the decision makes sense anyway. We can argue that we’re speculatively probing a potential weakness in a relatively common financial architecture. They should give us a bonus for this, really.”
The last idea was so wildly improbable that I chuckled, and turned back to Rydal.
“We’ll do it. As private individuals on our own time, unless we find something of wider importance which we would be duty-bound to report. Either way, we’ll honour your situation and act in complete discretion.”
By way of answer, she cleared the screen and replaced it with a standard inter-island transit course. It was a longer and more complex journey than the short trip to Tresco, but it still didn’t look too difficult.
“Do you have anything else to pick up? The next departure slot is just over five minutes away.”
“I’ve got everything I need with me.”
And then, just as I was relaxing in the copilot’s seat and starting to wonder what kind of beverages Rydal kept aboard, Slate buzzed me again on our private link.
“Mit, I’m just receiving a message from the Finsbury Circus office. It’s red-flagged and multiply encrypted. I’ll have the content for you in a minute or so.”
“But surely it’s far too soon for a reply to your message.”
“Indeed it is. That won’t have reached anywhere near Earth yet. This has to be something different. You’d better ask Rydal to hold until we know what it is.”
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