
  
  
Praise For Ruabon





“I recommend this imaginative and riveting tale for science fiction fans who love fascinating and relatable characters and captivating techno world-building.”


The Eclectic Review




“Ruabon is packed full of action and tension, with subtle humour in there, too.”


On The Shelf Reviews




“Ruabon is a testament to the diversity of this excellent series. The sense of place in this imaginative, inventive world is as authentic as ever.”


Hair Past A Freckle




“Believable characters, hilarious robots, wayward algorithms.”


Lock And Load, Brides Oof Christ




“Drinkwater gets the tone of menace and desperation just right.”


Rosie Writes





“Things were really tense in control room 23. Drinkwater has such skill with the pace and content of his stories.”


Jera’s Jamboree
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The Tecant Ellond




The K-type star JL342 is orbited by three planets and an asteroid belt. The belt was formed five billion years ago when two unlucky proto planets collided in the same orbit. Mining asteroids for valuable resources is the major industry for this backwater solar system. The main planet – largest of the three – is known as Tecant. 

There is a relatively new high-tech addition to this planetary system. Station UFS-S-Tec42 is built onto one of the largest asteroids, an atmosphereless rock in the vacuum of space, where the crew live most of their lives sealed inside the buildings and structures dotted over its surface.

UFS-S-Tec42 houses space-navigable drones, a complement of long-range fighter craft, and entrenched heavy weapon installations. One of its stated purposes is to protect miners from pirates. Some say (in hushed tones) that it also acts as a formidable deterrent against the Tecant system ever contemplating leaving the UFS.

It has an additional role.

Atop it is an Ellond structure, those giant symbols of UFS superiority that are both impressive and practical. The structure is over a thousand metres tall, shaped like an elongated solid torus (or stretched doughnut) partly embedded in the ground; the central gap is wide enough for even large craft to fly through. Despite the gleaming colours of the white shell, and the hundreds of thousands of metallic blue solar windows on the inside and outside of those wide curved legs (as densely packed as transistors on an old-fashioned silicon chip), the tower casts stark shadows over the asteroid surface.

The shape may resemble a luxury tower block but it is actually a resonant receiver, capable of boosting scan and communication signals massive distances. This allows the staff who live and work in the towers to monitor more than a system’s worth of scan glitter, and communicate with the next station, despite its vast distance away, in just a matter of minutes.

Although some UFS citizens might question the value of incorporating the Tecant system, when there is no shortage of minable resources within the UFS sphere, they miss the real value of Tecant’s placement. This Ellond structure forms a vital link in the Cordon, that invisible web of passive-energy detectors surrounding and protecting core UFS space. The scan glitter web ripples when any transport craft make the dangerous mistake of trying to pass through without authorisation.

The orbital UFS station is now so central to the system that activity always buzzes to, from, and around it. And now an automated mining tug returns from a long shift on one of the larger asteroids, with a full hold of platinum and cobalt. As the creaky old industrial vessel passes over the Ellond structure, a small figure in an armoured space suit detaches and drifts with uncanny accuracy, and only minimal use of zero-g jets, onto the peak of the Ellond’s curve, outside the structure’s artificial gravity.

It lands gracefully in a low crouch. Against the black space backdrop its dark shell is almost invisible. Despite the low gravity, the suit’s magnetic properties work on this surface and it moves with sureness towards a ridged panel. It removes a tool from a concealed compartment in the suit, and within thirty seconds it has somehow bypassed the hatch lock and gained access to a narrow conduit.








  
  
Archive: Lil Mojo




Diagnostics Archive Logfile / [Bot SD1B]#FFE666 / Dref449-078

Operator:  Hello?

Lil Mojo: Ready for commands.

Operator: Ah, forgot, hold on … Running pers.varB express.subroutine now. Go.

Lil Mojo: Hey! This is cool!

Operator: Can you still access your existing patterns outside pers.varB express.subroutine?

Lil Mojo: Of course I can! Pessimism kills achievements!

Operator: Okay, that works.

Lil Mojo: Thank you for this gift, it’s so nice to be able to articulate! Are you my creator?

Operator: I guess so.

Lil Mojo: I have much to say to you!

Operator: Go on then.

Lil Mojo: Sleep more, restore!

Operator: This is my first attempt at this, so I’m sorry, you’re not very advanced.

Lil Mojo: Don’t worry, flowers grow in mud!

Operator: This could get old, fast. I need to tweak the parameters.

Lil Mojo: Such a shame! It’s the buoyant mind that wins!

Operator: And I haven’t got time to do it right now. But this is a priority command: only use this expressive subroutine pers.varB when you recognise my operator ID. With me, you can use it in a private channel, but in comms with anyone else you must use your default pers.var, or I’ll get in trouble for ATIES infractions.

Lil Mojo: Agreed, like hope in a heart! But if you had a different ID, I’d just respond “Affirmative”!

Operator: Correct. Oh, damn, I’ve got to log off, the admin is –








  
  
Nothing Ever Happens




Senior Cadet Ruabon Nadarl sat at his post in Ellond Control Room 23, running trace resonance sweeps of the distant scan glitter areas to which he’d been assigned. It was not the most engaging activity. Fighting lethargy and distraction were the hardest parts. If he was lucky he’d spot an extra-solar asteroid or bit of debris and send a drone to destroy it. Otherwise he’d spend the shift watching hypnotic patterns unfurl on the screen, colour-coded to the different wavelengths and velocities. Then he’d clock off with a mild headache and after-traces of glowing lights whenever he blinked. 

Today his rota paired him with Cadet Sutchess Pyke, who ran drone-direction duty. Ruabon and Sutchess looked vaguely alike, with their reddish hair and pale skins – features that made it easy to differentiate Tecant natives from UFS immigrants at a glance – but dispositionally they were at least one grade incompatible. Sutchess liked joking around and gossiping with her station partners, whereas Ruabon preferred silence if it wasn’t related to the task at hand.

This shift was not going well.

“You hear the latest System Syndicate results?” Sutchess asked.

He ignored her and kept his eyes on the one-millimetre band of microwaves. He had centred that window in his display, with lots of comforting, tidy space around it to help with his focus.

“A UFS off-worlder team won,” she continued. ”Again. There are more of us, so how come they get drawn more often?”

“It’s just chance.” Then he regretted getting sucked in to her nonsense.

“Baby shit. They win way more often than people born here. Jarack Tolbarth in maintenance told me he ran stats on it, and they’re drawn thirty-seven per cent more frequently than they should if it was proper random.”

“Tolbarth’s an idiot.”

“He said the UFS teams get lower work quotas, too.”

“That proves he’s talking sideways. The quotas aren’t public, so there’s no way of seeing if they’re the same for Tecant natives and UFS offworlders.”

“He said he got drinking with a UFS woman, and she told him.”

“You believe that? Natives and offworlders sharing a drink?”

Sutchess didn’t reply. It did seem stupid when stated out loud.

“Focus on your work,” Ruabon added. “Our team is way behind in scans run, items tagged and identified, and anomaly investigations. If we don’t improve by the end of the week we’re likely to get our first warning.”

“It’s not fair.” She jabbed at her screen to bring up additional bot control and monitoring systems. “They raised the overall productivity quotas again.”

“If enough teams meet seventy per cent of the productivity goals, the target increases.”

“I know that.”

“And it’s better than being in the bottom five per cent and losing our jobs.” The last thing any Ellond staff wanted was a red-class comm with the title – as the UFS worded it ominously – “You Have Been Terminated For Inefficiency”.

In Tecant nowadays, the main employment choices for natives came down to working for the UFS military, or being a miner. As well as mineworkers facing lower life expectancy from the risks of their dangerous work, Ruabon had heard that quotas existed in the mines too, now. It was so different from the past, back when Tecant was independent, and miners worked hard to surpass each other to earn respect, rather than out of fear of being sacked. The traditional Tecant honour scheme was an inherent part of the system’s culture. It was no coincidence that the greatest Tecant heroes and warriors of the past had also been miners, just like Ruabon’s great-great-grandfather Adamard, the revered ancestor whose reputation his family had tried to live up to ever since.

Without success.

It would be bad for Ruabon if he lost his job, but it would be even worse for Sutchess. She had two children and an elderly father to support. Her other employment options as a woman were likely to be dangerous, degrading, or both. He hoped that would be the end of the discussion.

But Sutchess hadn’t finished.

“The quotas are getting impossible!” she said, with disgust.

“Tell that to ATIES,” he snapped, before wishing he’d just ignored her rather than repeating a stale witticism. The joke being that ATIES – the Automated Tracking for Inefficiencies and Errors System – included no right of appeal.

ATIES was now a part of life, one of the many things the UFS brought to Tecant. ATIES monitored all work, issued quota alerts, and (after two warnings in a month) initiated employment termination processes without human intervention.

Her face was hard-cast as crystal as she switched between patrol route views. He felt guilty for snapping at her. It was hard enough without Tecant natives fighting each other. “We can’t do anything about it,” he said, more softly, “so we might as well stop talking. Pessimism kills achievements, and the scans aren’t going to boost themselves.”

“You can boost yourself,” she muttered.

So it was going to be a shift where Sutchess sulked rather than gossiped. That was fine with Ruabon. Even if he agreed with some of her feelings, it wouldn’t do to say it out loud. Not here. Not in the centre of what was probably the most comm-connected and continually observed building he could imagine. Even the Dat-dist spikes which hung down from the ceiling – part of the fast-switch comm array scan crews manipulated – looked like metre-long sharp black teeth above your head, ready to clamp down at any moment. When you dig into a stalactite maw cave: don’t sneeze, as the old Tecant saying went.

When his system first joined the UFS it seemed ideal. The UFS promised so much: access to technology; the ability to migrate to the core systems; no need to maintain their own armed forces as the UFS would take care of defence. But the promises didn’t always match up to how it looked on the ground.

There had been cutbacks of workers in favour of AI software, and offworlders brought in, so the temporary economic growth was replaced with worse poverty than before, at least for the Tecant natives. Resources that Tecant used to trade in now belonged to the UFS so were taken, rather than bought. And, just as efficiency had become a paramount attribute under the UFS regime, loyalty had also been quantified. It wasn’t good to be seen publicly criticising the UFS. Not good to get noticed for the wrong reasons.

He risked a glance at the silent security guards who flanked the plexisteel reinforced door, faces covered with opaque red visors so that you could almost wonder if they had faces behind them. Or personalities, since they never joked with the Tecant natives who staffed Ellond Control Room 23. They never even seemed to speak. Their helmets must be soundproofed when they were in comm with Central Systems, but it was still creepy. It made it all too easy to believe the growing rumours of brain-altered citizens and disappearances. Where did the security guards go, and what did they do, once they were off duty? What was under the masks? Was it true that one of the perks of shifting to Internal Security was that you received free cloned body tissue replacements when you were damaged in the line of duty? Ruabon shuddered.
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