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Mnemotechnic 

By Fiona Moore 

 

 “So, Tony—” 

 “Ant. Or Anthony, if you prefer.” 

“Ant. I hear you used to be a computer,” Stuart from Human Resources said. 

 “I still have a million-volume memory,” I said. “Plus an operating calculation speed 

of 0-30 seconds.” 

 Even now that it’s such a painful issue, I can’t resist a boast. 

 We were in the outdoor garden of the Swan, a pub which, if you sit on the side facing 

the Thames and squint east, you can vaguely pretend isn’t in Staines, on the outskirts of 

London. As it was Friday at five-thirty, it was full of office workers from the Vinconia 

motorcycle factory two hundred metres upriver. 

 Not my usual venue.  

 Not that I had a usual venue, these days. The office staff didn’t mix with the shop-

floor staff, and my own workmates were currently packing out The King George, the pub on 

the other side of the river. But my own workmates weren’t people I’d drink with on a 
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voluntary basis. I couldn’t discuss the finer points of James Joyce with them, and to be fair 

they couldn’t discuss the finer points of Coronation Street or Eastenders (I can’t even tell the 

two soap operas apart) with me. I’d pretend I didn’t really miss socialising, but the fact that 

I’d accepted Stuart’s invitation so readily showed how wrong I was. 

 “Wow,” Stuart looked genuinely impressed. “Danielle’s fast, but she’s got nothing on 

that.” 

 “She seems good enough, though,” I said. Danielle was Vinconia’s main office 

computer. “Where is she? I don’t see her.” 

 “She’s off networking, with some of the word processors.” 

“Of course. At the computer networking centre in Slough.” Which was what, between 

the ages of 11, when I’d been identified as having computer skills, and thirty-two, when I’d 

fetched up here, I would have been doing on a Friday night. Sharing information from 

computer to computer, because that’s how we get the data and pass it on.  

 I felt a stab of nostalgia for the sense of community. All of us, talking in numbers and 

files and data, memorizing the information as soon as we heard it, the pleasure of processing 

data that non-computers really can’t understand. Then I also remembered the plain, cheap, 

institutional furniture and that horrible yellow-magnolia paint you find in hospitals and care 

homes. Even the high-class private ones. Drinking coffee or fruit juice. Even when I was 

working for a prestigious City firm, it was still coffee and fruit juice. Just expensive coffee 

and fruit juice.  

Which was what I really didn’t miss from my computing past. All the rules and 

regulations about what you can and can’t do, designed to maximise and preserve your brain 

power as much as possible. 
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 These days, of course, the government would be very happy indeed if I were to reduce 

my brain power considerably, so I could drink as much as I liked. And since Stuart was 

buying, I was doing so on some very expensive single malt indeed. 

“A million-volume memory’s close to the limit, though, for computers?” 

“Yeah.” I took a pull on that expensive single malt. The unspoken problem of human 

computers. The failure of anything with a microchip at the turn of the millennium had nearly 

been a civilisation-ending disaster, but for the discovery that some people had the eidetic 

ability to take their place. It seemed strange that people had relied so much on machines, 

back then; that they never thought about the generations of Arab children who were taught to 

recite the Koran word-perfect as a matter of course, of the ancient Roman lawyers that 

memorised the entire code of law, of those sextants on the Mary Rose that couldn’t work 

without a human capable of doing hundreds of very fast calculations.  

Nowadays, we’ve re-adapted. Even a normal like Stuart can do lightning calculations 

which would have seemed impossible a generation or two earlier. And people like me— well. 

On the one hand, people are cheaper and more intuitive than machines. On the other, 

though, memory has limits. All the training, all the drugs, all the refined memory-palace 

systems in the world haven’t got much beyond a million volumes. And human brains are 

specialists, not generalists. I can calculate like nobody’s business. I can’t memorise billions 

of words like a word processor, or sing note-perfect like a synthesiser, or reproduce a fine 

work of art like an art computer.  

“I’m just special,” I said, with a shrug. 

 “Still, they must have loved you in the City of London.” 

Stuart glanced down at his own drink, then back at me. “I heard about how you wound up 

here.” 
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 Oh, we were going there, were we? I shrugged, trying to keep things casual and non-

committal. “It’s on my record,” I said. “And I haven’t been making a secret of it.” People on 

the line wanting to know what some posh type was doing as a headlamp fitter. Usually they 

shut up when I explained I’d had a choice of factory work or prison.  

 Stuart’s expression didn’t change. “How about if I told you there’s a way to get you 

back into computing?” 

 I laughed, short, bitter. “I’d say you were joking.” There’s no way I’ll get back into 

computing. When they were sentencing me after the jury of my ostensible peers had found 

me guilty of fraud, deception, engaging in private computing for profit, violating the terms of 

the Accounting Computer Network’s member agreement as well as my own contract and UK 

law as it pertains to the activities of human computers, and subverting an employee (that 

meant the security guard I’d bribed to look the other way), the judge had made it very clear 

that the only reason why I wasn’t being subjected to involuntary brain surgery or a very 

strong dose of mind-altering drugs to prevent me ever using my computing skills again, was 

that it was a first offence and my lawyer’s plea for leniency had been a good one. “There’s no 

way anyone’s going to give me my license back.” 

 “They might not give Anthony Ryland his license back,” Stuart said. “But what about 

someone else? Someone without your... backstory?” 

 “A new identity?” That was a possibility. An illegal one. Was I desperate enough? 

It’s hard to explain to a non-computer how many times I’d found myself thinking that 

maybe it would have been better to have had the lobotomy. 

 Stuart gave a sort of combination shrug and nod. “There’s ways.” 

 I focused on him, tried to look at him objectively and in neutral detail, like an art-

computer might. He wasn’t as skinny as I’d first thought. Black but pale, hair cropped close 
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to his head like a cap. Equally short beard. Big eyes, giving him a faintly pleading expression 

at the best of times. A suit that cost a lot of money, but hung on him like off-the-peg. 

 “What I did was a crime,” I said, finally. “I’ve no illusions. I’m not going to pretend I 

had higher motives than making myself rich.”  

 Though that was a lie of a kind. It hadn’t been the money per se. My plans for it 

hadn’t involved living much more beyond my means than maybe a nicer house, better 

holidays, more luxuries. No, it had been the challenge, the enjoyment of seeing how long I 

could keep it up before they figured it out. 

 Stuart shrug-nodded again. “I’m not bothered,” he said. He leaned in, suit sleeves 

rustling. “Before I say any more, though, I’d like to know if you might do something like that 

again. Not interested in your motives, just... if you would.” 

 “In exchange for a new identity?” 

 Shrug-nod. 

 “Can you... do that?” 

 Shrug-nod. “I know people who can. Would you meet them?” 

 No, I knew I ought to say. No, let me just get on with building a new life, post-

computer, post-wife (not that the relationship had been likely to last, but still), post-

everything. But I didn’t think people like Stuart would approach people like me with a 

proposal like that, if they weren’t at least ninety per cent convinced we’d take the hook.  

 And my new life, so far, had been boring. More boring than the City. 

 “Yes,” I said. 

 Stuart sat back abruptly, like his strings had been let go. He glanced at the windows of 

the pub, gave a tiny nod. Seconds later, two people walked out the door into the garden and, 

without greeting or acknowledgement, sat down at our table. 
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 “So, you’re our computer!” the man, stout, jolly, avuncular, Asian, with a fantastic 

scarlet waistcoat under a light wool jacket, said. 

 “Can we trust him?” the woman, thin, White, with a retro blonde haircut that made 

her look like a parallel-universe Dusty Springfield who hadn’t had access to decent dentistry, 

said. 

A treacherous bit of me almost answered, I don’t know, can you? But I made it stay 

quiet. “You’re the ones with all the power here. I don’t know who any of you are, bar Stuart, 

and I’m a convicted criminal. All you’d have to do to get me in trouble with the law is to 

provide evidence that I’d been planning to engage in computing activities again.” 

The avuncular man laughed. “He’s got you, Sally,” he said. “He’s absolutely right.” 

 I wasn’t entirely sure, but I thought the atmosphere got lighter. Stuart quietly let out a 

breath. 

 “Whatever you say, Mr Aslam,” Sally replied, in a tone which suggested otherwise. 

 “What I’m about to tell you is obviously private and confidential,” Mr Aslam said, 

leaning forward and smiling. “Rest assured, if we find out you’ve been repeating it to 

anyone— your family, your friends, your priest, anyone— we have the ability not just to ruin 

you, but to kill you. Understood?” His tone didn’t change at all, still the friendly, happy, 

twinkly uncle. 

 “Understood.” 

 “We want you to help infiltrate the financial systems of MemTech.” 

 This was a surprise. “MemTech?” 

 “MemTech.” Mr Aslam confirmed. “What’s wrong with that?” 

 “Nothing, it’s just...” I wasn’t entirely sure how to put it. “MemTech aren’t a financial 

firm. They’re a computing services firm. They design mnemotechnic systems: memory 

palaces, fast-recall techniques, rote learning courses, safe smart-drugs, new mnemonics to 
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make data storage and retrieval easier.” I didn’t generally use their mnemonics, though I’d 

been forced to use them a couple of times because my employer had a license with them. 

 “But,” Mr Aslam twinkled, “they make quite a lot of money doing this.” 

 “I suppose that’s true.” 

 “Money that they have to manage. And, as your reaction has just demonstrated, they 

are not the first name that someone thinks about, when they’re thinking of finance.” 

 “They’re not going to be careless about security, though,” I said. I doubt Mr Aslam 

was the first person to think of robbing them. 

 “No, they’re not. However, and this is the crucial issue: they trust their software.” Mr 

Aslam leaned in, eyes bright. “They think that their algorithms are tamper-proof.” 

 “And I take it you’ve found a way to tamper?” 

 “Exactly!” Mr Aslam beamed and waved his finger at me like I was a very clever 

child. “All we need is a computer who is intelligent enough, and level-headed enough, to run 

the tampered system. Anyone capable of stealing as much as you did should find it easy.” 

 Under his smile, I couldn’t help but feel a little proud of my achievements. Such as 

they were. 

 “Your recompense would be a new identity, under which, if you are careful not to 

draw too much attention to yourself, you will be able to resume practicing as a computer.” 

 He said it like it was a simple thing. 

 “Now, remember,” I said, “There’s no way I can just walk off the line at Vinconia and 

join a computer services company, not without arousing suspicion.” 

 Mr Aslam looked as if I’d just said something funny. “You are the one with the 

computing skills,” he said. “We are the ones with the ability to give people new identities. We 

will provide the way in to the company. Stuart here will also provide a convincing way out of 

Vinconia. Are you in?” 
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 I thought about it briefly. Turned it over in my head. It didn’t sound too difficult... did 

it sound too easy? Too good to be true? Well, no, it would involve a certain amount of risk on 

my part, but fairly commensurate with the reward. And if they could give me a new identity 

and a computing certification, then they could certainly get me into MemTech. 

 I nodded, confidently. “All right,” I said. “I am in.” 

 Mr Aslam grinned. “Good!” he said, as if he were proud of me. “One last thing; I do 

hope you’re prepared to travel.” 

 “How far?” 

# 

 Four weeks later, I was on the Singapore Metro from Bedok Reservoir to Bencoolen 

Station, and depressing myself with how familiar that route already was. 

 My current, temporary, identity was of a low-level freelance financial computer (UK 

spec), working for one of the many temp agencies in the city. Computers, under the 

International Human Resources Agreement of 2010, were national assets and faced 

restrictions on their mobility. However, companies working overseas needed reserve armies 

of computers who had qualified in their national systems. A British bank in Singapore, 

obviously, can’t use Singaporean computers for handling British money. But expatting costs 

far too much to do for every single minor financial issue. Meaning, there are little temporary-

work visa loopholes surrounding all the global cities, allowing some junior-level computers 

to travel internationally, provided they only work for companies headquartered in certain 

jurisdictions. 

 So, I was now Ant Portman. Whose backstory wasn’t too dissimilar to my own, if 

more downmarket. Lower exam scores, Kingston University not Oxford, a stint working for a 

local bank before eventually a combination of boredom and a Malay Chinese girlfriend had 

set me applying for one of the abovementioned visas and fetching up (sans girlfriend) in 
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Singapore, living comfortably if not extravagantly off three-month-to-two-year contracts with 

various UK-headquartered multinationals. 

 Stuart’s crowd hadn’t been in touch since I arrived. I’d just been doing little jobs here 

and there with a temp agency that placed British-spec computers. It was amazing what a 

sense of comfort and relief it was to be back computing. It didn’t matter that, compared to 

what I’d been working with in the City, this was penny-ante. It was the same game, following 

the same rules. 

 I was starting to hope that they had forgotten about me, and I could just carry on 

being Ant Portman forever. 

 “Good news,” my usual agent at PersonPower said to me as I came in the door. She 

was smiling a toothpaste smile. “I’ve got the perfect job for you. It’s a three-month contract 

at MemTech.” 

 My heart and stomach held hands and dropped out of a plane.  

Somehow I managed to force an equally big smile, hoping I hadn’t flashed any hint of 

dismay. 

 “That’s great!” I said. 

 “They’ve got a big push on at the moment,” she said, laying out various papers on her 

desk. “A contract to provide mnemotechnic systems for the government of Malaysia. If you 

play your cards right, you might even get hired long-term!” 

 “Good to hear!” 

 “You can go over this afternoon if you like, get sorted with your ID card and 

employee passes, get your one-time pad and start learning their algorithms. I’ll handle the 

payroll. Good luck!” 

 So it was that I found myself, around four o’clock, sitting in a rooftop garden with a 

small stack of books and papers by my side, drinking excellent coffee, and entering strings of 
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numbers into various rooms, and sub-rooms, and sub-sub rooms, in my memory palace, so 

I’d be ready to process payments tomorrow.  

 “Mind if I join you?” 

 A pretty woman, maybe twenty-five. Long black hair. Malay Chinese, I guessed. 

Office casuals and little makeup. Her corporate lanyard read Computer. 

 “Please,” I said. Offered my hand, remembered they didn’t do that here, nodded in a 

sort of seated bow. “Anthony Portman. Ant.” 

 “Livia Chau,” she replied, sitting down. She had her own coffee and sheaf of papers. 

“You’re the new temp in finance?” 

 I nodded. “Are you in finance too?” 

 She shook her head. “But we’ll be working together anyway, sometimes. I’m in 

Security. I’m a code generator.” 

 Ah.  

 I began paying attention for reasons other than mere physical attraction.  

# 

 “You’ll be working at a much lower level than you’re used to,” Mr Aslam had said. 

“Payroll, petty cash, payments to suppliers. But the same principles apply as to any financial 

computing.” 

 I tried not to sound impatient. “Yeah, I know. I’ll have a set of bank account numbers 

and sort codes, the latter changing periodically so that none of the computers know which 

bank the money’s going into. Then the company will give me the numbers to transfer into 

each account. I’ll call up the bank, give the sum, the sort code and the bank account number, 

transfer made.” 

 “You forgot the most important bit,” Mr Aslam wagged his plump finger. 

 “And I also give the bank’s computer the transaction one-time-code.” 
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 “Which is generated?” 

 “Using the sum, the account number and the sort code, all run through an algorithm 

which changes daily.” Now I didn’t bother not sounding impatient. 

“And there’s where we come in.” Mr Aslam sat back, satisfied. “Everyone else will 

have one algorithm daily. You will be given two daily. And a number to tell you which 

accounts to use the second algorithm on. So five would mean use it on every fifth transaction, 

twenty-two on every twenty-second…” 

“That won’t work,” I said. “It’ll just generate a wrong OTC and the transaction will 

be rejected.” 

“Normally it would,” Mr Aslam said. “But in this case, the ‘wrong’ OTC will wind 

up, strangely, corresponding to another account. Somewhere else. Which will receive the 

funds.” 

“Oh.” 

“I mean, what are the odds?” Mr Aslam twinkled. “The chances of an error like that 

occurring are so rare, no one will be looking for it.” 

# 

 But that meant Mr Aslam had to have subverted one of the algorithm generators as 

well as me. Maybe I would be working with Livia. 

 “Are you allowed to talk to me?” I asked, hopefully. For reasons of security, there are 

usually rules about socialising with your generator, and even stricter ones against the two of 

you being in the same computer networking sessions. But then again, maybe things were 

different at MemTech. 

 She nodded. “Not when I’m generating your algorithm, but they rotate us daily, and 

you’re not on my list for tomorrow.” 

“So, what’s it like working here?” 
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“Good,” she said. “They know how to keep computers happy. Hot and cold running 

stimulants, memory-friendly leisure spaces, weekly networking sessions. Wait till you see 

our networking centre, they had it designed by this Swiss architect who’s won all sorts of 

prizes.”  

Her English was excellent, her accent slightly American.  “What sort of memory 

palace are you using?” I asked, to make conversation. 

“I’ve got the latest version of Minoan Labyrinth,” she said. One of MemTech’s 

systems. Of course. 

“Do you have to use their mnemotechnics if you work here?”  

“No, of course not. They do put pressure on you to buy the product, and we get 

employee discounts, but you can use whatever system you want. I find Labyrinth works for 

me, but I need to keep the architecture tweaked. You?” 

“National Theatre,” I said. “In London.” 

“You should really try Labyrinth. Fantasy buildings always have more room for 

expansion than real ones.” 

“Less need to tweak the architecture, though.” I was a little annoyed that she was 

pushing the corporate product, but then again Vinconia certainly encouraged staff who 

wanted motorbikes to buy theirs. “And if I’m getting fraying round the edges I can just go 

look at some pictures of the real thing.” It helped that I’d spent a lot of time there. Even after 

my relegation to the factory, I’d still made it to the shows with cheap seats. 

 Livia looked like she was going to say something else about this, but her attention 

shifted. “Your generator’s here. I’d better get back to work. Later!” 

My goodbye faded as I saw who the generator was. Luckily I managed, I hoped, to 

keep my face straight. 

“You’re Anthony Portman,” Sally said. Her expression hadn’t got any less hostile. 
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“Yes,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you,” I added, because that’s what I would have said 

if I hadn’t known her. 

She wrote down something on one of the paper pads on the garden table, tore it off, 

handed it to me angrily. “Memorise this,” she said. I did, instantly. She took it back and tore 

it up. “That’s where you’ll go tomorrow to get the algorithm. I’ll expect you there at eight-

thirty sharp, right?” 

“I do know how this works,” I said, but she was ignoring it. “The office location 

changes daily, I’ll give you the next one at close of day tomorrow. Understand?” She was off 

and moving again before I’d had a chance to say so. 

# 

 After that, things were really rather boring for me. I’d got the accounts memorized. 

Every so often I’d be told to forget one and memorize another. I’d spend the day at a desk 

with two phones. One internal, calling to give me sums and destination accounts; one 

external, to call the banks. I’d receive numbers, run the algorithm, call, disburse the numbers. 

Half an hour for lunch in the mini-mall under MemTech’s building (there is literally no office 

building in Singapore without a tiny mall full of cafés and hawker stands in the basement). 

Once in a while I’d be asked to set up a new bank account or close down an old one, a 

welcome change of routine. Shutdown at five, going home to watch television and eat take-

away food. Weekends off. A new generator every day, on a six-day rota to keep it from 

aligning with the days of the week. Sally was always Day Three. 

 Until the Day Three when Livia showed up instead. 

 “Isn’t this Sally’s day?” I asked. 

 Livia shrugged. “Yeah. They changed the rota. Not sure why. You OK with that?” 

 Worried I’d given myself away, I muttered something about OCD. 
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 I spent the morning in a mix of relief and worry. Relief, that I wasn’t doing anything 

risky that day, and worry that MemTech were on to us. But, by lunchtime, I’d begun to relax. 

Since nobody had come to arrest or sack me, I didn’t think I was in immediate danger, and it 

was clearly Sally’s problem rather than mine. 

 And then, as I stood in line at the Indonesian café in the mini-mall, I saw her. Sally. 

Motoring towards me with a cross expression on her face.  

 I kept mine neutral as I accepted a helping of nasi goreng from the server, not making 

eye contact with Sally. I felt a tiny movement as she passed, but didn’t lower my eyes to my 

tray until I was next in line at the cashier. 

 There was a slightly crumpled napkin that hadn’t been there before. 

 I sat down at a table with my nasi goreng, unfolded the napkin.  

 The napkin instructed me to go to a local computer networking centre after work. Not 

Memtech’s centre. A public one. An address on the sixth floor of a building on Princeps 

Road. Once there, I had to find a computer who would identify themselves to me with a 

particular number. And I was to tell them every transaction to do with a certain bank account.  

 I memorised the numbers, then stirred the napkin into the nasi goreng with my 

chopsticks, and, feeling like someone in a spy movie, ate it.  

 They waited till I came in the next morning to send Security for me. 

# 

 “You’re making a mistake,” I spread my hands. “I’ve just done my job, since I got 

here. You can check the records with the destination and sending computers. With the 

algorithm generators. Anybody. I have a, uh, two-thousand-five-hundred-volume memory.” 

 The Head of Security nodded. “Certainly, sir,” he said, a greying and lined giant who, 

office rumour had it, had served a full career with the Gurkhas before retiring to Singapore. 
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“We just have a question about one transaction.” He laid out a sheaf of paper. Behind him, 

the Head of Computing stood with a face like a brutalist building.  

 I took it. My stomach dropped. It was one of the transactions with the wrong 

algorithm. 

 Only in this case it had gone to a bank account that didn’t exist. 

 But, five minutes after the transaction had gone through, it had been created. 

 Typical, I thought. The banks are using computers with low memory, and overloading 

them. The poor bastard tasked with creating the account hadn’t been fast enough. 

 Quickly, my sense of self-preservation asserted itself. “I processed the transaction just 

as instructed,” I said. “If the algorithm was wrong, it’s not my fault.” 

 “Of course not,” the Head of Security surprised me by saying. “This isn’t about you, 

it’s about one of the algorithm generators. We just wanted to know if you could remember 

which one gave you the algorithm that day. And any other details about that particular 

encounter that might have struck you as unusual. With hindsight.” 

 “Ohhhh.” Relief washed through me and I nearly blurted out that I’d thought it was 

about my trip to the networking centre. Now I had to decide whether to shop Sally to the 

police, to shop somebody innocent, or to claim a memory fault (and undoubtedly lose my 

job). 

 Some perverse part of me began running the success algorithms for the Prisoner’s 

Dilemma. I almost laughed. 

 Then I realised that both the Head of Security and the Head of Computing were 

looking at me with suspicion. Clearly, I was showing too much relief for an innocent man. 

My heart dropped to approximately the level of the basement mini-mall. 

 “Mr Portman, I’d like to ask you to—” the Head of Computing began, when there was 

a knock at the door. “Excuse me,” she said, and went to open it. 
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 From where I was sitting, I could just see the line of Livia’s profile, her long fringe 

over her eyes. “Claire? I need to talk to you a minute.” 

 “Livia, I would normally love to, but I’m—” 

 “It’s urgent,” Livia repeated. She glanced round the door. “And I think it’s to do 

with—” she lowered her voice so I couldn’t follow, but the Head of Computing’s eyes went 

wide. 

 “Would you excuse us a minute?” She went outside, closing the door behind her, 

leaving me sitting in the company of the Head of Security. He stood, arms folded, giving me 

the thousand-yard stare, while I ran through memory exercises in my head to keep myself as 

calm as I could. 

 Finally, the door opened again, and the Head of Computing came in, looking 

flustered, and with Livia trailing behind her. “All right, Mr Portman, you can go back to 

work,” she said.  

 “I, uh, what? I mean, OK,” I said. The Head of Security momentarily looked as 

astonished as I felt, before quickly reassuming his thousand-yard stare. 

 “It’s all right. Miss Chau’s explained the situation. One of the generators came to the 

limit of their memory and made a mistake; she resigned this morning. Miss Chau’s got the 

papers.” The situation was making the Head of Computing garrulous. The Head of Security 

shot her a daggered look. 

 “No, no problem,” I said. “I can, uh, go back to the office now?” 

 “Yes, go,” she said, waving her hand at me. The Head of Security looked like he 

thought this was a very bad idea, but also like he wasn’t going to challenge it.  

 “I’ll walk you back,” said Livia. “I’m going that way myself.” 

 “Fine,” the Head of Computing said. “Don’t forget to come back by the end of day 

and fill out a report.” 
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 Livia and I walked quietly together for a few minutes. Finally I couldn’t take it any 

more. 

“Why are you covering for me?” 

Livia’s expression didn’t change. “Covering for you?” 

 “You know exactly what I mean.” 

 Livia still looked innocent. “It was an honest mistake. We found it, the generator’s 

tendered her resignation. Nothing to cover.” 

 I wanted to ask why she was lying. Yes, she’d been friendly to me since I started here, 

but we weren’t exactly on the sort of terms that lead people to risk their careers. I sincerely 

doubted she found me remotely attractive. I’m neither handsome nor witty nor wealthy, and 

as far as I knew we had no interests in common that might create a bond. I couldn’t see any 

reason why she’d want to keep me on as a workmate, either.  

 Still, I shouldn’t question my luck. 

 “I’ll have to buy you a drink sometime,” I said in the end, semi-forcing a smile. “You 

saved me from what could have been a very embarrassing investigation.” 

 And all I could think, for the rest of the day, was that, thank God, I only had three 

more weeks to go, and then I could get the hell out of Singapore. 

# 

 “So, I understand you used to live in London,” Tara said. 

 “Southwest London, yes,” I said, contemplating my drink and reflecting, first, that 

American whiskey didn’t taste like proper whiskey, and, second, that one HR manager 

inviting me out for a drink could be chance, but two felt rather like coincidence, and I wasn’t 

sure I liked it. 

 “How’d you wind up in Dallas?” Tara persisted. 
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 My treacherous but infallible memory immediately called up the full, word-for-word, 

story, from the fateful drink with Stuart to the moment I boarded the plane at Changi 

International, a new passport in my hand declaring Anthony R. Sanderson a naturalised 

citizen of the USA (The Prisoner’s Dilemma algorithm: not throwing Sally under the bus, 

however much I’d considered it, had been the right answer). Fortunately, it also called up the 

backstory document I’d been provided with at the same time. 

 “Oh, you know how it is,” I said. “Worked for a merchant bank, accepted an 

expatriate assignment to New York, met a woman from Houston, got married, arranged to 

move out here to be with her, got citizenship, marriage fell apart. Moved to Dallas because 

there’s a lot of job opportunities for computers, and it’s the right distance away from my ex— 

far enough that we don’t bump into each other, close enough that we can meet for 

administrative purposes sometimes.” 

 Tara nodded. It was a plausible, if not exactly common, narrative. The USA had the 

added advantage of a mutual computing exchange treaty with the UK which meant that 

computers, once they’d acquired US citizenship, could re-train on American systems and re-

register as American computers, considerably increasing one’s job opportunities. And, of 

course, one’s chances of staying off the radar of the British authorities. There was even 

enough of us that there was a small expat group locally, which had eventually given up 

sending me invitations to so-called pub nights (there wasn’t a drinking establishment worthy 

of the name in the state). 

 “Do you like Dallas?” 

 I paused.  

I hated the place. It was one gigantic suburb, neighbourhoods of far-too-wide houses 

punctuated by shopping malls. None within walking distance of anywhere, either. No wonder 

American teenagers were so fetishistic about their drivers’ licenses.  



Moore/Mnemotechnic/ 19 

 But Ant Sanderson wasn’t allowed to hate it. 

 “Yes,” I lied, swirling the ice in my glass. “It’s a great place to live.” 

 “And how do you feel about Deriva?” 

 Again, I paused. Last year, back in Staines, I’d been so frustrated that the opportunity 

to do any computing at all, however low-level, seemed like heaven. But the biggest problem 

with Ant Sanderson was that he was a very, very low-level computer indeed. Only a couple 

of hundred volumes, limited capability, average RAM. Good enough to do basic financial 

work for a small calculator manufacturer like Deriva, but nowhere near Ant Portman’s 

abilities, let alone Ant Ryland’s.  

 I couldn’t just erase Ant Ryland and load Ant Sanderson. 

 And Ant Ryland was very, very bored indeed. 

 But Tara was a HR manager. 

 “Good place to work,” I said. “The people are nice.” Neither of which were lies. 

 Tara nodded. It struck me that she was the exact opposite of Stuart: blonde, female, 

dressed in clothes that were generic and probably inexpensive, but she wore them so well that 

you didn’t think about that.  

 And I was starting to think about how she wore those clothes. 

 “You know,” she began, “the jazz festival starts next week, and I’ve got two tickets to 

see Pharaoh Sanders, and I wondered if—” 

 I was starting to say yes, when my throat choked on the word, as the word “yes” hit 

the word “Livia” on the way up. 

 “So, was that a yes?” Tara said, smiling as if to make a joke of the noise I’d made. 

 “—just a minute,” I said, hurrying over to the other side of the bar. 

 Much later, it occurred to me precisely what a hash I’d made of her invitation to go 

see Pharaoh Sanders, but the damage had been done. 
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 At the time, my entire focus was on the woman who’d just walked into the bar, sat 

down at the end, and made very deliberate eye contact with me. 

 She looked older. Not just a year older, she had an air of maturity she hadn’t had in 

Singapore. Her hair was out of its fashionable-young-person cut and into something more 

practical. She was dressed entirely in black, the sort of outfit I associated with the gallery-

viewing crowd, but somehow made it look practical rather than pretentious. 

 “What are you doing here?” I demanded. 

 Livia took a sip of a local pinot noir. “Is that the new version of ‘hello’?” she asked 

calmly. 

 “I mean it,” I said, not liking the new Livia. 

 She contemplated her glass. “To be honest, I’d be perfectly happy to leave you 

enjoying your new life in obscurity,” she said. “But a situation has arisen, and unfortunately 

you’re the person best placed to stop it getting worse.” 

 I found myself attempting to parse the pattern of compliment and insult in that 

sentence. “I’m assuming that you’re not, in fact, an algorithm-generating computer for 

MemTech,” I said. 

 “Oh, I am,” she said. “A computer, with algorithm-generating capabilities, that is. But 

I’m not a MemTech lifer, and my motivation for wanting to work for them was... 

complicated.” 

 “So what are you then? Fuzz?” 

 To my relief, she shook her head at that. “Can we go somewhere quieter?” 

# 

 The nearest place with green space and parkland around it was the campus of the 

University of Texas at Dallas, which was technically in Richardson, but never mind. Since it 



Moore/Mnemotechnic/ 21 

was July, it was largely deserted. We found a park bench, sat looking at the sprinkler system 

attempting to reverse the effects of the summer drought. 

 “How long before the hosepipe ban starts up?” I asked, to make conversation. 

 Livia— it occurred to me that this was probably not her name, but I had nothing else 

to call her— ignored this feeble attempt at small talk. “I’m a member of a human rights 

organisation. One that specialises in the rights of computers, worldwide.” 

 “You mean like Information Technologists International?” Of course I knew about 

them. Had send them money, back when I had enough to spare. Computers are inevitably 

vulnerable to exploitation. Once you sign the pledge to be a computer and begin your 

training, you’ve officially agreed to have fewer rights than the average human. And you 

generally begin your training around the age of eleven, when most people have no idea what 

they’re signing away.  

A lot of politicians and businesses would like there to be no pledge at all, but 

computer rights organisations had at least pushed to make that a general standard worldwide, 

and were pushing to raise the age of consent.  

 “Kind of. We’re the guerrilla wing. The ones who go undercover in organisations, 

uncover abusive practices, get them exposed to the press, police or politicians, depending on 

where we think it’ll do the most good. I work in partnership with a contact. I won’t say who, 

but they’re well placed to get this kind of information in the right place.” 

 “So I take it MemTech have been up to dirty tricks?” 

 “MemTech, not so much,” she said. “Initially we’d been investigating them for 

precisely that reason. It’s common for big American and European countries to maintain 

lower standards at their Asian offices, for instance.” 

 “Singapore.” 
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 A nod. “But while we were there, we identified what looked like a low-level fraud 

operation going on in the finance office.” 

 My stomach dropped, even though I’d been sort of expecting those words to come 

out. “Ah,” I managed. 

 “Oh, don’t worry,” Livia said. “I’m not remotely interested in that. It wasn’t too hard 

to figure out what was going on. It also wasn’t too hard to figure out that you were Ant 

Ryland. Slumming.” 

 She might say she wasn’t interested, but this was certainly sounding like blackmail 

country to me.  

“Suppose you tell me what you want,” I said. I thought about adding that I wasn’t rich 

or well-connected, but that seemed too much like cowardly begging. Also, if she knew as 

much as she seemed to, she’d know that, so she must want something else from me. 

 Livia looked at me, judgingly. “How much do you know about the organisation you 

were working for?” 

 “As little as possible,” I said. 

 She nodded. “Standard operating procedure. And I’m sure it all looked 

straightforward on the face of it. The fraud operation was real, but it wasn’t the main thing 

they were after. It was intellectual property.” 

 I’d been putting two and two together as she spoke, so this wasn’t entirely surprising. 

IP was the obvious thing to be stealing from the likes of MemTech. “How, and what?” 

 “How: At some point, you got asked to help set up a new bank account.” she said. 

“Documents were sent over. Numbers were entered into it. And more numbers, supposedly 

representing payroll and expenses sums. Except the documents, and the numbers, weren’t. 

They were documents which were being stored on several MemTech computers, for security. 

They were forbidden from networking the contents, and the documents were encrypted just in 
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case that happened by accident. However, the gang was bribing one of the people involved 

with the project to send copies to a computer in Payroll, who would then send them to you, 

encrypted and under cover of direct-debit instructions.” 

 “And the what?” 

 Her lips tightened. “The what, is plans for computers. Not human computers. 

Something to replace them.” 

 I absorbed this. “That’s ridiculous.” 

 “Go on.” 

 “Well, it is,” I said. “They abandoned mechanical computers decades ago, in the great 

crash and the aftermath. Too vulnerable to hacking, to bugs, to any little problem. Less easy 

to control—” to coerce, but never mind “—than humans.” 

 “Human computers have their problems too,” Livia said. “You can’t erase them, not 

without incurring brain damage. There’s limits to their memory, so you need more of them 

than you did the mechanical ones. They have needs, and wants. They get sick. They fall in 

love. But mostly, it’s the memory limits.” 

 She had a point, I thought, thinking about how the heist had very nearly come to a 

disastrous— for me— end thanks to someone’s limits. 

 “All the same,” I said. “Nobody’s proposing a revival of mechanical computers.” 

 “No,” Livia agreed. “But I didn’t say these were necessarily mechanical.” 

 I thought. “Bioengineering?” 

 “Yes. Genetically modified organisms— cyborgs really. Based on the brains of higher 

primates, squids, birds. The whole thing’s still fairly experimental. But in the past couple of 

years, the research has started to get a little more purposeful, a little more directed. We can’t 

have that.” 
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 “And MemTech are doing this?” Bioengineering was something you heard about, of 

course, but more as an urban legend, a paranoid idea that companies or governments were 

going to force upon us. 

 “It’s not just them,” she said. “It’s a loose group. Computer companies, university 

labs, private research institutes, some government money, albeit with deniability. MemTech 

are part of it, though.” 

 This was all getting rather tinfoil-hat. Still, if she was going to blackmail me, I needed 

to know the details, however implausible. “Why would criminals want to steal this?” 

 “To sell to the competition,” she said. “Once the technology’s possible, it’s going to 

be an arms race. You know how it works at the best of times. The tech companies are 

constantly spying on each othe9r, trying to get the best systems, the newest memory palaces. 

Imagine if they can cut out the middleman.” 

 “So how is this a bad thing for computer rights?” I said. “I mean, no more human 

computers would mean no more computer abuse? We’d have the same rights as anyone else, 

and that’s a good thing, right?” 

 “You think so?” Livia scoffed. “There’s too much invested in mnemotechnics. 

What’ll happen is that they’ll use this to drive wages and conditions down, reduce computers 

to the status of marginalised workers. Use computer-controlling legislation to make sure 

nobody asks questions. And there’s more.” 

 “How so, more?” 

 “The official sources, when you can dig deep enough, say that the source bio-material 

is higher primates. Other sources say that, well, that’s technically true.” 

 “...humans?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “I don’t believe it.” 
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 “Neither do we, entirely,” Livia surprised me by saying. “We’ve been digging around 

for a while and found no proof. That’s why we’ve got a specific interest in what your 

fraudsters stole.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Because they’re dying,” Livia said. “Dying at the sort of rate, and of the sort of 

accidents, that suggest that someone more powerful than MemTech is taking an interest. You 

ought to take an interest too.” 

 “Dying?” 

 “Your friend Stuart had an accident on the factory floor,” she said. “Sally contracted 

food poisoning and didn’t get treatment until too late. Mr Aslam— that’s not his real name, 

of course— apparently stepped in front of a tube train. At Southwark. The payroll computer 

suffered a brain embolism. The scientist disappeared. The official line is that she defected to 

China, but there’s a suspicious lack of concern on the part of the Singaporean authorities. 

Here’s the codes to access the stories if you don’t believe me.” She recited newspaper 

database access codes, which I stored distractedly. “Check them out, and if you’re convinced, 

contact me at this number. Leave a message— it doesn’t matter what, something innocuous. 

And then meet me at this location an hour later.” She gave it, stood up, walked to the free 

taxi-hailing phone and used it. A minute later a car zoomed up and she was gone. 

# 

 “You got my message, I take it.” 

 Livia scowled, though not too angrily. “‘Last night was wonderful, I absolutely have 

to see you again, let me take you to dinner’?” 

 I shrugged. “You said innocuous. What’s less likely to attract the attention of the 

authorities than a besotted man following up a chance encounter with an attempt to get a 

date?” 
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 “I suppose you’re right.” Livia’s expression suggested she would much rather I’d said 

I’d reached a wrong number or pretended to be a marketing computer. Which was precisely 

why I had, of course. It was thoroughly irrational of me to be angry about this, but I was: 

angry that I’d walked into trouble with my eyes open, angry at the transformation of Livia 

from a pretty, helpful, innocent young thing into the calculating and aware woman I’d spoken 

to the other night, angry that the gods had decided to answer my plea for a less stultifying and 

boring suburban existence with genuine danger to my own life.  

So yes, of course I wanted to make her uncomfortable. 

 “You checked up on the stories I gave you.” 

 “Of course.” All the deaths she’d mentioned were there—and not just in the databases 

she’d given me. I’d cross-checked. I wished I’d known more about the computer Sally 

networked me with after the nasi goreng, so I could check on him too. I’d also spent a while 

at a networking centre chasing up rumours of biological machine computing. These ranged 

from upbeat, speculative pieces in popular science magazines, to conspiracy theorists 

suggesting that the American government was keeping drugged banks of human computers 

catatonic and wired into gigantic systems, like something from The Matrix.  

 “Well then,” Livia said. “What we need you to do is to hack your former employers. 

Find out everything they know, and get it to us. So we can stop this thing.” 

 “And what if I don’t?” 

 “Then we don’t help you.” She looked at me directly. “If they’re knocking off small 

fry like your friend Stuart, then they’re not going to overlook you. For long.” 

 “What will you do with this information, once you have it?” 

 “We’ll destroy it,” Livia said. “This isn’t the first time someone’s come close to this. 

We’ll take every trace of it off the system, off the networks.” 

 “Will the scientists who worked on it have nasty accidents too? Defections to China?” 
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 She looked stung. “We don’t hurt people,” she said. “We’ll just make sure they don’t 

work again. Incriminating photos. Rumours about them that will make them unemployable.” 

 “That’s hurting people,” I said, with a bit more feeling than I’d expected. 

 She shrugged. “They can always do something else,” she said. 

 I wondered what the equivalent of the Vinconia factory was for biologists. I couldn’t 

feel too sorry for them— look at what they were trying to do, even without the human brains 

it was a deeply dodgy idea— but I wasn’t feeling sympathetic towards Livia and her crew 

either. 

“Stop waffling, Ant. Are you in, or are you out?” 

 Whatever she said about defending labour rights and opposing exploitation, she 

certainly wasn’t going to oppose exploiting me. “All right, I’m in,” I said. 

 Like I had a choice. 

# 

 “I’m not licensed for extrapolation,” I said to Livia.  

 We were in a bare, anonymous flat somewhere in the mid-urbs. I was going to assume 

that she had taken necessary precautions against eavesdroppers. I certainly wouldn’t know 

how to identify that they’d been taken.  

 “Anyone can extrapolate,” she said. “And I’ll help you. We’ll start with the 

information you have. I’ll give you everything else we’ve got, and then we’ll work on the 

blank spaces.” She passed me a piece of paper. “One of these numbers will be the decrypt 

code for the information encoded as bank transactions. We have no idea which of the new 

bank accounts it relates to.” 

 “It’s OK. I think I know which one it is.” I remembered, of course, the account Sally 

had told me to output to the computer in the networking centre. 
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 “That’ll save us some time. Which is good, because there’s five hundred numbers, 

and some of the transactions are sure to be bogus, so you’re going to have to try all the 

numbers on all the transactions.” 

 “You’re sure? Okay, okay. I’ll get on it.” 

 The hundred and twelfth number combined with the thirty-first transaction instruction 

did it. Suddenly the random letters and numbers in the file sprang into words. 

 “Oh.” 

 Livia made a note. “OK, good. Do the same with the rest of it, then give me a copy. 

Also, see if you can find a key to unlock the bogus personal documentation.” 

 I sat and recited the data back to her, while she listened. As I finished, she nodded, 

satisfied. 

 “Here’s what else we’ve been able to find,” she said, and began reciting. My turn to 

listen and memorise. A two-computer network. 

 Once I had it all, I began turning it round in my mind, knowing she was doing the 

same. 

 “See the holes?” she said. 

 “Yes,” I said. “Loci 2427, 800 and 7219. But haven’t you got enough, with all this, to 

prove what MemTech are up to, and the mafia know?” 

 “If we can’t get anything else,” Livia said. “But we should be able to get the lot. Now. 

Some more extrapolation. Give me the details of the banking computers you were 

communicating with in London, and Singapore.” 

 “You think they might have—” 

 “Just do it, OK?” 

 I did. Thinking, the right numbers sent to those computers in those specific banks, 

might yield another set of documents, and another, and another, and— 
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 There was a small glassy noise. 

 Livia sat bolt upright, let out a strangled cry. 

 I may be a supercomputer, but it took me far too much processing time to put together 

the noise, the cry, the drops of red that fell onto the floor behind Livia’s chair. I dropped to 

the floor, below the now-shattered window. 

 “I’ll call 911—” I said, stupidly, thinking that there wasn’t a phone in the flat, but 

maybe I could find one downstairs. 

 But Livia, amazingly, looked at me. Quickly, she recited a number. Then another, 

then another. 

 “What?” 

 “It’s my contact. Get the information to him. Before—” 

 She slumped. 

 Like I said, I’m no biologist. I don’t know what makes human bodies stop working, 

particularly when it involves rifles and bullets. But my body apparently knows what’ll keep it 

alive. Without my thinking about it, it had taken me to the door of the flat and out, and into 

the corridor. 

By this point, my brain had started working again, figuring things out. If they knew 

Livia was in the flat, they probably knew she wasn’t alone.  

 Did they know it was me? 

 Assume so, just for the sake of paranoia.  

 Also assume that they’ll have anticipated my first instinct, to run down the emergency 

stairs to the car park. And second, to try and find another vacant flat in the building and hide 

in it. 

 What could I do that was unexpected...? 

 And then, I got a lucky break. 
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 The door of a flat down the hall opened, and a real estate agent came out, talking 

animatedly with her clients about the possibilities of the new building. As they walked 

confidently to the lift, I joined them. 

 In the lobby, I walked out with them, crossed the street, hailed a taxi. 

 “The art gallery,” I said. Being random seemed to be working as a strategy, and I 

needed time to think. 

 Actually, as it turned out, I needed time to sit with my head on my hands on my knees 

with my mouth open in a silent scream, but no one seemed to see this as out of the ordinary, 

so that was all right. 

# 

 A while later, sitting behind a tin teapot with the inevitable wonky lid, a generic 

institutional china cup, and a sad little package of shortbread in plastic, surrounded by 

gallery-goers refreshing themselves on overpriced cafe food between bouts of art, I felt safe 

enough to take stock properly. 

 What could I do with the information I had? The obvious thing was to get it to Livia’s 

contact. But if the people with guns knew where Livia was, it was quite likely they knew 

where her contact was too. Likewise, if I didn’t trust Livia, I shouldn’t trust her contact 

either. 

 I also had to assume that they might be after me. Part of me scoffed at the 

arrogance— I’d been quite thoroughly reminded lately of my own complete insignificance in 

the grand scheme of things— but another part of me pointed out that these were probably not 

the sort of people to overlook details, and if they had been inclined to arrange accidents for 

the London gang, I would have been on their list even before meeting with Livia in an empty 

flat. 
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 Give yourself up. That was the most obvious thing to do. And, unpleasant as the idea 

was, it had a certain amount of logic to it. It would mean prison time, probably also the 

forcible, ulgh, removal of my computer skills, but both were highly preferable to death. I 

mean, what else could I do? I didn’t have the skills or resources to arrange a new identity for 

myself, and recent events had suggested that wasn’t exactly a way of keeping safe.  

 But if I did that, then the information I had would most definitely go on ice. I couldn’t 

see either the American or British governments wanting to go public with the information 

about MemTech and the cyborg computer project... logic suggested they’d have quite a bit 

invested in it themselves, and even if they didn’t, they wouldn’t be panicking the public by 

putting that out there. 

 I saw a woman walk through the gallery café briskly. Short-haired, professional, a 

slight introspective frown on her face. A lanyard. After a second I realised she was one of the 

gallery’s computers. Probably, I thought, late for her computer networking session. 

 Aha. Now I knew what I had to do. 

 I stood up, leaving my cooling cup of tea and the dodgy tinware. With a similar frown 

on my face, I followed her. 

 I was gambling that the networking centre she used would be nearby. It would be just 

my luck if she had to drive there. But, luckily, she didn’t walk far. Just a couple of streets, to 

a centre that, from the avant-garde décor, probably serviced computers from the art gallery, 

the Juillard, and the warren of private galleries and art sales and valuation companies that 

spread out from the museum. 

 Art-computers, and synthesisers. Would they be able to make sense of the data I had? 

 I’d have to take the chance. Besides, there were probably some administrative and 

financial computers in the mix. 
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 I chose a room in the networking centre at random. I accepted a cup of coffee from a 

smiling attendant— I could tell from the smell alone that it was overbrewed, but it seemed 

impolite not to— and walked up to the nearest computer, an older woman with an expensive 

hairdo. 

 “I have information to share,” I said. She nodded, and I recited my data: the scientific 

papers the code had unlocked, plus the locations and codes to find them. After I’d finished, 

she was frowning thoughtfully, and walked away without offering any information or updates 

in return. 

 Well, that had worked. I went to the next one, and the next, and the next. After I’d 

finished, I thought I’d try the next one, flashing my official ID at the guard on the door.  

I got through three networking rooms before security turned up in force. But that 

would be enough. The computers in there would be sharing the information through other 

networks, and their networks, and their networks. Within an hour, the information would be 

all through the computer networks of the world: MemTech and their supporters couldn’t hide 

what they were doing, the implications would be out in the open for everybody. 

And I’d been expecting this. 

I faced the guards. 

“My name is Anthony Ryland,” I said, loudly and clearly. “For almost a year, I’ve 

been computing illegally under an assumed identity. I’m a UK national. Arrest me.” 

They seemed surprised, but did. 

As the police car drove me to the station, I felt strangely at peace. Maybe not so 

strangely. Yes, I was facing prison time, certainly, brain-alteration possibly. The number of 

the law firm I’d employed last time came up in my memory-palace, and I did have a feeling 

that the revelations about MemTech’s project might well change certain things about 

computers’ rights to their own bodies.  
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But if I’d learned one thing from all this, it was that being a computer wasn’t always a 

good thing, that working to please people— your boss, your society, your workmates— 

wasn’t worth it either. That there were, indeed, things more important in this world than 

being the best possible computer. 

I was perversely looking forward to finding out what more of them were. 

 


