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For Angela, Christian,
and our eternal Alexander.



Twice, then nothing. No further messages. Sylvie’s eyes strained to the top line that referenced the final email. The slightest brush of the mouse would certainly open it. She withdrew, conjecturing that it must have been bitter and exasperated.


Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness,


The cotton that had cocooned George held its warmth, but he was up, gathering his thoughts, navigating the maze of stacked computers. He paused at the one window he had spared from the servers and noted that little stirred in Queen Anne’s Gate at this early hour, save an occasional weary taxi. The brutal vessel opposite, the grey Ministry of Justice, continued to impose. A round green plaque remained stamped on its spiritless wall. As he stood there, it seemed impossible that the Earth was moving at tens of thousands of miles per hour — and that through the ether, money was travelling even faster.

He parsed overnight logs on his laptop and, though thirsty, acknowledged that coffee would have to wait. He hurriedly typed formulae and code lest they be forgotten, so rapidly that some headings were left with errors such as capitals and underscores where none were needed. It was just a draft, and so, he reasoned, non-essential syntax could be rectified later. One subroutine began with the label C_ODE where it should have simply read code, and just after, ALGO. Having exorcised thought into machine logic, he absorbed the news. Nothing extraordinary. Another confrontation in the Middle East. A by-election lost in a part of England that would be famous and forgotten. German Bonds down, the Pound and Dollar higher. The stock markets closing at record highs.

The shower beckoned. It was basic, transparent on three sides with makeshift ventilation above. The chic bathroom had been repurposed for computing. He liked the arrangement of water jets in the cubicle, some aimed to soothe his temples. He raised his face and let the bouncing spray quench his outstretched tongue with sting and prickle. His fingers traced equations, in gammas, lambdas and thetas, on the steamed glass. He marvelled at the maths amidst coursing droplets racing to his toes, and how it predicted the wavelets that the water made at his feet as they lapped and returned.

Having dressed, he deliberated on whether to write to her, and reached the same conclusion as the day before. He could never give up. So without expectation of any early reply, he wrote a note, but no sooner had he sent it than an automatic delivery confirmation zipped back. Fast. Implausibly fast. He compared the output and input. Twice. They were simultaneous — which was not possible. He verified once more. Even FS&Z, with all its co-located infrastructure and dedicated cables, could not conjure anything closer. He was familiar with latency, the irreducible time it takes to collect a data response. There was always a lag, however small. There was none at all. Not a reduced one, not a negligible one. None. He stared at the last timestamp, trying to fathom a meaning. There had to be an explanation, so before he had fully reasoned himself out of it, he sent his email again. He knew immediately that this was a mistake. Things were already difficult; he would have to explain the double message to her later. The second receipt repeated the speed. He wanted to work it out but set it aside. There were matrices to assemble, and code to run, and he could not be late.

* * *

The group of visitors assembled at the viewing gallery peered out into the canyon of endless screens and desks that made a mosaic below. The convex glass area they stood before gave a clear aspect of nearly all of the electronic displays, wafer-thin, that undulated and ribboned throughout the room’s cavernous interior. These emitted a second-by-second account of the changing markets. Wall Street, Buenos Aires, Palladium... the prices of Government Debt ticked up and down from floor to ceiling. It was a Piccadilly Circus of Capital.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” announced a director.

“Welcome to Finn, Stern & Zillermann. Do not let the calm of our trading floor deceive you. There is a lot going on every millisecond here. In fact, let me rephrase that — for many of our traders, that is far too long! Each desk runs proprietary algorithms that decipher market prices and instigate buying and selling faster than the blink of an eye. I am proud to say that I have worked at FS&Z for thirty years, and we are one of the most successful Trading Houses in the World.”

The director elaborated as the guests nodded in appreciation and with varying degrees of comprehension.

“Each desk here at FS&Z focusses on a different market. For instance — over there” — the director’s finger meandered theatrically, pointing far right to a corner full of screens, as if it were a random act, though it was actually rehearsed; he had given tours many times before — “trades UK Equities.” He gestured to a closer area. “They deal with Energy Futures.”

“Sir, what does that large area over there do, the one with the screens in a circle?” enquired one of the group, taking the director by surprise.

“That is the Bond Desk... Andrew Sykes usually sits in that middle seat. He is one of our top traders.”

Down below, behind the soundproof glass, the atmosphere was not as temperate as that of the viewing gallery, and the otherwise efficient air conditioning had to work hard against the heat of harsh words and radiating computer calculations; the language more colourful, and the mood less convivial than that being conveyed by directors to the smiling tourists above.

“Where is the Code Man?” screamed Sykes, every other word punctuated by expletives.

“Anybody seen my Code Man? Has he gone out again? I need something addressed here! Hey, you, have you seen...”

“I’m not sure, but maybe I can help you?” said George, noticing Sykes’s collar had spittle on it.

“Help me? I need someone who knows what they’re doing, thanks but no thanks! Where is he? Do I have to do everything myself?” 

Sykes coiled, scouring the room, and as George opened his mouth to make his case, Sykes shouted,

“Why can’t people stay in their place!”

George was convinced that after several years at FS&Z, he was capable of handling code tweaks. He was a perpetual student of the markets, their behaviour, and the latest formulae. After a day on the floor, he created his own, but at FS&Z, getting any acknowledgement was difficult. Too many qualified people, all obsessed with their own secretive agendas. Every desk had a master trader, like Sykes, a demigod who would conceptualise market-beating algorithms. Coders — quants — were the apprentices who carried and slurried to make the blueprint a reality. If you worked on Sykes’s team, then life was precariously balanced on the flimsy scaffold of his temperament. With respect to trade secrets, George was on the outside. There was paranoia about losing proprietary programs that made money, hundreds of millions every year for the desks at FS&Z. Scores of millions for Sykes. There was consternation, and a quant was absent, and whilst George was never political, he thought that, after working without recognition, this might be his chance to impress and be accepted. It was one of those moments when you instinctively feel that fate has presented an opportunity. As they say in the markets, at least of human trading, ‘act on impulse, repent at leisure’.

“But I noticed, well, have been doing a lot of research coding, and think your routines can be improved,” he said, as screens of Sykes’s exhausted subroutines pleaded for help. He did not have the best peripheral vision but became aware of colleagues raising hands to cover their faces and shifting uneasily in their seats. Sykes’s eyes widened. His strained face became inhuman and the distancing of staff more palpable, with each demonic contortion. George started backing away.

Shouts ensued, with each successive syllable more snorting and enraged than the last.

“Did I hear you say what? Who the — what the —!”

The tourists had savoured a last taste of the breathtaking view and retired to the polite tea that awaited them. If they had dispersed slightly later, a few might have noticed the fracas below. George was being shoved in the chest by the demented horned beast he had stirred. He was trying to back away from the vitriol and foam. His efforts at placation were failing. Derision escorted him from the Bond Desk, and laughter past a complex of screens.




         Thou foster-child of silence and slow time,


Sylvie Mara walked out from the alcoves and fringed Victorian arches of the Donaldson Reading Room, and into the illumination of the Flaxman Gallery. A plaster St Michael was there, central and in the round, atop a circular glass plinth towering over two floors, and at the point of his victorious spear, a buckled Satan was in the throes of capitulation. It was an apt allegory, Sylvie thought, for the wrestled relief one felt at the culmination of another academic year. There was no bewildering fight as the students were no longer frantically revising. They, and the immediate anxiety of the exams, had departed from the columns of the Portico; across the lawns and into the distance, faster than the statue of an athletic youth, forlorn at the steep steps, could ever issue the discus in his hand.

For a librarian, the term’s restless animation, with all its challenges, had been conquered, allowing repose in ordered tranquillity. There was opportunity for reflection now, but that also meant difficult memories, so she kept herself busy. It seemed only yesterday that she had studied for her first degree at these lamped and leathered benches, and she remembered vividly the wretched ensuing wait one endured for the results. The long summers of worry, spent at the houses of sympathetic friends. 

She wended along the outstretched corridors, past a myriad of doors, each marked by its specialisation — Papyrology, Comparative Philology, Palaeography — readying them for the next undergraduates. It was all baffling to a fresher, but to those who tended it, the main library was a comprehensible circuit on several levels. Sylvie could tell each section blindfold. There were subtleties that had taken time to appreciate: a distinct nose, a mixture of stale shelves and old paper with a dangerous hint of tobacco, which she imagined was ingrained in the building’s fabric, from centuries ago. Political Economy wore a trace of ready-rub and pipe, but that was harder to discern, overwhelmed by the tartness of the periodicals rack, and the printer’s ink of Econometrics. She could now enjoy the echo of each footstep and contentedly survey the neatly filled sections, the rescued covers. With all still and in situ, there was respite to assess, repair, replenish, in anticipation of autumn. 

She had thought of leaving her adopted home, but she had nowhere else to go in a world that was cruel and deceitful. Traffic constantly moved along Gower Street, past the security hut and spiked iron gates, reminding her to stay where the touch of the stairwell banister scrolls reassured. University College London was her calm keep, insulated by script and alabaster, sheathed by Portland stone. The Quadrangle clutched tight the campus, shielding her Arcadia from the dystopia beyond. 

* * *

One trader shouted for more Champagne because he had already drunk too much. Another called out in memory of a time when one made a good living from it. Others cried out across the bar to give that impression. Some yelled their orders because they had never known a life without money, or yelling. Some screamed because it expelled the inhumanity that they had endured at work. Most made loud cries to be heard above the din, raising the volume even higher in their turn. Others elevated their voices to remind themselves of a time when they possessed them. A few laughed and bellowed, to belong. The pretentious acted excessively, to be seen, to take part. 

A crowd pushed and pulled at the new ‘in’ place, The Swan & Hoop Brasserie by Moorgate. Arms and trays were held aloft. Sparkling potions were banged open. There was no room here for contained sighs. Luxury had to be seized. Indulgence advertised. Effervescent concoctions of all bright hues bobbed above heads, as if they were flares or hoisted trophies. It was an extension of the City’s elite trading desks, only drunk at its most manic hour.

A precocious and enterprising broker, whose buccaneering was emboldened by intoxication, had entrenched himself at the very front of the bar. He stood on the first rung of a tall chair, his shirt collar askew, and sweat ran from his ginger curls and blotchy forehead. Next to a raised menu blackboard with the remnants of a misspelt, chalky ‘Soups de Jour’, he resembled an on-course bookmaker from a bygone era.

The tight throng circling his pitch was divided only by emotion; those holding drinks were generally amused by his antics, whilst those waiting to reach the bar, to be served, were delayed and angry. The open outcry markets of the City of London had long been superseded by screen trading, but not this market, not tonight in this venue. The orders flowed. The self-appointed drinks arbitrageur received signalled instructions for Champagne from the far wooden panelling of the room. He returned gestures of confirmation, whilst fending off nearby dissent with the dismissive outward sweep of a chubby and rosy palm. His constant and high-value ordering monopolised the staff’s attention, and left those protesting customers behind him, those unwilling to go through his book, or those seeking a mere cocktail or beer, unserved. One young waiter could not disengage himself from the full-time task of updating the bookie’s tab. Business was so brisk that bottles and glasses were piling up on the bar faster than his colleagues could collect. The horde had long ceased to oblige short-straw runners who sought passage to the drinks, procured via this overweight bully above them. A siege was under way. The cries against the man who had cornered the market became increasingly loud and venomous with each moment, and with each emptying glass. The more the blockade intensified, the more the bottles mounted. The harder service was to attain, the wider the broker’s profit margins grew as prices rose; the more important it thus became to defend the valuable secondary market that he had created. 

“Two hundred quid a bottle?!” came a disbelieving Cockney cry from afar.

“Includes delivery. If you think it’s too much — come an’ order your flippin’ self! It’s City, not Billericay!” responded the ruddy-faced drinks entrepreneur, searching out eye contact with a new buyer like a trained auctioneer. His shirt was being pulled, shifting his equilibrium. Anonymous fingers prodded hard at his waist. He had his damp right palm on the forehead of a blazered financier, who was trapped in the scrum, remonstrating for legitimate service. The broker was trying to maintain balance as his left hand alternated between handling bottles and gesticulating towards his audience.

“Hang on, Roger! Two! Two bottles, then! Frigging rip-off!” came a delayed response from the rear.

“Two? They’re yours! Done!” came the pointed confirmation.

In a corner, and away from the circus, George Kypri sat with David, who had been his friend since university. They both managed a smile at the antics of the bar crowd, but then they could afford to, as they had secured their beers early. 

“Perhaps it’s just as well that we have nothing to celebrate,” said George, appreciating the bedlam of market inefficiency.

The two stared at the shoebox that sat in the middle of their table.

“Interesting life you lead,” quipped David, taking exaggerated stock of the box’s contents, which were mostly books on maths, “so you still have her photos, then?”

“From a drawer,” George responded defensively, and then added, to change the subject, “It’s complicated.”

“I can’t believe they just fired you like that. So what next?” 

George began to explain, but was interrupted by a commotion at the main bar. An overly inebriated drinks dealer was sprawled on the floor, toppled from his rampart. Those he had exasperated were contemptuously stepping over him, with a volley of buy orders. As David’s attention returned from the tumult, he saw a new determination in George’s face and wondered if this trait had always been there, overlooked. He heard his friend announce, 

“I’ve been creating code.”

* * *

George always awoke around sunrise, a habit formed in Cyprus as a child. His grandparents took turns, dressed in mourning black, to recite bedtime stories — passed-down myths, mostly of the gods and unapologetic in their violent detail. As his eyelids heavied, he was aware that the adolescent cockerels of the rear yard were already poising their raw voices to break silence, and that their cacophonous broadcast would soon be rattling the tired shutters. The gory narrations haunted him, making such commotion the alarm — of witnesses to a Promethean feast.

High above his bedstead there hung, or rather slumped, a chafed goatskin. Beside it was a wooden flute that his grandfather referred to, rustically, as the pithkiavli. The elderly shepherd reverently dismounted it with some unwillingness, as a very last resort to quell incessant pleas. Despite protestation, it was made clear that this was not a toy but an inheritance. It was lowered as one might a long thin stem of porcelain, or the hallowed body of an old friend, and held at the level of wide eyes. Its fragile form and unique patina were eternal in the rough hands and thick crusty fingers which so delicately suspended it. Though the tunes that had once quarrelled with solitude or marauder could not now be performed, George felt them reverberate through his soul.

* * *

“Is this the same flat?” David asked, as he recovered from several flights of stairs and squinted in astonishment at the towering racks of servers threatening the ceiling. 

“I’ve got used to it, haven’t slept well, been coding...” said George, excusing his appearance.

“What, the one that had bedrooms and a bathroom? Do your insurers know what you’ve done to the place?” David said, looking at the black boxes and their collective display of coloured diodes.

“It’s fine,” George said nervously, as David went from aisle to aisle, pointing at markers, trying to recollect the original layout.

“You do look a bit haggard, George. Don’t overdo it. Are you eating? Where do you sleep, actually?”

George responded with a restrained laugh and resigned smile. He brushed through his dishevelled raven hair and then directed David to survey the lines on his laptop. 

“That’s what I’ve been doing. A lot of effort, hopefully it will be worth it.”

“Hieroglyphics!” David said, straining to decipher.

“These are all the codes that will start the algorithm thinking.”

“Thinking? So you don’t just program it to buy and sell stuff?”

“It’s going to assess complex trades by itself.”

“May I?” David asked, reaching to scroll.

“How many lines are there!” he added, whilst swiping the screen.

“There are a few.”

“What does that section do...?”

“That is part of the adaptive processing,” said George.

“I guess you haven’t had time to reach out to Sylvie then, doing all this?”

“I’ve been trying to stay... focussed,” George stumbled. David could see the anxiety and opened the reachable window, calming the heat.

“It needs more ventilation in here. I’m sure that breathing these electronics can’t be good for you. I can tell you’ve thrown everything at it. You could work anywhere, George, on a nice salary, and this is what you want, to take a chance?”

“Have to, David. There’s no progress as an acolyte.”

“Don’t start writing programs for marketing companies, or we’ll be out of a job. Is this what you were doing at your last place?”

“These algorithms are advanced, already ahead of FS&Z’s. They will outsmart all those psycho Sykeses out there.”

“If anyone can do it, you can.”

“I hope so, but it’s going to need investors, David.” 




Sylvan historian, who canst thus express


He entered through a door in the thick glass that was smoky from the outside, and then stopped in awe. The meeting room was bright, and graffiti logos of all hues had been sprayed with abandon across the walls, and over the random amber-and-black photographic images set into them. One of these posters was embossed into part of the ceiling, the left corner as one entered; it then melted down and culminated in an expansive plastic puddle on the floor. The advertising iconography that had been painstakingly created was thus deconstructed. George had never been in an office like it and was surprised at how the artistic anarchy put him at ease. He silently took it in. At FS&Z, the rooms were not designed to offend, only its traders were.

It was strange to be at a marketing agency, but then, perhaps it made sense; where else would he prefer to be if he was rebranding himself from dealing-floor punchbag to George Kypri the Trader? 

He pushed the front of his unyielding hair into place and, assisted by the reflection of the nearest poster, pulled at his collar tips, to ensure they were straight. A quadrilateral table, made up of moveable pieces, centre-pieced the room, and George thought it was ingenious, similar to the puzzles he had tried as a child. It could be rearranged to accommodate different occasions. He was in the midst of deliberating whether, and where, he should sit, or if it was better to greet David’s boss standing up, when the pair walked in anyway.

“So this is the famous Dr George. I’m Howard Balasky, pleased to meet you.” He gestured to an acute angle of the table. “Please, George, take a seat.” 

George was relieved the setting was friendly, not a chess position.

David controlled a smile and managed to ask professionally whether he would like a drink. Given the Swan & Hoop, the irony was not wasted.

Howard lifted a clear bottle that he was immensely proud of and commented that they only served the finest spring water and that it happened to be from their client portfolio.

“I’ve heard lots of good things. David says you need funding?”

Howard Balasky, bald, rotund, in his late sixties, in short sleeves and corduroys, was creative and evidently brilliant, George had already concluded.

“So, in our industry, George, I’ve witnessed many changes, and our strategies also depend on real-time data and algorithms. Online placement, differentiation. Electronic hoardings. The financial markets have changed, and it’s happening here too, but what’s your angle, George? I read of so many traders and funds failing. How are you different?”

George was so enraptured by his surroundings that he missed his cue.

“Tell Howard all about it,” David prompted.

“Code,” George responded.

“Code?” Howard repeated.

“Hedge funds have algorithms that scour satellite data and articles and trade, before you have even woken up.”

“They know you want premium water before you do,” Howard said, with
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