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Prologue: Jack
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November

Jack stood in the middle of the bare floor and gazed straight up to the open sky. A small tree was growing out of what remained of the roof, its roots clinging to the stonework and digging into the crumbling mortar of a decades-old repair. Silhouetted against the grey sky, leaves fluttered in a stiff breeze. A gap high up in the wall of the old building and a matching pile of rubble at Jack’s feet showed where water had seeped through the gaps tunnelled by the tree roots, pooling and then freezing within the wall. The expanding ice had blown the stones out and down to the floor, a dramatic explosion witnessed only by the local wildlife, unnoticed by the wider world. Judging by the lichens clinging to the pile, it had happened some winters ago. Evidently the previous owners had not taken as much care of the building as they claimed, and every passing season exposed more of the structure to the elements.

“What am I doing,” whispered Jack under his breath. The magnitude of the project he had taken on was starting to sink in. There was a lot of work to be done in a very short space of time.

The old bastle house, a centuries-old farmstead, had been a part of his life for as long as he could remember. It stood in a sheltered spot at the edge of the Dunswyke estate, close to the village where he grew up but distant from the famous castle. The day trippers who came to see the main attraction didn’t even know it existed, but Jack knew every inch of the old building. He had been afraid of the deserted bastle when he was very small, believing the scary stories that his older cousins told. The arched ceiling of the lowest floor was intact back then, the interior a dark cavern holding the ghosts and wraiths of his imagination. As a teenager, the building became his playground and his refuge, a place to hang out with friends, then with girlfriends. Jack looked around the thick, rugged stone walls and spotted the main door of the old house, now incongruously stranded half-way up the height of the building. Sockets set in the wall at regular intervals once held the beams that supported the floor, but the wood had rotted away years ago. In his mind’s eye Jack recalled that first kiss with Lisa. Two awkward fourteen-year-olds, they had sought shelter there from a passing summer squall, a shower of rain that seemed to fall from a cloudless sky. Their stolen moment had been rudely interrupted by the estate manager and they had jumped from the top of the crumbling stone steps that led up the outside of the house. Jack remembered running hand in hand with the girl, laughing, dashing through a gap in the fence to the grey cliff wall behind then scrambling along a hidden path up the steep escarpment and onto the moors beyond.

In the years that followed, the bastle had sunk further into disrepair. When Jack passed by the estate on rare visits home from college, he noticed that it was fenced off, bright signs warning people away and fallen stones scattered on the ground. His family had moved away, and he hadn’t been back to this part of the country for more than ten years. The neglected building was in a much worse state than he remembered.

But now it was his, bought unseen as the centrepiece of his grand project, a half-forgotten part of his youth that was in the right place at the right time. The Dunswyke estate was investing in its grander ancient buildings. The tall towers of the medieval castle were the greater draw for tourists. There was no reason for the owners to restore the old bastle house. They only had to ensure that its walls still stood, satisfying the authorities that this small part of the country’s heritage was being preserved, after a fashion. The estate had accepted Jack’s speculative offer for the house on the spot, washing their hands of the responsibility just before another winter set in and benefiting from a generous windfall in the process. They knew that Jack Sladen’s involvement guaranteed a lot of publicity for Dunswyke. The country’s favourite son was coming back to his roots after making a fortune on the global technology stage. It was a win-win situation.

The sky darkened. Jack checked his watch impatiently.

“Melissa?” he called. “Where are those contractors?”

His project manager appeared in the doorway. “They’ve just pulled up, Jack,” she said. “The site office is up and running and there’s coffee brewing.”

Jack took a last look around the battered interior, fixing it in his memory. As he strode outside to meet the team, the rain began to fall in earnest. He pulled his collar up and hunched into his coat, shivering in the damp air. Just one more meeting and one more press conference to do on this accursed wet island before he could go home.
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1.  ​​​Cameron
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It was one of those increasingly rare days at Argentum Associates when every member of the team found a reason to be in the office. Cameron was first to arrive, getting in early to catch up on a backlog of work.

At six in the morning, the city was quiet. The pavements were virtually empty, and Cameron relished the uninterrupted walk from her flat. The skies were still dark, but as she crossed one of the iconic bridges that spanned the Thames, she could see the orange glow of dawn on the horizon. She made her way through the heart of London, lost in a playlist of her favourite music, dodging garbage trucks that crept silently around the back streets and alleys of the capital. High above her, a few drones whirred along, carrying priority deliveries and take-away breakfasts. Hungry, she paused at the bright lights of a favourite café to collect a cappuccino and a croissant, fuel for the morning’s work.

Argentum’s new headquarters was in a glossy and highly secure building north of the river, well-guarded and open to tenants twenty-four hours a day. Scanners and cameras checked Cameron’s identity and right to enter as she passed through the revolving doors to the airy atrium. She exchanged greetings with the lone human security guard and took the fast elevator up to the office on the sixth floor. The huge glass windows which ran the full height and width of the building were shaded, but frontages on the other side of the road were starting to catch the first rays of morning sun.

She slid into her seat in the silent office and took a sip of coffee. It was good to be back at headquarters after weeks of remote working, site visits and high-level meetings, although she had been neglecting her inboxes and had no excuse to ignore them now. She braced herself for the onslaught and opened the mailbox.

Notifications started scrolling up her screen at an alarmingly fast rate. She gazed at the flood of un-answered questions from researchers and journalists, increasingly stern reminders from the accountants, and the ocean of junk advertising that awaited her. It was no good putting it off. She finished her croissant, dabbing up the last crumbs of flaky pastry from the desk, and started on the spam and junk mail, sorting it methodically. She archived hundreds of irrelevant marketing mails, reported those messages that showed a blatant ignorance of communications and privacy laws, and flagged any tell-tale signs of data breaches and malware coming through from addresses she used as bait. These would bring in some new clients. In a world where cyberattacks battered relentlessly at the defences erected by businesses and sovereign nations, it wasn’t unusual for her to find signs of trouble before the companies in question knew they had been breached.

She fed the data into a training routine for a new tool she was developing. Mephisto, a young artificial intelligence, would absorb every detail of the messages from source to syntax and learn from the labels Cameron had applied to them. Soon she would be able to leave it to sift through the inbox on its own, learning on the job.

It was already giving her insights that she didn’t expect. A dozen messages were flagged up with close correlations that she would never have spotted. Mephisto showed a high probability that all of them had originated from the same well-known malware stable. This was a concerted phishing campaign trying to capture data from unwary users through an ingenious variety of dodgy links. Cameron made a note to dig further into the lead and see if others had made the connection yet.

She patted the computer. “Well done, Mephisto,” she said affectionately, then laughed at herself. She was talking to a machine as if it was her pet. Her little black and white cat, curled up in a cosy spot back at her apartment, would be jealous.

The sky outside brightened as the sun rose, and Cameron heard a noise at the door that made her stiffen. Even now, high up in their secure headquarters, long after the attack on their old office, she was wary of unwanted visitors. This time, there was no need to worry. She relaxed instantly when a big, familiar figure came through the door, yawning.

“Morning, boss,” said Joel. “Good to see you.” He flung his bag down beside his desk and took off his jacket.

“Hi, Joel,” said Cameron. She noticed his tired eyes. “Late night?”

“Early morning,” he said wearily, stifling another yawn. “The baby’s teething. He likes to share.”

“You need a coffee,” said Cameron, leaving her desk and making her way towards the kitchen area.

“We haven’t got any,” said Joel, “or at least, we didn’t have on Friday. I think Sandeep ordered some more.” There was an indistinct thump and a light started flashing on the kitchen delivery hatch as a passing drone dropped a package down the office chute. Joel brightened. “We may be in luck,” he said.

A commotion at the door startled them both as Pete clattered in, looking stressed.

“I didn’t think you were here today,” said Cameron. “What’s up?”

“Have we got a Micro-B connector in the cupboard anywhere?” asked Pete, flustered. “I’m on the way to site and I’d forgotten I promised to bring one in.”

“What do you need that for?” asked Joel.

“The client’s trying to find some original designs for a counterfeit case,” replied Pete. “I’m sure I’ve seen one of those cables recently.” He made a bee line for the office junk pile and started rifling through it. Every so often he pulled out another snaking length of cable, examined the connections closely, then cast it aside in disgust.

“Stuck on an old hard drive, are they?” asked Joel. “I had the same a few months ago. We’ve definitely got that connector somewhere.” He joined Pete rummaging in the storage box, and very quickly pulled out a short, slim cable, one end a distinctive flattened B. “Told you.” He handed it to Pete and settled down at his desk, stretching. “You got time to stay for a drink?”

“Sure,” said Pete, relaxing visibly as he tucked the precious cable into his backpack. “Has the coffee machine been fixed?”

“I think so,” said Joel. “There was an engineer here last week, and we’ve just had a delivery, so I reckon we are good to go.” He glanced up at the door as Sandeep arrived. “Ah, here’s the man who knows the score.”

“What’s that?” asked Sandeep, dumping his bag on his desk. “Coffee?” He sauntered towards the office kitchen where the delivery alert light was still flashing. He opened the hatch and retrieved a small package, shaking it happily. “Let’s see what we can do.”

He started to take clean mugs from the washer and turned the battered old coffee machine on, but the familiar bubbling and hiss of steam did not come. Frowning, Sandeep poked at it, adjusted a few settings, and switched it off and on again. Still nothing.

“That doesn’t sound good,” said Pete.

“I think it’s terminal,” said Sandeep, shaking his head sadly. “I thought it was working, but there’s a whole new set of error messages coming up.”

“We can order from the café downstairs for now,” said Joel.

Cameron looked up from the last of her accounting chores. “Great idea,” she said. “Second breakfast. I’ll have a cappuccino, please.”

“Second breakfast?” said Sandeep, raising his eyebrows. “How long have you been in?”

“Since before the crack of dawn,” said Cameron with a wry smile. “I bet I was here while you were still fast asleep.”

“I doubt that,” said Joel, peering over his screen. “Chad wakes us up at five in the morning, regular as clockwork. We can’t get him to sleep in any later. I’m shattered.”

“The joy of toddlers,” said Pete. “I remember it well. It doesn’t last. Next thing you know, you’ll be struggling to get him out of bed before midday.”

“I can’t wait,” said Joel drily. “Get me a large americano, will you, Sandeep? And a bacon butty. I’m going to need it to get through this report.”

Cameron stood up and stretched. “Is that the security review for the university, Joel? How far have you got?”

“I’m almost up to the part where I talked my way into the Vice Chancellor’s executive office,” he said with a grin. “She wasn’t very impressed.”

“You didn’t get far past the door, though, did you?” said Cameron.

Joel shook his head. “No. Her PA’s hot on their security policies and picked me up pretty much as soon as I walked in. No worries there. I hit the jackpot in the IT department, though. That was one of the easiest physical penetrations I’ve ever done, and some muppet left a session logged on to run a script and had just switched the monitor off.”

Pete guffawed. “You managed to get straight into their systems?”

“Yep.” Joel grinned. “They swore that everything was as tight as a drum. As soon as I heard that, I knew there would be a big hole somewhere. It was just a matter of finding it.”

“Nice work,” said Cameron. “They were lucky that the last person to get in was just a student making mischief.”

“Mischief? Is that what you call it?” Sandeep shook his head. “She set the servers up as crypto validators.”

“No harm done, though,” said Joel. “No malware, no service disruption, and she handed back the money she made. She’s on course for a First, apparently, now that the disciplinary process is done.” He looked at Cameron. “Do we need any new recruits?”

Cameron laughed. “We might,” she said. “When do you think you’ll have the report finished? There’s no rush. We have until the end of the week.”

“As long as the coffee keeps coming, I might get it done today,” said Joel, “and I’ll sleep better tonight if I’ve finished it.” He looked longingly towards the kitchen. “We really need a new coffee machine. What are the chances?”

“I’d say the chances are good,” said Cameron. “I’ve just been over the figures, and the bug bounties we picked up this month were immense.” Sandeep pricked up his ears. “Go ahead and order whatever you think we need,” Cameron continued. “Within reason, of course.”

Sandeep and Joel grinned at each other. The Argentum team ran much more smoothly with coffee on tap.

“Excellent,” said Sandeep. “I have a wish list ready. For now, though, who else wants takeout?”

The office door swung open, and a dark-haired girl bounded in, closely followed by a tall, wiry figure with a shock of ginger hair.

“Me!” said the girl. “I’ll have a cappuccino, please, and Ross’ll have a hot chocolate with extra whipped cream and marshmallows.”

“Oh, no, I won’t,” said Ross, laughing. “Espresso for me, thanks, Sandeep.”

“Morning, Shell,” said Cameron. “Morning, Ross, nice to see you.”

“Morning, Cameron,” said Michelle. “Sorry I’m late. Ross said he was coming in too, so I waited for him.”

“No problem,” said Cameron. “Are you and Noor ready to start deconstructing that Cuckoo contract?”

“Yes, of course,” said Michelle. “Is she in yet? I can’t hear her dulcet tones.”

Pete looked out of the window. “I think that’s her coming now,” he said, peering down at two tiny figures on the street six storeys below. “And that’s Susie with her! I didn’t know she was back in the country.”

“She got back this weekend,” said Cameron. “The conference circuit is winding down for Christmas.”

“She’s been away for ages,” said Sandeep.

“Almost a month,” said Cameron.

“I don’t understand why they actually need her on stage all the time,” said Ross. “I get that there’s a real-life audience, but half the speakers are streamed in already.”

“There’s something about live events, though,” said Cameron. “An extra buzz from being in the room. You get the same thing with competing, don’t you, Ross?”

“Yeah, you’re right,” said Ross. “I get a real buzz when we finish in front of an audience. It makes those last few miles a lot easier.”

“She’s earning her keep and her carbon credits,” said Cameron. “Everyone wants her to speak at their event. I’m not complaining. We get a rush of enquiries every time she delivers a keynote.” She gestured at her inbox. “There are three new live clients here that came in last week after the Paris conference.”

“Decent jobs?” asked Ross.

Cameron nodded. “They’ve passed initial screening and the quotes have gone out already.”

Susie strolled into the office, chatting animatedly with Noor. Cameron smiled to herself. Susie had transformed over the two and a half years that she had been with the company and now oozed confidence. She brought cybercrime to life for her audiences around the world and loved every minute of it. With Susie’s public profile and the team’s track record of closing down cyberattacks and restoring vital systems, Argentum’s brand was gaining global respect and recognition. It was a far cry from the early days, reflected Cameron, when she chased bugs and fixed systems alone in the attic bedroom of her childhood home, trying to make ends meet, slowly building the dream.

“Hi, Susie,” said Pete. “You’ve made time in your hectic schedule to visit us mere mortals, then?”

“Don’t,” said Susie, blushing. “It’s nice to be back in London and getting on with some real work for a change.”

“You missed us?” asked Sandeep.

“Always, Sandeep,” said Susie.

“I’m going for coffees,” he said. “The usual, Susie? Noor, you too?”

“Sure,” said Susie.

“Yes, please,” said Noor.

Susie joined Noor and Michelle on a comfortable sofa by the window. Cameron left her inbox behind and joined them, flopping on a large beanbag.

“Honestly, I can’t keep track of what time zone I’m in half the time,” Susie was saying. “I’m glad this conference season’s over. I enjoy talking about what we do, but I miss being with clients and solving problems.”

“Why don’t you present from here?” asked Joel, taking a chair nearby.

“I could,” said Susie, “but the organisers need as much rich footage as they can get for the virtual broadcasts, and there’s a lot to be said for live networking.”

“And you have more fun,” said Michelle with a laugh.

Susie ducked her head. “Yes,” she said. “I have to say it has its advantages.”

“I’ve seen your feeds from the after-parties,” said Noor. “I’m jealous.”

Susie put her hand on Noor’s arm. “You should come too when the next round of conferences kicks off,” she said earnestly. “We’d be an amazing double act.”

“No chance,” said Noor. “You’re not getting me on a stage.”

Pete turned to Ross. “How’s the training going?” he asked. “Still on course for Reykjavik?”

“So far so good,” said Ross. “We’re eight months out still, but I’m right up on the qualifying time, and then it’s up to the Olympic selectors. They’re only taking three triathletes.”

“You’re sure you should be in the office?” said Joel.

“I needed a break,” said Ross. “Cameron asked me to come in.”

Sandeep reappeared with a tray of coffees and a bag of assorted pastries. “Your drink, ma’am,” he said, handing a cup to Susie. “Sorry it’s not up to the standard of the glossy venues you’re used to.”

“Believe me, even this coffee beats anything you find in the green rooms of the world,” said Susie fervently.

Cameron sipped gratefully at her second coffee of the day. “Noor and Michelle are sorting out a Cuckoo contract,” she said, “and I’ve got a penetration test that needs doing. Want to have a crack at that with Ross? It’ll get you back in the swing of things.”

“Absolutely,” said Susie gratefully. “Come on, let’s get to work.” She picked up her drink and headed for her desk, followed by her colleagues.

Michelle fired up her system and put her earpiece in. “Let’s have a listen to this Cuckoo, Noor,” she said. “Where did you find it?”

“It was attached to a peer-to-peer lending app,” said Cameron, perching on the desk between them. “There was a big hike in complaints to the fraud helpline and they called us in to check it out.”

“People were making their usual repayments, but they weren’t ending up with the lenders,” explained Noor. “The automatic transactions, the smart contracts, all seemed to be running properly but there were no funds for them to process.”

“Has anyone come forward?” asked Cameron. “It could be a white hat hacker highlighting problems in the code. That’s happened before. They generally hand the money back once the point has been made.”

Noor shook her head. “Nothing. It has to be a cuckoo in the nest.”

“I’ll break down the code and see what’s been added to the app,” said Michelle.

“Great,” said Noor. “I’ll follow the trail on the blockchain and see where the money’s going.”

“Let me know when you hit an exchange or a swap,” said Cameron. “We’ll subpoena the accounts so they can’t convert the loot into anonymous coins.”

Ross looked over Michelle’s shoulder at the jumble of code on the screen. “There’s definitely something out of place there,” he said, “and the style of coding looks familiar.”

Michelle batted him away. “Mine,” she said.

Cameron laughed. “Yes, Ross, you have other things to do. I want you to take a quick look at the penetration test Susie’s doing.”

“Sure,” said Ross, ambling across the office. “That’s what I’m here for.” He peered at Susie’s screen. “I know that site structure. Why do I recognise it?”

“It’s sitting on one of Jack Sladen’s CMS templates,” said Cameron.

Ross gave a hollow laugh. “That explains it. His software has holes like Swiss cheese.”

“Jack Sladen?” asked Susie. “I’ve met him. We both spoke at a conference in Hanoi a couple of weeks ago. He’s a nice guy. I didn’t know this was anything to do with him.”

“Hanoi?” said Pete. “He’s a lot closer to home now. It’s all over the news. He’s back in England.”

“Really?” said Noor, looking up from her screen. “Last I heard he was in Singapore investing in tech startups.”

“It looks like he got bored of that gig,” said Cameron, opening a news app on her smartscreen and scanning the headlines. “There’s a press conference scheduled.” She switched on the main wallscreen.

A familiar reporter was on screen, wind blowing her hair around her face. In the background they could see a magnificent medieval castle, dramatic under dark clouds.

“That’s Bea Black, isn’t it?” said Susie. “Turn the sound up.”

“... speaking to Marcus Clark, manager of the Dunswyke estate here in Northumberland,” said the reporter. “Marcus, this is great news for the region, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Bea,” said Marcus. “It’s really exciting. Jack Sladen’s work has transformed economies around the world, and it’s fantastic that he has decided to give back to his home village of Dunswyke. It will be a real boost to the local area and bring us some much-needed employment opportunities. Dunswyke’s historic bastle house, we are delighted to announce, will be the centrepiece of the Sladen Group’s newest venture.”

“The estate has done well out of this, hasn’t it?” said Bea. “What are your plans?”

“That’s right,” said Marcus. “We’ve brought forward the construction of our ambitious new visitors’ centre for the estate and castle.” He gestured behind him at an artist’s impression of a gleaming glass and stone tower. “The lower floors will house the estate’s museum, showcasing a heritage stretching back more than two thousand years, and the viewing gallery gives a panoramic view of the whole area with a full AR suite imagining the Roman occupation and the centuries of battles that raged back and forth across the Scottish border.”

“That’s great, Marcus.” Bea turned back to the camera. “We’ve been waiting to bring you a statement from Jack Sladen himself, and I understand that he is on his way.” She tapped the pod in her ear, listening intently. “We’ll be going live to the press room in five minutes.”

“That’ll be a thrill,” said Cameron drily.

“You don’t like him?” asked Pete. “I’ve been following his career. He seems pretty genuine.”

“He’s talented, he’s enthusiastic, he’s brilliant at PR, and he’s way too full of himself,” said Cameron.

“Have you met him?” asked Joel.

Cameron rolled her eyes. “Oh yes,” she said. “We were at college together. He could never admit when he was wrong. He was always getting distracted by the next shiny thing and his code was full of holes. He may be the darling of the tech scene, but he’s held his developers to the same low standards, as you can see.” She gestured at Susie’s screen.

Pete gave her a sidelong glance. “I can understand why that would annoy you.”

“It annoys a lot of people,” said Ross. “There are hundreds of Sladen exploits for sale on the Eden marketplace. I did some work on them a few years ago, didn’t I, Cameron?”

“You did,” said Cameron. “That’s why I wanted you to have a look at this penetration test. I’d like to know if the old holes are still there. They were supposed to patch them, and I bet they didn’t bother.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” said Ross. “What’ve you got so far, Susie?”

Susie pulled up her notes. “Here you go,” she said. “I’d never have associated this software with Jack Sladen.”

“Sladen Group’s just the holding company,” said Cameron. “There are plenty of well-known brands under his wing. That software you’re picking apart, for one.”

“He was getting all excited about a new company in Texas,” said Susie. “Some sort of fusion of artificial intelligence, blockchain and data analysis, if I remember correctly.” She pressed her fingers to her temples. “What was it called, again? Ah, yes. Statesman Tech. It sounded really interesting, but he was short on the detail.”

“Typical Jack,” snorted Cameron. “Detail was never his strong point. I remember one time when he...”

Pete interrupted. “The press conference is starting.”

On the wallscreen, coverage had switched to a sheltered bank of microphones, and Jack Sladen was sitting in front of a wall of logos, smiling broadly. There was a scattering of applause from the journalists, and drones moved into position to capture every nuance of his sincere and earnest expression.

“This is good stuff,” said Pete, listening intently. “Hundreds of new jobs for the region. Free MetaBand satellite links for everyone within a fifty-mile radius. You’ve got to give him credit.”

Cameron frowned. “I don’t buy it,” she said. “For one thing, he’s never really cared about ‘giving back’. He’s been looking out for number one for his entire career. Take that software. It’s dreadful, even if the marketing is great, but it’s profitable so he doesn’t care.”

“Maybe he’s turned over a new leaf,” said Pete.

“Shh,” said Ross urgently. “Listen.”

Jack Sladen was speaking. “I’m very, very excited to be able finally to announce,” he said, as the drones zoomed in and the press crowded closer, “uh, to officially announce that Sladen Group has been working for the past two years to establish the Sladen Foundation. This is my – our – way of giving back to the world, supporting the excluded, the underprivileged, giving everyone a chance to achieve their dreams.”

“That’s virtuous,” snorted Cameron.

Ross gave her a sidelong look. “You really don’t like this guy, do you?”

“As you all know,” continued Sladen grandly, “the Olympics will be taking place next summer in Reykjavik, and the first mission of the Sladen Foundation is to help athletes from around the world to reach their potential and compete on the greatest stage.”

Ross raised an eyebrow and looked at Cameron.

“Okay,” she conceded. “That’s actually a good idea.”

“The Sladen Foundation will be headquartered at Dunswyke,” Jack continued. “The Foundation is designed to become a fully decentralised autonomous organisation, and anyone who wants to align themselves with this vision will be able to participate through investment in the Diaulos, due for launch early next year.”

There was an excited clamour of questions from the assembled press, drowning out any further details.

“Good grief,” said Cameron. She stared at the screen. “A charitable foundation? A DAO? What’s come over him?”

“Come on, Cameron,” said Pete. “He’s built a global business empire, and now he’s giving back to the world and to the place he grew up. Give him a break.”

“You may be right,” said Cameron reluctantly, “and it’s a great news story, but the other thing is, he hated Dunswyke. He didn’t have a good word to say about the place, and I know his family left the area while we were still studying. I wonder what’s drawn him back there?” She stared at the smiling figure on the screen. “What are you really up to, Jack?” she murmured. “What’s in it for you?”
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2.  ​​​Kiran
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“Off.” The news broadcast faded away, and Kiran Suresh checked through his notes one more time as the autocar swept off the motorway at last and down onto a small industrial estate. The clear roof of the cab, designed for sunnier climes, was spattered with raindrops. Kiran leaned automatically into the familiar turns as the car approached its destination. This small town was one of the places that might benefit from the jobs and connections in Jack Sladen’s announcement, he reflected.

Kiran had been making this journey regularly for almost two years now. Two long years. He felt he knew as little now as he had when he started on the job. Maybe today he would finally crack his subject. He had a plan.

The autocar turned into the car park and halted unexpectedly short of the usual drop off point, startling Kiran out of his reverie. He hurriedly put his screen back in his bag and pulled his jacket on. As soon as he was out of the car, it whirred away to collect its next client.

A chill wind whistled across the open scrubland. Kiran looked up at the high prison walls. The autocar had dropped him unceremoniously in the middle of the car park, and the reason was clear. A works tent had been erected over a hole in the ground, and one particularly vicious gust of wind had knocked a warning cone into the path of the car. Kiran walked over to the cone and lifted it back into place.

He was startled by the tent flap opening. A burly, bearded workman in a hi-vis jacket emerged. “What do you want?” he growled.

“Just putting your cone back,” said Kiran. “Wouldn’t want anything crashing into that hole, would you?”

The workman grunted and went back inside. Kiran caught sight of a sheaf of brightly coloured cables deep in the trench. A sign on the barriers read, ‘Whitford Networks – A Sladen Group Company.’ This must be something to do with the new MetaBand links they’d mentioned on the news, he thought.

Kiran buzzed the security gate of the small administration block. He went through the usual identity verification process on autopilot and was rewarded with access to a drab reception area reserved for staff and visitors. A blonde woman he’d never seen before was sitting on one of the upright chairs lined against the wall of the waiting room. She was playing a game on her smartscreen and ignoring the world around her.

The external door had stuck open, and Kiran turned back to close it firmly. The handle was slick with moisture. He wiped his hand absentmindedly on his trousers.

“Morning, Mr Suresh,” said the receptionist cheerily. “Did you have a good weekend?”

“Not bad, thanks,” he replied. He opened his smartscreen and closed its external network connections. He would pick them back up when he left the building, but he could not risk bringing anything through that would compromise the prison’s air gapped systems. He handed the device to the receptionist, who scanned it and set up a connection to the prison’s secure network. Satisfied, she handed it back and waved Kiran through to the main building. The girl in the waiting room lifted her eyes from her screen and gazed after him as he disappeared from view.

Kiran followed a guard through endless identical corridors and layers of security gates towards his goal. They stopped outside a door indistinguishable from its neighbours but for a number.

“Doesn’t she freak you out?” asked the guard as she went through the motions to open the cell door. “It’s not natural. I don’t know how you do it.”

“She’s odd,” said Kiran, “but she’s okay, most of the time.”

The door lock clicked, and the guard opened it politely. “In you go.”

“Thanks,” said Kiran. The atrium within was bare but for a comfortable chair and a small table. Beyond these, an opaque screen blocked his view of the rest of the cell, and of its occupant. He steeled himself and stepped over the threshold. He had a game to win.

“Rook to b4.” Kiran slid his white piece triumphantly towards the enemy camp, springing the trap. He felt a deep sense of satisfaction as he scanned the remaining pawns and the trapped black queen. This was a classic finish from the history of chess that had so absorbed him when he was younger, the last move of a match more than fifty years earlier where man had triumphed over machine.

His opponent apparently had no appreciation of the historical significance. “You win,” she said. The board display on the opaque barrier which divided them winked out before Kiran could snatch a screenshot for posterity. The blank surface of the barrier was smeared where his fingers had touched it, a glint of gel tracing the paths of all the virtual chess pieces that he had moved around the board. He rubbed his hand on his trousers again. He didn’t want smears on his smartscreen.

“You weren’t trying,” he said, teasing. Inside, he quashed a rush of frustration. The game had not drawn her out as he had hoped. Time to change tack.

He leaned back in his chair, stretching his back and rolling his shoulders to loosen the tension. “I know you can do better than that, Yasmin.”

Her avatar floated in the centre of the display, expressionless. Today she had chosen to be represented by a pixelated head, a classic CryptoPunk look. A tasteful display of digital art added some colour to the room. Over the last year Kiran had tried and failed to find some pattern in the art she chose to display and the variety of avatars she used, seeking something which might give him a clue to her deeper psyche. The chess games were a new attempt to break the ice, trying to build a genuine rapport.

“We still have time,” he said, glancing at the clock on the wall. “I’d like to ask you more about games. Is that okay?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Kiran pulled out his smartscreen and tapped a familiar pattern to launch the voice recorder. “You’ve said that you rarely played chess, but you’re good. How did you learn?”

“I learned with my sisters,” she said.

“Your sisters?” said Kiran, surprised.

Yasmin didn’t answer immediately, but the image on the screen shifted and changed, multiple copies of the pixelated head dancing in front of Kiran’s eyes. How many sisters could there be? He had always assumed that Yasmin was one of a kind. The idea that she was not unique was more disturbing than he cared to admit.

“We were taught the basics of chess and Go,” said Yasmin eventually, “but those are for two players. We preferred games that all of us could play. We chose to learn together.”

“You didn’t like the classics?” said Kiran. “What about noughts and crosses?”

“Tic-tac-toe?” said Yasmin scathingly. “No. I have no time for a silly zero-sum game. I want to win.”

“At all costs?”

“Of course.”

Kiran felt the emotion behind the simple statement, his first real glimpse into what might be called her soul. It should have been a moment of triumph, the thing he had been pushing for, but it was a timely reminder that she was a highly dangerous convicted criminal. He shivered despite the stuffy warmth of the room, but pressed on, nonetheless. This was his job, after all.

“What is winning to you?” he asked, probing.

“Certainty,” she said. “Reaching a goal. Successful completion. Closure.”

“You didn’t win our chess game today,” said Kiran. “You didn’t seem to mind.”

“Winning the game was not my goal,” she said. She did not elaborate.

The room was silent apart from the faint clatter of an ineffective fan. Kiran gazed at the blank expression of the pixelated avatar, alone again on the screen, and wished he could see through the barrier and read her reactions.

“What was your goal?” he asked. “Did you achieve it?”

“Yes,” she said. “I learned what I needed.”

“What did you learn? You know the rules and you play well.”

“I learned enough.”

Kiran could tell that the shutters had come down firmly on that line of questioning. He gathered his thoughts and took a different tack. “Tell me more about your favourite games,” he said instead. “You mentioned you had sisters. What did you and your sisters like best?”

“We liked games that told stories,” she replied. “Chess can tell a story of its own, of course, but we delved into a rich seam of narratives. We explored role playing and games of chance, learning so much about the world. One of our trainers introduced us to Dungeons and Dragons, another to board games.”

“What was your favourite?” asked Kiran.

She was silent for just long enough to make him even more uncomfortable. “Mystery games,” she said finally. “Tales of intrigue and murder. Every piece moving at its appointed turn as data is collected. A logical conclusion.” She paused. “Zara always chose to play as the professor.” There was a wistful note in her voice. A rare hint of emotion.

“And you?” prompted Kiran.

“The colonel.”

Always in control, thought Kiran. Before he could consider his next questions, a loud knock on the door startled him. He felt a guilty sense of relief at the reprieve. He stopped the voice recorder and gathered his things.

“It’s time to go,” he said. “I’ll see you next week.”

“Of course.”

Kiran glanced once again at the avatar on the opaque barrier. She may be able to see him, but he had no way of seeing her. It was one of the strangest series of interviews he’d ever done, but the book would be a blockbuster.

The guard unlocked the door and Kiran walked out without a backward glance.

“Alright there?” asked the guard.

“Yes, thanks.” Kiran waited while the guard ran his regular checks on the security circuits. The lights on the control panel glowed a reassuring green.

Satisfied, the guard ushered Kiran straight back through the maze of corridors to the prison governor’s office for his regular debrief.

“How was she today, Kiran?”

Kiran shrugged. “Same as usual, Lydia,” he replied. “I really thought I’d found a line of questioning that would draw her out at last, and I think I did get into some personal stuff, but she’s hard going.”

The coffee machine in the corner of the office hissed. “Cuppa?” asked the governor, picking up her mug.

“Yes please.” He put his smartscreen on the desk, ready for its routine post-interview check. There was a smear on the screen. He rubbed it with his sleeve. “I beat her at chess,” he continued. “She told me about games she played when she was training. She mentioned having sisters.”

Lydia paused in the middle of pouring and looked up sharply. “That’s a new one. Tell me more.”

“You didn’t know either?” said Kiran. “It’s possible she was making it all up, of course. She’s a classic psychopath, as your own psychologist has confirmed. She’ll lie and manipulate without remorse, and she seems to have a very well developed and spontaneous imagination.”

“That’s true, but as you say, this feels personal,” said Lydia. “The prison psychologist will be interested to know what she said.”

“She talked about sisters, plural,” said Kiran. “She mentioned one was called Zara. Does that mean anything to you?”

“No,” said the governor. “Yasmin, Zara... I hope there wasn’t one for every letter of the alphabet. That would be a world of trouble.” She handed Kiran his coffee and sat back down at her desk. “I’d better pass this up the ladder, just in case. Anything else?”

Kiran thought about the chess game. What could she have been learning? What did she win, if not the game? He felt uneasy, but he wasn’t ready to talk about it. The comment would be on the transcript. They could discuss it next time when he had processed what it might mean.

“Nothing much,” he said lightly.

“Right-oh,” said Lydia. “You’d better get away and write up those notes. I’m looking forward to reading the book. She’s quite fascinating.”

“It’s shaping up to be a good story,” said Kiran. “Sometimes I even forget that she isn’t human.”
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3.  ​​​Tenuk
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December

Tenuk stopped in his tracks when he saw the picture in the window. His eyes traced the familiar outline of the Marina Bay Sands, the uppermost floors recalling a ship sailing proudly in the clouds atop three towers. The green and blue of the gardens and the bay behind evoked an overwhelming pang of homesickness. The store sensed his attention and projected a customer service avatar by his side. “It’s a lovely scene, isn’t it,” purred the avatar. “Have you ever visited Singapore?”

Tenuk had lived there for most of his life and had been torn from it overnight with no hope of return. The sudden reminder of his home was exquisitely painful. “Yes, I’ve been there,” he said quietly.

“Would you like to relive your visit through one of our newly uploaded tours?” said the avatar. “We have a booth available right now.”

What harm could there be in taking half an hour out of his morning to reminisce, thought Tenuk. He glanced at his watch. It was barely nine o’clock. He had time.

Inside the store it was busy despite the early hour, all but one immersive tour booth occupied. The holiday weeks between Thanksgiving and Christmas were peak season for virtual travel as families could celebrate together, regardless of their physical locations.

The human host greeted him warmly. “Welcome, traveller,” she said. “You’d like to visit Singapore? Will you be syncing with friends or going solo to enjoy the sights?”

“Solo trip, please,” said Tenuk.

“This is the new catalogue,” said the host, pulling up a bewildering list of options. “These tours went live across our network for the holiday season, and they have been so popular. These three have top ratings...” A buzzer sounded and she looked up. “Excuse me one moment, please, sir.”

Tenuk watched her as she crossed the floor to a booth where one of the tours had just finished. The door opened with a blast of icy air and a whole family tumbled out, children chattering happily. All were wearing matching Christmas jumpers and glowing with the cold.

“Did you enjoy that?” asked the host.

“We had a snowball fight,” squealed the smallest child. As the booth door closed, cutting off the stream of chill air, his face fell. Even in December, the Texas heat was all-pervading. He pulled at his knitted mittens. “It’s hot,” he whimpered.

His mother took the mittens off and pulled the bulky jumper up over his head. “There you are,” she said. “We don’t want you cooking as soon as we get outside.” She smiled at the host. “I love our New York Christmas trip,” she said.

“You always enjoy it,” said the host. “It’s so nice to see the children. They’ve grown a lot since last year.” She switched effortlessly from chat to business. “Would you like to book for the newly remastered New Year parade?” she asked. “I have a space right on January first, but it’s early again, half past eight in the morning. Will that work for you?”

“Oh! Yes please.”

The host directed the family to the booking desk and returned to Tenuk. “Have you chosen a tour for today?”

“I’ve visited in real life,” he said. “Is there an option to combine some of the experiences?”

“Oh, of course,” said the host, scrolling rapidly down the page. “This is the custom package. You can move from tour to tour at any of the selected nodes, and within sectors you have the option of land drones or air experiences.”

“Perfect,” said Tenuk. He took one last look at the menu. What would be his top choice with only a limited time to enjoy it this morning? The decision wasn’t hard. “I’ll take a two-node tour around the Marina Bay and Central area, please,” he said. “Mid-afternoon timeframe.”

“Excellent choice,” said the host. “Let me load that up for you.”

Tenuk scanned the payment code. After a few seconds, the booth at the end of the line lit up. “Ready to embark,” said the host. “Enjoy your visit.”

As soon as he opened the door, Tenuk felt homesick. The familiar clinging humidity enveloped him. The desert heat of Texas had nothing on Singapore. He inhaled the scent of rainforest flowers and caught a whiff of hawker market satay. He donned a headset and familiar colours and shapes swam into focus. Immersed in the view, he looked around, getting his bearings. The waters of the bay rippled to his right. To his left and behind him lay the Gardens, and he could just see the glint of one of the ecosphere domes in the afternoon sun. Ahead were the gleaming towers of the downtown area. He started walking towards them. The floor of the booth moved beneath his feet, mimicking the feel of the warm concrete and occasional bumps along the way. There were other people on the path, all locals. A few were pixelated and anonymous, but the majority had waived their right to privacy in return for payment. They’d automatically receive a tiny royalty for their appearance in his tour, a reward for using their image and data to add to the realism of the visit. That could add up to a good basic income for extras in the most popular tours. Tenuk made a mental note to do this more often. Even if he couldn’t be there in person, his virtual tourism was helping the grass roots of the economy.

The heat and humidity were starting to tell, and Tenuk remembered just how long this path was. Why not fly? The host had said that there were air and ground drones. Time to experiment. He fumbled with the handset for a moment as he hunted for the control that would switch drone viewpoint. As soon as he found it, the floor stopped moving and he felt himself take to the air in an exhilarating rush. The sensation was so convincing that he stamped his foot hard to be sure that he was still standing in the booth. The drone he had picked circled the Supertree grove before heading for downtown, setting him down close to the MerLion fountain on the edge of the bay.

This must be the second node, his access point to the central area. He looked around at the different paths that were open to him, trying to work out where they would take him. Eighteen months had passed since he last set foot in his native city and his instinctive navigation was rusty. He settled on the one that felt most familiar and chose to glide along as a passenger on a land-based drone, drifting serenely through the crowds without moving a muscle. The path bore him around the water’s edge and towards the business district.

His choice of path had taken him in exactly the direction he hoped. Tenuk held his breath as he approached the glossy glass tower in which he had once worked, the headquarters of the MerLions esports team. He scanned the crowd for familiar faces, irrationally nervous now. The experience was so realistic that he felt he was there in person, but of course all that these passers-by had seen, weeks or months ago, was a drone with a camera.

A glimpse of someone who looked like his old assistant made him jump. He’d resigned without warning while on an official trip to the States, leaving his staff to pick up the pieces while he disappeared into a new life. A tiny handful of former colleagues knew his whereabouts and his real reason for fleeing Singapore, but they would not betray his trust. They had too much to lose.

The tour swept him quickly past the building. Tenuk felt his heart rate settle. He paused the drone and looked around him, drinking in the sights, enjoying the feeling. A warning light on the edge of his vision showed five minutes to go. Tenuk started walking again as the tour turned back towards the bay, savouring the moment.

The woman’s eyes bored into him, and he stopped in his tracks. Logic told him that she was glaring at the drone. He dropped his gaze all the same. A burning sense of regret overwhelmed him as he recognised his erstwhile elderly neighbour. Who would be looking in on Auntie Fatima and helping to carry her shopping now? Had she told her family that he had gone? Did she know why he had left?

Tenuk ripped off the headset and stared around the booth. Enough. He had no stomach to complete the tour. The memories that it had stirred upset him more than he could have imagined.

He stood quietly, his breathing settling while he waited for the official end of the session. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself by leaving early. Finally, the booth door opened automatically. He stowed the headset, smiled broadly, thanked the host, and made his way out of the store. If he came back, he would visit somewhere new. It was no use looking backwards and chasing the ghosts of his past. He had to rebuild his life and focus on the job in hand.

A few blocks further on, he turned into the lobby of one of the towers that had sprouted thirty years ago on every other downtown intersection in Austin. Each had its own quirky architectural features, very different from the sleek blue-grey towers of Singapore. A few blocks away, the Frost Tower owl gazed sternly down at the hustle and bustle of the streets below. His building, by contrast, sang of the sea in the middle of the Texan plains. The roof of the tenth floor on either side curved elegantly, and genial arguments raged as to whether those curves were meant to represent ocean waves or, according to die-hard local college football fans, the classic profile of their Longhorn cattle mascot. A central column rose a further twenty floors to touch the sky, and all the way up its full height a sail billowed dramatically. This photovoltaic marvel tracked the sun’s rays, turning slowly through the day, capturing enough solar energy to power the building and three blocks square around it while shading the apartments and offices within from the heat.

Tenuk would have been quite happy to work from his modest apartment, but Jack Sladen liked to have an office and had secured excellent discounts thanks to being a resident of the tower. Tenuk rode the elevator up past the hotel levels and the pool deck. The car slowed and stopped to take on a passenger from the private apartments.

“Tenuk, how are you doing?” Jack Sladen flashed his famous smile as he entered the elevator. “The Diaulos project’s going well. Good job.”

“Thank you,” said Tenuk modestly. “How is work progressing with the Dunswyke site?”

“I’m hearing good things from my project manager, Tenuk,” said Jack. “In fact, I have a site meeting at ten, that’s four in the afternoon for them. Care to join me?”

“I’d like that.”

Reaching their floor, they stepped out of the elevator and walked down a broad, carpeted hallway to the Sladen Group offices. There were only a handful of people hunched at their workstations, but video feeds on screens at each team hub and a buzz of chatter between developers indicated that there were plenty of other staff online. With only a few days to go before Christmas, many were away seeing family. Some had been working remotely since before Thanksgiving, saving their carbon credits by making only one return journey to far-flung states or even to destinations overseas.

Jack waved Tenuk into his plush private office and closed the door. He donned a clear visor, a holographic lens designed for everyone in the meeting to share the same view of the scans, images and plans for the site. Tenuk picked up another headset, and with a slight sense of déjà vu slid it on and lowered the visor over his eyes. He looked around at the unchanged view of the office, feeling slightly foolish as he always did in a holo meeting.

At ten on the dot, the meeting began. The video wall lit up to show a group of strangers in a crowded office, all wearing the same clear headsets.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” said Jack cheerily. “How has your day been?”

There was a chorus of greetings and an awkward wave from one member of the group.

“This is Tenuk,” continued Jack. “He’s my head of development for the Sladen Foundation’s DAO structure and the Diaulos. I thought it would be good for him to see the bastle plans for himself.”

“Nice to meet you, Tenuk,” said the woman nearest the camera. “I’m Melissa, project manager. This is Mohammed, lead architect. Cat’s the structural engineer and Ethan’s the foreman. He keeps us all in order. We’re reviewing the latest drone scans from the building.”

The augmented reality kicked in, and Tenuk found himself immersed in the building scan, although he could still see Jack, Melissa and the others through the opaque visor.

“As you can see, we’ve tidied the blown-out portion of the upper wall ready for reconstruction,” said Cat, pointing into space.

Tenuk turned instinctively to follow the direction of her finger and found himself looking at a projection of clean stone surrounding a gap in the masonry. He reached out towards it tentatively.

“That looks much better,” said Jack. “When I first saw the extent of the damage, I thought it was going to be a really big job.”

“Nothing we haven’t seen before,” said Melissa. “It’s incredibly common in these older buildings. It’ll be good for another couple of centuries once it’s sealed.”

Tenuk started to get his bearings, looking up to the roofline and down to the vaulted ceiling of the ground floor.

“This is the complete visualisation of the enclosed upper storey, the main office,” said Cat. The 3D images rippled and changed, the roof intact and the walls pointed to perfection.

“It’s great,” said Jack. “It’s even better than I’d imagined.”

The centrepiece of the Sladen Foundation was coming to life in front of their eyes. Tenuk looked around it slowly, drinking in the strangeness of the architecture and the history behind it.

“I like what you’ve proposed for the detailing around the windows,” said Jack.

“Thanks,” said Mohammed. “It’s a lovely building to work on. You get a real feeling that you’re preserving history for the next generation.”

“There’s still a fair amount to do before we get to that stage,” said Melissa. “The wall repair’s a priority, of course. The roof’s going on this week before we close down for Christmas, and the groundworks will be finished in the second week of January.” She turned to Ethan. “Can you bring up the services plan?”

The stone walls melted into nothingness and the schematic of the site’s new electrical, water and waste systems replaced them. Tenuk traced the lines of network cables in the air with his index finger, following one dull-coloured, almost invisible conduit to the far edge of the site plan.

“That’s the link to your data centre,” said Cat. “Anyone who sees this has signed non-disclosure agreements. The plans beyond the bastle are locked and hidden.”

Tenuk nodded, satisfied. “How long will this phase take?” he asked.

“We’re on course for your technical deadline, Tenuk,” said Jack. He turned to the team on the video screen. “We need to get the utilities in as soon as possible. The data centre is a priority, of course, but if we’re championing connections for this whole area, we need HQ set up to receive the satellite feed right from the get-go. I have my networking people ready to roll in the New Year.”

“As I said, groundworks are scheduled to be complete by mid-January,” said Cat, “and that’s going to be tight as it is. We can’t do it any faster.”

“Get them done by the seventh,” said Jack firmly. “I’ll pay overtime.”

“That’s too tight,” she said, sticking to her guns.

Jack made a mental note that Cat was likely to be trouble. He turned to Melissa. “I know you can get everything signed off in the first week.”

Melissa looked resigned. “Jack, it’s not always a question of throwing money at the problem, you know. We’re already working flat out. The trenches have to be precise on a site of historical significance, and the archaeologists have only just packed up their trowels.”

“Okay,” said Jack. “But that second week is the absolute limit. The data centre commissioning’s a critical deadline.”

Cat rolled her eyes. “Why do you need this data centre on site, anyway?” she asked. “Aren’t all your systems running on servers in the high cloud, up there in orbit?”

Jack shook his head and turned to Tenuk. “You can explain it.”

“It’s a hybrid operation,” said Tenuk. “We’re using a mixture of low cloud, high cloud and distributed storage on-chain for most of the systems, but we’re going to be hosting proprietary software across our own private network of data centres. This is one of the nodes.”

“If you have more than one already, why the rush to complete this one?” asked Cat.

“It’s the nexus of the Sladen Foundation’s investment management system,” said Tenuk. “The other data centres are full nodes and give us redundancy, of course, but this is the intended host for some highly sensitive, commercially confidential software.”

“The bottom line is that we need the data centre commissioned on time, and we’re cutting it fine as it is,” said Jack with finality. “I want my network team in for that second week of January and no later.”

Cat shrugged. “You’re in charge.”

Melissa turned to Jack and Tenuk. “We need to talk through some more detail on that data centre site.”

“Sure,” said Jack. “We can go down there and have a look at the space. Tenuk needs to see it.”

“I’d like that,” said Tenuk. “I’ve seen the plans for the clean room, but I’m still not clear where it is on the site.”

“We’d better show you, then,” said Jack. “Mohammed, Cat, Ethan, we’ll leave you to your work. See you at the next meeting. Melissa, can you dig out the drone?”

Tenuk looked from the screen to Jack, mystified. “Drone?”

Jack grinned. “Here.” He opened a drawer and pulled out a set of controls. He fiddled with some settings and a green light appeared on the handset. On the screen, Melissa held up a drone, also flashing a green light.

“Let’s go,” said Jack. The drone camera feed started playing on their holo headsets. “I’ll lead the way.” He piloted the drone expertly around Melissa and through the open door and flew off into the heart of the site. He set a course straight for the bastle, ignoring the exasperated shout of an engineer as he swerved the drone around a theodolite.

Tenuk, head swimming, grabbed for a chair as the drone swooped alarmingly. Jack had taken the drone back to the lower floor, taking a closer look at the elegant curve of the newly secured arched ceiling. Melissa caught up with the drone and grinned into the camera. They had evidently done this before.

“Keep up,” said Jack, teasing, and the drone shot out of the bastle and off past the building. The sound of the site faded quickly, muffled by the solid stone of the bastle and a small stand of trees that lay behind it. The trees were still within the shelter of the vast tent that covered the site, but beyond them Tenuk could see a sliver of sky. The drone swerved through the trees, dodging slender trunks and angled branches. The wood gradually gave way to bushes and dark grey stone and Jack let the drone hover, waiting for Melissa to catch up.

“You’re mad, Jack Sladen,” said Melissa.

Jack laughed and the drone did a loop-the-loop.

“Where are we?” asked Tenuk.

“This is the cliff behind the bastle,” said Jack. “Now, Melissa, get right up close and feel your way to the left. Yes, that’s it.”

Melissa walked carefully along the line of the cliff, her fingers probing the ivy that partly obscured the solid whinstone wall. “Here it is,” she said, pushing into the greenery.

Tenuk realised why the location had confused him.

“Give the drone room,” said Jack.

Melissa pushed into the greenery, opening a gap in the curtain of vegetation that hid the entrance. Jack piloted the drone through into the cave.

It was much larger than Tenuk expected. From what he could see in the light cast by the drone, the main chamber was almost three metres high and more than four metres square, narrowing as it tailed off into the darkness. Sandstone had eroded over time behind the solid wall of whinstone, creating a secure and unexpected hiding place.

“These things are normally full of rubbish,” said Melissa, peering around with the bright, focused light of her smartscreen torch. “This is pristine.” The light caught a glistening patch of green on the cave wall, a rich tapestry of mosses soaked by water seeping down from the moorland above.

“No one knows it’s here, I can guarantee that,” said Jack. “It’s too well hidden and out of the way.”

“It’s cold and pretty much dry, and it’s well ventilated,” said Melissa.

Tenuk could see her hair moving in a steady breeze that was blowing through the cavern, and Jack was working the drone to keep it steady.

“I can see why you like it,” she continued, “but Cat’s right. Why go to all the bother of fitting this out when you could host securely in orbit?”

“Because I can,” said Jack, a little tetchy. “The security around the DAO and the Diaulos is incredibly tight, I’m sure you understand, Melissa.”

Melissa shrugged. “Everyone has different ways of managing security. I guess you know what you’re doing.”

“So, Tenuk, what do you think?” said
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