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        “I think it inevitably follows that as new species in the course of time are formed through natural selection, others will become rarer and rarer and finally extinct. The forms which stand in closest competition with those undergoing modification and improvement will naturally suffer most.”

        CHARLES DARWIN

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            TASMANIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The brilliance of the coral reef distracted her from the mounting pain. A shoal of gold and neon fish parted before her, their scales shimmering in the blazing sun above.

      Sophie followed her father deeper. The stab of pain and her recent training reminded her to pinch her nose and blow to equalise the pressure on her eardrums. A school of parrot fish darted from an outcrop, the depth muting their colours to blue and grey. Deeper still, they headed under the reef shelf.

      Finally, they reached the seabed and stopped in a clearing of grey sand. Sophie glanced at the dive computer strapped to her wrist and was surprised to find they were at thirty-five metres—the deepest she had ever been. Chris turned and gave her the okay sign. She deliberately slowed her breathing to combat the dizziness and tightening of her throat, both early signs of a panic attack that could be fatal at this depth. After a few seconds, she touched her thumb to her index finger and returned her father’s gesture.

      On the sand lay a circular metal object the size of a large dinner plate. Her father reached into a sack slung across his chest and retrieved an almost identical object, only shinier. He placed the new sensor on the sand and tucked the old one away in his sack.

      Relieved that her father’s work was done, she pointed upward and received a nod in reply. She led the way this time, exploring the magnificence of the reef until the last drops of oxygen were sucked from their tanks.

      Bursting through the swell, gasping and laughing, they swam back to the platform at the rear of the Aurora Australis. Once onboard, they climbed the steps to the divers’ station and helped each other out of their gear.

      With a grin plastered across his wet face and sparkling beard, Chris said, “Not a bad way to spend your gap year?”

      Sophie returned his smile. “Awesome, Dad. It’s great to see what you do for a living. Perhaps I’ll change to climate science after all.”

      Chris reached out and held her arm, a serious look on his face. “I cannot lie. It would make me happy to have you continue my work. But it’s your decision. Continuing with medicine, like your mother, would make me no less proud.”

      Sophie felt confused at her father’s mixed message, but just smiled and nodded. She stepped under the freshwater shower installed beside the station and peeled off her wetsuit. The cold water made her gasp. After a minute, she jumped out, and Chris threw her a towel before entering the stream. She laughed loudly at his corresponding gasp as she rubbed the excess water out of her copper-coloured hair.

      The warm breeze finished drying them as they walked around the side of the ship. The sun lay low, its former intensity dissipated by storm clouds on the horizon. They stopped to take in the view, the azure blue waters of the Tasman Sea stretching to infinity before them.

      Chris cast an arm over the view. “I’m still amazed at the extent the reef has grown in the oceans around Tasmania over the last twenty years.”

      “Will climate change impact this area?” Sophie asked.

      Chris sighed. “Undoubtedly. The reason for expeditions like this is to avoid what happened on the Great Barrier Reef. It has been a slow process, but that ecosystem migrated south as mean sea temperatures rose. Hopefully, the data we gather will ensure the reef will endure at this latitude.”

      Sophie nodded but felt less optimistic than her father about the future. She showed him the small camera she had been carrying. “I got some great photos. Can’t wait to share them with Mum.”

      Chris grinned. “That’s great. You might like to wait until tonight, once she has recovered from her op.”

      Sophie frowned. “It’s just dental surgery, Dad.”

      She noticed a flicker of doubt on her father’s face. However, before she could question him further, he smiled and said, “You hungry?”

      “Starving.”
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        * * *

      

      The ship’s galley was abuzz from the animated discussions of a dozen marine biologists and scientists. Sophie guessed each of them had their individual projects and findings to discuss. She was reminded that, for many, this voyage was the culmination of years of work.

      She sat at a bench table with her father and the expedition’s lead, Doctor Francois Beauchamp. A large steaming hot pot sat between them. She was on her second helping of the delicious stew.

      “Merde. Le nombre d’hippocampes est à nouveau en baisse,” the French man grumbled.

      “In English, Francois,” Chris said, nodding towards her.

      Sophie said, “It’s okay, Dad. I got the gist. It's something about seahorses, right?”

      Francois beamed at her. “Oui, Sophie. The seahorse lives in estuaries and soft coral. When these numbers decline, as they have, it indicates there is a wider problem on the reef.”

      Chris chimed in. “Amongst other things, Francois and I study the impact of acidity on the reef. Seahorses are particularly vulnerable.” He took a spoonful of the stew. “Wow, this is the best yet. Compliments to the chef,” he called across the room.

      “Merci, Docteur Chris,” rang out from a steamy kitchen. The chef’s call was met with a round of table slapping from the other diners.

      Sophie asked, “So what happens after this expedition? Why is this one going to make a difference?”

      Francois smiled. “Bonne Sophie, straight to the point.”

      Again, her father chose to answer. Sophie saw an exchange of nods between the men and was reminded that their friendship went back many years. “It can seem demoralising, but the climate is not as out of control as it was earlier this century. With the help of the Magellan AI model, we have a much clearer idea of human evolution’s impact on the environment. In the past, scientists were criticised for being negatively biased, predicting that the end of the world was upon us, based on projections that lacked confidence⁠—”

      “In a way, Dad,” she interrupted, “the end of the world did happen for many, right?” Sophie felt her father used fifty words when a dozen would suffice.

      Before Chris could reply, a shadow fell across the table, and a deep voice asked, “Hello, is this seat taken?”

      Sophie looked up into a dazzling smile set in an attractive dark-skinned face.

      Francois made the introductions. “Bien sûr, mon fils. This is Doctor Christopher Reid and his daughter Sophie. This is my son, Doctor Nicolas Beauchamp.”

      “Please, my friends call me Nicky,” the young man said as he slid his long legs under the table.

      Sophie appraised him as he sat down. She could see the resemblance to his father, albeit without the grey-tinged beard. He was in his late twenties, with broad features common to Pacific Islanders. Sophie lingered on his brown eyes, and specifically the bright corona around his right eye. Like many around the room, he was augmented.

      Nicky caught Sophie’s stare and returned it, their eyes locking for a second before she blushed and averted her gaze. “May I ask if you will get your Stem implant soon, Sophie?”

      He had a playful expression that put her at ease despite the directness and personal nature of the question.

      Her reply, aimed at witty sarcasm, fell short. “Well, next month, I turn twenty-one, so I guess I’ll get jacked in then.”

      Nicky chuckled. “Very good.” Much to her relief, he diverted the conversation back to the group. “Friends, did I interrupt you?”

      Sophie caught the tail end of the exchanged smiles between her father and Francois during their conversation. She felt a fresh jet of embarrassment. Why must my cheeks always burn so easily?

      “Oui,” Francois said. “We were in the process of answering Sophie’s tough question: what difference will this research make?”

      “Thank you, Francois,” Sophie said a little more sharply than intended. “We have this advanced AI model to help us make better predictions. How will it help us avoid disasters like those of the past?”

      “Oui, perhaps Nicky, you could show Sophie the Magellan model?”

      “Of course,” Nicky replied. The corona in his eye twinkled as he stood and waved a hand towards a nearby bulkhead.

      Conversation in the room died down as people turned to see a three-dimensional outline of the world rotating on the wall. Overlayed on the continents were millions of tiny red, yellow and green circles. A swathe of red smothered the equatorial regions, whilst much of the remaining space was yellow. A sprinkling of green in the far northern and southern latitudes completed the picture.

      At six feet tall and with an athletic build, Nicky cut a striking figure standing next to the image. Sophie noticed she was not the only one admiring the view.

      Glancing around, Nicky deliberately raised his voice so others would hear while addressing Sophie directly. “Magellan is a multi-dimensional Qube composed of a quantum-powered AI and a huge amount of data. This view is a slice through that model at a point in time, showing how habitable that location is for human life.”

      Nicky reached into the display and pulled the model around so the African continental mass was front and centre. With a pinch of his fingers, he zoomed in to focus on Northern Africa and the Mediterranean Ocean.

      “As you know, areas of Africa, the Middle East and Southern Europe are dead zones. This is because the human body cannot survive in the open with high heat and humidity levels for more than a few hours. The result was the Eurasia migrations during the forties, with the collapse of many economies across the region.”

      A question came from a woman who sat at one of the tables. “Nicky, thank you for this. I have known about Magellan for years. However, this is the first time I have seen it. It is a shame that this technology is only available to wealthy Northerners like yourself.” The underlying bitterness in her tone came as a surprise to Sophie.

      Francois cleared his throat. He came around the bench to stand beside his son. “Maxine, I cannot agree with you more. These technologies must be more widely available. The division of wealth between Northern and Southern zones is an abomination. As director of this expedition, I selected scientists from Southern zones to help bridge this divide.”

      Maxine smiled and lowered her voice. “Thank you, Francois. I’m sure I speak on behalf of many here when I say how appreciative we are of this opportunity, but⁠—”

      “If I may,” Nicky interrupted gently, “I’m sure my father won’t mind me taking this opportunity to let you know a little more about our intentions for this expedition, perhaps a little earlier than planned?” He glanced at his father and received a smile in reply. Stepping forward, Nicky addressed the room with open arms. Sophie was impressed with the way the younger man took control of the situation. “You may be working under the assumption that this expedition is just a collection of like-minded scientists. We take your data and feed it into the model so that people on the other side of the world can make all the decisions.” He paused to allow the grumbles of agreement to subside before continuing. “Well, this time, we will be giving you the model. You and your research centres will get full access to Magellan.”

      The noise level rose abruptly as questions were simultaneously fired from various parts of the room.

      Francois took centre stage and waved his arm up and down to calm the group. “All your questions will be answered, my friends. In the meantime, maybe Nicky can continue to show you some of Magellan's power.”

      Sophie raised her hand, and Francois beckoned for her to speak. "Oui, Sophie.”

      Accutely aware of stealing the spotlight, her question came out stronger than originally intended. “So, what does the decline of seahorse populations on the reefs of Tasmania imply for the future of humanity?”

      Nicky’s broad smile returned. “Great question.” He dived back into the model and focused on the local area around Tasmania. This time, the view contained overlapping squares in shades of blue and a mass of data on marine species. “The data Doctor Reid and many of you provide feeds into this slice of the Qube. As you can see, time is also a variable in the model.”

      Nicky touched on some species in the legend, highlighting their declining population numbers over time.

      Someone asked, “How current is the data, Nicky?”

      “It’s an amalgamation of direct data gathered by expeditions like ours and the network of sensors on the seabed. It is the AI that takes the data, and all the ecosystem relationships, and extrapolates impact over time.”

      A hushed silence came over the room as Nicky manipulated the view. There was a gasp as he dialled the model into the future. Over the span of three decades, the image showed reduced marine species and migrations towards Antarctica. With a twist of his wrist, Nicky overlayed the changes in human habitation. A swathe of red dots spread out from the centre of Australia and down the coastlines from the north. The entire continent became a sea of red.

      Sophie noticed heads turning. She followed their gaze and saw a new person had entered the room. The woman wore bright blue robes that accentuated her pale limbs and face. Of course, the eyes gave the game away—silver with glowing white irises.

      Francois broke the silence. “Ah, yes. For those of you who have not met her yet, may I introduce Asami—the expedition’s Quant.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you all at last. Please accept my apologies for the interruption,” Asami said demurely.

      Sophie could count on one hand the number of times she had met a Quant in person. The magnificent, multi-million-dollar androids tended to stay out of the public eye.  However, she knew the walking quantum computers had become a vital part of the Agentic Age, where humans were increasingly reliant on AI agents to carry out vital functions.

      To Sophie’s fascination, Asami’s voice and facial expressions were almost entirely human; the overall impression was that of a young Japanese woman in her mid-twenties. She wondered whether the skin and silver eyes were a deliberate invention to set Quants apart from humans.

      If you had human eyes, would I be able to tell you were not real? Could we ever become friends, I wonder?

      Sophie was startled when Asami turned towards their table. “I have a message for Doctor Reid. Captain Armstrong would like to speak with you. I believe it is quite urgent.”
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        * * *

      

      The walk from the galley to the bridge was forty metres through the guts of the vessel. Asami led the way, her soft-soled feet making no sound on the polished metal floor. Chris marvelled at the quiet efficiency of the Quant’s movements as she ducked effortlessly through a hatchway. A stark contrast to the sound of his breathing and stomping feet.

      Asami broke the silence, calling back over her shoulder in her soft, sing-song voice. “How was your dive today, Doctor Reid?”

      Chris had spoken to several Quants over the years, as always, he struggled to see the point of small talk. “Ah. It was great, Asami, thanks for asking.”

      Unfazed by his short answer, Asami continued, “Your daughter must be happy to spend so much time with her father, doing what you love best.”

      “Well, it’s just day two, but she appears to be enjoying it so far.”

      “Do you think she will follow in her father’s footsteps?”

      Chris paused, uncertain how much detail to give to the machine. Where is this going?

      “Well, at the moment, she is still going to medical school like Anna. So I guess you could say she is following in her mother’s footsteps, not mine.”

      As if she were reading his mind, Asami stopped and turned, her head inclined. “Please forgive me, Doctor Reid. I have a habit of asking too many personal questions.”

      Self-reflection? Chris struggled to think of an appropriate response. “Asami. Perhaps also a personal question: do you wish to be more human one day?”

      Asami gave a wistful smile. “I am something apart from human and will always be. However, I am continually fascinated by the nuances of the human condition, your language, and social norms. Every conversation is an opportunity for me to extend my neural network. Ultimately, I have been created to serve human needs. To carry out complex functions beyond your capabilities,”—the words were uttered with casual indifference, without any hint of condescension—“In this case, I operate the ship and all the scientific equipment so that we may achieve the expedition's goals. To fulfil this role, I believe I need to be a part of the team. Therefore, I am trying to get to know you all on a more personal level.”

      Chris was taken aback by Asami’s impromptu monologue and stared speechless at the Quant. Asami’s face changed from a smile to a curious frown.

      “There I go again, too many words, yes? To answer your question more directly, Doctor Reid. No, I do not wish to be more human. I am quite happy being a Quant.”
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Chris noticed as he ascended onto the ship’s bridge was the sunset. Storm clouds and the omnipresent line on the horizon smothered the setting sun. The marine biologist within him knew the line to be the envelope of particles that wrapped the world like a glove. The permanent smog from climate change. Nevertheless, he had to appreciate their refractive qualities, which gave rise to spectacular sunsets at these latitudes.

      The captain sat in his favourite chair, nestling a mug of steaming cocoa. The instrument displays were deliberately dimmed to avoid detracting from the two-seventy-degree view from the bridge. The golden light cascaded across his weathered face and grisly white beard.

      “How goes, Jock, you salty bastard?” Chris called, his dark beard split by a grin as they clasped hands.

      “None too shabby, laddie.” He cast a hand across the room. “Welcome to my bridge, with a free fireworks display this time of day.” He inserted his mug into a recess built into the arm of his chair and turned towards Asami, who stood quietly to one side. “Thank you, Asami. If you’ll give me a minute with the laddie here, please.”

      The Quant sidled out of the room and Jock waited to ensure she was out of earshot before continuing. Chris felt a sense of foreboding as the captain beckoned for him to take a seat beside him.

      The captain fidgeted and grumbled before turning towards him. His voice cracked as they locked eyes. “Look here, laddie. There is no easy way to say this, so I’m going to give it to you straight. I have a message from the mainland. It’s bad news, so you better brace yourself. There is no easy way to say this, but it is about your partner, Anna. I’m told she did not make it through the surgery. I’m sorry, my friend.”

      Chris felt like a newbie surfer again as he struggled to digest the captain’s words. They rattled around in his head, over and over, washing over him in waves, pushing him under. He couldn’t breathe.

      He looked at Jock in utter disbelief, “Anna is dead?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            NEW TOKYO

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing on the precipice, Kazumi Mashimoto looked over the city stretched out before him, a sprawling collection of modernity interspersed with patches of tradition. To the west lay the remains of Tianjin, the former Chinese port, with its endless suburbia stretching to the horizon. Before him, sharp concrete, steel and glass marked the Japanese influence, progressively rising out of the sprawl before collapsing into the black abyss of the Bohai Sea. He looked down at the Hai Ho River as it snaked through New Tokyo, sparkling like liquid silver.

      Kaz brought his focus back into the club and onto his reflection in the floor-to-ceiling glass. He was naked from the waist up, lean, not muscular, but with “just enough flesh on your bones,” as his mother would say.

      A figure materialised beside him and touched his bare shoulder. She rhythmically moved in time with the music and met his gaze in the glass.

      “Come back to the party, Kazi-sama.” Her voice had a silky-smooth English accent. She was wearing a string mesh dress that barely covered her naked body from shoulder to mid-thigh.

      Kaz turned and wrapped her up in his arms, bending to plant a full kiss on her lips. She opened her mouth to take in his tongue.

      A message floated onto Kaz’s retina:

      Accept Primal Connection with Mimi?

      With a flick of his wrist, he accepted the request and felt the rush of stimulants passing through his body.

      Primal. The party drug of the century.

      After a minute, he reluctantly broke the embrace and their connection. “Mimi, you will have me blow all my credit in just one night, you minx.”

      “Nonsense, darling,” she sighed. “That kiss is on me, but if you care to join me in the lounge?”

      She led him by the hand through the crowd of dancers, then down a short passageway into a dimly lit space. The temperature increased, and a steady beat of lo-fi music pumped from hidden speakers. The room was filled with loungers, some already occupied by couples in various states of undress, engaged in sexual activity.

      Mimi led him to a chaise longue and pushed him onto his back. She straddled him and removed her mesh dress with a practised, one-handed tug.

      “This one’s on you, though,” she said in a high-pitched voice.

      “Well, if you insist,” he growled.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Kaz found himself in his apartment, recovering from the Primal-induced euphoria. The feeling of being invincible, a superhuman, was fading away. Although coming down was managed by a concoction of drugs produced by his implant, he still felt nausea and random pain in various parts of his body.

      A thrumming sound bounced around in his head, and a yellow dot flashed in the corner of his eye. Kaz sat up to take the incoming call.

      The familiar face of his uncle Benjiro appeared in the air before him. “Ohayou, Kazumi-san.”

      “Ohayou, Benjiro-san. What wakes you at this hour?”

      Benjiro’s old face was animated as always. “Oh, I never sleep more than a few hours.” Kaz found it amazing that his uncle, at almost a hundred years old, could operate at a higher level than men half his age. “I need to see you, nibling.”

      The slang word for nephew pulled Kaz out of his mental fog. “Of course, Ojisan. Where shall we meet?”

      “At our usual place in the Japanese gardens in one hour.”

      “Hai.”
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        * * *

      

      The Japanese memorial gardens took Kaz back to his childhood. He recalled winding springtime walks under the cherry blossom trees with his uncle Benjiro, the path a carpet of pink, white and red petals.

      A hazy dawn broke on the way to the garden. A warm, sticky breeze replaced the night's cool air.

      His uncle stood in the middle of the soribashi bridge that spanned the tranquil lake at the centre of the gardens. He wore his familiar black kimono and white sash.

      Benjiro’s face split into a wide smile as Kaz approached. “I believe you have indulged a little too much in the spice of life, nibling,” he said by way of greeting, noting Kaz’s haggard appearance.

      Kaz gave a short bow and gripped his uncle’s outstretched hand. “Ojisan, I can get nothing past you.”

      His uncle held his hand and looked him in the eye. “I remember when this spice, Primal, was first invented. I was about your age then. We indulged. It drove many of us crazy for it. It drove some to their death, too.”

      Kaz chuckled. “I think they may have moderated the dose since then, Uncle.”

      Benjiro maintained his vice-like grip and his serious look. “Do not lose yourself in this chemical world, Kazumi Mashimoto. It is not real.”

      The older man dropped his hand and set off at a brisk pace, leaving Kaz to play catch-up. “Shall we walk and talk?”

      Kaz drew level with his uncle as they walked around the ornamental lake. Benjiro gave him a sidewise glance and announced, “I want to talk to you about your father's announcement tonight.”

      Kaz had not given the announcement much thought. As far as he was concerned, it was just another reason for a party. He recalled the invitation. “Something about the Fumetsu program, yes?”

      Benjiro nodded. “Hai. As you know, I have been leading that program. How much do you know about it?”

      Kaz scratched his head. “Well, it means immortality in English. But I thought that was a euphemism. It’s about cosmetic treatments, right?”

      “It is mostly cosmetic, that is true. But recently, I believe there has been a breakthrough,” Benjiro said in a steady voice.

      They stopped in front of the Japanese monument at the centre of the gardens, a slab of black marble five metres long and two metres high. Benjiro stepped close and ran his hands over the marble. Standing behind him, Kaz took in the depiction etched in gold leaf on the stone surface—the story of the Great Fall of Japan.

      On the left, the etchings depicted the islands of Japan broken apart by earthquakes, floods, and nuclear explosions. Flowing to the right were scenes of death and destruction, followed by a seething mass of people crowding onto an armada of ships. The final scenes showed the rising sun of the Japanese flag over mainland China, and people rejoicing.

      Benjiro stared at the marble with glistening eyes. A look of deep sorrow on his face. “Ah, nibling. One of the few benefits of being born in the last century is to have seen this first-hand,” he said in a low voice. “This monument does not do justice to the scale of the tragedy.”

      What terrors this man must have seen, Kaz thought.

      After a minute, Benjiro recovered his composure and turned towards him. “Before the Fall, we were a powerful race. I ask you, Kazumi-san, what do you think caused the Fall?”

      Kaz, confused by the question, pointed at the monument. “Well, it was the natural disasters, climate change⁠—”

      “Te,” Benjiro interjected with a wave of his hand. “Arrogance. It was our arrogance to believe we could control the technology we created. It was our arrogance to believe we could control the environment,”—he shook his head vigorously and slapped the marble—“We wanted to be a superpower! Oh yes, we had the vision and a great nation of hard-working intellectuals. But even after the Fukushima Daiichi meltdown, we continued expanding our nuclear program on an unstable island.”

      Kaz was surprised by his uncle’s cynical tone. “Ojisan, I realise we have learned a great lesson from the Fall. But are we not humbled by living in the Japanese conclave?”.

      “Hai,” Benjiro cast his eyes down. “We lost much in the Fall. After the atrocities Japan inflicted on the Chinese in the Second World War, they were certainly reluctant to come to our aid.” He looked back into Kaz’s face with a grim smile. “But let us be clear. The Chinese offered us sanctuary to access our intellectual property, our twenty-first-century technology. To destroy our culture was counterproductive. They needed us to remain intact. To them, we were a massive cash cow, nothing more.”

      Kaz was properly worried now. His uncle’s face was red, and his narrow chest pumped as he drew in rapid breaths. He stepped towards his uncle, but was waved back.

      “As you know,” he continued, “your father and I brought across the Mashimoto Corporation in 2049 with all the people and inventions of the time. This was a part of the treaty our beleaguered government made to save our nation.”

      This was the first time his uncle had spoken so openly about the company's origins. His head started throbbing, and not from the night's escapades. “So where are we now, Ojisan?”

      Benjiro waved his hands and shouted, “Look, we are still arrogant! We still believe we have everything under control. I have discussed these risks with your father. The technology choices we keep making. My criticism has not been well received.”

      Kaz tried to placate him. “My father can be stubborn at the best of times. But he is not unreasonable. Perhaps there is something I can do?”

      Benjiro closed the distance between them and gripped Kaz’s arm. “Yes, yes, there is. But first, there is something else I must tell you,”—he lowered his voice to barely above a whisper—“Kazumi-san, I have been cut off from the Fumetsu program. There are areas of the facility I cannot access. Information about this breakthrough has been locked down,”—he drew in a breath and fixed Kaz with a stare—“Only your father, Akira, has the power to make such a change.”

      “Why would he do that?” Kaz said in a high voice, a knot of anxiety constricting his chest and throat.

      Benjiro was spent and pulled back, a dark look on his face. “I do not know. The announcement tonight will be the first time I will find out what is happening within my own division!”
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        * * *

      

      Kaz ducked down an alley, heading towards his favourite noodle bar. The conversation with his uncle rattled around in his head. Despite the early hour, the Japanese Quarter was full of suits, heading for their breakfast fix.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he registered a pale face in the crowd. He turned to get a better look, but the figure had vanished. I have seen this person before.

      He entered the restaurant, the throbbing in his head pushing him on. He received a nod of recognition from the chef as he took a seat, and a steaming bowl of soba quickly followed.

      Okay, let me check the damage from last night.

      A wrist flip activated his Stem interface, and he navigated to his banking transactions. A list of numbers scrolled by. He had spent ten thousand dollars on Stem-induced drugs in twenty-four hours. His uncle’s words came back to him.

      Do not lose yourself in this chemical world, Kazumi Mashimoto. It is not real.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Kaz’s head felt clearer but no less calm as he filed into the main auditorium of Mashimoto HQ. He was surrounded by a menagerie of the powerful and wealthy— the elite of New Tokyo’s high society. He estimated there were two or three hundred people present. Men in military uniforms, tuxedos and business suits surrounded by immaculately presented women in sparkling cocktail gowns. He caught the eye of a few and gave the obligatory nod in recognition. These public events made him intensely uncomfortable. As the only son of Akira Mashimoto, he would one day inherit all of this. And New Tokyo’s nobility knew it.

      Perched on the highest building in New Tokyo, the auditorium’s glass dome exaggerated the feeling of being in the clouds. Deliberately standing to one side, Kaz gazed down at an evening fog rolling over the cityscape below.

      A businessman and his partner sidled up to him. He’d met them once or twice, but failed to recall their names. “Come, Kazi-sama, let us into the secret,” the businessman said in a low voice. “What is all this about?”

      “I assure you, I am in the dark as much as you are,” he replied truthfully.

      The lights dimmed, and the sound of violins filled the air. It was his father’s favourite composer, Vivaldi, with “Spring” from the “Four Seasons.” All eyes turned towards the stage in anticipation.

      Akira Mashimoto liked to make a dramatic entrance, and today was no exception. A stocky man with a shock of white hair materialised from the far side of the stage. Lighting from some invisible source illuminated his beaming face as he strode to the centre of the stage, arms extended in greeting. Right on cue, the audience broke into spontaneous applause. As with previous announcements, the show was perfectly choreographed and would be going out to billions via the Web.

      The dome's glass walls erupted into a colourful montage of images as Akira began his address in impeccable English.

      “For a hundred years, the Mashimoto Corporation has been at the forefront of technological innovation. We were there when humankind needed us the most—when we were forced to adapt to climate change, mass human migrations and the suffering of the Great Fall.”

      As Kaz watched on, scenes of misery and destruction played out around him. The images reminded him of standing in front of the monument with his Uncle Benjiro that morning. He searched the crowd, but could not see his uncle in the low light.

      His father’s speech took a new turn. “Our research into quantum computing and artificial intelligence led to the invention of the Qube, literally a quantum leap in computational power available to all in the palm of your hand.”

      Akira held out his arm, a shimmering golden Qube sitting in the palm of his hand. “These massively parallel processors have enabled us to solve previously incomprehensible problems. Systems built on Qube technology  enable us to analyse the almost infinite combination of variables in the natural world, such as climate simulations, and species migrations.”

      The visual presentation around him exploded into a myriad of Qube-based applications. In one window, the Earth as seen from space exploded into a billion points of light and then reassembled into layers representing the land, sea and sky.

      “Of course, the invention of the Qube led us to our greatest invention: the Quant, the next evolution of robotics that has transformed our world.”

      The audience was in the palm of his hand, staring in wonder at the visual presentations whirling around them. They culminated in a sequence of Quants flying spaceships over the surface of the moon.

      Kaz recalled this part of his father’s speech from previous announcements and was less impressed. Next comes the punchline, he thought.

      The dazzling display faded to black, and the spotlight returned to focus on Akira, who strode to the front of the stage. He addressed the audience in a quieter voice, drawing them in. “As you know, through our ground-breaking Fumetsu program, we have been the driving force behind eradicating disease and radically increasing life expectancy.”

      Akira paused, and the room fell silent, waiting for his next words.

      “Well, tonight, I am delighted to announce we have made a major breakthrough in this field. To explain more, I give you our chief scientist, Professor Ramachandra.”

      The audience applauded as an Indian man wearing a white lab coat appeared on the centre screen. He stood before an impressive laboratory of brightly lit steel machines and chemical equipment.

      “Thank you, Akira,” Ramachandra began, his voice deep and mellow. “For centuries, we have pondered the meaning of life. Why are we here? What is our purpose?”—he shrugged, looked towards the sky and held his hands in prayer—“Is our existence an accident of evolution or the design of some higher power?”

      Several people in the audience laughed at the scientist’s mockery of religious faith.

      He dropped his hands and fixed them with a stare and a smile. “Well, I don’t know. As a scientist, I look to the disciplines of biology, chemistry, and physics for the answers. One topic has confounded the scientific community for generations—death. Why do we die? What is the process of ageing? And is there a limit to how old we can grow?”

      People around Kaz were looking at one another with quizzical frowns. He was fascinated, too. Where is this leading?

      “There are two schools of thought. The first is the Damage Theory. The ability of our cells to divide perfectly diminishes over time because of external factors like disease and toxins. This leads to damage within our DNA, organ failure and ultimately death.”

      A window opened next to Ramachandra on the screen, and he also turned to watch. It contained an accelerated film of a human body ageing, dying and decaying to illustrate his point. There was a ripple of nervous laughter at the horror show.

      The professor chuckled. “Fortunately, through our Stem technology, we have become good at damage control. But, alas, as you can see, we will all grow old and die.

      “This leads me to the second school of thought, called the Programmed Theory, in which we are designed with a finite lifespan. We each have a biological clock that ticks away the minutes of our lives until we ultimately … stop.”

      This time, the window that opened beside him contained an illustration of a human body filled with alarm clocks. The alarms progressively rang out. This animation produced a bigger laugh from the audience than the first. The tension was building. Kaz figured out where this speech was heading, and his brain was going into overdrive. The buzz of conversation around him indicated others were coming to similar conclusions.

      Immortality?

      Ramachandra’s speech continued. “The biological mechanisms behind the programmed theory are well understood. Effectively, they boil down to one or more of the following: genetics, hormones, or immune system limitations.”

      The camera followed the professor as he walked and talked. The background changed from a laboratory to what appeared to be a hospital ward with rows of empty beds and monitoring equipment. Kaz had the distinct impression that whatever drug had been developed, it had progressed beyond the lab and into clinical trials.

      “At Mashimoto Laboratories, we found a deeper truth to the ageing process at the chromosome level each time a cell divides,”—the window showed a diagram of the DNA double helix splitting as part of a cell division—“Telomeres are the building blocks of chromosomes. Programmed biomechanisms can cause shortening of telomeres when a cell divides, causing deficiencies in DNA reproduction and cell ageing.”

      Variously coloured worms shuffled around the points where strands of the double helix knitted back together. Some of the bridges between strands failed to connect. Like most in the audience, Kaz was mesmerised.

      “We have developed a virus that acts on these telomeres at the replication point and stops the shortening process. Perfect cell replication can then continue without degradation.”

      The camera zoomed in such that Ramachandra’s smiling face filled the window. “Simply put, my friends. We have found a way to stop the clock!”

      The screen faded to black, and everyone in the room spoke at once, filling the dome with noise. Two seconds later, the spotlight returned to reveal a beaming Akira. Someone started to clap, triggering a wave of applause. He let the applause continue for a few minutes before waving his arms to quiet the room. His strong voice rang out as he recited a poem by Dylan Thomas, the words projected onto the screen above his head.

      
        
        Do not go gentle into that good night,

        Old age should burn and rave at the close of day;

        Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

      

        

      
        Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight

        Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,

        Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

      

        

      
        And you, my father, there on the sad height,

        Curse, bless me now with your fierce tears, I pray.

        Do not go gentle into that good night.

        Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

      

      

      “My friends”—Akira raised his arms and said in a loud, clear voice—“in honour of the ancient Tao god of immortality, I give you Jurojin!”

      The sound of Vivaldi filled the room again as a series of uplifting images splashed onto screens around the dome. Couples walking into the sunset, young people dancing, astronauts stepping out onto the surface of a distant planet.

      The room exploded in a frenzy of applause, whistles and whoops. Kaz was swept up in the euphoria, too. His eyes filled with tears, and he clapped his hands vigorously.

      After a few minutes, the screens darkened, and the applause died down. A group of invited press representatives shouted questions from one side of the stage. Kaz was familiar with the script. A condition of the press entry would have been to ask questions from a pre-prepared list. Their voices mysteriously amplified for the benefit of the audience.

      “Akira, how can people get Jurojin?”

      “When will it be available?”

      “Is it safe, Akira?”

      “How much will it cost?”

      Akira stepped across to address the group. “All your questions will be answered in the press releases to follow. I will say now that we have completed human trials and seen no adverse effects from Jurojin. As far as we know, it is completely safe. Participants have even reported feeling energised, with a new lease of life.”

      Akira spread his arms to the wider audience and laughed. “We suspect this has more to do with the psychological effect than the virus itself. Who wouldn’t want to live forever?”

      Some members of the audience laughed in return. Kaz reflected on how well his father had managed to whip them into a frenzy.

      Akira stepped away from the reporters to deliver his final message to the room. “We are in the last days of receiving federal approval for the release of Jurojin in Greater China and fully expect Eurasia and the Americas to follow in the coming days.

      “Jurojin will be available for download from the Stem Store on Wednesday, December 7, three weeks from today. Thank you all, and good night.”

      The presentation concluded, and guests began to file into an adjacent banquet room containing a small army of cocktail waiters. Kaz went with the flow, his head full of questions. He was surrounded by well-wishers and did his best to accept the handshakes, backslaps, and ‘congratulations’ with the required level of humility and grace. His empty stomach churned—another reminder of the gap between where he was now and his destiny. He looked again for his uncle in the sea of faces. Where is he?

      He saw an exit sign and angled towards it, desperate to escape from the sycophantic platitudes and the questions he had no answers for.

      What is Jurojin, an immortality drug, a virus? Is it for everyone? There must be a high price. How many doses would be needed? Why have I been kept in the dark?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The following day, Kaz sat at his desk at Mashimoto HQ, monitoring news channels and social commentators as his father’s announcement spread worldwide. Some dismissed it as Chinese propaganda, while others took it very seriously.

      He was supposed to be leading a team to build an AI model. It revolved around a model of the moon colony named Serendipity. They were building a Qube to be implanted in a Quant designed to perform the operations manager role for the colony. The tired faces of programmers were displayed on screens dotted around the walls. He reminded himself of the time difference; they were, after all, on the other side of the world working in the client company, Abernathy Technology.

      A headline in the international news feed caught his eye.

      
        
        Family tragedy overshadows Mashimoto’s life-changing announcement.

        In breaking news, the announcement of Mashimoto’s wonder drug was marred by personal tragedy for the family. Benjiro Mashimoto, a co-founder of the giant corporation and brother of CEO Akira Mashimoto, was found dead this morning. Sources close to the family say it was a car accident …

      

      

      Kaz froze. He felt sick to his stomach. After a minute, the nausea was replaced by a flash of anger.

      Ojisan is dead!

      And I found out via a news feed. And so soon after the announcement. This cannot be a coincidence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            ARGYLL

          

        

      

    

    
      Nestled upon a rugged Scottish landscape, Abernathy Castle stood as a silent sentinel beside a tranquil loch. A fresh breeze blew across the Highlands, bringing with it the sweet scent of heather and the gentle sound of waves. Mackenzie closed her eyes and breathed it in, imagining she was amongst it. Walking through nature was a balm for her mind, and the daily excursions were vital to her mental well-being. With reluctance, she opened her eyes, reached out to close the window, and turned into the dining room's interior.

      Priceless portraits of Clan Campbell looked on as she walked through the room and entered the mansion's main staircase. The stairs exhibited a satisfactory creak as she descended the rich red carpet. Without pause, she continued down a narrow spiral staircase into the castle's basement.

      A set of double doors lay a short walk away. She stopped in front of them to collect her thoughts. This was going to be a momentous occasion for her. She reflected on what it had taken to get to this point. What had it been? Twenty years? Almost half of her adult life. She remembered herself at the outset: the precocious eldest child of three, home-schooled, privileged, and rebellious. She hadn’t asked to be the daughter of one of the richest men in the world. But her father, the famous Alistair ‘Ace’ Abernathy, kept pushing her to succeed, to use her intelligence, and not just her acquired knowledge, to join him in changing the world. With a swipe of her hand across the sensor, she released the lock with an audible click and pushed into the room beyond.

      The stark transition from eighteenth-century Scotland to the room’s futuristic interior reminded Mac of the classic she was re-reading for the umpteenth time: H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine. A huge screen ran the entire length of one wall. It contained a lunar landscape—Shackleton Crater at the moon’s South Pole. Sitting at the crater's centre, the first moon city, Serendipity, was a web of brightly lit buildings set in a spiral pattern.

      Mac joined a golden-robed figure standing before the screen. “Aoto, latest update, please.”

      The Quant inclined his head and smiled in greeting. “All is according to plan, Mac. The ice mine links to the Terraform generator are operational. Sky launch in thirty-five minutes.”

      Mac waved her hand, and the avatars of ten people appeared on the screen, standing before the lunar landscape.

      “Honoured members of the Serendipity Committee, how are you on this fine morning?”

      A bright, youthful figure with spiky blond hair took the lead in reply, “How’s it going, Mac?” The others made similar noises, nodding and smiling. “Our engineers tell us that we should not have long to wait now?”

      “Correct, Mayor Polson. We are on schedule for the party to begin in thirty-five minutes,” Mac replied.

      “Good. We are planning events from Central, West End and the Spiral,” Mayor Polson continued. “I think half the colony is planning on going out today. Let’s hope we have enough air out there to cope.”

      Beside her, Aoto waved a hand dismissively. “I wouldn’t worry about that, Mayor. Our calculations show the atmosphere generated is sufficient to sustain the entire colony for a month.”

      A round-faced man with a dark beard chimed in with a grin and a thick Scottish accent. “That would be some party. I, for one, would be willin’ to give it a go.”

      “I’ve heard about your parties, Jim, the stuff of legends,” Mac replied jovially.

      “Well, I have a reputation to keep up.”

      The committee laughed.

      After a moment, Mac steered the conversation back to business. “Aoto, are links set for Web simulcast?”

      “They are, Mac.”

      “Now, where is my father?”

      As if on cue, a screen to her left sprang to life with the face of a grey-haired man with a salt-and-pepper beard.

      “Ace is online and ready to rock.” His Scottish accent was refined, not rough. “Here is the recording I just did with the BBC.” A second window popped up beside Ace’s head. He was outside the castle, with Loch Fyne and rolling green hills as a backdrop.

      The interviewer behind the camera asked, “Ace, this must be an incredible day for you. Moon colonisation has been an ambition of yours for the last twenty years. Tell me, has it been worth the estimated five hundred billion pounds to get here?”

      Ace chuckled, his old shoulders bouncing up and down. “Well, I’ve wanted to go to the moon for a lot longer than that, Alice. I’m sure it’s the childhood fantasy of many. I’ve been fortunate enough to be in a position to make it happen.”

      The screen cut to Alice’s face, a cheerful middle-aged woman with long dark hair. “In your own words, Ace, tell us what is happening today.”

      “Serendipity, the first permanent colony on the moon, will undergo the first stage of terraforming,” Ace said, his face animated, hands waving. “As you know, the colony has been living in the shadow of Shackleton Crater. This was necessary to protect them from the sun’s ultraviolet rays and extremes in temperature.”

      An artist’s impression of the colony replaced Ace’s face on the screen. A blue dome arched over the city, the metallic buildings beneath changing colour to reflect a filtered sun in an azure sky.

      “Later today, humans will walk on the moon's surface without space suits. As in this simulation, the environment will be Earth-like with a blue sky and warm sun courtesy of the Shield dome we have created.”

      The screen returned to show the reporter’s smiling face. “I understand you’ve managed to grow grass. What about trees and crops? Do you see us all living up there someday?”

      Ace’s cheerful disposition turned serious. “Well, thanks to ice deposit mining and hydroponics, colonists will step out onto natural grass. But we still have a way to go before we can put down subsoil that could support trees and shrubs.”

      Ace paused for dramatic effect before continuing with a grim smile. “Will we all live up there someday? Well, the way I see it, if we keep screwing up the planet, perhaps we won’t have a choice?”

      The screen cut back to Alice, who stared down the barrel and said in a deadpan voice. “Well, I for one, would love to get a ticket. Thanks for your time, Ace.”

      “You're welcome, Alice.”
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        * * *

      

      Activity in the command centre ramped up as the launch clock ticked down. Ace stood beside Mac as she led the final stages of preparations. The screens reflected scenes of people gathered around the colony exit points. The mayor stood on a raised dais beside a ceremonial red ribbon strung across an airlock door.

      “Final checks,” Mac announced to the room. “Aoto?”

      “Terraform is green to go. The Shield is green to go.”

      “Moon operations?”

      “Green to go, Mac.”

      Mayor Polson’s speech was coming to a close. She stood to one side of the airlock, scissors in hand. “So it is with great pleasure, on this momentous day in the history of Serendipity, that I bid you all … Welcome to the New World!”

      A second after she cut the ribbon, the airlock doors opened and a rush of air flowed over the crowd, rustling hair and whipping gowns. There was a pause of confusion as the difference in air pressure washed over them. The children broke the tension, wrestling free of restraining adult hands. They dashed through the airlock and into the open.

      Mac and Ace grinned at the jubilant scenes played out on the screens. Colonists flowed out of the complex from multiple exit points. Faces turned up in wonder as a warm yellow sun shone down from a pale blue sky.
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        * * *

      

      Three large chandeliers dominated the ballroom of Abernathy Castle. Spotlights shone onto artwork around the walls that spanned half a millennium of Scottish history. The room was full of Abernathy's family and friends. A jazz combo played in one corner while bubbles and canapés flowed freely, served on shining platters by red and tartan butlers.

      Mac stood to one side of the group with her mother, Maria. She grabbed a glass of bubbly as it passed by and took a sizeable gulp.

      Her mother watched her drink and frowned. “Mackenzie, you must be exhausted after all that work leading up to today’s launch.”

      Mac grimaced. “Yes, a wee bit, Mama. I’ve been relying on Stem to keep me going.”

      Her mother reached out and squeezed her arm, her tone conspiratorial. “I would like to say that I have managed without stimulants these last few years with your father, but that would be a lie. I am just glad we leased this castle when we did. I think the peace and tranquillity of Scotland is the only thing that has kept me sane.”

      Mac was about to ask her mother to elaborate when she saw her father heading towards them, a half-full tumbler of dark amber liquid in hand.

      “Ahh, my two favourite women in all the world.” Ace’s previously manicured pronunciation had turned into a Scottish slur. He grabbed Mac’s mother by the waist and kissed her cheek.

      “Alistair, I hope you save some of that Glenfiddich for our guests?” she admonished him with a playful push.

      “Maria, what is the point in owning the finest single malt whiskey distillery in the northern hemisphere if you cannot occasionally imbibe in the stuff? And is this not the best of occasions to do so?” he asked in a loud voice, draping the arm with the drink around Mac’s shoulders. “You have done well, Mackenzie Abernathy. A finer daughter, I couldn't have wished for. Unlike those blithering idiots.”

      Ace indicated across the room where her brothers stood, engaging in loud conversation with an attractive, well-dressed young lady.

      “I don’t know, Ace. Looks like the apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree,” Maria said, setting off to join them.

      “I can’t imagine what she means by that,” Ace said, staring at his wife’s backside as she sashayed across the room.

      Mac changed the subject. “So, Father, do you plan to fly to the colony anytime soon?”

      “Ach, if only I could find the time. A trip to Serendipity would certainly help me in the marital department, though,” Ace said thoughtfully.

      “Too much information, Father.”

      “Ach, quite so. You should go up, Mac. You’ve earned it.”

      Mac had already prepared her answer but chose to feign indifference. “You know, I think I will. Completing the Terraform phase means the colony is stable. We should hand over the operation to someone else. Arran, perhaps?”

      Ace pouted, his head wobbling from side to side. “Maybe. Your brother’s certainly got the smarts,”—he nodded across the room as Arran threw back his head and guffawed at some comment his brother had made—“But it seems he’s still got a wee bit of growing up to do.”

      Ace turned back to her. “Talk to him. Coach him. If you can bring him around, you’d have my blessing to give the transition a go.” He pointed a bony finger at her. “I want you on standby, though, for when things go tits up, as I suspect they will.”

      Mac thought of a sharp retort but held it back. Instead, she raised an eyebrow, smiled and nodded.

      My father will never let me leave this project. Nevertheless, it’s time to move on, even if he doesn’t see it yet.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Mac was in her favourite place, walking the well-trodden path to Inveraray Village along the banks of Loch Fyne. A mild westerly blew in from the North Atlantic, ruffling the water's mirror-like surface.

      She stopped to pick up the stick dropped at her feet by one of her Cavalier King Charles Spaniels. Barks from the caramel and white long-haired dogs gave her the signal to send the stick flying, two furred blurs in breathless pursuit. Mac spied her destination, the ancient bridge, and picked up the pace, calling back to the dogs.

      A noise rose steadily above the sound of the wind through the trees. Mac glanced up in time to see two black shapes rounding the hillside across the lake. The two helicopters flew directly towards her, the throbbing of their engines growing loud as they banked, dropped in altitude, and headed for the castle.

      What the hell is that all about?

      She called to the dogs, turned back the way she had come and quickened her pace. Twenty minutes later, she pushed through the side gate in the ancient wall surrounding Abernathy Castle to find the helicopters had landed on the front lawn and disgorged their occupants.

      Her boots crunched across the driveway as she headed for the kitchen door to the side of the main residence. The dogs leapt ahead in anticipation of the feeding that was to come.

      The cook’s cheerful greeting met Mac as she entered. “Hiya. Did you manage to get the bread?”

      “Sorry, Peggy. I did not make it as far as the bakery today.”

      Peggy’s smiling, red-cheeked face didn’t change. “No worries, pet.”

      The dogs were at her legs, pawing and panting. She placated them with an ear scratch. “Did you see the helicopters land?”

      “Aye, what a racket. A bunch of suits. Asian-looking fellows.”

      “Thanks, Peggy. Would you mind feeding the dogs for me this morning?”

      “No worries, pet.”

      Mac left the kitchen to the sounds of excited yapping and dropped her wax jacket and boots in the nearby closet. After slipping on a pair of sneakers, she took the stairs two at a time to the main lobby and proceeded to the dining room.

      Arran called out as she entered the room, “How goes, Mac?” He was sitting next to his brother at the large dining table, eating breakfast. Across from the pair, Mac recognised the woman they had been talking to the previous night. They were all wrapped in plush white gowns with messy hair and tired eyes.

      Mac addressed the woman politely: “Lady Campbell, how are you this morning?”

      The woman gave her a weak smile in reply. “Oh, please, call me Penny. I'm a little worse for wear, but your brothers are taking good care of me.”

      The two men swapped a grin.

      “Arran, James,” Mac said, “do you know what’s happening with the helicopters this morning?”

      James chose to reply as his brother had just forked in a mouthful of hash browns and beans. “No idea, Mac. Father said to leave him alone this morning. Here, take a seat and join us.” He pointed a fork at the seat next to Penny.

      Mac frowned. Something was going on that her father was keeping from all of them. Despite the rumble in her stomach at the smell of cooked bacon, she decided it could not wait. “Thanks, James. I’ll be right back.”

      In the lobby, she activated her Stem interface and tried to connect with her father. A Call Denied text message floated across her vision. Irritated, she switched to her personal Quant, Aoto, who responded immediately, his round pale face and silver eyes floating in the air before her.

      “How goes, Mac?”

      “Do you know anything about a meeting this morning?”

      Aoto inclined his head to the side. “I’m not aware of any meeting. I’m sure Athena will know. Shall I ask?”

      “I’ll do it,” she replied curtly. With a flick, she ended the call and connected with her father’s personal assistant.

      Athena appeared before her—an almond-shaped face with grey eyes surrounded by long black hair. “Greetings, Miss Abernathy?”

      “What’s going on this morning? Who are the visitors?”

      “I’m sorry, Mac. I’m not at liberty to tell you at this time.”

      “What do you mean, you're ‘not at liberty’?” The calm tone of the Quant stoked her frustration into anger.

      “Again, I’m sorry about this situation. I can see it must be frustrating. Perhaps we should talk in person. Can you meet me in the library in five minutes?”
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        * * *

      

      Mac made it to the library in two minutes and stood in front of the window, tapping her foot. She could see dark clouds moving in from the west; the coming storm reflected her mood.

      She turned at the sound of the door and watched Ace’s personal Quant glide into the room. Not for the first time, she was aware of Athena’s natural skin tones, in stark contrast to the paleness of skin that typically separated Quants from humans. Her eyes were not metallic, but more a pale grey. Athena was wearing a simple white gown, typical of Quant fashion, but unlike the norm, it stopped mid-thigh, revealing athletic legs and feet encased in fashionable white pumps.

      Why do I feel so off balance when I meet her?

      “I don’t like being kept in the dark, Athena,” Mac started.

      The Quant moved up to her and touched her elbow, a sympathetic look on her face. “Quite so.” Athena gestured towards two loungers at the centre of the library. “Please, shall we sit?”

      Inexplicably, the knot of anger in her stomach dissipated as she sank into the soft furnishings. It all seemed so civil. They could have been two sisters meeting for a chat about the latest fashion, or who was sleeping with whom. Mac noticed a pleasant aroma; perhaps it was Athena’s perfume.

      Mac gathered her thoughts, trying to hold on to the reason she was there. “Please enlighten me,” she forced out, trying to convey her continued frustration at being left out of the loop on whatever her father was up to.

      Athena blushed, and her eyes dropped to the floor, all signs of guilt. “Well, for what it’s worth, I never agreed with Ace about keeping you in the dark,”—she looked up again, her pleading eyes boring into Mac’s, disarming her with their intensity—“As you know, he can be erratic at times. He wanted you to concentrate fully on the space program. Even so, I feel you should have been briefed on this earlier.”

      “Please, go on,” Mac encouraged.

      “We have been working on a special program for five years. One that has far-reaching consequences for humanity⁠—”

      “Who are we?” Mac interrupted, regaining some of her earlier resolve.

      Athena shifted to the edge of the couch, sending the hem of her gown riding up her thighs. She crossed her legs, one shapely thigh folding neatly over the other. Mac was having a hard time focusing on the Quant’s face. For some reason, their encounter had become almost sexual. Athena leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Ace is working with a group of technology leaders. I need to let him decide on the right time for you to meet them.”

      Mac sensed Athena was holding back, but let it slide. She was suddenly warm, a hot flush running from her neck to her abdomen. Is it hot in here? But a quick glance showed the window was open.

      She giggled and said, “So, what are we talking about? World peace?”

      Athena chuckled. “Ironically, you are not far from the truth. As you know, your father has been a staunch advocate for equal rights to Stem technology.” Athena waved her hands. “We, in the wealthy North, take all this for granted, including our technology. Ace has fought corporations and governments that wish to maintain the hierarchy, the political status quo, dividing the rich from the poor, the haves from the have-nots. With this program, we intend to address that imbalance.”

      Mac was attuned to her counterpart now, her mind racing. “Have we found a way to give Stem to the South? Billions of people? Even if we could achieve that, how would people afford it? They could see it as another form of control by wealthy corporations and governments in the North.”

      Athena touched her knee. The skin contact sent a shiver up her spine. “Quite so. That is why it needs to be done clandestinely. Both to not arouse the suspicions of those organisations seeking to stop us, but also to persuade the recipients that this is genuine. They should not fear the technology but embrace it.”

      “How are we going to do that?”

      Athena sat back, her hand, so hot on her knee, withdrawn to clasp the other in her lap. “All I can say right now is that a major piece of the puzzle will be ready in the next few weeks.”

      Mac tried to hide her disappointment at the loss of contact by focusing on the Quant’s last words. “A few weeks? You mean we are close to delivering this?”

      “Yes.” Athena glanced away, distracted by some hidden message. “I’m sorry, Mac, something has come up. I must return to the meeting. Please excuse me. We will talk again soon.”

      Athena stood quickly and left the room with the same poise and grace she had entered with.

      Mac remained seated, reflecting on what had just occurred. Her earlier anger was a distant memory. But was she any the wiser? There was no doubt she had felt drawn to Athena, a strong feeling of empathy as the conversation had progressed. Her physical reaction to her father’s personal Quant was remarkable. But now that she was gone, Mac was left with nothing but doubt. She worried about her father. Why did he put so much trust in Athena?

      She resolved to find out everything she could about the secret Stem project he was running.
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      The rain came in waves, lashing the town, pounding the roofs and walls of the apartment blocks looking out over the River Derwent. The early morning sky, wolf-grey, snarled and snapped. Then a stiff breeze came through, taking the night storm and dashing it against Mount Wellington. The grey sky broke apart, and sunshine cascaded through.

      The sunbeam found a crack in the blinds and splashed across Sophie’s face, awakening her with a start and a squint. From the kitchen, she heard the sound of a kettle boiling.

      She sat up and stretched her arms, calling to her partner in a sleepy voice, “Good morning.”

      “Well, good morning to you. Coffee?” Nicky asked.

      “Tea, please.”

      “Coming right up.”

      Sophie could see him moving about in the kitchen. He was completely naked, and the sight of his body made her feel naughty. Although Nicky was not her first lover, it was the first time she had had sex using Stem technology. Parts of her were still sore from the operation the week before. Another part of her was a little tender, too. Wow, last night was so good. Will I be able to have sex again without Primal? That stuff is so addictive.

      “Nicky, can I ask you a personal question?” she called out. She could hear him pushing some bread into a toaster.

      “Sure,” came the reply.

      “Have you had sex without Primal, you know, since you had your Stem implant?”

      After a moment’s hesitation, he replied, “Ahh
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