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1.  Relocation
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The screams were still echoing in her head when she woke. Chloe clambered out of bed and made her way to the bathroom. The cold water splashing on her face brought her to her senses. She shuddered at the memory of the dream.

It hadn’t been a dream to begin with. The screams had been all too real. It had been two years already, but it felt like yesterday.

Dawn was breaking. Chloe leaned on the window frame and watched as warm, rosy light bathed the landscape. The peace of this place was a sharp contrast to the horrors that lurked in her mind. It was her newest refuge, and she hoped they would never move again. Maybe setting down roots here would help to banish her memories of the fall.

The old Wyoming Militia, its leadership toppled only a few years before, had recovered and strengthened in its mountain hideouts while Chloe, whose intelligence had brought them down on the brink of executing an attack that would hold the world to ransom, settled to a new life in Texas.

The Militia’s sudden eruption from hiding, just weeks after the global celebrations of the 2048 Olympics, and their incursions north and south along the Rockies had taken everyone by surprise. To the north, they were turned back. Montana, proud and independent and familiar with the old foe, held strong. The Canadians were having none of it and fought tooth and nail with their small neighbour to protect the border. The four corner states – Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona and Utah – found themselves facing an army overnight, and the shaky union they established in the absence of any federal support lasted just days. The Militia’s onslaught continued, while down on the plains of Texas new uprisings from sleeper cells moved east and north, closing the gap and forming an impenetrable barrier down the length of the old country. It signalled the beginning of the end.

Outside her window the sun peeked over the horizon. Chloe’s mind wandered back to those chaotic final days.

She never knew whether it had been the screams from the street that had woken her or the frantic hammering on her apartment door. Ben stood in the dark hallway, panting after running up the stairs with a bulky backpack, panic in his eyes.

“We need to get out, now. You and Audrey have a seat on the plane. There’s no time to lose.”

Audrey was already awake, eyes wide, clutching the old teddy that she’d carried since they first fled the Militia’s grasp four years earlier. Older now and as level-headed as her mother, she nodded. “I’m half packed already,” she said. “It felt bad.”

“Good girl,” said Chloe faintly. The kid had spent a third of her life travelling from one place to another, first when they escaped from Wyoming and then through a series of safe houses. Of course she was ready. It was Chloe who was finding it hard to leave again.

“I don’t want to go,” she said, “but I know we can’t stay. I’m so glad to see you. I had no idea how we’d get out. All the communication lines are down. How long have we got?”

“Half an hour at most,” said Ben. “My car’s outside.” He glanced nervously at the stairwell. “I can’t leave it. There’s trouble brewing.”

Chloe knew how much he loved that old car. The Mustang had seen better days, but it was Ben’s pride and joy. “Go and guard it. We’ll be right down.”

She was as good as her word. They hadn’t arrived with much three years earlier, and they left ten minutes later with the same bags. Chloe carried an extra backpack with their tablets, laptops and her hard disks, and as a nod to the brief stability they’d experienced, a few mementoes of Austin.

The square outside was crowded, and people were flooding down from all the apartment blocks and surrounding residential streets. Children were crying and adults were shouting, everyone milling around helplessly. A local transit bus, already full, was forced to a halt nearby. People scrambled onto the vehicle, clinging to the bike racks and the roof, desperate to get away. For the first time Chloe heard distant gunfire. A returning shot in the air from somewhere on the square made her jump, and the next volley she heard was coming closer. She knew that most of the people here were likely to be armed. Nowhere would be safe when the bullets started flying in earnest. She looked around for Ben and the distinctive red car, but he was nowhere to be seen. She squashed a rising sense of panic. Suddenly, over the cacophony of the crowd, she heard a car horn and the revving of an engine.

“Over there,” said Audrey, tugging at her mother’s arm.

Sure enough, there was the Mustang moving fast on the opposite side of the square. Chloe watched as Ben accelerated to escape a knot of people who were trying to grab at the trim and the door handles. He swung the car around the corner of the block at high speed and disappeared.

“We can catch him on the next circuit,” said Chloe. “Come on, run.”

Fear gave them strength as they pushed through the press of people. Chloe used her case as a battering ram and a shield and Audrey clung for dear life to the straps of her mother’s backpack. They reached the street just as Ben flew around the corner again. He screeched to a halt and the desperate crowd surged around the car. Chloe, tears streaming down her cheeks, pushed Audrey in front of her. Ben popped the door open, and Chloe practically threw her daughter in, followed by the precious backpack. She slammed the door again, hoping that Ben knew what she wanted him to do. The Mustang leapt away, and Chloe ran in the opposite direction down the road, dodging people and cars, driven by fear and the sound of gunfire.

She was half a block away from the crowded square when she heard the familiar growl of the engine, and the red car appeared. Ben stopped and she dived into the passenger seat, suitcase clutched awkwardly to her chest, legs curled into the footwell. Audrey was tucked in the cramped back seat with her luggage and the backpack. Ben didn’t wait for Chloe to untangle herself. He accelerated away.

Chloe took a deep, shuddering breath. She turned to Ben. “Thank you,” she said.

He flashed her a strained smile. “We can stop and put that case in the boot when we get out of the city,” he said. “Hold on now.”

Ten blocks further out he swerved off onto a side road and zig zagged through a leafy suburb then onto a dirt road that led down towards the creek. The car pulled up in the shade of a grove of trees.

“Let’s get you both comfortable.” Ben jumped out and opened the boot, collected the case that was crushing Chloe in the front seat, and then leaned into the back to collect Audrey’s. “We’ll attract less attention if you don’t look as if you’re leaving. Let’s go.”

The Mustang skidded off up the track and Chloe winced as the low-slung car clattered on loose stones. Before she knew it, they were back on a metalled road and heading out of town on a deserted highway. She spotted a familiar landmark. They had travelled north and then west. They were heading out to the plains.

“Aren’t we going to the airport?” she asked.

“Not Bergstrom,” said Ben. “It’s chaos. We’re going to Lago Vista.” He kept his eyes on the road ahead. “We need to take a little detour here. There’s a roadblock up ahead.”

The Mustang protested as he darted off through another neighbourhood. Families were busy packing their possessions into pickups, and only the children had time to look up and see the red car passing by. Ben patted the dashboard. “Poor old girl,” he said. “I’ll be sorry to leave her behind.”

They pulled back onto the highway a few hundred yards past the other side of the roadblock, but the growl of the engine alerted the Militia.

“Heads down,” said Ben grimly. He gunned the Mustang up the highway and winced at the thump of a bullet embedding itself in the chassis. It was the only shot that reached them. The old car quickly outpaced the guards, and they soon found themselves on country roads surrounded by scrubland.

Chloe slumped into her seat, trying to make sense of the frantic start to the day. It had been barely an hour since Ben knocked on the door and her life changed again.

“I can’t thank you enough,” she said at last. “But why did you come all the way up from San Antonio? You could have been away from all of this days ago, as soon as the uprising started.”

Ben glanced at her ruefully. “You’d think so,” he said. “It didn’t seem serious. It was all happening a thousand miles away. Even when the news came from Denver, we weren’t worried. And then the local idiots started. The simulations showed that their support would hand Texas to the Militia. Once I knew that, I got the hell out as soon as I could.”

“Why Austin?” asked Chloe.

“I had nowhere else to go,” said Ben. “I couldn’t stay down there, and in any case I wanted to make sure you two made it out. I managed to get hold of Cameron, and she got hold of Jack, and, well, I hope there’s a plane waiting. If not, we need some new ideas.”

There was a plane. Audrey was more excited than afraid now, peering out of the window and waiting for take-off. Chloe curled up next to her, exhausted and relieved. Every seat was full. Some of her colleagues and their families were on board, those that Jack had managed to reach and who were as ready as she was to put the new horrors of this place behind them. As they rose into the sky and the plane banked, Chloe took a last look at the city she had called home for three years. At the time she had no idea where they were going or what lay ahead.

That all felt like a long time ago. Their new home was everything she could have wished for. Chloe could hear Audrey moving around getting ready for school. The child was resilient. She had taken to life in England, the small town and local school with the same enthusiasm as for her old city elementary, making friends quickly and settling to a whole new education system with barely a hitch. And as for Chloe herself, she had a sense of peace and belonging, and for the first time in years, a new love in her life.

Sunbeams streaming through the window brought her back to today, and the realisation that she’d be late if she carried on wallowing in her memories. She showered and dressed quickly. Her regular autocar was waiting.

The Statesman offices lay out of town, deep in the Northumberland countryside. Originally home to Jack Sladen’s philanthropic venture, the Sladen Foundation, Dunswyke was now also the headquarters of Statesman Tech, transplanted lock, stock and barrel from Texas. Chloe’s autocar dropped her at the gate and zipped away along the lane towards a nearby village. The site was already bustling. A newly built, sprawling single storey complex contained state-of-the-art facilities for the Statesman staff, a mix of refugees from the old Austin office who’d chosen to settle here and some new hires who brought the team back up to strength. The old stone bastle house stood proudly in the shadow of the cliff, its commanding presence retained despite the new buildings that surrounded it. Jack had his office in there. A data centre behind the bastle extended into the cliff, the moors rising above it.

Chloe loved Dunswyke. The moors and the silence reminded her a little of the wilds of Wyoming that had captured her heart a decade before, albeit on a much smaller scale. She thanked her lucky stars every day that Ben had brought her here.

She settled at her desk and pulled up the live network visualisations, swiping at the air and scrolling through key indicators from the Diaulos management information system. On the big screen at the end of the office, transactions ticked along and blocks formed at a steady rate. The main indicators were a healthy green. A few amber markers highlighted non-urgent issues, most of which Chloe already knew about. A new software update proposal had come through overnight from the scattered global developer community that made up the Sladen Foundation DAO and from the lively discussions on the developer forum it seemed it was already making its way through the peer review process. Chloe made a note of the details. Her team would review the new proposal for functionality and security after the morning meeting.

Jack was out of the country again. When he was travelling for work, he usually made the effort to join team meetings by screen or avatar from wherever he was in the world, spreading the love and the famous smile. Today he was absent. A couple of people murmured their concern, but Chloe knew that Jack was taking some rare and much needed down time, and she didn’t begrudge him the break.

The teams gave their status updates. Chloe brought up the new development proposal, just a routine notification. The Sladen Foundation’s monthly award of grants to deserving causes would go to its regular community vote at midday. Tech was focusing on an upgrade rolling out to the Diaulos wristbands. Customer support capacity had been increased, both human and machine, and their sentiment trackers were ready to catch the early warning signs of any problems with the update, scraping social commentary for language that might suggest an improvement that was needed, a glitch had appeared, or indeed that users were happy. All in all, it was business as usual. The meeting closed bang on time, attending avatars winked out of existence, and all the on-site staff headed back to their desks.

“Chloe, have you got a minute?”

She turned to see her colleague, Joel, beckoning her to an empty room.

“I didn’t want us to be overheard,” he continued, closing the door carefully. “Cameron’s trying to reach Jack. There’s been an accident.”
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2.  Stormy Weather
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It had come out of the blue. The young skipper frowned at the readings. The pressure shouldn’t be dropping that fast. He checked the weather predictions once again and cross-referenced them against his exact GPS location. According to the simulations, it should be set fair but the wind was strengthening.

The oldest hand on the yacht stuck his head around the bridge door. “I’m battening down the hatches, Leo,” he shouted. “I don’t care what the FirstMate readouts say. My bones tell me there’s a storm coming through and we’re right in its path.”

Leo felt a sudden chill in the air that took him back to his childhood, spending every spare moment sailing with just his skill and his wits, reading the weather from the skies and the wind. For years now he’d been ferrying the rich around high-class resorts and relying on his AI FirstMate™ to make all the sailing decisions. It had been too easy. Trusting the machine may have dulled his instincts, but they had just kicked back in with a vengeance.

“You’re right,” he shouted, struggling to be heard over a sudden squall and rumble of thunder. “Get everyone to the muster stations with their lifejackets. I have a bad feeling about this.”

FirstMate™ still claimed that the yacht was travelling on calm seas under clear skies, but the sea was anything but calm. Leo wrestled with the yacht, trying to ride the waves with every ounce of his instinct and training, but the AI was blindly applying all the complex rules that had been embedded in its system to data feeds that were obviously flawed. It calmly overrode every attempt to take control, reversing Leo’s desperate course changes as soon as he made them. A wave broke high on the bridge window and Leo staggered as the vessel tilted and slid down the face of a high swell. He had to find a way to bring the power he needed to tackle these seas. He reached around and wrenched the fire extinguisher from the bulkhead, battering the terminal for all he was worth. The screen flickered but the yacht continued to tilt.

Through the window he could see that the life rafts had been launched. He struggled in vain with the yacht’s controls and tried to count the bright lifejackets as his passengers and crew fled for their lives. Fifteen... sixteen... eighteen... twenty. All accounted for. The rafts spun quickly away from the vessel and Leo knew there was nothing more he could do. He flung himself out of the door of the bridge, took a deep breath, and jumped.

The sea tossed him this way and that. He caught a glimpse of the two life rafts still upright and occupied and saw flares exploding against the dark sky, but he knew that it would be fatal for him to struggle against the waves to reach them. He spread his arms and legs, breathed deeply to calm his racing heart, and surrendered to the flow of the ocean, buoyed by his lifejacket and riding the swell. Then a stroke of luck. The yacht’s small dive tender was tossed towards him on a wave. He managed to grab hold of it and clung to the inflatable tube, gripping the nearest handle tightly. The next wave threw him bodily into the boat. He was safe, for now. He found a flare in the emergency box stowed tight under the console, fired it into the air, and waited for the storm to pass.

The sky began to clear. Leo caught a glimpse of land. He turned his head out to sea but could no longer see the yacht. The storm waves had calmed, and towards the shore he could see activity, people, bright colours and small boats. The shouts that reached his ears were the sweetest sounds he had ever heard. The little inflatable floated gently towards the beach, and Leo wept.
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CAMERON SILVERA READ to the end of the article on her smartscreen then scrolled back through the video and satellite footage of the disaster and the rather clearer time lapse simulation that accompanied it. She turned the screen this way and that, every so often tapping to replay a segment as she peered at the detail. Eventually she put the device down, turned to her main workstation, and pulled up the repository where she and her peers were sharing their findings.

There were several users online including some of her team. Joel, seconded to Statesman Tech, was using all his connections with family back in the Caribbean to add local context and eyewitness reports of the storm’s progress. Cameron took a moment to review the new information that he’d contributed and added her own observations and notes. In another window on her screen, there was a spirited chat in a different secure channel about the growing discrepancies between forecast weather events and the real thing. Cameron hadn’t really engaged with this forum in the past, but now it had her attention. The sinking of a luxury yacht in the Caribbean would normally have been just another entry in the log of uncontrolled extreme weather incidents that were being tracked by national security agencies. However, the media were all over this story because Jack Sladen had been a guest on the trip. He was one of her largest clients and an old friend. She had personal reasons for checking in now, and as it turned out, the topic intersected with her professional interest too.

The supercell storm that had whisked through the Antilles had been predicted. Multiple quantum simulations had been sampled to determine the most likely path of the storm and to predict its impact at a micro level, taking account of all the fragile and varied ecosystems that would be affected. The authorities across the Caribbean nations had been well prepared for the speed and trajectory of its arrival. They had time to put in place mitigations and protection against the devastation they knew it would bring, and to ready the emergency services to react to the things they couldn’t control.

The predictions were wrong. The eye of the storm had sown a path of devastation more than three hundred miles further north than expected. People emerged from behind flood defences and within deep storm shelters and found themselves staring at their intact homes under clear blue skies in no more than a brisk wind, while others counted the cost of unexpected destruction, the loss of lives and livelihoods, and the undoing of years of preservation work in the ecosystems of precariously low-lying islands.

“How could that simulation be so far out of whack?” Cameron muttered to herself.

Long-term and hyper-accurate geolocated forecasts were essential for shipping, farming and daily life in a world where weather patterns were shifting and climate events were growing more extreme and hitting with greater frequency. The quantum computing power to produce full ecosystem simulations had grown exponentially in the previous two decades. Cameron recalled as a teenager that even the hour-by-hour rain forecast used to be slightly unreliable. She remembered Aunt Vicky checking carefully before hanging out the washing and cursing when the rain came after all, enlisting Cameron’s help to bring everything in quickly. Now, the whole world took the forecasts for granted and planned with precision days and even weeks in advance. Was this storm another exception to the rule, or another sign that the machines were not as reliable as everyone believed?

There was one more possibility, and studying the repository, Cameron’s suspicions began to grow. Could someone be interfering with the operations of the quantum simulators themselves?

If so, it would be a complex thing to achieve. A bad actor would have to commit to years of planning along with access to the systems that managed the inputs and outputs of the quantum machines themselves. But it was possible, and Cameron knew that every rogue nation state and every cyber crime syndicate had been working out how to hack quantum processors since the technology was in its infancy. She and her infosec peers were matching the criminals every step of the way, but if this was an attack, as she suspected, someone, somewhere, was playing a very long game and by doing so had evaded all their defences.

Her musings were cut short by an insistent alert on her smartscreen. She glanced at the details and accepted the call.

“Hi, Ross,” she said. “What’s up?”

All that was visible on the screen was the top of Ross’s head, tousled ginger hair blowing in the wind against a leafy background.

“Can you hear me?” he asked.

“Loud and clear,” said Cameron.

“Great,” said Ross. “I’m out and about and the signal’s not great. Have you heard anything from Jack? Is he okay?”

“I haven’t spoken to him,” said Cameron, “but the authorities say that everyone was evacuated to life rafts.”

“Good,” said Ross, the relief evident in his voice. “I bet you’re glad you turned down the invitation.”

Cameron shuddered involuntarily. A cruise around the sunken islands and preserved beauty of the Caribbean had been almost too tempting. Jack repeatedly invited Cameron to join him for the events and trips that were a routine part of his billionaire lifestyle, and Cameron always declined. As far as she was concerned, her role in their rekindled friendship was to keep Jack on the straight and narrow, ensuring that his businesses built reliable and secure software after years of being known for gaping holes and rushed code. She wasn’t about to compromise their professional relationship, however long they had known each other.

“You know I don’t mix business and pleasure,” she replied. “It sounded idyllic, mind you. I can’t imagine how frightening that storm must have been for everyone involved.”

“When’s Jack due back in the UK?” asked Ross. “I lose track of what he’s up to. He’s always so busy.”

“The end of next week,” said Cameron, “but that depends on whether he goes to Tech 2050 in Singapore or not. He’s still listed as a keynote speaker.”

“He’s pretty resilient,” said Ross. “I’m sure he’ll –” He glanced sharply away from the camera, distracted. “You again,” he murmured.

“What?” said Cameron.

Ross’s attention snapped back to Cameron. “Nothing,” he said. “Got to go. I’m glad Jack’s okay. I’ll be heading to the office after training.”

“Great,” said Cameron. “I’ll see you later. Have fun.”

She leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling. Unbidden, a small black and white cat hopped up onto the desk with a commanding squeak and settled itself squarely on top of her smartscreen. Cameron reached out and stroked it and was rewarded with loud purring. “You’ve had your breakfast,” said Cameron sternly, “and I’ve told you before, cats don’t get lunch.”

But humans do, she reminded herself. She’d been up since six and although it was barely midday, she realised she was hungry. The habit of working through meals was one she was trying to break. She stood and stretched, relieving the familiar ache in her back from spending too long at her desk, and strolled over to the fridge to see what goodies lay within.

She loved her new place as much as she had loved her old apartment, but that block’s lax security and the less than friendly attentions of cyber criminals leaking into meat space, targeting her in real life, had forced her to review her living arrangements. She’d thought long and hard about Ben’s offer to move into his place. She still wondered if her decision to remain independent was what had finally pushed him away.

Friends and family had pointed out that she could live anywhere she wanted, and she took up the challenge.

She had looked right across the city for the perfect place, but when Jack spotted a luxury apartment she could actually afford in an anonymous and highly secure gated tower complex, she fell for it as soon as she walked through the door. Even better, the tower was close to her old apartment and within reach of central London and the familiar, bustling Borough Market. She kept her old networks and routines, refusing to give in to the cyber criminals who still stalked her.

She’d done her due diligence, of course. She and her team at Argentum Associates were used to finding the gaps in physical security as part of standard reviews, and Cameron still got a buzz out of simply walking into highly sensitive locations and calling the client from anything up to and including their own desk to let them know there was a problem. She knew where breaches of security were most likely to occur and relished the challenge of closing them down. The tower’s management had taken advantage of Cameron’s expertise to commission a full penetration test and came away with a five-star rating.

The tower was using all the newest technologies and best practice, right down to hand-picked and highly vetted staff who handled the day to day running of the complex, mainly to protect the A-listers who called it home. The Argentum team had tried their usual tricks to penetrate the site and found a handful of obscure but exploitable gaps, all of which were fixed in short order. The only slight inconvenience as far as Cameron was concerned was the drone net that cloaked the whole building. Gone were the days of lazily ordering groceries for delivery to the balcony. Any drone that tried to fly through the sensor mesh without security clearance was toast, and the bar for that clearance had been set high. Instead, there was an arrangement for the security staff to field orders outside the net and hand deliver them. It was a good way for them to keep an eye on the residents, too, which was a hit with some of Cameron’s retired neighbours. She now woke up each day to magnificent views across the city with the reassurance of the best security money could buy.

Cameron made a quick sandwich while the cat weaved around her legs, claiming starvation. She gave into its demands in exchange for a moment’s peace to eat her lunch, then packed her bag. She was due in the office. She could keep working online but this was her chance to be around real people. The whole team appreciated the days when they were together in person, sparking ideas off each other and reinforcing their deep connections and mutual trust.

She grabbed an apple and headed out of the door and down the elevator, nodding to a famous neighbour in the lobby. It was a sunny day, and the streets were swarming with tourists, many wearing guide headsets that brought the historic buildings to life around them. Although the masks were simply augmented reality, ensuring that the wearer could see the real world around them, they may as well have been fully immersive for all the attention the gawping tourists paid to other people. After dodging three groups who were owning the pavement and seeing more parties thundering along in her direction, Cameron gave up and headed for the tube.

Emerging from the station closest to the office, she stopped at her favourite bakery and picked up a bag of sweet cake bites as a snack for the team. The security guards at the busy office building greeted her with a smile, and she headed up to the sixth floor where Argentum Associates had its headquarters.

As soon as she opened the door, she knew something was wrong.

Noor broke the silence. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, why shouldn’t I be?”

“Jack’s missing.”

Cameron set the bag of pastries down on the nearest desk and stared at Noor. “But they said everyone got off the boat,” she said.

“They all made it to life rafts,” said Pete. “Only one of the life rafts has been found.”

Cameron stared past Pete at the huge wallscreen where the latest news was streaming live from the Caribbean. It showed drone footage of the surrounding seas as the search continued. Six people were missing, said the caption, and every effort was being made to find them.

She sat down heavily in the nearest chair. “Dammit, Jack,” she whispered. “Where are you?” Her eyes fixed on the screen, she barely registered that the whole team had gathered to sit with her, watching intently for any signs of life.

The scene split and cameras zoomed in on a knot of people in survival blankets being ushered up a beach. Cameron searched desperately for a glimpse of Jack in the group. He wasn’t there.
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3.  Teamwork
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On the other side of the world, the same footage played on wallscreens at the luxury home of gambling magnate Chaoxiang Chen. Tenuk, the sole heir to his father’s vast Sapphire Straits gambling empire, was watching the search with as much focus as Cameron was in London.

The old man, seated in a wing backed chair at the window of his office, sipped his tea, unconcerned. “Jack Sladen’s influence on the world of technology has held you back,” he said. “Now he’s gone, many opportunities present themselves.”

Tenuk frowned. “I liked Jack Sladen, father. The time I spent working for him was enjoyable. There is still hope. The search goes on.”

Chaoxiang laughed. “You were never working for him, Tenuk. You were always working for me, though you didn’t know it at the time. Whether he is lost for a while or gone for good, the timing is perfect.”

“Did you have anything to do with this?” asked Tenuk. He knew his father well enough not to underestimate him. The man was brilliant and, in Tenuk’s opinion, on the edge of madness. He had the will to meddle with the quantum systems that simulated the world’s weather and very likely the tools as well.

“Of course not,” said the old man innocently. He took another sip of his tea. “A happy accident.”

Tenuk’s eyes narrowed. He went over to his father’s desk and called up the latest real-time business report. “Huh. Sapphire Straits turned a healthy profit on the path of that storm. No wonder you’re in a good mood. I can’t believe you’ll take bets on this kind of thing.”

“We simply facilitate the placing of bets,” said Chaoxiang. “We cannot control human nature, and part of our success is in providing a service that others refuse to entertain.”

Tenuk scrolled to the current activity. There was a lively market building on if, when and where Jack Sladen would be found. He looked back up at the news feed. Drones were circling over something floating in the sea. It was only when Tenuk identified the object as a bundle of cushions from the deck of the yacht that he realised he had been holding his breath.

“You are the same as me,” said Chaoxiang. “You think of yourself as the great philanthropist, helping people out of poverty, and you don’t allow the consequences of the software you write to disturb you. Don’t try taking the moral high ground, Tenuk.”

Furious, Tenuk opened his mouth to reply and realised that he had nothing to counter the argument. He and his father were the same. It made him sick to his stomach. He turned abruptly and walked out of the office without taking leave of the old man. It was time to get some air.

The humidity of Singapore’s early evening hit him as soon as he left the cool environment of the house. The sun had set, and the golden light of dusk was almost gone. Insects buzzed and chirruped around him, and there was rustling in the trees as a troupe of monkeys swung back home.

Home. This was Tenuk’s home, but also his prison. He could never go back to Austin, to a life seemingly independent of his family. The Militia’s invasion had seen to that. He couldn’t return to his old job here in Singapore or even spend time in the city for fear of running into former colleagues or neighbours. The original online teams that had underpinned his highly successful Pasar Network and Steamyard ventures, writing software for the highest bidder regardless of ethics or purpose, had fragmented, and he was only now slowly starting to rebuild. He was trapped in a world that he had tried to leave and that had drawn him inexorably back in. Tenuk hated it. Jack’s name splashed across the news simply reminded him of how much he had lost.

With his father’s blessing, for what that was worth, he had started a new training academy, a new crop of lucky coders who had competed to take this path out of poverty. Several of them were working on a software proposal for the Sladen Foundation DAO, and it was probably time that he checked in on their activity. Tenuk took a deep breath and savoured the scents of the garden, then turned and went back into the house. He would just have time before dinner to review progress.

In theory, all the decisions about the development of the Foundation’s underlying software were made by the core developer community. Jack Sladen had known the PR value of showing that the system was fully decentralised and under the control of its members, not subject to the whims of yet another tech billionaire, and he had committed entirely to the vision. Tenuk, as Jack’s chief technology officer at the time, had instead made absolutely sure that it was under his own control. He knew it would come in useful one day, and this was the day.

Tenuk had seeded the community with his people and also had several dumb AI agents with user logins to the developer forum. He spent a happy few minutes refining the agents’ prompts for their conversations with each other, getting them to challenge specific elements of the software proposal and respond to them like normal forum members participating in the rigorous peer review process. There were plenty of real voices in there. Some were genuine and independent and quite unsuspecting of any manipulation, but the rest were following his agenda. He spotted the new handles of two developers who were still in Austin, living under martial law in the newly independent country of Texas. They were among a handful of Statesman Tech staff who’d chosen to stay put when the rest relocated abruptly to England. They had been and remained part of Tenuk’s clandestine team.

He’d reactivated the leader of a group of talented hackers in Indonesia that he’d used years before and recruited some new and brilliant youngsters from the wrong side of the tracks whose lives Tenuk knew he could change for the better. Several of them were in there having a spirited and well-planned discussion about the finer details of the coding. He made a few notes on their files for the next team review. Tenuk believed firmly in giving people opportunities, even if the work they were doing was frowned on by the authorities. He had never thought of himself as a cyber criminal, but as someone who redistributed wealth to where it was needed.

An old, familiar handle appeared in the chat and Tenuk took his leave. He had no wish to tangle with Cloverleaf. She, Chloe, had known him too well. They had worked together at Statesman Tech, of course, but in another, darker life Chloe had been part of Pasar, a key member of the black hat team developing malware for his clients, before she turned traitor. If she had the slightest suspicion that he was there, the game was up. This was why he used his team and his AI agents to sow the seeds of the discussion. If he participated directly then a simple phrase, a quirk of syntax, could give him away.

“Admin,” he said into the air as he sat at his desk.

There was no response. He drummed his fingers on the desk. She should be on standby at all times, waiting for his call.

“Zara,” he said, louder.

“Yes, Tenuk,” came a quiet voice out of the ether. Her voice was amplified by the office sound system, echoing all around him. “I’m here.”

“What’s the latest on the search for Jack Sladen?”

“No further news.”

Tenuk imagined for a moment that he heard a note of sorrow in the AI’s voice. Zara had been Jack’s dedicated virtual assistant until he cast her aside. But a bundle of software, algorithms and data objects couldn’t have feelings. It – they – inspired emotion in others, though. Tenuk still mourned Zara’s sister Yasmin whose place Zara had taken as Admin after Yasmin’s destruction. He was trying very hard not to anthropomorphise Zara and to treat her as the assistive tool she was designed to be. He deliberately restricted their interactions to his workspaces, shying away from the always-on relationship he had had with Yasmin, and Zara had had with Jack.

It was unbelievably hard.

“Zara, could you monitor the peer review discussions on the new software proposal?” he said, strictly business now. “Let me know if anyone’s out of line or there are any signs of suspicion at the Foundation end. We need the approval and update to be fully rolled out in time for the next funding cycle.”

“Yes, Tenuk.”

Without another word Tenuk left his office and went to freshen up before dinner. Everything was in place, and now all he had to do was wait.

•
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IN LONDON, CAMERON paced up and down the office like a caged tiger. Every so often her eyes rested on the wallscreen’s news feed. The live footage of the search had been relegated to a corner and interviews with the rescued passengers and crew were ongoing.

“Surely they can trace chip locations,” said Sandeep. “Even if not everyone on that life raft was chipped, just one should register.”

“Too wide a search area, not enough close-range beacons,” said Pete. “If you think about it, your own chip only triggers a response within a few metres when it’s interfacing with, you know, doors and street ads and so on.”

“But we can trace people by chip,” said Noor. “We’ve done it before.”

“In an urban area,” said Cameron. “Not in the ocean.”

“It’d be a different story if he still had that AI assistant of his,” said Pete.

“Oh!” Cameron stopped pacing and stared at him. “I wonder...?”

Years before, Jack had been utterly reliant on a virtual assistant that was linked to him day and night, managing and monitoring his every move. He’d abandoned the program, an entity called Zara, when he realised it was a security risk, but he’d always missed the utility of just calling her name, and the companionship she brought as he travelled the world alone. Statesman Tech and Argentum had collaborated to create a new assistant under their control.

“I’ll get Joel on the line now,” said Noor. “I know they were testing the new system. I wonder if he had the prototype with him?”

The rolling news coverage on the wallscreen was replaced by a video feed from Dunswyke. Joel waved at his old colleagues. “Hi, folks. I’m just waiting for Chloe.”

There was the sound of a door closing and Chloe poked her head into shot. “Let me get a chair,” she said. A moment later she reappeared and settled next to Joel facing the camera. “Tough day,” she said. “Good to see you, Cameron. I hope y’all are doing okay? Everyone here is so worried.”

“Us too,” said Cameron, putting aside their differences for now. “But maybe we have a way to help with the search. How have you been getting on with Jack’s new assistant?”

“You mean Pip?” said Joel. “We’re way ahead of you, Cameron. Training’s been going well, and Jack tested a few of the prototype comms options last time he was here.”

“He’s part of the training process now,” added Chloe. “His off-the-cuff questions should reveal any quirks in the way Pip is processing inputs.”

“Does that mean he took a hardware connection with him?” asked Cameron. “If so, I bet he’s been playing with it. Jack can’t resist a gadget, and I know he missed Zara.” She paused and frowned. “What is the hardware? Did you go with the earbud again? Could
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