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Daniel peered over the edge of the ditch, moving as slowly as possible to avoid the attention of the security scanners and motion detectors that lined the site. He tugged at his heat-shielded body suit, trying to relieve the irritation of patches of material that were sticking awkwardly. The stealthy, sweaty crawl through the network of drainage channels that criss-crossed the salt marshes had been harder than before. The weather was turning after an uncharacteristic cold snap and the coast basked in a burst of springtime warmth. Now that the sun was setting it was cooler at last, and sharp shadows cast by the surface infrastructure of deep mine workings shielded Daniel’s hiding place from human eyes. This was the perfect time of day to make his move, when cameras and infra-red scanners could barely detect him, and the human night shift workers were arriving to take over from tired colleagues. He stiffened as a surveillance drone caught his eye, then relaxed as it passed him by without a jitter. His cover was good.

A commotion a few hundred metres further along the perimeter startled him. Someone else hidden in the marshes had not been so careful. Hunkering down in his ditch, Daniel heard the whine of drones and the shouts of a guard. His own rapid heartbeat was echoing in his ears. The noises faded quickly as the chase moved away from his hiding place. Tonight was his lucky night.

He risked lifting his head, his features in shadow and the hood of his suit pulled tight over his forehead. The landfill site rose above him, once an abandoned grassy knoll overlooking the sea, now torn open on the promise of fortunes to be mined. From the tall steel frames, deep drilling rigs sought compacted materials and extracted valuable gases. On the surface, huge scanner robots quartered the area in search of more recently dumped treasures, their heavy tank chassis and caterpillar tracks leaving imprints in the soft ground and their headlights casting other-worldly beams of light across the ravaged landscape. In their wake scurried swarms of burrowing miner ferrets, tiny but powerful machines taking their cues from the myriad sensors in the roving scanner bot and diving down through the tangle of decades-old waste to retrieve ancient electronic devices, broken glass, discarded metal and lost heirlooms.

Daniel watched carefully as one of the huge vehicles approached his hiding place. He breathed steadily as it filled his vision, confident in his positioning from months of practice. Sure enough, as it reached the perimeter of the current mining area it turned smoothly away from him, moving back up the hill. He was close enough to hear the rustle of the accompanying swarm of miner ferrets as they gyrated and burrowed behind the scanner, emerging fully laden and scurrying to deposit their finds in the vehicle’s trailing hopper. He relaxed, surprised to feel tension melting from his shoulders. 

A breeze blew across the disturbed landfill and the sickly-sweet smell of rotting garbage and methane assailed his senses. He gagged and wrestled briefly with a rising nausea. This was not the time to get sick. There was work to do.

Reaching for a dark waterproof pouch slung around his body, Daniel pulled at the fastenings and carefully reached inside to find his own captive ferret. The movement woke it from sleep mode, and he set it down carefully on the lip of the ditch. The little machine sat ready, a faint LED blinking on its rump. He tapped it gently and the ferret set off across the uneven ground. It crossed the perimeter and joined the swarm, undetected. Burrowing with its fellows, it tapped into the same tangle of data which led the swarm to rich pickings, but unlike the others, it trundled back towards Daniel every time it surfaced. 

Tonight’s haul was typically varied. Daniel lingered over a discarded silvery ring, still bright after years starved of oxygen, before dropping it into the pouch for safekeeping. A clutch of crushed aluminium drinks cans glinted in the moonlight and Daniel fretted until they were safely gathered, afraid as always that a ferret going in quite the wrong direction would be picked up by cameras and singled out for investigation. The cans must have been destined for recycling years before but dropped by accident into a landfill collector. They could be smelted easily, and the metal re-used. A dozen mismatched audio pods, earpieces from cordless headphones dropped carelessly over the years, would add to his growing collection. He was keeping those safe until there were enough to make it worthwhile for someone to recover and sell the hidden neodymium. 

The last find of the evening was an ancient computer hard drive, encased in a large and unwieldy plastic housing. The ferret struggled to drag it back to its master, catching on tufts of grass, and Daniel held his breath as it approached. That would be enough for now. He disabled the ferret and tucked it back into the top of the now-full pouch, watching the rest of the swarm drift away in pursuit of the scanner robot. The big vehicle crested the top of the hill, following the rest of the machines that had already disappeared to another part of the massive site. The light it cast faded as it moved to quarter the next sector on its round, and Daniel lay back in the ditch, content, looking up at the dark sky. As his eyes adjusted, he saw the familiar constellations twinkling. The night was clear and cooling rapidly. It was time to go, but on the edge of his vision Daniel was stilled by a glimpse of colour in the sky. Waves of green light washed the far horizon as he gazed in wonder. The Northern Lights were putting on an unforgettable show.

It was late when Daniel arrived home. The house was in darkness, but as he pushed the door open, he felt a rush of warmth and heard an animated voice, snatches of conversation, and low laughter.

“Michelle?” he called. There was no answer. Daniel switched on the light and put the pouch containing the ferret and its finds on a low table. He stripped off his body suit, cursing as he hopped and kicked to loosen the grip of the material around his foot. Finally free, he dropped the stinking suit on the floor and slumped gratefully onto the battered, threadbare sofa. Raising his voice, he called again. “Michelle?”

The voice from the other room quickened, the conversation obviously ending, and Daniel heard movement. The door opened and his cousin appeared, bundled up in warm pyjamas, her dark hair messy.

“You’re back late,” she said, yawning. “Everything okay?”

“Security was tight,” replied Daniel. “Someone else was picked up by the drones just along the perimeter.” He shivered. “It’s cold out there now, and the sky is incredibly clear. I saw the Northern Lights, Shell. So beautiful.”

Michelle gave him a wry smile. “Sounds fabulous. I’m glad you’re okay. Any idea who they caught?”

Daniel shook his head. “I was deep in my ditch. I didn’t see much. I’m sure we’ll hear on the grapevine.”

Michelle walked towards the sofa and Daniel hurriedly swung his legs off the cushion and kicked the discarded suit out of her path. She flopped down beside him. “What did our little ferret pick up this time?”

Daniel leaned over to the table and grabbed the pouch. “Here,” he said. “Have a look.”

Michelle took it from him, holding it at arm’s length. “Ugh, that stinks,” she complained, wrinkling her nose in disgust. She fumbled at the fastenings, opened it, reached inside, and pulled out the ferret. Daniel took it from her.

“It needs more juice,” he said. He stretched across to the charging pad, cleared a space among a scattering of other devices, and put the ferret down carefully. Its LED light flicked on.

Michelle dug deeper and pulled the bulky plastic case out of the pouch, turning it in her hands.

“Is this what I think it is?” She fumbled with the catch and popped the housing open. Inside lay the hard disk.

“Not bad, huh?” said Daniel. “The case seems to have protected it. It looks like just another piece of landfill plastic.”

“That may pay our rent,” replied Michelle. She looked thoughtful. “Don’t get rid of it yet, unless we really have to. Let me have a go at interrogating it first. You never know what might be stored on there.” 

Daniel laughed. “You can take the girl out of hacking, but you can’t take the hacking out of the girl. I’ll try and hook it up for you. It’s probably wiped, or corrupted, or both.”

“This is just like Christmas, but smellier,” said Michelle with a giggle. She pulled out the cluster of cans and set them aside, then dug down into the corners of the pouch. “What’s this? A ring? Nice.” She ran her fingers around the inside. “It’s hallmarked,” she said. “And there’s a stone.”

Daniel took it from her. “Well spotted. It’s clear – it could be a diamond. I thought the metal was silver, but I’m not so sure. I’ll have to check the mark.”

“Platinum?” said Michelle speculatively. “That would be a good night’s work.”

“It would be an amazing night’s work if it really is platinum,” replied Daniel. “As for the other stuff, the cans should get a decent price straight away. I found a few audio pods as well, but I don’t think we have enough to sell on yet.” His smile faded, sober for a moment. “Good nights like this are getting few and far between, and the security is tighter all the time. It’s not really a sustainable lifestyle choice, Shell.”

“I heard they were advertising for a lot of new staff on the industrial parks,” suggested Michelle. “They’re getting on with decommissioning a reactor at the power station, and some of the chemical plants are shutting down for a major maintenance cycle. The money’s good.” 

Daniel gave Michelle a sidelong look. “My security records will probably need reviewing. You’ve covered your tracks here, haven’t you? No one will link you to this address?”

Michelle nodded. “As far as the authorities are concerned, I’m a long way away. I’ll do a scan on your records and make sure nothing odd gets thrown up.” She stood up decisively. “I want a hot chocolate. You?”

“Oh, yes please,” replied Daniel, shivering despite the warmth of the sofa. Michelle headed for the kitchen, and Daniel leaned back on the cushions and reached for his smartscreen. He scrolled through notifications and news until he found the snippet he was searching for.

“Found it,” he called. “The chemical plants are all short-term shut-down contracts. The power station jobs look more interesting. They’re looking for security staff and electricians.” He read further. “How about this, Shell? IT networking and cybersecurity.” There was a snort of laughter from the kitchen. Daniel smiled to himself. “That would be the perfect job for you,” he insisted, struggling to keep a straight face.

“Don’t be silly,” Michelle shouted over the sound of clattering mugs, amused. “Why don’t you have a quick shower,” she continued. “You stink.”

Daniel jumped up from the sofa, reinvigorated by laughter. “You’re right. Give me five minutes.” He picked up the suit and carried it away with him to the bathroom. 

Ten minutes later he emerged, wrapped in his favourite MerLions hoodie and sweatpants. Michelle was sitting in the kitchen. “Come and get your chocolate,” she called.

Daniel joined her at the table and took a sip of his drink. “That’s good,” he sighed. He pulled out his screen and brought up the list of jobs again. “Let’s have another look at the options. Are you sure you don’t want to try for one of these?”

“There’s no way I’d get close to the IT jobs, even if I tried,” said Michelle. “Even I would struggle to fake the level of detail they need for a new security clearance, and it wouldn’t take them long to identify me.” She gazed blankly into space, thinking. “Making sure you can get a job, no problem. For me? I’ll keep trawling for contracts wherever I can find them.”

Daniel looked sidelong at her. “Be careful, Shell. Don’t get mixed up in anything dodgy.”

Michelle smiled innocently. “Of course not. Trust me.”
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Noor Khawaja stepped carefully out of the taxi and looked up at a wide banner stretched across the front of the hotel: ‘CyberFest Annual Awards’. A steady stream of autocars disgorged smartly dressed passengers onto the pavement. Taking a deep breath, Noor joined the throng, passing under the old portico and into an elegant, opulent lobby, a reminder of the hotel’s rich history. She looked around, hunting for familiar faces, and quickly spotted Pete head and shoulders above the crowd. She battled her way across to the mirrored alcove where her colleagues were gathering. Pete waved to her as she dodged around groups of chattering delegates and waiter bots bearing canapés and champagne.

Cameron and Ben had already arrived, she saw, as had Joel and Martha. Ella and Ross were deep in animated conversation, pausing only to allow a passing bot to refill their glasses. Noor watched as Ella hesitated over a tray of sushi, scanning it with her smartscreen to check the sustainable source of the tuna. She nodded, satisfied, and she and Ross each selected a piece.

“Noor, you look fabulous.” Susie grasped her hand, wobbling slightly as her impossibly high heels dug into the thick carpet pile.

“You too, Susie,” said Noor warmly. Susie really did look fabulous, a vision of gold shimmers and a long skirt split to mid-thigh. Noor looked critically at her own more conservative outfit in the mirror. 

Pete caught her eye and winked. “You won’t be the one breaking an ankle tonight,” he whispered.

“That’s not nice, Peter,” scolded Noor. She looked him up and down. “You’ve scrubbed up well. This is quite the event, isn’t it?” She glanced around at the assembled group. “Where’s Sandeep?”

“He’s coming now,” said Pete, pointing over the crowd. Sandeep was strolling towards them, neck craned as he admired the ornate vaulted ceiling. He bumped into a waiter bot that ducked and rebalanced expertly, not a drop spilled.

A bell rang over the clamour of the crowd and people began to move more purposefully towards the banqueting hall. Cameron looked up. “Time to go,” she said. “Anyone know where our table is?”

“Halfway down on the right-hand side,” said Ross. He gave her a sidelong look and decided it was safe to tease. “Tucked away in the shadows, just as the SimCavalier likes it.”

Cameron scowled at him, and Ross laughed. “I’m impressed you’re out tonight,” he said. “See, being well known isn’t all bad.”

Cameron shrugged and gave him a resigned smile. “I don’t think I have a choice these days. We’re among friends, though, and it should be a fun night.” She took Ben’s hand. “Come on. Let’s do this.”

The crowd swept them along through the doors of the hall, and they settled at their table. A green light flashing on the tabletop scanner indicated that the immediate area was clear of listening devices and network bugs, and that smartscreen communications outside the hall were disabled. Above them a swarm of camera drones circled, recording the event under strict conditions. Cameron watched them carefully to confirm that her privacy settings were being observed. She was sure that whatever happened she would never shake the habit of keeping a low profile, and as she looked around the banqueting hall, she quickly realised that she wasn’t the only guest shy of publicity. The camera drones were moving in a complex pattern around the room and avoiding several tables altogether. Cameron spotted some familiar faces whose work on cybercrime she knew and respected. She relaxed visibly for the first time that evening. Ben’s eyes met hers, and he raised his glass in a silent toast.
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High above them, hundreds of nano satellite swarms sat in low earth orbit. Sensors scanned the landscape as it rotated steadily below, feeding petabytes of complex data back down the line to huge storage clouds, ready for the machines to sift and analyse. Artificial intelligences would learn from patterns hidden deep in the data, defining what was expected and normal and identifying new trends and deviations as they occurred. It was one such satellite swarm that passed over the east coast of Russia as the earth heaved and rippled outwards from a central point. The accompanying electro-magnetic pulse reached the swarm in a fraction of a second, rendering the tiny satellites useless and adding to the litter of space junk which circled the planet.

The sudden loss of a data feed sent automated systems searching in vain for meteor activity, but the reports from the next swarm to pass the site escalated the event to red alert. The atmosphere showed heightened radiation readings and temperature changes. The contours of the landscape had shifted, vegetation was scattered, and sensors showed water table evaporation. Alarms started ringing through the upper echelons of friendly and hostile powers. Diagnostic routines whirred into action, and the spike in activity triggered news bots to deep dive the data set. As coded alerts spread out from the data centres the overwhelming response was shock and horror, for all but certain parties who felt quiet satisfaction at a job well done and a long-term project reaching a major milestone.

Andrew Taylor’s notifications lit up his screen as he relaxed at home, sprawled on the sofa with a glass of scotch in hand and enjoying an old film which had popped up on his recommendations. His first glance was lazy, resigned. Surely Giles could deal with any breaking news. At the second look he sat up suddenly, dislodging Boris the tabby cat from its cosy spot on his lap. The cat shook itself and stalked off, twitching its tail. Andy ignored it, scrolling through the automatic alerts from the bots and more detailed messages from Giles, busy in the news channel offices, with growing concern. 

“Mute,” he barked at the wallscreen. The film images continued to flicker, and in the sudden silence he placed a call to his assistant.

“Evening, Giles,” he said. There was no need for any preamble. “What’s the mood out there?”

“Evening, Andy,” replied Giles. “There aren’t any mainstream reports live yet. No one’s claimed responsibility but – wait.” He paused. “There’s been a strong denial from North Korea and a statement has just come through from the Kremlin as well.”

“I’d be very surprised if any nation state was behind this,” replied Andy. “My best hunch is that it’s linked to the cyber attack on that Chinese power plant last year.”

“I agree,” said Giles. “They still haven’t worked out who was behind that, but there are a few insurgent groups in the frame.”

“Well, if it is, I think this’ll be the first non-state nuclear test since the Aum doomsday cult in Australia. When was that?”

“Mid-1990s,” said Giles quickly. “I’ve already checked the files.”

“Good lad. Have you got a piece ready to go?”

“Just about,” replied Giles. “It’s still a bit thin.”

“Can you give me fifteen minutes?”

“Sure.”

“I’m going to try and get a quote from Cameron. She’s out at the CyberFest shindig but I’m sure I’ll be able to get her attention. That’ll give us a strong angle ahead of the other networks. I’ll come back to you before you go live.” He cut the line without waiting for a reply and placed a call direct to the London hotel that was hosting the industry’s most prestigious awards dinner.
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Robot waiters sped into the banqueting hall bearing the first course, and the volume of chatter in the room rose over the chink of cutlery. Cameron forked up a bite of the terrine, locally produced fish pressed with vegetables from the hotel’s own rooftop gardens. She savoured the fresh taste and watched her colleagues around the table with fondness. Ross was in his element, basking in the glow of the team’s award nomination and posing for photographs with a star struck fan who had recognised him as a leading triathlete. Joel was chatting easily with Sandeep, and Pete and Noor were deep in conversation. Susie had snapped a picture of the elegantly presented plate and was now eating in silence, her face betraying no emotion while Ella and Martha laughed over a shared joke. Cameron sighed inwardly. The friction between Ella and Susie had been bubbling for some time, but both were valuable team members. She didn’t want to lose either of them over a failed relationship.

“You’re looking very serious,” said Ben. “You should be having fun. Relax. Everyone is having a good time.”

“They should be,” said Cameron. “They’re a hell of a team, Ben.” She took a swig of her wine. “What makes you think I’m not relaxed?”

“You’re jumping every time a drone flies past,” he said, “and that’s my drink you just finished.” 

Cameron looked at the empty glass in her hand and the full one on the table and laughed. “Touché.” She reached to the middle of the table, grabbed a bottle of white from the cooler, and poured Ben a refill. “There you go,” she said. She nodded towards Susie, who was sitting next to him looking lonely. “See what’s up,” she said, “I’m hungry.”

Ben turned to talk to Susie who brightened gratefully. Cameron finished her food and gazed thoughtfully at the empty stage where the awards ceremony would take place. She was jerked out of her reverie by a smartly dressed staff member who appeared discreetly at her shoulder.

“Ms Silvera? Urgent message for you.” He held out his ID card and Cameron glanced at the details. There was no point trying to verify the card here at the table with no web connection to the identity blockchain, but everything seemed in order, and at this event of all things, any possible security breaches would have been anticipated and stopped dead.

“If you could come with me?” He gestured towards the foyer.

Mystified, Cameron slid out of her chair and followed the man to the main door. The swarm of camera drones swerved to avoid her, but no one else seemed to notice. As soon as she moved clear of the communications block, she felt the faint vibration of her smart screen in the pocket of her dress as notifications streamed in. 

“What was the message?” she asked. 

“A gentleman by the name of Andrew Wilson,” said the concierge. “He said that once you were connected you would know why he called.” The man gave Cameron an almost imperceptible half-bow, an anachronistic touch which seemed to fit with the opulence of the old hotel, then returned to his desk.

Cameron pulled her smartscreen out of her pocket and looked around for somewhere to sit. She ruled out the bar stools – impossible in that dress – then spotted a high wing-backed armchair by the ornate stone fireplace. She sat down and began to scroll through her screen. The notifications were coming from obscure forums and from a few automated early warning services that she followed, and it took her a moment to make sense of the story they were telling. As the pieces fell into place, she felt a mounting sense of horror. 

Her screen flashed with an incoming call signal and she accepted instantly.

“Andy?”

“Cameron.”

“What’s going on?”

Andy sighed. “Reports have just started coming in. I wondered why you weren’t on the line straight away, then realised that connections must be locked down at your dinner. I probably know as much as you. There’s been an underground nuclear detonation in eastern Russia, somewhere near Vladivostok and the borders with China and North Korea. The details are sketchy, but this has to be connected.”

Cameron nodded vigorously, forgetting they were on a voice-only call. “You’re right. The uranium that everyone suspected was stolen in China. We thought at the time that the cyber attack on the power station was intended to open the doors for thieves. I guess we were right.”

The hubbub of voices from the banqueting hall rose over the clatter of plates as the first course was cleared. “What do you need from me right now?” asked Cameron.

“I needed a sense check more than anything,” replied Andy. “We’re going live on the news channels in a few minutes. If I could quote you, anonymously of course, that would be a real bonus. If the offer still stands of an interview with one of the team then we can work that into a longer piece tomorrow.”

“Sure.” Cameron paused, getting her thoughts in order. “How about ‘This is evidence that lapses in cybersecurity practice can have terrifying consequences in the real world. Information security teams across the world are working together to improve public safety.’ Okay?”

“That’ll do for starters,” said Andy. “Can I say where you are?”

“Of course you can,” replied Cameron with a laugh. “Everyone who is anyone is here tonight. They can have fun guessing who your source is.” Delicious scents were wafting from the hall as the main course arrived. “I have to go.”

“Thanks Cameron, I owe you, again,” said Andy gratefully. “Speak to you tomorrow.”

Cameron pocketed her screen and headed back to the table. Ben looked at her enquiringly as she slipped back into her seat. “It was Andy,” she explained quickly. “He had some breaking news.” She caught the attention of Ross and Joel on the other side of the table. Seeing the expression on her face they stopped chatting and eating, and the others followed suit.

“There’s been a nuclear test in Russia,” she said as loudly as she dared, trying not to let her voice carry to the surrounding tables. “That’s all I know, but Andy thinks...”

Ross finished her sentence for her. “... that it’s the Chinese uranium.” He gave a low whistle. “So that’s what last year’s power station cyber attack was about. You were right. Anything from the South East Asia teams?”

Cameron nodded. “There are some messages flying around the forums, but I didn’t have time to look at them in detail. At first glance they were generally speculation and shock rather than anything useful. I don’t think there is anything we can do for now.” She picked up her knife and fork and attacked the plate of food in front of her, hungry despite the news.

“What did Andy want, apart from acting as the message service?” asked Ben.

Cameron finished her mouthful of food. “Oh, he needed a sound bite for the news channel,” she said nonchalantly. “I gave him something he could use.”

Ross laughed and raised his glass to her. “Well done, Cam, I’m proud of you. You’re a natural for the media.”

Cameron grinned at him. “Anonymous quote, Ross. You can do the big interview tomorrow if you like.”

“Seriously?” Ross gaped at her and laughed. “You actually mean that, don’t you?”

“Deadly serious,” replied Cameron. “Go ahead. I trust you to keep all of our secrets.” She took another bite of mushroom, rich and smooth.

The noise level around them rose, and Cameron spotted staff speaking discreetly to other tables, and several people hurrying to the door.

“Looks like the word is out,” said Joel. “Good for Andy getting the scoop on the story.”

“I was expecting something like this,” chipped in Noor. “Did Andy say where the explosion was?”

Cameron shook her head. “Not exactly. He said it was near the border with China and North Korea. Does that make sense to you, Noor?”

Noor nodded. “That all fits. Sandeep and I picked up some interesting traffic after the power station systems were compromised, and there were odd references to Vladivostok and some small settlements in the sparsely populated areas nearby.”

“We published all the details,” said Sandeep. “Our reports were included in the full analysis of the attack at the time. I thought the authorities on the ground would have taken it more seriously, but maybe the evidence wasn’t strong enough for them.”

The news was beginning to spread. Some voices were raised in shock, but others were as unsurprised as the Argentum team.

Ben turned to Cameron. “This doesn’t bother any of you, does it?” His voice was shaking. “The first illegal nuclear detonation in half a century and all that worries you is the paper trail. You’re probably already working out the business you’ll get from it.”

Cameron stared into his brown eyes, confused and hurt. “I do care, Ben. I just... it’s something we expected might happen. It’s one of the possible outcomes that we mapped months ago. It isn’t a surprise, and we can’t do anything about it. Don’t you understand?” 

Ben gazed long and hard at her without speaking, then looked away. Cameron felt a knot twist in her stomach.

“Ladies and Gentlemen!” The compere strode onto the stage, and the hubbub of voices faded. “Your attention please! Most of you are aware of the news reaching us from Russia this evening.” At the back of the stage a screen lit up. “We’ll go to the emergency news broadcast,” he continued, “and then move swiftly to tonight’s awards ceremony.”

Cameron turned away from Ben and composed herself, watching maps and stock footage play out the drama on the big screen as best they could. She smiled to herself as the presenter quoted her words and she heard murmurs of approval around the room. She’d hit the mark.

At the next table she heard a long-term rival muttering, “Who on earth could have given them a quote so quickly from here?”

Ross overheard the same comment; he caught Cameron’s eye and winked. She tried not to laugh. It would not do in a room that was absorbing the news.

The short bulletin ended, and conversations re-started, hesitant at first but growing in volume and warmth. There was nothing that the assembled professionals could do right now.

“We’re going to be busy in the morning,” said Pete quietly, a twinkle in his eye. Once the story got out, a wave of paranoia about cybercrime would likely fuel new enquiries from panicked organisations and double checks from existing clients.

Ben said nothing, but Cameron could sense a chill.

A human host passed by the table, checking that the waiter bots had refilled the empty glasses. Determined to break the ice again, Joel launched into a long and involved tale about his rugby club’s last annual dinner, gesturing expansively and drawing his colleagues in as he recounted a scurrilous series of unfortunate and drink-fuelled antics. Waiter bots cleared the main course plates and brought dessert, apples harvested from the urban orchards and stuffed with dried fruit, an imported luxury. The noise level rose again as the crowd relaxed, and Joel reached the climax of his story to howls of laughter from Pete and Ella, feigned shock from Susie and Noor, and a none-too-gentle clip around the ear from Martha. Even Ben was grinning, and Cameron gave him a sidelong glance, catching his eye. He sighed and patted her knee. “You’re all the same.”

The compere took to the stage again. “Here we go,” said Ross. “What’s first up?”

“Best Cyber Startup,” said Sandeep. 

The centre of their table lit up with a projection of the categories and shortlisted nominees. Sandeep waved his hand towards the display and caught the top of a bottle of wine that had been sitting incongruously in the middle of the list. He grabbed at it, fumbled, and knocked it over. A red stain spread over the tablecloth, obscuring most of the projected details. He shrugged. “Sorry.”

“No problem,” said Joel. “We can get more. Waiter!”

The category winner was announced, and a group of eager youngsters took to the stage, hugging each other and clapping back to the politely applauding crowd.

Cameron peered at the table display, trying to make out the words as the wine stain spread. “Urban Cyber?” She looked up at the stage, squinting slightly. “The guy in the middle there is good. I don’t recognise the others.”

The winners left the stage and the ceremony moved on through a series of awards for innovation, collaboration, and education. Cameron’s hands were sore from clapping.

“Our final award of the night,” said the compere grandly. “This award recognises the Cyber Team of the Year. The judges had a hard job choosing from a shortlist of outstanding candidates,” – Pete started to snort and managed to turn it into a cough – “but the winner is... The team from Argentum Associates, for their work shutting down the Speakeasy ransomware and managing the subsequent ‘Hurricane’ series of attacks.”

His words were drowned out by cheers from the Argentum table as the team got to their feet. Filing up onto the stage, they looked out at the room, seeing only the first few tables as the lights blinded them. In the darkness of the hall, they heard cheers from Ben and Martha. The compere held out the trophy, a curiously angled 3D print of a globe banded by network connections. There was a pause. Ella nudged Cameron, who was half-hiding behind Joel as double insurance against unwanted photographs. She nudged Joel, who glanced at Ross and nodded. Ross looked at the rest of his teammates before stepping forward to take the award, smiling for the camera drones as applause rang around the room.
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Michelle was already awake and sitting in the kitchen when Daniel struggled out of his bedroom, rubbing his eyes.

“Morning, Shell,” he yawned. There was no answer. Michelle was deep into a book, listening through discreet audio pods which linked to the apartment’s hub, and slowly eating a slice of toast. 

Daniel wandered over to the kitchen counter and put his hand to the kettle. It was lukewarm. His cousin must have been up for a while. He topped up the water and flicked the switch. While he waited for it to boil, Daniel rummaged in the cupboard and pulled out the last of the teabags and a box of cereal. He found himself a clean bowl and filled it to the brim with flakes.

The kettle steamed, whistled briefly, and clicked off. Daniel made a pot of strong tea and took it to the table. “Shell?”

She jumped, startled. “Off,” she chirped. “Sorry, Dan, I didn’t hear you come in. I’ve been up for ages.” She picked up her mug and took a sip. “Ugh. Cold.”

“Want a fresh one?” asked Daniel.

“Yes please. Have you heard the news?”

Daniel emptied Michelle’s mug into the sink and rinsed it. “What news?” he asked, as he took the milk out of the fridge and sniffed it cautiously. He tipped a little into each of the mugs and poured the rest over his cereal.

“There’s been an illegal nuclear test in Russia.”

Daniel turned around in shock. “Really? Has anyone been hurt?”

“No reports so far,” replied Michelle. “It was an underground explosion, and there hasn’t been a major fallout alert.”

“Do they know who’s behind it?”

“No. There’s been nothing announced. I don’t think anyone has claimed responsibility. Most of the speculation is around where the uranium came from to build the bomb, and I think I know.”

Daniel poured the tea and gave Michelle her mug. “Tell me,” he said, taking a spoonful of cereal.

“Well,” said Michelle, sipping her tea, “there was a contract on the marketplace, oh, two years ago at least. The work was spearfishing, a really specific, directed attack on a target to drop malware in exactly the right place. It was linked to a trojan build aimed at some archaic systems, and a bunch of other really shady things as well. Everything about that contract screamed ‘nuclear power station’. It was well paid, too.”

“Please tell me you didn’t get involved.”

Michelle smiled ruefully. “I’d have loved to. It was a really interesting challenge. I thought about bidding for the work, but it was very soon after I got into trouble for hacking into TrustCentre. I was still keeping my nose clean for the authorities and it would have been too much of a risk.”

“Getting sensible in your old age,” said Daniel approvingly.

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” said Michelle with a wicked grin. “I was thinking about those job adverts you’re looking at. I’m sure I can help you out with them.”

“Shell...” Daniel pleaded. “Really?”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I wouldn’t lie. There’s no point faking any serious qualifications, but we can certainly get your application through all the pre-screening bots.”

“And there I thought you could set me up as a top scientist and land the really good gig,” laughed Daniel. 

“Don’t be daft,” replied Michelle. “You know fine well that you can put down whatever you want on the form, but as soon as the company goes to verify the details, they won’t match without the private key to show you own the original certificate.” 

“I know,” said Daniel. 

Michelle looked thoughtful. “If you’re missing something specific, I could have a look at the Eden marketplace. I’m sure there are hashed records and private keys out there which have been stolen from databases and dodgy apps and ended up for sale.”

Daniel shook his head, laughing. “It’s not worth it, Shell. I was joking. I’m trying to keep you out of trouble, not get you in it.”

Michelle pouted. “It’s not totally illegal to buy from Eden. Well, I suppose that technically, depending on what you buy, it probably is, but this is low-level stuff. You know Eden’s one of the nicer places on the dark web and it’s not like I’m doing the hacking.” She laughed in turn. “It’s probably the same degree of mischief as ferreting in the landfill, now, isn’t it?”

“Fair point,” said Daniel. “But there’s no point landing the job and not actually being able to do it.”

“I’m not going to give you a doctorate in chemistry,” laughed Michelle, “but I bet there are a couple of training certificates that you never got around to paying for.”

Daniel nodded ruefully. “You’re right, there are probably two or three which would be useful, but I’m more worried about you. You have more reason to be careful. What about the coding jobs you’ve been doing? Are they all above board? Nothing dodgy like that power station hack?”

“Mainly legit,” said Michelle with a shrug. “I’m still doing some threat analysis work for Thorney Solutions. That was one of the conditions I agreed to after the TrustCentre hack blew open. It’s quite fun picking apart other people’s code. For, well, other things, it depends on the commission. Nothing can be traced back to here, though. I’m very careful.”

Daniel stood up and dumped his empty mug and bowl on the countertop. “Okay. I’ll have a look at the jobs and work out what I need. It won’t hurt to have a helping hand with the recruitment algorithms, either.” He yawned again. “First, though, I need to deliver those cans to the collector and find out more about that ring. I won’t be long.”

“Later, then,” replied Michelle, waving her hand languidly as he left. “Play,” she ordered the hub as she settled back to her book and took a sip of tea. In her head, as the words washed over her, she was already thinking about the task of getting Daniel his new job.
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The Argentum Associates office was unusually quiet when Cameron arrived at the top of the stairs. The lights were on and a shadow betrayed Sandeep lurking behind his screen, but there were no other signs of life. The alarm on the delivery hatch chirruped loudly and Sandeep groaned. 

“That’ll be breakfast,” he said, his voice unusually hollow.

“Want a coffee?” asked Cameron brightly, with a little more enthusiasm than she actually felt. 

She wandered over to the kitchen area. The coffee machine had started automatically as soon as the office was unlocked. Now it was hissing triumphantly, brewing complete. Cameron pulled open the adjacent delivery hatch and extracted a warm bag, freshly dropped by the bakery drone. 

“What do we have here?” she asked, peering into the bag. “Bacon rolls? Breakfast tacos? That must be some hangover.”

Sandeep gave her a pained look.

The door opened and Joel walked in, sniffing the air appreciatively as the rich scent of coffee and hot food wafted around the office. He was followed closely by a grinning Ross bearing the trophy, and Susie and Ella, both looking happy but subdued.

“Oh dear,” said Ross, with a grin. “Tough night, Sandeep?” 

“I’ve had better Fridays,” replied Sandeep ruefully.

Ross looked around the office, thinking. “Where do you want the silverware, Cameron?”

She took the trophy from him and examined its unusual angles critically. “Well, it’s certainly original.” She tipped it upside down, looking for clues. “Ah, here we are. Printed from reclaimed stainless steel. Designed by... No, I can’t read the name.” She glanced around the room and her eyes lit on a shelf opposite the door. “Why don’t we clear out all those old cables and converters and put it there?”

“We might need them one day,” protested Susie indignantly.

“They’ve been there for years,” replied Ross. “We’ve never used them.”

“At least you could box them up,” suggested Sandeep. He raised his hand to cover a yawn. “Susie’s right. The moment we throw them all out we’ll get a job which really, really needs a hard-wired connection to some old kit.”

Ross sighed, defeated. He cleared a space on the table and pulled the tangled nest of equipment down carefully, coughing as the dust flew. 

“Why does every cable go into storage nicely wrapped and come out looking like a demented spider has been at work?” he asked, pulling hopelessly at the end of an old network connector.

Sandeep sighed and struggled out of his comfortable chair. He nudged Ross aside and started digging into the pile, methodically separating the different weights and lengths of multi-coloured cabling.

Cameron brushed the remaining dust and debris off the shelf and put the trophy in pride of place. She stood back to admire it. “That’ll do nicely,” she said. 

Joel had taken over the coffee duties and was filling mugs and organising a plate for the food. “Are Pete and Noor on their way?” he asked.

“I haven’t heard from them,” said Cameron.

At that moment, a clattering on the stairs heralded Pete’s arrival.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “Slept in. It’s not like me.” He looked up the trophy in pride of place on the shelf and nodded approvingly. “That looks nice.”

Noor appeared in the doorway behind him, out of breath. “Sorry, Cameron. I had a call from a friend in Singapore and lost track of the time.”

Pete cocked an ear and gave her a sidelong look. “The young man your parents like?”

Noor blushed. “Yes. Him.”

“Tenuk? You’ve been chatting to him for a while now, haven’t you?” said Ella, digging for news.

“He’s nice enough, but he’s just a friend,” said Noor defensively. “Anyway, he’s thousands of miles away on the other side of the world and I’ll probably never see him again.”

Ella gave her a conspiratorial smile. “Is he at least useful for keeping your parents at bay?” she asked.

Noor laughed. “He is. They haven’t tried introducing me to any more ‘suitable men’ since we met. Win-win.”

“Did he talk about the nuclear test?” asked Cameron. “It will be a lot closer to home for him.”

“It’s huge news over there,” replied Noor. “Tenuk said he remembered the Chinese cyber attack and he had wondered if it was connected. He sends his congratulations on the award, by the way.”

Cameron frowned. “That’s nice of him,” she said. “Noor, I’m still not comfortable with his connection to the MerLions, after everything that happened.”

Noor looked at her sympathetically. Cameron’s family had recently been put in great danger by a gang of determined cyber criminals linked to the MerLions. The memory was obviously still raw. 

“He was cleared of any involvement. That should be enough, surely,” replied Noor softly. “What happened was terrible, but Tenuk knew nothing about it.” She walked silently to her desk and put down her bag.

Sandeep hurriedly placed the breakfast plate on the table in an attempt to lighten the atmosphere. “There’ve been quite a few enquiries this morning for security checks,” he said. “Shall we go through them?”

“Sure,” sighed Cameron. “Hardly a surprise. What’ve we got?”

The team settled down around the table, steaming mugs of coffee in hand. Any tension between Noor and Cameron evaporated as they slipped into their professional roles, working methodically through the messages from old clients and new connections concerned by the reports from Russia.

“Most of them are nuclear power stations,” said Sandeep, bringing the list up on the screen. “Hardly a surprise. Who wants what?”

“There’s no
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