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1: Virtual Games
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The motion capture skin was making Anita itch. Despite the best efforts of the ancient air conditioning, a familiar cloying humidity was seeping into the competition studio. Sweat trickled down her neck, and not for the first time she wished that the inventors of these smart skins had considered the increasingly extreme conditions under which they would be used.

The material she preferred for training in the Indonesian heat wicked away sweat and regulated her body temperature. In competition, though, she was tied to using the same suits as every other Olympic hopeful in her discipline. Did it give people from temperate zones an advantage? Perhaps, but Anita and her team-mates had no choice in the matter. The Indonesian team couldn’t take all its athletes across the world to Reykjavik for the live Olympic Games. The financial and environmental cost was too great. Sports that pitted athletes directly against each other on a track, in a pool, on a court or a pitch, had to be live. For every other discipline, including the kata competitions, they’d opted to use the virtual arena.

Anita was not going to let that thought intrude on her preparation. She’d seen other members of her karate team give in to the negativity, stepping onto the mats with a losing mindset, and bowing out into obscurity. She would not be following their lead. She was at the peak of her training and favourite for the competition. The decision of the Indonesian committee had robbed her of the chance of a double gold by not sending her to Iceland for the sparring finals. All of her energy was focused on taking gold in the kata.

The mats in the centre of the studio were currently occupied by the avatar of her closest rival, the Kazakh champion, Natalya Kemelov. Thousands of miles further north, in a studio not unlike this one, Kemelov was bowing formally to the on-site judge and preparing for the first move of her kata, quivering with focus and strength. The sensors in her skinsuit interpreted each focused or explosive move down to the most nuanced muscle twitch, and an array of cameras caught every angle, building a perfect hologram of the woman that was projected to the mats of the five competition studios and into the Olympic metaverse for fans around the world. Huge screens on the studio walls showed the audience reaction from the other locations and the metaverse. Like the small live audience in Anita’s studio, everyone on-screen was silent, focused on the avatar’s performance.

Anita didn’t need to watch. Only her performance mattered. She looked beyond Kemelov to the sponsor banners on the wall and focused on the mesmerising spirals of the MetaBand logo until it filled her vision and blocked every other sense. She withdrew into herself, following the rhythm of her own heartbeat and her breathing in a familiar ritual of personal preparation.

Kemelov’s final cry echoed around the studio, and the avatar glided back into a ready stance, bowing slowly again to the judge. The local and remote audiences broke into frenzied applause. At a signal, silence fell again and judges in each of the five competition studios revealed their marks. The applause redoubled. Kemelov was in gold medal position and had guaranteed her place in the Kazakh team for the Olympics. Anita was pleased for her friend and rival, but she knew that she herself was the clear favourite for today’s title, as long as she performed to the standard expected of her.

“Anita Trianna,” called the announcer.

Anita took a deep breath, smoothed her gi, tugged one last time at the knot of her belt for luck, and started her walk onto the mats. Her heartbeat pulsed a familiar rhythm and she kept her breathing steady, but the bead of sweat on the nape of her neck threatened to distract her. She had to focus. She stood ready, shutting out the crowd. Her skinsuit had stopped itching but felt tight around her legs and she flexed her quads to try and relieve the pressure.

The signal to start didn’t come. An unfamiliar noise broke the spell and Anita blinked in confusion. The judge, usually impassive, gave her a sympathetic and bemused half-smile.

“Stand down,” said the announcer. “We have a technical fault.”

Anita exhaled, bowed, and paced respectfully backwards off the mats. Once her bare feet hit the floor of the studio, she became aware of how slippery the untreated surface had become. The humidity was fierce. The environmental controls that should keep each arena within acceptable competition parameters were evidently struggling.

Her coach, looking furious, clutched at Anita’s hand. “I will sort this out,” he hissed. “Stay focused. You can do it.” He looked up at a technician who was hovering beside them. “What?” he snapped.

“The avatar generation suite is reporting an error in your skinsuit sensor data,” said the technician apologetically. “The new MetaBand satellite links are all showing green lights, so it’s a local issue. We’ve had a lot of problems with moisture, and that could be affecting transmission.” He looked around and beckoned a female colleague over to them. “Would you mind if Samaira here checked your connections?”

Anita nodded. There was nothing else they could do. She allowed the technician to lead her away to the changing rooms, trying to maintain her inner calm. The pressure on her legs had eased. In the background she could hear raised voices.

“What if you have a technical problem at the Olympics?” her coach was shouting. “What then? This is pure discrimination against athletes from the global south and climate-damaged countries.”

“All our equipment has been fully tested for these conditions, and much worse,” responded the technician, trying to calm the coach. “We don’t know where the error originated. We’re checking everything.”

Anita let the voices wash over her. Whatever the arguments, the one thing that mattered was her performance on the mats. She knew she could beat Kemelov and confirm her place at the Reykjavik games.

Samaira’s hands were gentle as she silently checked each connection on the motion capture skin. She knew not to chatter and break Anita’s focus. She wiped the beads of sweat away from Anita’s neck, a cool relief.

“All good,” she said softly.

Anita smiled and re-fastened her gi and belt, tugging at the knot three times as her unconscious talisman. Samaira led her back to the competition studio floor where her coach and the judge were waiting.

“The technical problem is resolved,” said the judge. “Are you ready to compete?”

“Yes,” said Anita. She took her place at the side of the mat and the judge returned to his chair. He nodded to her, his face once again impassive.

“Anita Trianna,” called the announcer.

She stalked onto the mats and bowed to the judge. This time, the signal she expected came. “Papuren!” she cried, naming her kata. Her focus narrowed, her core tightened, and her arms extended, hands meeting, palms down with grace and strength. This was her moment, and she was not going to let the delay change her destiny.

The cheers that rang around the studio were deafening. Anita stood stock still, drained and elated. She could not have performed better. But was it good enough? It felt like an age before the judge in front of her displayed his scores. She blinked at the numbers and felt a stirring of excitement. In the opinion of that one judge, she had performed better than Kemelov. She couldn’t see the results from the other four locations, but as the volume of the cheering rose, she realised she didn’t need to see them. She had pipped Kemelov for the gold medal in this competition, and her place in the Olympics was assured. She bowed and paced backwards off the mats, her legs almost buckling with relief. Her coach and teammates surrounded her, hugging and cheering, and Anita at last allowed herself to relax and enjoy the celebrations.

The team bus was waiting for them outside. Anita waved to the crowd, clutching her medal and smiling at the news drones that jockeyed for position above their heads. Her coach ushered her aboard and she fell into her seat as the bus glided gently through the crowd, a safety buffer parting the sea of people like a boat carving through water. Gazing through the window as they turned out of the complex, Anita was surprised to see another crowd gathering on the main street outside the town’s casino. The atmosphere was ugly, and the bus detoured around them, avoiding any confrontation.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

Her coach laughed. “I think they’re trying to collect their winnings, and the casino’s not paying out fast enough,” he said. “Everyone knew you’d nail this one. You were the favourite by far. I think there was a lot of money riding on this medal.” He tapped the golden disc that still hung on its blue ribbon around Anita’s neck.

“It would have been a different story if the technicians hadn’t fixed that fault,” said Anita. “What was it, anyway? I don’t think it was my skinsuit.”

“I don’t know,” said her coach. “One minute they were checking all the wires and receivers, and the next all the lights went green. There must have been a short circuit, or a blown fuse.”

“What would have happened if they hadn’t found it?” asked Anita curiously. “Would I still have been able to compete? Would I still be on the Olympic team?”

“That’s a tough one,” said her coach. “I think that yes, you’d be on the kata team based on your current form, but you wouldn’t place at this tournament. Kemelov would have taken the title.”

Anita craned her neck to look out of the window. The casino crowd was now far in the distance. “If they’re so unhappy about trying to collect their winnings, imagine how cross they’d have been if they’d lost. I mean, if I’d lost,” she said. “I don’t like to think about people betting on my karate. It’s an extra layer of pressure. I don’t want to feel responsible for their lives.”

Her coach nodded sympathetically. “You put enough pressure on yourself already,” he said, “but look, it’s paid off. You’re going to the Olympics!”

Anita frowned. “I know,” she said, “but I won’t really be there. The only thing that’s going to Reykjavik is my avatar. I’ll be back in that damp little studio in an itchy skinsuit.”

“You qualified for the kumite competition,” Anita’s coach reminded her. “There’s still a chance that you could go.”

Anita shook her head. “It’ll take a miracle to get me there,” she said sadly. “The committee knows they have a good chance of a remote medal without spending a cent, and that’s all that matters to them. I’m right at the bottom of the list.”

“Stranger things have happened,” said her coach.

He held up his smartscreen. The splash headline of the news article he’d been reading made Anita gasp. The Sladen Foundation was close to announcing its final round of grants to Olympic athletes who needed support to reach the competition. Anita felt a rush of excitement. Maybe she would achieve her dream of competing in Reykjavik after all.
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2: Defenders
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Cameron and Ross lounged in the otherwise empty Argentum Associates office, enjoying a rare moment of calm between raging storms of cyber chaos. They were both riveted by an augmented reality performance taking place right in front of them, webcast into the middle of the office in three lifelike dimensions.

“That was worth waiting for,” said Cameron as the applause sounded over the speakers. She lowered her screen and the avatar projection of Anita Trianna disappeared. She turned to Ross. “She’s very, very good.”

“I think so too,” said Ross. He pulled out his smartscreen and checked some details. “According to the listing, she’s qualified for both parts of the event, but one is remote, and one is live,” he said. “She’s a real medal hopeful for both, but she’s not in the travelling team. I think she’d be a good athlete to sponsor.”

“Absolutely,” said Cameron. “It’ll be fantastic if she can compete in the sparring in Reykjavik. She’s even better at that than she is at kata. I’d love to see her get the double gold.”

“This is your sport,” said Ross with a smile. “You know what you’re looking at. I wanted your opinion before the vote.”

“She’s one of the best and she’s right at the peak of her career,” said Cameron firmly. “She deserves every chance to compete on the world stage.”

Ross fell silent, and Cameron could see that he was deep in thought. She strolled across the office and gazed out of the huge window, a floor to ceiling sheet of glass with a view six storeys down to the street below.

The rest of the team were scattered to the four winds, working hard. Pete had responded to an urgent call from an old client with a newly discovered breach and a big data protection headache, and he’d taken Noor along with him to the site on the other side of central London. Michelle was working from home, auditing a set of smart contracts for a finance company that wanted to make doubly sure its systems were watertight after a scare, and who was paying a premium Cameron couldn’t refuse in order to get the work done fast. As soon as that was finished, Michelle would be travelling to Reykjavik with Ross.

Four hundred miles to the north near the remote hamlet of Dunswyke, close to the Scottish border, Joel and Sandeep were working with police and the National Cyber Security Centre to untangle a complex investigation into an attack on the headquarters of the Sladen Foundation, the flagship philanthropic project of international tech superstar Jack Sladen. Susie was with them, helping where she could thanks to the neatly timed summer slowdown in her hectic conference schedule.

Cameron had a contract from the Olympic Metaverse Infosec Team, known to all and sundry as MIST. This sprawling virtual group of cybersecurity experts had been charged with keeping one step ahead of all the criminals who were trying to penetrate the Olympic Metaverse fabric. Alongside her work with MIST, she was picking up every other little job that came through the door, putting in more hours than she could remember working since the early days of building the Argentum Associates business. At least back then she and Ross had worked hand in hand to share the burden. For the next few weeks, he would not be there. It was good to take a few minutes out to talk about something other than work and cybercrime.

“Have you ever tried that kata?” asked Ross.

Cameron shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’ve never learned kata Papuren, but they all come from the same roots and there are plenty of moves that I recognise. I know how hard they can be to perform well. Her combination of grace and strength and speed is something else, though. It’s way beyond anything I could hope to do.”

“It looks like hard work, that’s for sure,” said Ross. “I really mean that,” he added as Cameron gave him an incredulous look.

“Ross, you’re an elite Olympic athlete yourself,” she said. “You’re going to be standing on the on the same stage. Don’t give me any of that imposter syndrome. You work just as hard. She couldn’t do a triathlon, and you couldn’t perform that kata.”

“That’s decided then,” said Ross. He tapped his screen carefully to select Trianna’s profile, cast his vote, then confirmed his identity with the chip embedded at the base of his thumb and forefinger. “That’s my vote committed,” he said. “She’s more than halfway to the threshold. If she gets enough backers, the Sladen Foundation DAO is paying her fare.”

“How do you make sure that there isn’t a fixed vote?” asked Cameron. “What if I put myself forward for, I don’t know, skateboarding, and got a free trip to Iceland?”

Ross laughed. “I can’t quite imagine you on a skateboard,” he said. “There’s a final process after the DAO vote that adds a layer of due diligence on the winners. You’d fall at the final hurdle. Literally.”

“The world is safe from my skateboarding, then,” said Cameron. “I wasn’t bad when I was ten, but I wouldn’t want to try it now.”

A thought was intruding into this moment of calm from the world of work. Cameron tried to ignore it, but it nagged at her mind.

“Will the whole mess in Dunswyke and the investigation into the Sladen Foundation cause any problems?” she said.

“Not at all,” said Ross happily. “The way Sladen set it up was absolutely above board. It’s a Distributed Autonomous Organisation so there is no single entity in charge. I’ve checked, believe me. All the processes are automated. It’ll keep running regardless of what happens up there in Dunswyke, for this Olympics and future games. All the original funds are already in place, and there’s a pipeline of investment coming through from the market. It’s brilliant.”

“I’m glad that one thing Jack Sladen worked on is legit and functional,” said Cameron with a wry smile. “I tried very hard to keep him on the straight and narrow.”

“You did your best,” said Ross. “Have you spoken to him since everything kicked off in Dunswyke?”

Cameron shook her head. “He’s furious with me,” she said. “That’s one reason why I’m back down here and staying well clear of the investigation. Joel was right in the centre of the action when the data centre was breached, and he and Sandeep and Susie are more than capable of handling our part of the job. I’ll let the police and the NCSC do their work in peace. I’ve given them my statement and all the information they need.”

She kicked aimlessly at the leg of the desk, frustrated that the spell of relaxation had been broken. She didn’t want to think about the chaos of that attack, the destruction of the artificial intelligence that had been hosted in the data centre, and the look of absolute betrayal and loathing on Jack’s face the last time she’d seen him.

“Are you okay, Cameron?” asked Ross.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Don’t worry about me. You’re the priority right now, and you’d better be going. It’s getting late.”

“You’re right,” said Ross. He went to tuck his smartscreen in his training bag, then jumped as an unexpected alert vibrated on his wristband. “Dammit,” he said, glancing down at the message. “You’ve got me for another few minutes. Sorry about this.”

He got up and opened the office door, then sat back down in his chair and started to roll up his sleeve. A small drone in Team GB livery flew in and stopped next to him, hovering steadily.

Cameron looked from Ross to the drone, puzzled. “What is it?” she said. “Security doesn’t usually let drones straight into the building without contacting me first.”

“Have you never seen one of these before?” said Ross. “I would have thought... well, perhaps not. It’s just a routine drug test. They can go anywhere they want, so they’ve got full security overrides.” A hatch on the drone’s chassis opened and Ross reached inside to collect a lightweight tourniquet that he slapped around his upper arm. “They normally come when I’m at home or at training,” he continued, “but in theory they can pounce on you any time. Now I think about it, they’ve never sent one to the office before.”

“It’s a bit creepy,” said Cameron as the little robot’s arms unfolded and displayed a sterile needle.”

“You get used to it,” said Ross, holding very still. “Ow!”

The drone went through the motions, stowing the blood samples away safely for transport to the lab. Once the job was done and its chassis fully closed, a series of indicator lights flickered from red to green, and it turned and flew away through the door. The whole process had taken less than two minutes.

Ross scratched at the skin seal over the neat puncture wound. “I’d better get going,” he said. “We’re getting our team jackets today and there’s a big press event this evening.” He picked up his training bag. “I’ll try and get back into the office when I can, but from now until we travel, time is tight.”

“You concentrate on your racing, RunningManTech,” said Cameron. “You’ve been working up to this your whole life.” She ducked her head, embarrassed. “I’m really proud of you, Ross.”

He gave her a sincere, broad smile. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you,” he said. “Thanks, Cameron.”

The silence that passed between them spoke volumes.

Ross turned and walked out of the door with his head held high. Cameron watched him go, reflecting on the journey that he had made from an angry, neglected teenage cybercriminal to a confident, accomplished and happy man.

She didn’t have time to dwell on the past, though. A new alert appeared on the office wallscreen, a tip-off for MIST of yet another suspected attack on the fringes of the Olympic metaverse. Unsurprisingly, with less than a month to the start of the games, the slew of cyberattacks directed at the complex virtual environment was as inventive as it was unrelenting. Thus far, the good guys had prevailed, but they couldn’t let their guard down for a moment.

MIST responded to immediate threats and searched for holes that had to be plugged before hackers exploited them. These ranged from zero-day vulnerabilities in newly released software to straightforward human error in creating, choosing, and deploying all the necessary hardware and the staggering library of code that delivered the perfect experience for competitors and fans. In the past week alone, Cameron had assessed and closed down a dozen third party pieces of software that offered a clear path into the metaverse construct for any hacker who stumbled across them, from unauthorised avatar generators to unofficial and highly suspect translation apps. Her little AI in training, Mephisto, had logged thousands of phishing attacks and even picked up on a nasty trojan targeted at ticket holders. That was in the process of being analysed and quarantined before it could cause too much damage.

Not for the first time she wished that she had the rest of Argentum Associates with her on this job. She didn’t know everyone who had been recruited to form MIST. There was no underlying trust or easy rapport and she had made an effort to stay as anonymous as possible when interacting on the boards and chat rooms. It made her uneasy, but there was a job to do. When the Argentum team worked together, though, there was a unique energy to the well-oiled team and the sparks of inspiration that emerged from their collaborations were world-beating. As soon as the mess in Northumberland had been cleaned up and the regular clients had their problems solved, they’d all be back together. Cameron couldn’t wait.

What was this latest notification about? The name ‘Anita Trianna’ leapt off the screen and Cameron scanned the details with increasing disbelief. The delay to the very feed she’d been watching with Ross may not have been a simple technical fault but the first direct cyberattack on a physical Olympic site.

Ross would love to know about this. Cameron ran out of the office to the railings of the light well that plunged down through the centre of the building.

“Ross!” she shouted, her voice echoing in the space. Too late. She saw his tall, rangy figure disappearing at a steady jog down the outside steps towards the road. Probably for the best, she reflected. She had told him to focus on the games. If he asked, she would give him the details, but for now she had to find someone else to talk to.

She turned back into the office and fired up the coffee machine. The best place to discuss it would be on the dedicated MIST platform, and coffee would definitely help.

Mug in hand, she started to scroll through the boards. The platform was buzzing with speculation on this latest incident, but short on reliable data. The source of the tip-off was as opaque as the methodology. Cameron began to wonder if this wasn’t simply a local power outage that had startled some over-sensitive newbie, and her friends and peers seemed equally sceptical. She picked a side room where it seemed some of her closest contacts were active and accepted the randomly generated avatar allocated to her. Today she was a stylised Chinese dragon. It didn’t really match her current mood, but she liked it, and it lifted her spirits.

“They lost the sensor link, that’s all,” said an anonymous big-eyed lemur. “They were back online within a few minutes.”

“There’s a continuity problem to fix there,” said a member called Sugata, currently appearing as a cartoon car with flashing headlights that annoyed Cameron immensely. “If a connection fails, every remote competition should be able to jump onto a backup, whether that’s a generator or a satlink. They all have contingency plans.”

“Were there any other reported outages in the same area?” asked Cameron. “Who’s on the ground there?”

There were no responses and Cameron checked through the list of people online. They didn’t disclose their locations, but she had been quietly researching the backgrounds of her fellow professionals and knew enough to take a good guess. Most were in Europe, some in the Americas, Sugata in India, but apparently no one in southeast Asia.

“Wait,” she said. “Was anyone here actually close to the incident? Where did the tip-off come from?”

“Anonymous, posted on one of the darknet forums and relayed to us,” said a cat with an admin badge. “There’s not much data. Everything we know, you know.”

“Which corner of the dark web did this come from, Cat?” said Cameron. “Are we talking hardcore criminals like the Steamyard, a dodgy contractor on Eden, or what?”

“Neither,” said the Admin Cat. “I think it came from one of the gambling dens. We have a ’bot constantly scanning for any references to the Olympic metaverse, and this was flagged up.”

Cameron blinked, grasping at a thought that floated across her mind. “Gambling, yes?” she said. “What would have been the outcome if they hadn’t managed to get back online? I was watching this competition. The final competitor took the gold, after the outage.”

There was a burst of excited chatter. Cameron took a swig of her coffee and gathered her thoughts. She knew where to find the tournament rules and a quick search displayed them for her. It was quite simple.

“Trianna was favourite to win,” she said. “Not being able to compete wouldn’t have affected her qualification for the games, though. She’d have gone through on her recent run of results.”

“I don’t think this is anything to do with disrupting qualification, SimCavalier,” said a cartoon dog avatar with a rich accent from the American deep south, known affectionately to the group as Barker. “Follow the money. Someone’s tried to fix the result by taking the favourite out.”

Follow the money. Cameron had learned that lesson years ago. “You could be right,” said Cameron. “If it’s really that simple, we have a clear motive for an attack, something that was planned to disrupt the competition. But they screwed up. She won.”

“She did,” said Barker. “But is this a one-off or a trial run for the main competitions?”

Yes, thought Cameron. That’s the real question. Who might be out there planning to disrupt the virtual games for their own gain, and who was helping them? One of the places to start asking questions could be the very client where Pete and Noor were currently working.

“I can talk to someone in the betting industry,” she said, “but very much on the above-board side. Who has contacts at the dodgier end?”

A number of hands went up among the chatroom avatars. Cameron was unsurprised. Gambling and porn were always at the forefront when it came to dipping a toe in the water of new technologies. Their success or failure was a reliable early indicator as to whether the latest tech buzzwords would have any practical application or long-term adoption. The earliest metaverse constructs had been bristling with casinos, some regulated, others very much not. 

“Okay,” said Cameron, “let’s see what we can find. I’ll set up a channel for us all to contribute any insights.”

She was startled by an insistent ringing in the real world. There was an alert on the other side of the office, and as she turned to see what it was, she narrowly avoided knocking over her half-full coffee cup. She logged out of the MIST platform and waited for the office ’bot to screen the call. 

“Argentum Associates, can I help you?” it said.

“Cameron?” came a familiar voice. “It’s Andy. Are you there?”

“I’m here,” she said, accepting the call and feeding it through to her desk.

“Great,” said Andy. “There’s something wrong with your contact ID. I couldn’t get through the normal way.”

Cameron glanced down at her smartscreen, frowning, then realised she had set it to Do Not Disturb while she and Ross watched the kata final.

“Sorry, Andy,” she said, tapping it back open and swiping away a handful of new notifications that she had missed. “That’s all working now. How can I help the News Channel’s finest today? What’s the story?”

“Olympic metaverse,” said Andy. “I heard on the grapevine that someone’s claiming to have hacked into a competition.”

Cameron’s attention sharpened. “You hang out in some strange places,” she said. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with a karate qualifier, would it?”

“Karate? No,” said Andy. “Esports. The speedrunners.”

“Really?” said Cameron, confused. “That mad lot that race each other to complete game levels? I’ve heard nothing about that at all.”

“Are you telling me I’ve scooped the SimCavalier?” Andy could not have sounded any more smug. “Yes, one of the gamer qualification rounds. The result was declared null and void, but I don’t know exactly why. My source hasn’t been specific, and the official channels say it was a technical glitch.”

“A glitch,” said Cameron. “That’s nothing new. They need to review their contingency planning and system redundancy, but there’s no reason why you’d think that was a cyberattack...” she tailed off. Others in MIST had thought the same about the outage at the karate competition studio. Was this new incident just a coincidence, or was someone very clever at covering their tracks?

“You’re not sure, are you?” said Andy. “I’ll send over the details. Any chance Ross can give me some soundbites for the piece I’m developing on the hybrid games security?”

“He’s getting ready for the Olympics himself, Andy,” said Cameron. “He’s gone. You’ve missed him by an hour.”

“Damn,” said Andy. “Look, I suppose there is no chance you’d do it, would you? We can use an avatar that looks and sounds nothing like you. In fact, we have enough recordings to make a convincing artificial Ross and give it a script from you, if you like.”

“Maybe,” said Cameron. She was already distracted thinking about the outage in the esports arena and wanted to follow the thread of her intuitions. “Let me get back to you.”

“Okay,” said Andy. “But let me know quickly. I have a show to put together, and I want this story to run.”

“Sure thing,” said Cameron. She dropped the call and went to find some more coffee before logging back in to the infosec chat. This time her random avatar was a snake. It did not improve her mood.

“What’s up, SimCavalier?” asked Barker. “We lost your dragon there.”

“I had to jump out and deal with something,” said Cameron. “I’ve had another tipoff. Can I run it past you before putting it on the platform?” On another screen, she was conducting a rapid search for any mention of the result of the speedrunner event. Sure enough, a void result had been logged due to a technical fault, but there was no speculation or commentary to suggest why or how it had happened.

“Here,” she said, pasting the link. “What do you think?”

The chatroom was quiet but for the clicking of keyboards as the group members digested the scant information Cameron had provided and searched their own resources for news. While she waited for a response, Cameron sipped at her coffee, checked the handful of notifications that had come through while her screen was off, and pinged a message to Pete and Noor to say that there might be a new angle to follow up with their client.

Eventually members of the group came trickling back with their thoughts.

“Do we have a library of APIs for the gaming arena?” asked the Admin Cat.

“We do,” said Cameron, “and they’ve been thoroughly audited. I’m not convinced anyone’s getting through by that route.”

“SQL injection attack?” suggested another member. “There are a million and one idiot guides available online. Any script kiddie could have a go.”

“Do they include how to get through the Olympic metaverse security?” said Barker with a deep rolling laugh. “I haven’t seen anything myself. You’d expect that kind of attack on the big commercial game servers, but not with the Olympic arena.”

Cameron took a gulp of coffee. “Never say never,” she said. “The Olympic metaverse fabric still runs on servers. We know they’re a prime target so the security at the data centres is top notch, but you never know. Something could have snuck through the defences. An exploit script to disrupt the players, maybe?”

The groundswell of agreement was cut short by Barker’s dissenting voice.

“There’s nothing to suggest this is anything more than a technical failure,” he said. “I’m sorry, SimCavalier. It’s worth logging it so that the ops teams can run all the usual checks on hardware and software, but I don’t think there’s anything suspicious going on. There are no winners or losers from that result. It’s just a glitch.”

Following the money again, thought Cameron. Perhaps Barker was right. It was too easy to assume that there were criminal hands in a technical fault. Everything had to be considered.

“I’ll add that possibility to the list, Barker,” said Cameron. “For the moment I’ll log what I know and keep an eye on any new developments. I’m going to follow up that gambling lead now. Let me know how you all get on with your connections.”

“Later, SimCavalier,” said Barker. “Stay safe.”

“You too, Barker,” said Cameron. She logged off, picked up her jacket, dropped her coffee cup in the kitchen, and left the office in the care of the ’bots.
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3: Family Ties
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Cameron and her friends were not the only people taking a close interest in the Olympic metaverse events. In the virtual headquarters of the Steamyard, the Pangolin was tearing into his team. Around the table stood the cheery avatars of four of his elite black hat hackers who were in deep, deep trouble.

“This was an embarrassment,” said the Pangolin. “I want your best explanation of why the karate competition did not deliver the required result, and how you are going to make sure that, next time, our clients will get what they ordered. I don’t need to tell you how much this has cost the Steamyard in terms of lost revenue and reputational damage. Our pay-out for this job will be delayed, or worse.”

The Pangolin glared down the table, but it was hard to convey the depth of his anger when disguised as a small, armoured mammal. At times he wished he still had his old online identity. King Katong had commanded instant respect on the dark side of the metaverse, but that handle had outlived its usefulness. When the real world intruded and an international consortium of cybersecurity enforcement had taken down the legendary Pasar marketplace, he was left with no choice but to abandon both that identity and his beloved Singapore home.

“We’d have been okay if Yasmin the Admin had been online,” ventured a small nervous grey kitten. “It was just that final stage. Everything else worked. We manipulated the skinsuit signals without a problem. The local systems accepted our input. The only thing we hadn’t been able to test were the latest versions of the data integrity controls at upload to the metaverse fabric. She would have been able to bypass them on the spot. We’ve logged everything, so we know what to build into the final release.”

“Are you telling me that this Beta was incomplete, and that you were relying on the Admin to patch it in real time?” said the Pangolin icily. “You’ve known for several weeks that the Admin would not be available. That’s no excuse for failing our client.”

The kitten grew bolder. “Why the hell was this job tied to a client in the first place?” it asked. “It was Beta test. It should have been a straight in-and-out field study, under the radar, just enough to test our control of the skinsuit. We’ve got what we need to make it work next time, but I’m willing to bet that someone’s watching now.”

Willing to bet. What an unfortunate turn of phrase, thought the Pangolin. They seemed to think he had a choice about the client’s own test that had run alongside the malware deployment. That could not be further from the truth.

“Where is the Admin, anyway?” asked the kitten.

“She’s engaged with a related deep learning exercise that has taken more time and processing capacity than expected,” said the Pangolin smoothly. “She’ll be back online before the opening ceremony.” Perhaps, he added privately to himself. He had no idea where she was, or even if she was still alive.

“I don’t believe you,” said the kitten. “I’ve heard enough. The Steamyard is running out of steam.”

There was silence around the table. The kitten turned away and scampered towards the exit. Outside, the virtual main street was busy with avatars of every shape, size, and species. Shoppers were chasing the latest digital releases from top brands, while students took a break from studies at the local campus of the University of the Metaverse.

The Pangolin watched the kitten go, and it was soon lost in the crowd. It would come crawling back. It always did, eager for another payday from the Steamyard. For now, though, the kitten had thrown the meeting into confusion. This was not the time to push the remaining members of the project team for answers, thought Tenuk. He had all their data. It was time to withdraw. He turned to the remaining avatars in the room.

“Is anyone else considering jeopardising their future with the Steamyard?” he said. There was silence. “Good. Get those results analysed and be ready to push the final release out before the opening ceremony. We will put this failure behind us and prevail. Dismissed.” He left the meeting, the Pangolin avatar blinking out of the virtual world.

In the hot, stuffy apartment, Tenuk took his reality mask off and wiped beads of sweat from his brow. Although the light mask was far removed from the heavy headsets he remembered as a child, he’d spent too long in full immersion mode. The opaque silicon wings that spread out from the frame and clung to his face were a huge improvement on the old padded full-face masks, but in this heat and humidity they still became uncomfortable after a remarkably short time. The air conditioning, powered by large solar arrays on the roof of the apartment complex, was barely keeping up with the combination of the Texas summer and his assorted computers running hot in the small space. He needed some fresh air, however warm that was.

He grabbed a bottle of water and opened the door. The walkway was shaded and cooler than inside. He closed the door and double locked it with a real key, then walked slowly towards the stairwell, sipping at his water. The stairs were in full sun and Tenuk made the mistake of putting his hand on the metal rail. He snatched it back quickly and trotted down the two flights to the ground, seeking more shade.

He hailed a passing autocar and directed it to the cool trails of Barton Creek. The weather reminded him of Singapore. He missed the overground heat, the cool of his old apartment in the shelter of Katong’s tunnels, and the blissful shade of the family house where he had grown up. The creek was one place that gave him a sensation of home.

Dry twigs crunched underfoot as he walked along the hard-packed path through the trees that arched above him. The drought this summer was shaping up to be a bad one, and the creek was very low. He crossed a small bridge over a now-dry channel and was relieved to see that there was no one else at his favourite lookout point just up the trail. He took a seat and gazed out across the haven of green and brown to the encroaching city just across the water. He liked his adopted home and would be sorry if he had to leave it.

His difficulties over the past few weeks stemmed from a single, devastating incident. The loss of one of the most advanced artificial intelligences on the planet had thrown his worlds into disarray, both his legitimate and his shadier interests. The Steamyard operatives, and the Pasar network members before them, knew her as the Admin. His employer, Jack Sladen, thought she was simply the SMIN, a system management tool, and had never questioned the complexity of the technology. To Tenuk, she had been Yasmin, colleague and confidante. He missed her caustic attitude and downright badness more than he cared to admit, and he knew that he had relied upon her skills to ensure that first Pasar and then the Steamyard could deliver for their clients. Now that she was gone, his future with both the Sladen Group and the Steamyard was at risk.

And there was one more complication to deal with.

Tenuk’s wristband vibrated. He glanced at the caller ID, then stared resolutely back over the creek, ignoring the insistent signal. He was not ready to talk to his father.

His father tried to call twice more and twice Tenuk rejected the call. His peace disturbed, he left the cool creek path just before the searing heat of midday struck. He had to wait for more than two minutes for an autocar and downgraded the fare accordingly. He decided to go straight downtown rather than return to work in his overheated apartment. The offices of the Sladen Group company where he worked, Statesman Tech, would be a far more pleasant environment. He had been working remotely for too long, hiding from the real world and from the investigation into the destruction of the data centre that had housed Yasmin. In any case, he wanted to check on the current state of the Sladen Foundation and the Diaulos cryptocurrency that powered the Foundation’s voting and governance system and paid for the athletes it sponsored.

The lobby of the tower was busy, but the cool air came as a relief. The great sail that ran the full height of the building provided enough shade and power to keep the high-net-worth guests and residents comfortable through the Texan summer. Tenuk bought two small tacos from a stand in the food court and made his way to the elevator.

The office was half empty. Jack Sladen was still in England, answering questions and getting angrier and more frustrated as the enquiry dragged on. As far as Tenuk knew, he himself was still Chief Technology Officer. He and Jack had barely spoken other than to exchange information that was requested by the enquiry. Tenuk half expected Jack to fire him any day, but that moment had not yet come. It seemed he was still of value to the group, and he may as well continue to do the job.

He collected a coffee to go with his tacos from the breakout area and went towards Jack’s office. He usually worked in there when the boss was away, a quieter and more private space than his open-plan desk, but today something was wrong. His chip failed to activate the door, and as he twisted to get a better connection, he dropped his coffee cup. The liquid spread across the floor and trickled under the door, which still would not open.

“Need some help?”

Tenuk looked up sharply at the familiar voice. Chloe met his gaze levelly and handed him a bunch of paper towels, before turning on her heel and walking back towards her desk.

“It’s locked,” she called over her shoulder.

“I can see that,” muttered Tenuk through gritted teeth as he mopped up what he could of the coffee and threw the soaking mess of paper into a nearby bin. “Since when?”

“If you’d bothered to come into the office, you’d know that it was done a couple of weeks ago,” said Chloe. “I don’t know whether it’s been locked remotely by Jack, or if there’s a subpoena in place to secure it for the authorities.”

“Huh.” Tenuk went back to the coffee machine to refill his cup and settled instead at his own desk. He logged in, and while the latest system updates ran their course, he ate one of the slightly squashed tacos. A shaft of sunlight crept between the solar panels of the great sail on the tower and illuminated his screens and the dust that had collected on them. He reached for a cloth and cleaned them, too.

He dealt with a handful of minor alerts and messages that he hadn’t picked up remotely. The systems were in good shape, considering. The Diaulos network, distributed across hundreds of thousands of nodes from wristbands and fitness trackers to MetaBand satellites and base units, was running smoothly. The validations and block creations were ticking along like clockwork. He logged in to the Sladen Foundation’s governance platform, the DAO, and checked the dashboards and voting tallies.

Both Diaulos and the DAO were distributed systems, the underlying technology maintained by a consortium of apparently independent core developers. The network had been hailed as the first truly decentralised blockchain since Bitcoin, but all was not quite as it seemed. The diverse and apparently independent developers who had been selected by a system ballot to make up the core engineering
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