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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THE QUANTUM REALM

          

        

      

    

    
      The lucid dream came in the last hour of First Sleep. It had become commonplace, especially amongst young people, to split Stockholm’s long autumn and winter nights into two periods of sleep. In the midnight hour, the city came alive as many headed into underground bars and restaurants or just strolled along the waterfront.

      Sophie usually enjoyed the time between First and Second Sleep. But recently, her dreams had started to bleed into the waking hours. She tossed and turned, trying to shake the visions of violence and death—a battle between humans and Quants.

      Tonight, she was plunged back into the mind of one of the participants. Although she was a helpless observer, she could still hear the sounds and voices of those around her, echoing in her mind. She could hear and feel herself, but not herself—himself. She was aware of being within the body of a man. She remembered his name, too. He was called Peter.

      Peter was one of six soldiers huddled in a ditch beside a road. Except for the streetlights, the town across the road was dark and quiet. A frigid snow drifted down on them from a black sky. She noticed the street signs were in French, but the freezing cold and dense foliage of evergreen trees suggested they were not in France. The question in her mind—Where am I?—was answered by one of Peter’s memories: Quebec, Canada. Their mission was unveiled to her: they were hunting Quants.

      An older soldier barked an order at him: “Reader, on point!”

      Peter nodded, took a sharp breath, and sprung out of the ditch. He headed across the road in a crouching run, the automatic weapon held out in front of him. After a moment, he heard the sound of footsteps as his fellow soldiers followed a short distance behind.

      A red veil descended, and the squat buildings of the town appeared from the darkness. His night vision turned the houses grey, white, and black. He strode up the main street, stepping around the bright pools cast by the streetlights. He deliberately looked left and right at each house as he passed by. His pulse quickened as he saw a figure inside one of them, outlined in red.

      The Quant was lying down in an upstairs room.

      “Contact,” he whispered into a mic. The location of the Quant was automatically relayed to his team leader.

      “Confirmed. Proceed,” the team leader replied.

      He quickened his pace, experience telling him that where there was one Quant, there were usually more. Sure enough, he saw three of them hiding out inside a warehouse.

      “Contact, three Quants.”

      “Confirmed. Hold position,” came the reply.

      He heard a loud crack behind him, echoing up the street, and dogs in the neighbourhood started barking. Glancing down the street, he saw several of his team gaining access to the house he had marked. The muffled pops of gunfire indicated the Quant had been neutralised.

      Looking back at the warehouse, Peter saw that the sounds outside had disturbed the targets. The ghostly red images had separated, and one was headed for the main entrance to the building. As Peter watched on, the door next to the metallic rolling doors, a mere twenty metres from where he crouched, opened, and the Quant emerged.

      Sophie sensed Peter was experiencing a new level of fear. A rising panic constricted his chest and throat. At that moment, she could feel how young he was, how vulnerable. Peter was still a teenager, maybe eighteen years old. He was no soldier; he was practically a child.

      The intense emotions triggered something in Sophie. A memory of another time, ten years before, when she had faced the Quant, Athena, in the basement of Abernathy Castle. At the time, her Stem connection had opened a quantum entanglement with Athena’s mind.

      A part of her mind recoiled from the thought while another was making a similar connection with Peter. Their thoughts intermingled, their actions intertwined—they were no longer individuals, no longer him and her, but they.

      The Quant walked towards them, armed with a pistol in its outstretched hand.

      With renewed confidence, they shouted, “Stop!” before raising their weapon and firing in one swift motion.

      A stream of bullets sprayed across the Quant in a line from bottom left to top right.

      But that just slowed it down. The pistol in its hand barked, and they felt a sting in their chest and shoulder. Sophie guessed the rush of adrenaline was keeping Peter from feeling the initial pain of being shot.

      The air around them erupted with the noise of automatic gunfire as the rest of the team arrived. The Quant was peppered with shots and fell to the ground.

      Finally, the agony hit Peter, and he fell to his knees. Sophie felt disconnected again. An observer, looking through his eyes. His hand was covered in blood, his own blood from the wound in his chest. He was feeling light-headed and looked around for support.

      Peter was in the middle of a fight at close quarters. The other two Quants had appeared. One carried a gun, like the first, whilst the other wielded a knife. The air was full of screams, shots, and flying blood.

      Peter decided it was best to lie down. What more could he do now? Through his eyes, Sophie saw the stars above—so beautiful. A million twinkling points of light became visible as the red filter of his night vision faded away.

      Peter let out a long breath and relaxed. Sophie felt a sense of contentment wash over him. He wasn’t giving up, no. It was something else. He did not feel alone anymore. He knew there was someone else out there. Someone who came to him in the darkest times, when all hope was lost.

      In a moment of stunning realisation, Sophie was shocked to discover he was referring to her. The lucid dream was no dream—this was real. He referred to her by name, whispered from his cracked lips as he lay covered in blood outside a warehouse in Quebec, gazing up at the stars.

      “Sophie.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            PRESTWICK

          

        

      

    

    
      Mac glanced at the countdown clock for the twelfth time in as many minutes. The red numbers ticked steadily towards the designated launch time at 7 a.m. on Friday, September 15, 2105.

      Today, she was just an observer of Lunar VI's monthly flight with a payload of Abernathy technology bound for the Moon. However, she was just as invested in this mission as if she were the one running it. The personal nature of the cargo raised her level of anxiety as she sat behind the glass of the observation room.

      She cast her mind back to the week before, standing in her attic, surrounded by boxes and artworks from a life well-lived, trying to make decisions.

      What do I take, and what will I leave behind?

      She recalled holding some photographs in her hand—early childhood pictures with her father on a stony beach in the Western Isles. Ace’s face was caught mid-laugh as the wind whipped away his hat. Her mother, Maria, must have taken the picture; she had a good eye for the best times to record the moments of her young life.

      Mac laughed at the memory and then brushed away a tear as she remembered her loss. For some reason, her parents had chosen these pictures to print. She had them all in digital format, so why did she still cling to them, with their fading colours and curled edges?

      Every item adds to the weight. You only have fifty kilos allocated to you, she reminded herself. The irony was not lost on her that she set the rules on allowances for cargo flights. But breaking her own rules was bad form. Why should she receive special treatment?

      Mac made a decision and placed the photographs into a box with a bright white label on the side: a cartoon of a rocket with the words To the Moon written on the side.

      Chris’ deep voice brought her back to the moment. “How are you doing?” He reached over the arm of his seat and took her hand, their fingers intertwining.

      “I’m good,” she replied and smiled at him. “Sorry, I was a million miles away.”

      Chris chuckled. “In two months, we’ll both feel that way. Well, if I have my numbers right, a quarter of that distance.”

      Mac leaned over and kissed him before returning her attention to the launch. From where they sat, she could see the mission director and a dozen technicians focused on their terminals. Having spent countless hours on the other side of the glass, she was intimately familiar with what each would be doing in the final minutes. She forced herself to lean back and took the opportunity to enjoy the view as the countdown entered the final minute.

      For the last hour, the hundred-and-eighty-degree view from mission control had been black except for the rocket, lit from beneath by powerful spotlights. The dawn light slowly revealed the vast expanse of Prestwick Spaceport, a flat slab of concrete crisscrossed with tarmac roads and runways. The spaceport was bounded to the west by the Irish Sea. Mac saw white-capped waves in the low light.

      They better not delay, or that wind will throw a spanner in the works, Mac thought.

      Her worries were in vain as the final seconds of the countdown expired. The energy pulse from the rocket’s boosters could be felt through the floor. The distant explosion made her heart leap as it always did at these moments, at the point of ignition, at maximum thrust. The fireball was initially contained, out of sight, until the rocket moved. But now the flames were unleashed, a brilliant ball of light that turned dawn into day across the spaceport and surrounding hills.

      Chris squeezed her hand as the spacecraft cleared the tower, and the moment of risk passed by without incident. The red numbers on the countdown clock turned green as the rocket clambered into the sky. After a few seconds, the bright lights of the main engine boosters punched through the clouds and were lost from sight.

      “Step one, tick,” Chris said and pressed his lips to the back of her hand.
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        * * *

      

      The trip from the spaceport to their cottage at Ayr Beach could be achieved in ten minutes, but Mac liked to take the scenic route along the coast. It was getting to the point where she counted the number of times they had left doing everyday things like looking at the sea or driving a car.

      Once through the main gates, she turned right, against the traffic flow, and headed towards the sea. On their left, they passed by several fields containing hundreds of camping tents and caravans—Prestwick’s temporary residents. Thousands of people were camped outside the spaceport, hoping to escape to a better life in the stars.

      “I’m sure it gets bigger every day,” Chris said, gazing out across the masses.

      “No doubt,” Mac replied. “Only a fraction have visas, too. I don’t know what people are expecting. Even if we gave them all tickets, at three flights a day, it would take years to get them all up. There must be a thousand people in that field alone.”

      Mac felt a pang of guilt as she stared at the stream of people walking beside the road with bags of groceries from the local village. Many of these people were wealthy. They had sold everything to make the trip. Why should she, a childless woman in her fifties, have a better claim to life in Serendipity over that family or that young man?

      As usual, Chris caught her pensive mood and said, “You know we’ll make it possible for these people, too. Once we’re up there, right?”

      Mac smiled at him. “Ever the optimist, Chris. I do love you for it, though.”

      “Look at what we’ve achieved in ten years,” he continued firmly. “The adversity we’ve fought through. No more Stem. No more Quants. Well, around these parts, anyway. But still, we built this spaceport and got half a million people into space. The Moon. Mars.”

      Mac was cheered by his pep talk and took the opportunity to pull into a car park by the seafront.

      “Let’s get some fresh air,” she said and jumped out.

      They headed north along the sand with the morning sun on their faces. The warmth tempered the chill breeze. She stopped to kick off her shoes and roll up her trousers, and Chris followed suit.

      They played like kids, splashing through the shallow waves. They got into a water fight, kicking spray at each other and laughing. Finally, he chased her up the beach and tackled her to the damp sand. She pushed him off and jumped on top. They kissed like teenagers for a bit.

      “I will miss this,” she said, gazing at the sea.

      “So, is kissing in public not allowed on the Moon?”

      She laughed and punched him. “No, I mean, yes. I mean this,” she said, casting her hand over the scene—the sand, the cloudy sky, and the green sea.

      “Aye.” Chris sighed. After a moment of reflection, he grabbed her again. “And is sex also allowed on the Moon?”

      “Oh, yes.” She grinned. “In fact, it is a prerequisite.”

      She looked around and noticed they were not alone. A family played by the water’s edge, and further up the beach, a couple strolled towards them, hand in hand.

      “Come on.” She pulled him up. “Time to go home.”
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        * * *

      

      Mac loved their little cottage by the sea—such a change from the years spent living in a drafty old castle in the Highlands. She loved its navy blue door, pebble-dashed walls, and picture windows.

      She practically dragged Chris through the gates and up the narrow garden path. They brushed past a riot of yellow, pink, and purple flowers—her native garden of sedum, nerine, and geraniums.

      Laughing, she fumbled the key into the lock and opened the door. He followed her in and closed the door with a backward kick as she pulled him up the stairs. In the bedroom, they tore at each other’s clothes and fell naked onto the bed.

      Chris lay on top of her and kissed her fiercely, then joked, “I wonder what this will be like in low gravity?”

      She pushed him off and got on top, pinning him between her thighs. “Well, I guess we’ll find out the difference between weight and mass.”

      She circled her hips and sighed as she took him into her.
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        * * *

      

      She loved her kitchen, with its Portuguese-tiled splashbacks and plain wooden cupboards. Chris opened a bottle of Shiraz as she served the potato tortilla, asparagus, and beans she had prepared for their evening meal.

      They took the food to the dining table, and Chris poured the wine. For a minute, they ate in comfortable silence, listening to the rain as it pulsed against the window.

      “Have you spoken to Sophie recently?” Mac asked.

      “What, since we told her the news?”

      “Uh-huh.” Mac prompted. She recalled the conversation with Sophie a month before. The news of their departure had not gone down well with her stepdaughter.

      “Briefly.” Chris shrugged. “She seems to have come to terms with it.”

      “I’ve been thinking we should go and see her and Hugo before we leave,” Mac said. “It would be nice to spend some time with them in Stockholm.”

      Chris nodded and said, “Yeah, that’s a great idea. Let’s give her a call tonight.” He coughed as the chilli in the tortilla kicked in. Mac liked it hot.

      “Too much?”

      “Nope,” he replied and sucked in some air.

      They laughed and finished the meal before retiring to the lounge with the half-empty bottle. They flopped onto the sofa, and Mac refilled their glasses. Chris grabbed his Webphone from the coffee table and swiped through his recent calls until he found Sophie.

      After a few seconds, his daughter's smiling face appeared on the small screen. He pressed a button and transferred the call to a larger screen in the corner of the room. Sophie was standing in her kitchen, framed by pots and pans hanging from a rail.

      A man appeared next to her. He had blond hair, a straggly beard, and bright blue eyes. Sophie’s voice filled the room.

      “Hiya, Dad, Mac. How is life living in the last century going for you?”

      A picture-in-picture view of themselves sitting on the sofa floated in the bottom right of the screen. Mac could see the image-processing software was taking a second to bring them into the centre of the view. This was just another reminder of how far behind their technology had fallen since the Purge—the years following the first attack of the Quants when quantum technology was systematically destroyed in many countries across the North.

      Sophie was living in Sweden, which maintained a neutral position on using Stem2 technology provided by China. This technology was now outlawed in the UK by an increasingly draconian government under the Northern Alliance. Sophie’s jibe reminded Mac of the main reason they were leaving.

      “Oh, we’re surviving,” Mac replied with a grin.

      Hugo chimed in with his familiar strong Swedish accent. “Hej hur mar du, Chris, Mac?”

      “Halla, Hugo,” Mac replied. “How is the project going? You’re working on Slussen III, correct?”

      “That’s right. You probably heard the news about the recent storms that caused a breach of the gates that protect Lake Malaren from the sea?”

      “Does that mean the city’s drinking water from the lake is contaminated?”

      “Yes,” Hugo said with a frown. “We had to pump out a huge amount of lake water back into the sea to restore salinity levels. We hope the new gates we are building as part of the Slussen project will buy Stockholm more time on the climate impact front.” He waved his hands. “But if sea levels keep on rising⁠—”

      “Then we’ll all be up shit creek,” Chris interjected.

      Mac changed the subject. “We were thinking about getting over there to see you. You know, before we leave.”

      Sophie’s face brightened. “That would be great! We’d love to see you.”

      “It would be in a few weeks. We still have some stuff to get done. Your father has not quite finished work yet.”

      “Are you still running that Antarctica climate engineering project, Dad?” Sophie asked.

      “ThermaShield? Partly.” Chris gave Mac a sideways glance. “Mac’s brother, James, seems to have it under control, though.”

      “So, you’re both set on going to Serendipity?” Sophie said with sadness in her eyes.

      “We are,” Chris replied grimly. “I think there’s more we can do up there now than down here. We hope you and Hugo will come and join us one day.”

      Sophie stared at them but did not reply. Mac knew they had different opinions about the future. Where once she and Chris were the optimistic ones about the prospects of saving the planet, and Sophie was the sceptic, their roles were reversed now.

      Hugo, ever the diplomat, said, “I’d be totally stoked to go to the Moon.” His voice rose. “I’ve heard it’s just one big party up there, right?”

      His enthusiasm was contagious, and Sophie chuckled. “Talking about parties, we’ve got some good ones here in Stockholm that I’d like to take you to.”

      “Looking forward to it, Sophie,” Mac replied with a smile.

      “Let us know when you’re coming as soon as you can, and I’ll take time off work.”

      “Will do.”
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, it was still dark when the call roused them from their slumber. Chris reached over and grabbed his phone from the bedside table.

      “Who is it?” Mac mumbled.

      “James.”

      Chris sat up and held the phone to his ear. Mac could hear her brother’s high-pitched tone in the quiet room as he relayed information to Chris. She switched on her table lamp and watched as Chris’ face became increasingly grim.

      “Okay, James. Give us a couple of minutes, and we’ll call you back. Do you have the team together? Good. Talk soon.”

      Chris climbed out of bed and pulled on his jeans.

      “What’s happening?” Mac asked.

      “There has been seismic activity off the Antarctic Peninsula. The grid is down. I’m going to start a conference to find out more.”

      “I’ll join you,” Mac replied, jumping out of bed.

      Both of them dressed hastily and headed into the lounge. Chris fiddled with his phone, and a few seconds later, six people's faces appeared on the screen in the corner of the room. Mac recognised her brother, with his dash of messy dark hair and brown beard, and one other, an American geo-engineer who she recalled was named Grayling. The others she did not recognise. They all had worried looks on their faces.

      “What’s the extent of the damage?” Chris asked.

      James took the lead. “Thirty minutes ago, ShakeAlert detected a magnitude four-point-five quake along the southern side of the Nova Scotia plate some hundred kilometres east of our current position. The quake appears to have severed the Weddell Sea cable. The West Antarctica ThermaShield is down.”

      “Any damage to the fusion reactor?” Chris asked.

      “Not that we can tell, Dr Reid,” Grayling replied. “The generators shut down automatically, and the core reactor is in low-power mode. We felt the tremors here and sent a team in to check for cracks. Radiation levels are nominal.”

      “Well, at least that’s good news,” Chris sighed.

      “Do we not have backups for something like this?” Mac asked the group.

      “Yes,” Chris replied. “Power from the East Antarctica power station should be automatically routed through the grid to keep the ThermaShield systems running. Do you guys know if this has happened?”

      “Negative,” James said. “SCADA is telling us the dome shields are without power, and the Weddell Sea curtain has stopped bubble production.”

      One of the other scientists, a woman in her forties with a Spanish accent, piped up: “If the shield is down, we can only assume that the pumps are down, too. Surface water will be accumulating on the ice sheet.”

      Chris stood scratching his head, an involuntary action that Mac knew signalled he was deep in thought.

      Thirty years ago, Abernathy Technology had taken over the maintenance contract for ThermaShield, the multi-national billion-dollar climate engineering project that protected Antarctica from the worst of climate change. She recalled her father telling her the program was in a mess, besieged by technological problems and limited by lack of funding. Ace had taken the lead and injected cash to complete unfinished projects. The dome shields that now protected vast areas of the ice cap were based on the same technology that shielded people on the Moon from the sun’s ultraviolet rays. The undersea bubble curtain kept the worst of warm ocean currents from undermining the ice sheets from below.

      Ten years ago, after Ace’s death, Chris stepped up to continue the ThermaShield program. As a result, he was now the world’s foremost expert on shield-based technologies for climate and marine geoengineering. This technology also saved the glaciers of Greenland from the loss of much of the Arctic ice cap.

      “Any ideas, Dr Reid?” Grayling asked.

      “There must be more than one break in the grid,” Chris surmised. “We are going to need a team down there. Bring over equipment from Argentina, the sub, replacement cable⁠—”

      “How soon can you get here?”

      Chris glanced at Mac with a grim expression. She returned his look with a tight smile.

      Well, it looks like the Moon will have to wait, she thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            STOCKHOLM

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sophie! Sophie! Wake up!”

      Her eyes flew open. She saw Hugo looking down at her, his face creased with worry in the low light from the bedside table. She was in a cold sweat, her heart pounding.

      She sat up and batted away his arms as he reached out to hold her. She was not sad or frightened. She didn’t need consoling. She was mad.

      Hugo whispered, “Another dream?”

      She nodded. “They’re getting worse.”

      He grabbed a glass of water from the table and offered it to her.

      “Thanks,” she said, taking a gulp. “I need some fresh air.”
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        * * *

      

      They emerged from Stockholm Central and headed for the waterfront. The sky was black except for the Moon, which burst through a gap in the clouds. Their puffer jackets, scarves, and boots kept the cold wind at bay as it whipped across the water from the south.

      After a ten-minute walk, they turned a corner onto Drottninggatan, a pedestrianised area of the old town, and were hit by the noise of revellers standing outside a pub. Hugo grabbed her hand, led her inside, and then down some steps into an underground bar.

      The bar was half full, and a table in the corner was easy to find. Sophie sat down, and Hugo asked, “What will it be?”

      “Something strong,” she said.

      He went to the bar and returned shortly with a line of shot glasses set on a long wooden board. “Schnapps?”

      “Perfect.”

      “Skål!” Hugo picked up a shot, and they downed it together.

      She enjoyed the burn in her throat and chest as it descended. The feeling pushed away the melancholy that had overcome her on the trip into the city.

      “Better,” she said, smiling at Hugo. He was a good partner. Not too pushy when it came to dealing with her anxiety. Her fears and strange dreams. The residual trauma from the past. He gave her the time and space to recover from her lucid dreams. But it was time she opened up.

      She blew out a breath and forced her shoulders to relax. “So⁠—”

      “So?” he repeated quickly, making her laugh. His carefree attitude and the buzz from the alcohol helped her relax further as she mulled over the contents of her dream.

      “This time was different to the others,” she started.

      “How so?”

      Sophie sighed. “I still had that sense of dislocation, of seeing the events through the eyes of another, but I think this time I managed to influence the outcome. I wasn’t just some helpless observer.”

      Hugo gasped. “Wow, so you became them? You could shoot the gun, kill Quants?”

      He had a good memory for the details of the dreams she had described to him despite the fact they were irregular, one or two a month over the last year or so.

      “Yes, the person I was with, his name was Peter, froze up when confronted. I somehow managed to change his state of mind to get him out of his panic attack. He pulled the trigger, but I might have given him the courage to do it.”

      Sophie reached for another shot, leaned back in her seat, and sipped the schnapps.

      Hugo also leaned back, deep in thought. After a moment, he said, “So something must have changed? Maybe something was different this time in your connection with this Peter?”

      “His emotions were particularly intense; he was terrified. Hugo, he was still a teenager,” she exclaimed.

      “Was it like the first time with Athena?” Hugo asked in a quiet voice.

      She shivered at the thought, but nodded. “Yes.”

      “Vafan! Sophie, how can that be? That old Stem system is no more.”

      Sophie threw up her hands. “I don’t know. But we have the new implants, Stem2. We are still connected to a quantum network⁠—”

      “Did this Peter have Stem?” Hugo interrupted.

      She cast her mind back. She was sure Peter and the others she had visited in her dreams had some sort of augmentation. They all had this ability to see in the dark and detect the presence of Quants. Their emotions were not regulated, though, as they would be if they had Stem implants. If Peter had access to anti-anxiety medication, he would not have had the panic attack.

      “No.” She frowned as she tried to recall the details. “I don’t think they had Stem. Also, I’m sure Peter was in North America, where Stem is outlawed.”

      “Aren’t these people military, though?”

      “Yes, but with the risk of another viral attack, I don’t think so. They’re special, though. Not for the first time, I heard them referred to as ‘Readers’. They’re trained as spotters, sent out first to detect the presence of Quants.”

      Hugo lowered his voice. “Must be some sort of top-secret military shit, right? We’ve not heard any of this in the news. I thought the Northern Alliance squashed the Quant threat years ago.”

      They finished their shots, and Hugo returned to the bar. Sophie stared at the wall. If only he knew the whole story, she thought.

      After a minute, he returned with two pints of dark beer and the food menu. In the far corner, a small band was setting up for a night of entertainment.

      They smashed their jugs together, spilling a good amount of the liquid onto the table.

      “Skål!”

      She pushed away the dark thoughts and focused on having a good time.
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        * * *

      

      The small lecture theatre was two-thirds empty. Those students who had made the effort to attend in person slumped over their desks. Sophie couldn’t blame them. But still, even if it was the last session of the afternoon and the last lecture in her Intermediate Climate Science course, she deserved their attention.

      “Now!” she shouted across the room, startling the group and waking a couple of them from sleep. “As you know, the final exam will be a fortnight on Friday. Given that I’ve covered all the material, I will give those of you who attended today the opportunity to ask questions about the exam.”

      A couple of the keener members perked up, recognising an opportunity when they saw one. Sophie knew them well. They sat in the first and second rows and rarely missed a lecture.  These were her hopefuls, young people who had not given up on the climate. Who were not jaded and cynical about the future.

      One of the students raised her hand. “Dr Reid, can you tell us which climate crisis areas you will cover in the exam?”

      Sophie chuckled. “Not to give too much away, Freya, but I encourage you not to skip revision on the Northern Hemisphere. Specifically, land masses bordering the Arctic Ocean.”

      “So what, Greenland?” another student piped up.

      “That’s all I can say,” Sophie concluded. Glancing at the clock on the wall, she decided to give them an early pass. “Okay, that’ll do for today. Get out of here,” she said, waving her arms.

      Freya came forward as the others packed up and headed for the exits. “Friday night, we’re having an end-of-term bash at Wirströms. You’re welcome to come.”

      Sophie appreciated that despite the age gap between herself and many of her students, they still invited her to social events. She was still a ‘cool cat’. Of course, her physical appearance helped. Thanks to the Jurojin virus, biologically, she was still twenty-two years old.

      “Thanks.” Sophie smiled. “I’ll be there.”

      Looking over Freya’s shoulder, Sophie noticed a figure standing at the back of the lecture theatre. He was middle-aged, dressed in a dark suit, white shirt, and tie. She recognised his rugged, clean-shaven face and short grey hair. He lingered long enough for her to meet his gaze before leaving.

      “See ya,” Freya said over her shoulder as she bounded up the steps. The man had timed his exit to avoid being seen by the student.

      Sophie’s stomach flipped, and she felt dizzy. The man’s appearance, as always, ignited her anxiety. Over the years since her first encounter with the Quant, Athena, military intelligence had regularly contacted her for help—to read their minds.

      She grabbed her bag and headed for the door. Outside, she immediately caught sight of the dark-suited man standing beside the glass exit doors. Wordlessly, she followed him out onto the pavement.

      An unmarked police car sat idling a short distance down the road. The man glanced around before opening the rear door, and she climbed inside. He closed the door behind her and walked around to get in from the far side.

      Apart from the driver, they were alone in the car.

      The man turned to her and said cheerfully in a thick Swedish accent, “Dr Reid, I trust you are well?”

      “Agent Larsson,” she replied, deadpan. “What’s going on?”

      “We think your friend Tyr is up to something.”

      “I can assure you, he is no friend of mine,” Sophie spat.

      “Quite so.” Larsson chuckled. “Still, despite the Northern Alliance’s best efforts, the Scania leader has remained elusive, hiding in the shadows, or the ice fields of Norway.”

      She felt the car accelerate as it joined the freeway into the city. The afternoon was clear and cold. She looked out across the treetops of Norra Djurgården and the glistening waters of Stockholm’s many freshwater inlets and tributaries. She tried to use the scenery to soothe her churning mind, calm her nerves, and control her beating heart.

      Each of these “visits” left her with recurring nightmares and repeated trauma from the events in Scotland. She had taken the offer from the state for free psychotherapy, and of course, the Stem2 implant helped with its range of “on-demand” medications. But still, she was sure there was a connection between her violent and lucid dreams of the Readers and these occasional forced connections with Quants. She had given the therapists an abridged version of her dreams. Despite the supposed protection of client confidentiality, she did not trust that the details of her visions would not get back to the authorities.

      Why do I feel that I cannot trust the Northern Alliance?

      Larsson was still talking. “We appreciate what you have done for us, by the way. We would have been lost in the woods without your intelligence over the years.”

      “How many Quants are left?”

      Larsson shrugged. “Difficult to tell. We estimate that less than one percent of their original numbers are left, which does not account for Greater China, of course. The unknown is how many new ones are being built out there in the wilderness in some secret Scania Quant factory.”

      Sophie ran the numbers in her head. At one point, ten million Quants had been deployed worldwide, industriously carrying out their functions: operating ships, factories, spacecraft, and financial systems. The purge that followed the outbreak of Scania-controlled Quants and viruses was still ongoing.

      In the first few weeks, it had been a terrifying time for those in power. Thousands of politicians and leaders had been assassinated or died in agony. The murders slowed when the Stem system was finally deactivated, and the UN passed a resolution to outlaw Quant technology. The age of artificial intelligence was coming to an end. Less than a hundred thousand entities remained.

      The noise levels inside the car rose abruptly as it disappeared into a tunnel, and they travelled in silence for the remainder of the journey. Sophie recalled from a previous trip that the exit to Storängsbotten signalled they were nearing their destination. However, the black partition that rose in front of her and the rapidly darkening windows still gave her a start. She was reminded that the Northern Alliance liked to keep the location of its intelligence bases a secret from the civilian population.
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        * * *

      

      The quantum containment facility was straight out of a twentieth-century psychiatric hospital—it had white padded walls, no windows, and a black orb hanging from the ceiling.

      Sophie was not alone, though; the room was positively crowded. She knew three of them. Agent Larsson stood to her left, and the holographic representations of Steve Rosnick and Helen Forrester stood to her right.

      “Are you comfortable?” Larsson asked in a low voice.

      Sophie nodded. She was seated in a reclining chair of padded white foam. Larsson pressed a button on the arm, and a footrest hummed into position. He continued pressing until the back started to recline. Sophie swiped his hand away and halted the seat movement. She was no patient, nor was she a prisoner.

      I can stop this and leave at any time, she thought.

      He pointed at two big, coloured buttons on the opposite arm. “Now you remember how these buttons work, right?”

      Sophie nodded. “The green one opens and closes the Stem connection, and the red one is the kill switch.”

      “That’s right. Looks like you are all set.” Larsson backed away from her seat.

      Sophie glanced over at the final person in the room. The unconscious form of a male Scania Quant was strapped to a similar chair at the far end of the room. The being had been through the wars. One eye was missing, replaced by a hollow black pit. The Quant’s long white hair hung matted and wet on either side of his battered face. Several deep cuts ran across his face and bare chest. The blood had coagulated into a black tar that oozed from the wounds. The final touch was the missing right arm, crudely bandaged just below the shoulder.

      Sophie tore her eyes away from the grisly mess and addressed Rosnick. “Tell me about him.”

      “He was the only survivor from an air raid on an old Scania factory in Norway,” Rosnick said, his pale blue eyes regarding the Quant with a pitiful stare. “From what remained of the site, it looks like our old friend Tyr has been building his own⁠—”

      “I wish people would stop calling him friend,” Sophie cut in sharply.

      Rosnick’s middle-aged face creased in a deep frown. “Yes, sorry. We have reason to believe that Quants have been fleeing to Scandinavia over recent years. Tyr could be building his own army, a force of Quants. As you know, capturing one alive and getting intelligence out of them is devilishly hard.”

      Sophie turned towards Helen Forrester. She had aged significantly more than the ten years since they had first met in the basement of Abernathy Castle. Sophie wondered if her narrow escape from the attack on the UN Security Council had anything to do with it.

      “Hello, Helen. Long time no see,” Sophie greeted. “What part do you have in this now?”

      Helen gave her a weak smile. “Good to see you, Sophie. I’m helping the Northern Alliance these days. Continued research into quantum systems, Stem and the like.”

      Sophie raised her eyebrows and stared at the holographic representation, but no more information was forthcoming. She is holding a lot back.

      After a moment, Sophie settled back in the chair and said, “Well, let’s get on with it.”

      “Just to remind you, Sophie,” Larsson said softly, laying a hand on her arm, “once the room is sealed, we can only help you once the Stem Qube is deactivated. We’ll be monitoring you from the camera.”

      “Fine, thank you,” she replied, her voice cracking.

      Larsson strode over to the unconscious Quant, picked up a loaded syringe on a table and stuck it into its neck. “He’ll come to in a minute,” he said to her before leaving the room and closing the heavy padded door behind him with a thud.

      “Good luck,” Helen said softly before her hologram vanished.

      Rosnick gave her a nod and a smile before he disappeared, too.

      The Quant groaned, and his remaining white eye popped open. “So, what’s this?” His voice was nothing more than a croak. “A new form of torture? I can assure you, child, we⁠—”

      Sophie ignored the Quant and hit the green button.  A flap in the wall opened, and a small platform appeared. On the platform sat a golden Stem Qube, its vertices shining in the room's bright lights.

      The appearance of the Qube silenced the Quant. He looked curious, then frowned, then laughed. “Well, that’s a mistake …”

      Sophie felt a hot throb in her arm and neck as her original Stem technology re-activated. The devices had lain dormant since the Purge, useless pieces of
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