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DEDICATION

Disclaimer

This  is  entirely  a  work  of  fiction.  Most  of  the  places  and persons  involved are  entirely 
fictional and any similarity to persons or institutions is entirely co-incidental. The few real-
world places, persons, institutions, etc. mentioned in this book are included for contextual 
reasons only. All comments, assessments and judgements as they touch on actual persons or 
institutions are made only for literary purposes within the fictional narrative of this book, and 
in no way represent any adverse reflection upon those actual persons or institutions. Should 
any person or body be in any way offended by any allusion or comment in this book, we 
apologise unreservedly and explicitly deny any adverse imputation.

Referenced books

The Mars Trilogy by Kim Stanley Robinson (‘Red Mars’, ‘Green Mars’ and ‘Blue Mars’) is a 
classic in ‘hard’ science-fiction and well worth reading.
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Chapter One

Prime Minister Jason Wu, the first person of Asian ancestry to achieve that position in 
Australian history, looked out over the viewing room behind the glass screens.  By God, this  
looks authentic! Here he was, standing in front of the biggest computer cabinet he had ever 
seen,  complete  with  lights  twinkling  faster  than  could  be  registered  by  the  human  eye, 
looking for all the world as though he was actually going to press a button that would do 
something.  

He knew quite well that the actual command would be input elsewhere. The operators 
insisted that no amateur, least of all a politician, should be permitted to put as much as a 
keystroke of input into the most complex bit of programming ever attempted south of the 
Equator. Politics is all show, and this was going to be a good show. He turned to face the 
camera and waited for the producer to give him the countdown on his fingers. At last the 
signal, and the camera light twinkled.

“My brothers and sisters,” he started joyfully, “This is indeed a good day!  This is the 
start of the Integrated Era in the history of our nation.

“For many years now we have used computers to regulate systems of ever-growing 
complexity. These machines are able to do no more than human operators could do, but they 
can do it in nanoseconds rather than minutes, and without human error. This initiative by my 
government has enabled remarkable growth in efficiency in one aspect of life after another, 
increasing prosperity for all.

“More than that, it has helped save lives by making traffic flows faster and safer, by 
managing public transport, by ensuring electricity generation correctly anticipates demand, 
by providing safety backup systems for hospitals, even down to ensuring there would always 
be full reserves of fuel for our vital equipment.” He smiled broadly as he paused.

“But until today all those systems were separately managed and their co-ordination was 
the last outpost of human macro-management. Although each individual system was well 
managed, they were not integrated to provide these services as efficiently, as economically, as 
seamlessly as possible.

“Today that changes! Today we will link all these computers to the Hub. Together they 
will be able to perform all these tasks as before, but in the explicit context of what every 
other computer is doing in its own system. As Tolkien might have said, 'One computer to rule  
them all!'  

“In conjunction with the Hub, the various server computers have also been modified to 
be able to communicate with each other effectively. This has demanded millions of lines of 
additional coding to ensure smooth interfacing.  And furthermore, our experts have made 
allowance for the future. Each server as well as the Hub itself has been augmented with the 
latest in Artificial Intelligence technology, to be able to adapt as the various systems change 
over time. This includes the capacity within each individual server to partition off part of its 
own storage and processing capacity to set up an internal ‘virtual computer’ which will assess 
and critique the performance of the main functional part of the computer, and to adjust its 
own operations to optimise its own performance. So each computer will have its own self-
critical supervisor built into it.

“No matter what the future brings, the Intermesh that will run through this Hub will be 
able to make the most efficient and economical use of the system as a whole, and will also be  
able to anticipate likely future needs. It will be able to then recommend the most efficient,  
economical and timely way of meeting those future needs.

“So welcome, my brothers and sisters, to the Integrated Era!”
With that verbal flourish Prime Minister Wu ostentatiously raised his right arm and 

brought his forefinger down on a red button. A computer technician five miles away was 
watching this on his television screen and flicked a switch on a panel, and then allowed a 
hinged guard flap to drop down over it to prevent any further accidental contact. The Hub 
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sent out the final command activating all links to the individual servers. The Intermesh was 
now active.
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Chapter Two

Gary  Stein  came  to  the  end  of  the  input  data  files.  He  was  using  the  speech 
synthesizer/transcriber module to ensure that he didn't flick the eyes over any data mismatch 
in what could so easily become an almost hypnotic daze. He had read out every number on 
the sheet of paper before him and the computer had confirmed every entry. No, there was no 
obvious mistake there. He was not surprised. His staff had already told him that.  But he 
wanted to be able to tell the Head that he had checked everything himself, in painstaking 
detail.

The process had taken almost five hours and he was feeling hoarse.  He stretched his 
arms over his head and then reached for his empty coffee cup for the third time since he had 
drained it. Now would be a good time to go to bed. The alternative would be to brew up 
another batch of coffee, and that wouldn't be good for his health. He needed to talk to Adam 
about this tomorrow and get an entirely new set of eyes to look over this problem from the 
start.

“Yes, Gary?” Adam Trescott looked up from his desk. Adam and Gary were the two 
Divisional Leaders of the Intermesh. Adam’s official responsibility was in financial/capital 
works and planning while Gary’s was in programming, updating and maintenance, but the 
two of them had agreed to sit on each other’s shoulders unofficially. They knew they would 
perform better as a team than as separate Divisions.

“I checked every entry in the data last night myself,” Gary told him from the doorway. 
“Every input item was read out to the computer and every one of them confirmed. More 
foolproof than a human proof-reader. I'm certain the data is good.”

“Have a seat, Gary,” Adam gestured. Gary moved to a chair across the desk from Adam 
and sat. “If you say the data is clean, then it's clean. The problem must be in the coding.”

“Or maybe there's no problem at all,” Gary responded with a huff. 
“There has to be,” Adam said flatly. “The system as a whole is underperforming, and by 

a  significant  margin.  We know that  because  the  backup system is  modelling  everything, 
including variables in the inputs, and it says we should be doing much better.”

“The backup system is  a  hand calculator  compared to the Intermesh,” Gary waved 
away that  explanation.  “It  doesn't  have the grunt to get  down into the details.  There are 
intricacies that the backup simplifies for the sake of run time. Approximations give rise to 
inaccuracies. The devil is always in the detail.”

Adam leant  back  in  his  chair.  “Perhaps  you're  right,  but  the  Head  won't  take  that 
answer. She'll tell us to find the problem or make way for someone else who can.”

“And when that someone fails...?”
“That  won't  help  us  at  all,”  Adam  answered.  “Disagreeing  with  the  Head  can  be 

forgiven when you are proved wrong and apologise, but disagreeing with the Head and then 
being proved right  will  never  be forgiven.  Every Head wants  staff  who know their  jobs 
perfectly, so long as they don't know better than the Head.”

“Yeah,” Gary agreed reluctantly. He paused again. “So I can think of only one way 
forward. We need to bolt some more storage and a few more processors onto the Department 
mainframe and model the entire system. And I mean the actual programmes in each Main 
Server with all their interaction protocols, not some cut-down version like the backup. It still  
won't be able to perform fast enough for real time, but we can dedicate a month for it to run  
through a typical day on the Intermesh.”

Adam winced. “That would effectively close down the computer capacity of the entire 
Department for a month. The cost would be enormous, and the downstream costs from the 
delay  would  be  even  more.”  Adam  thought  for  another  few  moments.  “It's  not  public 
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knowledge yet that the Intermesh isn't  up to full  efficiency. We shouldn't  close down the 
Department or it will draw attention. Politically unpopular.”

“Okay,  so  let's  grab  a  dozen  or  more  mid-size  computers  or  hire  a  few  from  a 
University that  needs a bit  of spare cash.  The cost  of this  underperformance,  if  it’s  true, 
would make it worth the outlay.”

Adam thought a moment “How do we tell the Head that?”
“We  have  to  look  like  we're  serious  or  we'll  be  flicked.  If  she  refuses  our 

recommendation then it's on her shoulders, not ours.”  He leant forward again. 
“Yeah. I'll put together a 'most urgent' memo to the Head, suggesting that. I'll send a 

draft through to you for comment and adjustment before it goes upstairs.”
“Good,” Gary responded as he stood. “I'll talk to my staff. We have all the programmes 

for all the servers as well as the Hub, so we know how much capacity we need to cobble 
together to run it, even if slowly. And how much time we need for a simulated run equivalent 
to a day of real time.”

“Great. Let me know soonest and I can work that into the memo.” He reached for his 
pen as Gary turned for the door.
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Chapter Three

Gary was grimly satisfied now. He had an answer, and not a moment too soon. Various 
experts around Australia were starting to ask whether the Intermesh was as good as it had 
been promised to be. Now, after running the ANU's 'Son of Raijin' for twenty three days, it 
was clear that there was indeed a significant underperformance.  The analyses made that 
much clear and pointed towards some likely trouble spots.

“Mr. Stein, please take a seat,” Priya Costa stood and beamed a smile as he entered. 
Head of Department she might well be, but a colourless bureaucrat she wasn't. The daughter 
of a minor Bollywood actress and a Portuguese diplomat, she was the complete package. She 
had flawless skin, glossy jet-black hair falling well below her shoulders, elegant features, a 
velvet voice, was well connected socially and intellectually brilliant. Her absolutely proper 
business suit managed to obey all the usual dress code strictures while still subtly displaying 
her gracile build. To this she added an easy and apparently sincere courtesy. Gary felt every 
millimetre the stalled-in-adolescence geek of popular culture. He knew everyone saw him as 
such even without this comparison.

She waited for Gary to take the seat indicated before sitting herself. No handshake, 
though. All of her Section Officers had been told from the start of her reign that she was not  
one for any form of physical contact.

“Thank you for sending through this summary, Mr. Stein,” she continued cheerfully as 
she waved a few pages in her hand. “You’ve done an excellent job. But you might have to 
explain in layman's terms where you suggest we go now.”

“Thank you,  ma'am. As the executive summary states,  the ANU simulation ran the 
same demand-supply-cost curves as were applicable on the sixth of August. On the basis of 
those curves the Intermesh performed exactly as it should have. There was no inefficiency in 
the Intermesh compared to the simulation.

“However,  during  the  simulation  we  noticed  that  those  demand-supply-cost  curves 
seemed to  have  some anomalies.  These  anomalies  were  not  confined to  any one  server. 
Services such as water and sewerage pumping, showed no departure from what was expected, 
while the anomalies seemed more pronounced in the more energy-intensive sectors.   For 
example,  some sectors reduced their demand for power at  times even though a dead flat 
power demand would be more efficient to their processes.

“We don't know why these anomalies happened. These figures were input data obtained 
historically  from the  real  Intermesh servers  involved.  How those  servers  calculated  their 
demands is not available without downloading additional detail from those servers. But more 
detailed investigations carried out on the ANU model suggests that these demands are based 
on flawed curves. When we input realistic data rather than the historical data we get a result 
much  better  than  that  achieved  by  the  Intermesh.  We  conclude  that  the  Intermesh  is 
substantially sub-optimum.”

“Thanks for that summary, Mr. Stein,” Priya smiled again, but this time with just a hint 
of  'Don't  talk  down to me,  sonny! I  understood that  from reading the  summary myself!'  
“What I want to know is what you propose as the next step. Minister Waller has made it clear 
that the Government considers this its signature initiative, and its success is essential to the 
nation's future prosperity.”

“Like you, ma'am, I am totally committed to optimising the Intermesh,” Gary dared to 
push  back  ever  so  slightly.  “I  recommend that  we  put  a  trace  into  those  servers  whose 
historical demand varied most from the demand in the optimised model. Each trace will save 
and download the actual calculations made by the machine. That way we can check to see if  
there is some misfit  between reading the demand-supply-cost  curves and the calculations 
based on them. It might be as small a thing as a function that is undefined at some points on 
the curve and which the machine's AI fills in by default.”

“This trace will be a download from the real-world server, won't it?”
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“Yes, ma'am. Then we can analyse the relevant algorithms and correct any bugs.”
“Good.” Priya confirmed. “Are there any other points to be discussed?”
“No, ma'am. Thank you for your time,” Gary stood to leave. He offered a short nod of 

the head rather than an extended hand, of course.
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Chapter Four

It had been a trivial exercise to insert a few lines of code into the demand subroutine of 
the computer controlling the newly-nationalised Liquid Fuels Australia refinery. The refinery 
was a continuous chemical process. As such it demanded that temperatures, pressures and 
flow rates be tightly controlled to remain as close as possible to constant.  This was why the 
demand-cost curve for this installation had the sharpest,  narrowest peak in the system. It 
didn't really matter how expensive or how cheap electric power might be on a moment-by-
moment basis; the consequential cost of varying the flow was much more than the cost or 
benefit of a brief peak or dip in power costs. 

The ANU modelling had agreed with that assessment. But the Hub had not.
The face of Carla Pinney, his senior programmer, was now on his screen now. 
“Everything is fully installed and checked, Gary. All that remains is to activate it. The 

subroutine will store every input parameter calculated and make them available for screen 
display.”

 “Then go ahead, Carla. Run it for a full day and see what it tells us.”
“'Consider it done!” Carla responded. “I'll get the raw results to you this time tomorrow, 

and with luck a preliminary analysis by the end of the day.” She smiled and clicked off her 
connection.

That had been yesterday morning. Her report was overdue. Gary was usually reluctant 
to hound his senior staff. It wasn't good for morale and sent all the wrong messages. But 
sometimes it had to be done. He called up his menu and scrolled down to 'Carla Pinney'. He 
clicked on the name. It took a few seconds for Carla's face to appear.

“I'm sorry I'm late, Gary,” she forestalled his question. “I'm still trying to figure out 
exactly what happened.”

“Well, what can you tell me off the cuff?”
“I can tell you that the file where the output was supposed to be stored is empty,” Carla 

answered. “And that the code for the routine isn't on the computer.”
“It seems that someone forgot to save it to the computer,” Gary suggested. “That sort of 

thing shouldn't happen, but it can.”
“No, Gary,” Carla answered. “I know for a fact that those lines went in and that they 

were saved. I make a point of taking a screen shot of every alteration immediately it is saved,  
just in case something goes wrong. Then I use a datastick to load that screen shot to my 
isolated computer in case the system goes down, and then I print a paper copy in case we 
have a power failure.” She smiled wryly. “Yes, I’m paranoid, but a good engineer has to be 
paranoid or something will go wrong.”  

“And you have that screen shot and paper record?” Gary asked.
“Yes,” she answered, waving a few sheets of paper beside her face.
“So what do the logs say?” Gary pressed. Every Main Server had its own internal log of 

all changes made to its programming.
“The logs show nothing,” Carla replied. “Not the original changes, nor those changes 

being removed.”
Gary paused. This was not good! Although not significant in itself,  this could be a 

symptom of a deep-seated fault in the system. “I don’t recall that being a problem before 
now,” he commented. “The entire debugging process was logged without a glitch, so why has 
it stopped working now?”  

Carla glimpsed from side to side. “I’m on my way,” she said and flicked off the call.  
Only a few seconds later she was in Gary’s office, closing the door behind her. Gary gestured 
for her to sit.
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“I can think of only one possible answer, Gary. I think we’ve been hacked. I don’t know 
how, but whoever did it must be incredibly clever. And for the hacker to know it was there to 
hack in the first place, it must be an inside job.”

Gary felt the floor fall away beneath him. An inside job in the one Department that 
effectively controlled the economic life of the country! This could cause more damage than a 
major terrorist attack. What had happened to the Security screening?

“That can’t be! Nobody is allowed to even enter the building without top clearance. 
Every employee, even the cleaners, have had their entire families combed. And nothing can 
be done to the Intermesh except through the Department’s mainframe in the basement and 
that’s totally isolated from the Internet. It connects only to the Hub on dedicated and isolated 
ports, just as the Hub is connected to the Main Servers. It can’t be hacked remotely, and it 
can’t  be accessed internally except through one of the terminals in this office, password-
protected and with facial and vocal recognition barriers.”

“Yes,” Carla agreed. “So how was it done?”
Gary shook his head. “It wasn’t done. It couldn’t have been done! There must have 

been a glitch in the re-programming. Do that subroutine again, checking every step, then 
confirm, then log off and re-enter to check that it’s still there. With me sitting next to you and 
watching every keystroke, no offence intended. I’ll have to tell the Head about this, and I 
want to be able to tell her it’s watertight. If it fails again, then we have real problems.”

“When?” Carla asked.
“Now,” Gary answered and stood. Carla stood also and they went straight to Carla’s 

workstation.
Gary  and  Carla  worked  through  the  process.  Every  step  was  spoken  out  loud, 

confirmed and agreed before it was executed, like a passenger plane’s flight crew preparing 
to land. Thus a twenty-minute job took four hours. At the end of it they logged out and then 
logged back on. The new code was not there.

“This is ridiculous!” Gary exclaimed in his frustration. “Give me some time to think 
about it. You think about it too. Perhaps there’s something wrong with the hardware, or even 
a glitch in the editing programme. No hacker could possibly have responded so quickly! Just 
to find the new code would take longer than that, even if he knew about it as soon as we 
saved it.”

“We haven’t had any problems with other changes,” Carla pointed out.
“That was then. This is now,” Gary retorted. “Anyway, check the log.”
A few clicks later Carla had called up the log of programmed changes. There was no 

record at all of their work.
“No hacker could do that,” Gary muttered. “Not even I have the passwords or clearance 

to change the log.  We need to think about this.”
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Chapter Five

“I can’t explain it, ma’am. It was on my mind all last night but this sort of thing is just 
impossible.”

“And yet it’s happened,” Priya finished the thought. “Have you told Adam? What does 
he say?”

“I haven’t mentioned it to him yet. All he knows is that we were going to put the trace 
on.  This  glitch  was  last  thing  we  did  late  yesterday  and  I  reported  straight  to  you  this 
morning.”

“Then let’s find out if he has any insights.” Priya called up her directory and clicked on 
Trescott’s name. “Oh, Adam, could Gary and I have your company in my office please? As 
soon as you can make it? Thanks.” She closed the connection immediately. It should take 
Adam only a minute to make the elevator ride up to the Head’s office.

Gary felt his phone vibrate in his pocket.
“Go ahead; answer it,” Priya said with a smile. Even on silent, the sound was enough 

for her acute hearing to pick up.
“Thank you, ma’am.” Gary looked at the screen. It was his secretary. She should know 

better than to disturb him while meeting with the Head.
“Yes, Margie?” he asked.
Margie’s  voice  sounded strained.  “I’ve just  had a  call  from Carla  Pinney’s  partner. 

Carla died in a train accident last night.”
Gary  was  stunned.  He  hadn’t  even  heard  about  a  train  accident.  He  had  been  too 

absorbed in  this  problem.  But  how was a  train accident  even possible?  The system was 
completely  safe,  controlled  by  a  server  programmed to  adhere  to  strict  safety  protocols. 
“Thanks, Margie,” he acknowledged weakly, cut the call and put his phone back into his 
pocket.

“Carla Pinney is dead,” he said hollowly to Priya just as Adam entered the office.
“What?” Adam responded, thinking he was being addressed personally.
“I’ve just been told Carla Pinney died in a train accident last night.”
“How?” Adam was incredulous.
“I  have news on demand here,”  Priya  took control  of  the  conversation and started 

clicking on her computer. “Large screen,” she invited the men to view the slaved conference-
sized screen on her wall.

Soon there was a grainy shot of a suburban train platform, the sort recorded by security 
cameras. It showed a half-dozen commuters waiting for a train and all  looking down the 
platform as though they could see their train approaching. Then suddenly one of the robotic 
sweepers moved towards the edge of the platform, pushing a woman onto the tracks and 
toppling over after her. Barely a second later the front of the train swept through.

“That was Carla,” Gary said in a daze. “I recognised her coat.”
“That’s impossible,” Adam responded. “Those cleaner robots are programmed to never 

approach within two metres of a human and to stop moving anyway if a train is due within 
the next minute. That’s not just one command override, but two.”

“Gentlemen, I think we might have more than one problem here,” Priya commented. 
“It’s obvious that Carla’s death was no accident. If one system on the Hub can be used to 
commit murder, we need to know how. So without wanting to diminish Carla in any way, our  
first priority is the refusal of the Server to accept the programming changes. What are the 
possible causes? Be as wild with your imaginations as you like.”

“What do you mean?” Adam asked.
“The server accepted the trace subroutine as discussed, but then immediately erased it  

and also erased any mention of it from the log.”
“But that can’t be done!” Adam responded. “That log was set up so it could only be 

accessed, not altered.  The only way to edit it would be to format the entire memory module.”
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“Well,  it  happened,”  Gary  answered.  “And  it  happened  within  seconds,  without 
affecting the previous logged items.”

“Adam, your Division was responsible for the hardware and the initial programming 
and installation.  How could this be done?” Priya demanded.

Adam knew better than to be dismissive of this question. He had to look as though he 
had taken it seriously. He paused a moment.

“Ok. So you want the imagination to run wild,” he said eventually.  “Perhaps it’s a 
hardware problem and the memory address this code is being saved to is defective.  The bits  
just re-set as soon as the read moves elsewhere.  Possible, but highly unlikely. I don’t know 
how that would also stop the log from registering it, but I don’t know the logic of the log 
register well enough to answer without studying it more closely. Perhaps it’s possible that the 
log only registers it after the change has been scanned and confirmed to be in memory.

“But perhaps, just remotely perhaps, it’s a software error. It might appear to save the 
amendment, but not actually save it.  And because it’s not saved, the log doesn’t register it.  
But I don’t know why such a fault could affect this change without all the previous changes  
also being affected, and so far that’s never happened.”

“Ah! The penny drops!” Gary exclaimed. “Carla and I thought at first that there might 
be a hacker involved. But we threw that idea out because no hacker could have responded in 
the time available. But perhaps it’s a fault in the subroutine that registers or activates changes 
in the programme! Then there would be no need for a hacker to respond. The change would 
never get into the main program in the first place.”

Priya looked to Adam. “Is that a possibility, Adam?”
“Hmm, in theory,” Adam conceded. “Gary’s knows more about programming than I 

do.”
“Do you have a better theory?”
“No. It’s highly unlikely, but can’t think of anything else more likely.”
“If you do, let us know,” Priya commanded. “In the meantime, get to work on what you 

have.” Then Priya softened. “And let your people know about Carla, Gary. If some of them 
need time off, let them have it. Do whatever has to be done. Margie might be a good person  
to manage that, if she’s willing.”

Gary made his way back to his own office. Margie was still  sobbing, her face in a 
tissue.

“Have you told the rest of the division yet?” Gary asked with as gentle a voice as he 
could manage. Margie couldn’t answer. She shook her head.

“Then perhaps I should. You can go home if you think you need to. Or go have a coffee 
with some of the others. Whatever you need.”

Margie nodded.  “I think I should go and tell her team,” Margie said bravely. “Then we 
might all go out for a coffee together, whatever.”

“You do that, Margie. I’ll see to the rest of the office.”
Gary dawdled into his own office as Margie rose from her chair. ‘What’s happening 

with these computers lately?’ he wondered. ‘Did they have it in for Carla?’
Then the thought struck him. Was there a connection? More than a co-incidence? He 

typed at his computer, calling up the Public Service Directory. There! Simone Davis, Head of 
Public  Transport.  He clicked on that  and worked down the branched hierarchy.  Matthew 
Zhang, Manager of I.T. Division. He called for Matthew’s contact and hoped his own level 
was high enough to be given clearance. It was! He called for a connection.

“Matt Zhang,” a voice came from his computer after a few seconds. The screen was 
still blank. Matthew obviously likes his privacy.

“Matt, this is Gary Stein, from the Intermesh Authority. I hear you had a malfunction 
last night at Curtin Station.”

“Yes,” the tone of the answer suggested a hint of impatience. “That’s why I’m very 
busy right now, so if this isn’t urgent…”
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“My apologies, Matt, but I think it is. It looks to me like there might have been a fault  
in your sweeper’s software, and we’re having similar problems over here. There might be a 
connection. Besides which, the victim was one of my staff. Could you please ask one of your  
people to liaise with me?”

“Sorry about your worker, Gary. Sure, I’ll get someone to talk to you soonest.”
“Thanks Matt. That’s all I want. My connector address here is LagerStein24, in case 

your staffer doesn’t have clearance level. Capital ‘L’, capital ‘S’ and numeric ‘24’”.
“LagerStein24,”  Matthew  repeated  at  a  pace  that  suggested  he  was  writing  it. 

“Someone will be in touch shortly. Bye.” The connection was dropped. Zhang was obviously 
under pressure.

Gary opened an ‘all staff’ text message and started typing.  
Some of you might have already heard that Carla Pinney died last night in a tragic  

accident.  She was a dear work colleague, loved by all who had the privilege to know her.  
Those of you who feel the need to take special time to remember her are urged to do so.  
Come  together  and  share  your  memories  of  the  good  times  with  Carla  and  her  many  
endearing qualities.  Our hearts also go out to her friends beyond this workplace and to her  
family.  As more information about arrangements comes to us we will pass this on.

That’s one more job done. To say it like that sounded brutal in his own mind. Why did 
it have to be so ritualised? As though every individual person, unique in so many ways, had 
to be run through the same rigidly stereotyped procedure? But he knew the answer.  The 
formality was to prevent someone being offended. If you stick to the ‘one size fits all’, then 
no-one can accuse you of any form of discrimination. Thus does each special person in a 
million become identical in death to the other nine hundred and ninety nine thousand nine 
hundred  and  ninety  nine.  It  was  so  wrong!  But  unfortunately,  so  necessary.  He  stabbed 
angrily at the ‘enter’ tab to send that pathetic, glib and totally unworthy message to all under 
his authority.

Almost immediately after the screen cleared he heard the chime of an incoming call. 
He  glanced  at  the  sender  and  saw the  logo  of  the  Department  of  Public  Transport.  He 
accepted the call. Matt Zhang might be under pressure, but he manages it well!

“Mr. Stein?” a young woman asked.
“Gary Stein here,” Gary confirmed.
“Tracey Green here, Mr. Stein. Matt Zhang asked me to call you.”
“Thank  you,  Tracey.  That  accident  at  Curtin  Station  last  night  could  be  linked  to 

computer problems that have come to our attention in other areas. I would like to know what 
investigations are being carried out and what results are being found.”

“All  investigations  in  Public  Transport  are  carried  out  under  instructions  from our 
internal  Legal  department  and are  therefore  under  legal  privilege,”  Tracy recited.  “I  can 
provide  you  with  no  information  except  as  directed  by  our  Legal  Officer.  She  can  be 
contacted through our website.”

Gary suppressed a desire to sigh. The Department obviously doesn’t want to be sued for 
damages, however merited they might be. So much of the ‘public’ part of ‘Public Service’!

“Thank you for telling me that, Tracey. But I’m thinking that it might be better if my 
superior, Ms. Costa, Head of the Intermesh Authority, contacts the Head of the Department of 
Public Transport directly and arranges clearance for me that way.”

“I think that would be an avenue well worth trying, Mr. Stein,” Tracey agreed. Much 
easier than trying to argue.

“Thank you for your attention, Ms. Green. That’s all I need.” He forced himself to 
smile as he closed the conversation.

The screen went blank. Why do they have to make things so difficult? This matter was 
‘this  minute’ urgent!  It  might  be  smarter  for  me to  send a  text  to  the  Head rather  than 
interrupting her again. But he needed to know what was the current command algorithm in 
that sweeper in the moment before the train smashed it to pieces, and the chip itself should 
have survived that impact.  And perhaps more extensive video records than the short  clip 
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provided to the news services. He wanted to know exactly what was happening and why. This 
was just too much a co-incidence for him to accept.
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Chapter Six

“Thanks  for  organising  access  to  Transport’s  investigation  for  me,  ma’am,”  Gary 
acknowledged as he walked into the office.

“What did you find?” Priya asked directly as she indicated a chair.
“Enough to make me wonder,” Gary summarised as he sat. He brought up the security 

video on the screen of his touchboard and turned it to show Priya. He slowed the file to half-
speed. “The surveillance cameras showed the sweeper wasn’t following its default protocol of 
cleaning the platform around the commuters. As soon as Carla came down the steps and onto 
the platform the sweeper shadowed her. See how it stopped in the centre of the platform, 
between tracks three and four, directly level with Carla’s position? Then when Carla moved a 
couple of metres forward ready to board, the sweeper moved to stay in the same relative 
position and turned to face her. That sweeper was stalking her, no doubt. Then, just before the 
train came level with where she was standing, it rushed forward to push her onto the tracks 
and fell on top of her. Only one second before the train hit her.” He stopped the playback.

“The sweeper’s onboard log was recovered but showed nothing. Nor did the log of the 
Station computer, which should have registered any commands to over-ride the autonomous 
rubbish-collection default program. Why am I not surprised? I’ve come to expect that lately. 

“Call me paranoid, but I see a pattern here. I think our hacker got into that station 
computer and deliberately suspended the sweeper’s log recording, used it to kill Carla, and 
then wiped the station computer as well.” Gary’s tone indicated that he had finished.

“Have you shared this theory with anyone else yet?” Priya asked.
“Not yet, ma’am.”
Priya nodded thoughtfully. “Good.  If this hacker has that sort of capability, we have to 

be careful. If word gets out, he might well take action against anyone else whom he sees as a  
threat.” She nodded again. “Give me an hour to think through what we might do and who we 
might tell. Then we can have another chat before committing to anything.”

 Gary had just spread the news around his staff that Carla’s memorial service would be 
held in three days’ time, a requiem mass. He hadn’t realised until then that Carla had been  
religious. His phone rang.

“Gary, please come to my office.” That was the Head.
“On my way, ma’am,” Gary replied as he closed the screen and stood.
“I’ve checked the Main Server for the Department of Public Transport just a short time 

ago,” Priya said as she indicated a chair again. “As Head of the Intermesh Authority, I have 
clearance to do that without having to get permission first, which you don’t, so I didn’t have 
to speak to anyone about our suspicions. There’s no trace of anything out of the ordinary 
between the Server and the station computer. So our hacker is either able to get into the 
station computer independently, which would be virtually impossible, or he is very careful to 
cover his tracks. But we already know that.”

Gary was horrified. “God, no! You didn’t! Not from this terminal here?” he indicated 
Priya’s console.

“Of course from here,” she answered, wondering why he was concerned.
“How do you think the hacker knew to take out Carla?” he demanded. “The only way 

he could have known was to see which terminal in Intermesh Authority had tried to place the 
trace  and  whose  password  authority  had  been  used.  That  had  all  been  done  on  Carla’s 
terminal and under her password, which our hacker could have looked up by hacking into our 
personnel files. Then, a simple thing to tap into the surveillance cameras to see how she got  
home that first night. That’s how he knew to prepare the trap the second night.
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“And  now  you’ve  given  him  exactly  the  same  way  of  tracking  you  and  your 
movements!”  Gary finished.

“Why didn’t you tell me that an hour ago?” Priya demanded.
“Because I told you to talk to no-one, but just think about things and then we’d talk 

some more,” Gary was almost desperate.  “So you go and put your name right under the 
hacker’s nose!” He shrugged in exasperation. “Sorry to be insubordinate, ma’am, but this 
could put you in big trouble.”

“No, I appreciate your concern,” Priya motioned for him to calm down. “But I can’t see 
a risk. I don’t take public transport. I have an Authority car to take me home.”

“Even worse!” Gary almost cried. “This guy can simply hack into your car’s autodrive 
computer on the way home and crash you into the lake. Or into a tree at a hundred and fifty 
kilometres per hour.”

Priya went quiet for a few moments. “You think it’s that serious?” she asked eventually.
“Don’t ask me. Ask Carla.”
Priya paused a few more moments. “Asking for protection won’t do much good,” she 

said eventually. “If our hacker can do what you say, then he can do almost anything. He could 
even ram a loaded Liquid Fuels tanker into my house and have it explode.”

“The  only  safety  is  in  being  anonymous  or  invisible,”  Gary  agreed.  “So  far  I’m 
anonymous;  I  used  Carla’s  terminal  here  and a  Public  Transport  terminal  and once-only 
password for my investigations over there. You’re no longer anonymous, so the problem now 
is to make you invisible.”

“That won’t be easy,” Priya muttered. “If he has my name, then it won’t be hard to get 
my biometrics from the personnel file and then put a background search command on every 
surveillance camera system in the country. That’s how police track their suspects and missing 
persons.  He  just  has  to  direct  the  identification  response  to  an  address  that  he  watches 
himself.”

Priya pursed her lips as she thought some more. “And I wouldn’t be too confident that 
you’re in the clear either,” she added. “If Carla was a target and I’m now a target, then the 
one point of connection between us is you as the intermediate level in the Authority. It won’t 
be hard for him to conclude that I found out about Carla’s trace through you.”

“You could be right there, ma’am,” Gary conceded.
“But,” Priya’s manner brightened, “that’s assuming you’re right about some psycho 

hacker who isn’t content with just playing mischief, but is a murderer as well. From all I read  
about these things, most hackers are socially-inept twenty-year-olds living in virtual reality. 
They don’t  really  think too much about  the  real  world  and real  people.  So are  you just 
running scared of a shadow?”

“I  know of  one good way of finding out,  ma’am. Just  go home in your  Authority 
computer-driven car tonight and see what happens.”

Priya gave a thin smile at this. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. So let’s do that.” Then she 
put a forefinger to her lips.  

She bent over her desk, took a felt-tipped marker from a drawer.  She came around 
from her desk, out of the range of her console camera, and used the side coffee table to write  
in big letters on an A4 sheet of paper.  She held the sheet up directly above her screen, out of  
her camera field of vision, for Gary to read.  

Spyware on computers? Don’t speak, beware cameras.
 
She beckoned Gary to follow her.

Anna looked up from her work as Priya and Gary approached. “Good morning, ma’am. 
Mr. Stein.”

“Anna, please ask Adam to come out for a moment. Tell him you need his advice.”
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Anna nodded, stood and took the four steps to open Adam’s office door.
“Mr. Trescott, I need your advice, please.”
The first thing Adam saw as he emerged from his office was the note with big letters 

held up by Priya. He nodded without speaking. Priya beckoned him to follow into a small 
room set aside for private phone calls. That had no cameras or communication devices.

“Adam, I need your help.  We suspect  that  the guy who’s been hacking our system 
might also be dangerous, and has it in mind to do Gary and me some damage. We need some 
way of  getting things  done without  any risk of  electronic  surveillance.  For  the  moment,  
you’re it. While you’re doing that, think about a person completely unconnected to us who 
can serve the same purpose without suspicion. Someone you know from your son’s football 
club, for example. We don’t dare try to use anyone who already knows us.”

“How sure are you that you’re in danger?” Adam asked. “And for how long? Why not 
go to the police?”

“We’re not sure, so we’re going to test the theory. I don’t want to go to the police 
because we think the hacker might be able to get into Police systems as well.”

Adam shrugged. “Well, let me know what you want done,” he agreed.
“First, assume your terminal has spyware for both vision and sound, even when turned 

off. Assume all surveillance is also compromised, including lift security. In short, say nothing 
about us.” Priya gave that a moment to sink in.

“Now, here’s what we need. We’re assuming that we will be the focus of surveillance, 
so we need to disguise ourselves. That doesn’t mean a cheap wig or a false beard. We need to 
fool the biometrics files. What characteristics do the Authority files contain?”

“Height  and  weight  range,  subject  to  the  usual  variables  such  as  heel  height  and 
clothing,”  Adam started  ticking  off  the  parameters.  “Eye  separation  distance,  ear  shape, 
including degree of lobe attachment. Voice pitch profile. Chin and mouth shape.” He paused. 
“Other parameters like hair length and colour, eye colour, etc are too variable because of  
fashion to be reliable.”

“Ear  shape and jawline can be changed with clay and makeup,”  Priya thought  out 
aloud. Her background knowledge from her mother's work helped there. “Eye separation can 
be hidden with dark sunglasses. A bit of padding can change apparent weight. Not a problem. 
Gary and I will go down to the shopping mall later today; there’s a costume hire shop there 
and we’ll get ourselves fitted out. Then we’ll disappear for a day or two while you find us a 
reliable contact.”

“Just a moment, ma’am,” Adam had caught up to the scheme quickly. “If this guy is 
prepared to kill, then he’s no ordinary hacker. And what fun is there in playing silly games 
like marginal inefficiencies in obscure parts of the economy?  A typical hacker would want to  
trigger some highly visible disruption, not kill people.

“This sounds more like a hostile state-sponsored attack. The Chinese and the Russians 
have entire departments tasked with subtle sabotage of other economies, and this looks like 
that sort of thing to me. If this is true, you could be in a lot deeper than you think.”

There  was  a  pause  as  Priya  thought  this  through.  “Yes,  you  could  be  right,”  she 
conceded eventually. “All the more reason to not go to the Security for protection, because 
that would be one of the first systems they would target. So Gary and I have to disappear for  
the moment until we find out what we’re up against.”

“So you’re going underground, at least for the short term. How do I contact you? How 
do I get information to you? How do you tell me what you want?” Adam was pushing into the 
logistics of the operation already.

“Nothing electronic, that’s absolute,” Gary interjected. “But it has to be able to get to us 
wherever we are.”

“How about  a  newspaper  ad?  I  could  embed a  message  into  something that  looks 
ordinary,” Adam offered. “Yes!  Check out the classified ads in the Canberra Times every 
morning. If I want to send a message, I’ll head it ‘In memory of Arthur Benedict Cleary’. The 
initials ABC should be easy enough for you to remember. After that, take every fourth letter  
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to spell out the message. Any more messages later will have a different name but the same 
initials.”

“A bit transparent,” Priya answered.
“Only if someone wants to look there. I’ll get some third party to authorise it so there’s 

no connection to me.”
Gary looked to Priya. “Sounds good to me,” he offered. “There would be a lot of closer 

coincidences than that, every day of the week.”
Priya nodded. “Good idea, Adam. Thanks. Next problem, we need to use cash. Any 

electronic payments would be too easy to trace. I don’t want to draw on our own accounts, or  
that could alert the hacker that we intend to hide. I don’t want him to know that; I want him 
to  think  that  we’ve  died,  either  because  of  an  assassination  attempt  that  worked  or  by 
misadventure trying to avoid it. So how much cash have you got on you?”

Adam took out his wallet.  He handed over a hundred and twenty dollars and some 
coins.  “That’s not enough. I’ll draw some out of my own account today, not enough to arouse 
suspicions. We’ll have to work out a way of getting more to you somehow,” he commented. 
“Anyway, how long do you intend to hide?”

“First we have to put out a bait, to see if we really are at risk,” Priya said. “I’ll do that 
tonight.”

“And the other half of the problem,” Adam continued. “How do you intend to track 
down  this  hacker  if  you’re  in  hiding?  The  only  computers  that  can  interface  with  the 
Intermesh are each other and the dedicated terminals in the Authority. It was deliberately kept  
separate from the Internet to ensure it couldn’t be hacked.”

“I can handle that,” Gary answered. “I know systems and how to get into them. Just 
leave Priya’s computer active while we’re gone and I’ll get in through that.”

“But you won’t be able to,” Adam protested. “All the Intermesh terminals are isolated 
from the Internet. You have to be here, at the terminal, to be able to use it.”

“Not if I rig a wi-fi connection,” Gary answered. “I’ll patch Priya’s computer into a wi-
fi coupling with another computer in the building that’s on the Internet and then hack into that 
other computer. In fact, I’ll do it to a dozen of our computers, to allow me some backups. I  
know how the make the connection invisible to internal diagnostics, so our friend would have 
no way of knowing that it’s being done. With luck, I should even be able to hide which 
computer is the break-in point. So keep all our computers running.”

Adam nodded. “Your mis-spent youth has its rewards, I suppose. I’ll get down to the 
mall now and grab a few thousand dollars in cash for you. That should be enough for a few 
days and after that we’ll play it as it comes.”

Priya and Gary walked out of the building lobby together. Gary felt eyes boring into 
him as people wondered what a short, unpresentable guy like him was doing accompanied by 
this drop-dead-stunning woman. Priya was completely at ease. She’s probably accustomed to 
every eye being on her, Gary thought to himself almost sullenly. They turned right to walk the 
sixty metres to the entrance to the shopping mall to buy their disguises. Now that they were 
on the street and away from the building's sound surveillance, Priya started talking about her 
planned bait tonight. But something caught Gary’s eye among the oncoming traffic.

“Lookout!” he screamed as he turned and drove his shoulder and upper arm into Priya. 
In a fraction of a second they were both behind a street tree as an autobus veered off the 
carriageway and onto the footpath, clipping the side of the tree on the way past. They stared 
at the side of the bus and heard the screams of a woman behind them. They could see that two 
others who had been walking behind them had been crushed by the wayward vehicle.

“Let’s get away from here!” Priya hissed and hurried down the street.
She stopped outside the entry to the mall and turned to face Gary. “Don’t you  ever 

touch me again!” she hissed at him, her face a mask of rage.
“But that bus would have killed us. What would you prefer me to do?”
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“Just don’t you ever touch me again. Understand? I don’t need any man to protect me, 
and you remember that!” Her glower was intimidating.

“Yes, ma’am,” Gary submitted. He understood that her adrenalin was still pumping and 
she was just venting her shock.

“Anyway,” Gary could see the force of will as Priya struggled to think and speak more 
calmly, “that shows we’re not talking about a lone hacker. Only a few seconds earlier we 
were not even out of the building. Nobody could have got into the bus computer that quickly, 
even if he was watching us get into the elevator on the building security system. There’s more 
than one person involved here, with every system around us ready and waiting for us to stick 
our heads out. That's convinced me that Adam was right. This must have a large team behind 
it, so it must be state-sponsored.”

“I think you’re right, ma’am,” Gary agreed. “So what do we do?”
“Keep your eyes open.” She turned to go into the shopping mall and Gary scurried to 

catch up. Gary sensed that Priya was still bubbling with rage that he had touched her. ‘But 
why lash out at me?’ He pleaded in the privacy of his own mind. ‘Put things into perspective! 
Being crushed by an autobus would have been a much greater abuse of your body! You need 
to accept that sometimes you might need to accept the lesser of two evils. Unlike the autobus,  
I meant you no harm.’ 

“Security  cameras  everywhere,”  Priya  said  conversationally  as  she  looked  around. 
“But no sound here.  The background noise would make that pointless.” She walked into a 
shop at random and Gary followed. “Pretend you’re looking at the shelves, but actually see if 
there are cameras inside the shops. They might only be in the pedestrian areas.”

Gary and Priya both cruised along the shelves in different directions. They met around 
the other side of an island display. “I don’t see any,” Gary reported.

“Nor I. Let’s see if another shop is the same.” Priya walked out.
The next shop had a camera looking along the racks. “The positioning makes it obvious 

to anyone entering, to act as a deterrent. It's a different model to the security cameras in the 
open places,” Gary commented.

“So probably not on the mall system, just private to the shop tenant,” Priya concluded.
“I’d say so,” Gary agreed. “Another shop now?”
“Yes, we need to see if this is typical.” Priya walked into another shopfront, this one a 

large  fashion  clothing  store.  She  scanned  the  walls.  “Not  a  camera  in  sight.  I  suppose 
shoplifting isn't so much a problem with clothing.”

“Perhaps not.”
“Oh! Just a minute!” Priya had seen something of interest out through the shop door. 

She looked around for a sales assistant. She approached, taking out her purse as she started 
speaking.

“A cleaning lady just pushed a trolley full of toilet paper and whatnot into the ladies'  
washroom over there,” she said, holding up a $20 note. “Please go in there and ask her to  
come to this shop with that big trolley she's pushing.”

The young girl  was surprised for  a  moment.  Then she took the  note.  “Okay,”  and 
walked across the open space to the toilets.

Priya started looking around. She quickly grabbed a scarf from a rack, a rich blue fabric 
with gold threading, and a plain but modestly elegant light coat that fell to below the knees.

“Pay for these,” she told Gary, pushing them into his arms. “Use cash.” The cleaning 
lady was approaching. Her face under the hijab showed some puzzlement.

“Excuse me, friend,” Priya turned on the charm. “There are some people outside who 
want to do my friend some harm. I need to get him out safely.” Gary came back with the  
goods. “I was hoping that you would be kind enough to change into this scarf and coat, and 
give me what you are wearing. You can keep these in exchange.”

The cleaner looked at Priya, who towered over her. “That will fool no-one. You're too 
tall. You look more like a model than a cleaner!”
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“I know I can't fool them myself,” Priya agreed. “My friend will wear your coverings 
and push me out in your trolley. He's close enough to your size to get away with it.”

The cleaner looked at the scarf and the coat. They looked very nice. Then Priya held up 
a $100 note.

“What about my trolley? I can't give you that! It belongs to the mall management.”
“I’ll leave it in the mall,” Priya smiled. “Near the truck loading bay?”

The cleaner, who gave her name as 'Amira', took her new clothes into a fitting room 
and returned in a few minutes with her old clothes over one arm. Gary slipped these on over 
his current clothes, Amira helping him get the hijab right.

It wasn't a brilliant disguise, but Priya was confident it would work. The hijab removed 
any biometric reference to ear shape and substantially concealed his jaw line. Just a hint of 
makeup  to  make  the  eyes  look subtly  further  apart  would  mean  that  even computerised 
biometric  scans  would  have  trouble.  The  abaya-like  oversmock  meant  that  only  a  little 
thickening around the chest was needed to give Gary the right body shape. A bra and some 
waste  paper  sufficed.  Priya's  own  cosmetics,  chosen  to  match  her  Indian/European  skin 
colouring, were enough to change his skin tone.  It looked convincing.

“Just remember, Gary; you're a woman. So walk like a woman. Take small steps and 
keep your head tilted just a fraction lower than usual.” Priya paused to give him one more 
checkover. “Now walk for me, small steps.”  

Gary complied.
“Oh, I almost missed the feet!” Priya exclaimed. “Amira, your sandals please. Help 

yourself to anything in the shop to replace them.”
Gary removed his shoes and socks and dropped them into the trolley to put on the  

sandals. A parade walk along the aisle and back was enough to satisfy Priya.
“Good. Now let's get this trolley empty. I'll get inside and you can push me out. Head 

for the loading docks out the back.” Priya turned one more time to Amira. “Thank you so 
much, Amira. We'll leave the trolley out near where the trucks unload, like we agreed. But 
please, stay in this shop for ten minutes longer until we can get out of sight.”

“Yes,” Amira smiled back. “And thank you for the nice clothes.”
Soon the trolley was unloaded of its paper hand towels and toilet paper and Priya had 

climbed into the space. She was surprisingly flexible for a woman of her height. 
“Off you go, Gary. And remember, walk like a woman.”
Gary pushed the cart slowly along the pedestrian concourse, resisting the urge to look 

around for  cameras  and signs.  Just  a  flick  of  the  eyes  upwards  every  few metres  while  
keeping his head inclined forward was enough to find his way to the service area of the 
complex. Soon he was in the loading docks. Had Priya realised that these docks were on the 
same level as those shops? he wondered. Or was it dumb luck? She seemed to have her head 
together, he conceded in his own mind.

There was a small enclosed truck already in the dock. He stood where he could look 
into the body. It was almost empty.

He pushed the trolley forward as though it was the most natural thing in the world for 
him to do. Over the drop-down tailgate and into the body, out of the field of view of the 
security cameras.

“Okay, you can come out now.”
Priya stood and stretched her back. Then she stepped out of the tough fabric sack, 

turned, and reached in the take Gary's shoes and socks. Then another dip to pull out another 
light, full-length coat and some sports shoes bought from the shop. Then her purse and a wig 
that looked like an extended page-boy hair style, covering the ears and the jawline. Finally a 
long headwrap in the latest  pseudo-medieval  fashion falling down her back to her waist, 
covering her natural hair pulled back in a ponytail. Gary went to help her straighten the wig 
and had his hands slapped away. She was changing her shoes as a storeman returned.
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“And what are you two doing?” he challenged what he took to be two women.
“Undercover operation, sir,” Priya answered confidently and briskly, opening her purse 

to flash her Intermesh Authority I.D.. For all the average citizen knew, only secret service 
agents carried identification like this. She hadn't paused in changing her shoes. “We need to 
get to this truck's next destination without being spotted, and this is how we’re doing it. Just 
act as though nothing is unusual.”

“Not a problem. I'm out of here, I saw nothing.” He turned and left. Gary followed him 
out, pushing the trolley before him before returning to the truck.



Bob Springett:  “Hacker”

Chapter Seven

The collection in the park had gone well. Priya, complete with a false beard, was made 
up and dressed to look like a middle-aged imam. It wasn't the most skilfully-applied disguise,  
but it should be good enough at this time in the evening. She sat on the park bench next to the  
man in the Wallaby jersey. He was eating from a white bundle of paper, all as set out in the 
rather long 'in memoriam' notice placed by one of Adam's friends in the Canberra Times.

“Ah! The smell of fries! I hope they're halal,” she had said, the pass phrase for her 
target to know he had the right pickup.

He looked at her disdainfully and took one last fry before standing and walking away, 
leaving the pack on the bench. Priya picked up the bundle and looked inside, then fished out a 
fry and ate it herself. A few more fries later she crumpled the pack and put it in her shoulder  
carry-bag, as if careful to not leave litter, and left the park herself.

Gary opened the door to her distinctive knock. Priya went straight to the table as she 
took the crumpled paper out of her bag. She unrolled it and then lifted off the innermost layer  
to reveal a layer of $100 notes. Gary collected these together and then lifted off the next sheet 
of white paper to reveal another layer of notes.

“That should be good for a few days,” he commented.
Priya simply nodded as she bundled the notes for counting. She flicked through the 

bundles.  
“$10,000 in cash,” she announced. “We should be able to stay invisible for a while with 

that.”
“I'll go shopping now,” Gary said. “The more we cook in this caravan and the less we 

go out, the better.” He was already in the abaya he still had from Amira, and now he pulled a 
full burqa over his head. He never spoke or responded to anyone outside the caravan, the 
model of a modest muslim wife in the strictest sense of the word.

“Have you found a place for tomorrow?” Priya asked.
“I've got three possibilities, just in case the first place is full or unsuitable. We should 

have no problems.”
“And you have everything ready? All the commands and passwords?” Priya knew only 

the basics of  how computer networks operated.  Her degrees had been in Economics and 
Environmental Science, and her skills were primarily political.

“Unless our hackers have changed the system, but I can't imagine them doing that,” 
Gary  answered  dismissively.  “It  would  draw  too  much  attention  to  themselves.”  Gary 
grabbed three of the hundred-dollar notes and turned for the door. The small convenience 
store attached to the caravan park office would be good for enough groceries to feed them 
tonight and tomorrow.

Gary had worked most of last night and all day on a series of computer instructions. He 
had saved them to a datastick. Priya had spent more than an hour trying to get her disguise in  
place.

“Let me help you,” Gary offered as Priya tried to shape a larger nose with make-up 
putty.

“No, I'll do it,” Priya dismissed him. “Just keep your hands away.”
Gary grimaced. There's only so much you can do with mirrors rather than a real-life 

view, but Priya was fanatical about both her privacy and her untouchability. Gary wondered 
vaguely whether it had something to do with Indian customs through her mother. He had 
heard about a caste of 'untouchables'.

Eventually she was satisfied that her alterations were good enough to pass in the dark 
of the evening. She pulled on some light mittens even though the evening was not so cold. 
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They hid her unmistakably feminine hands. The two of them set off into the small shopping 
centre, Priya with a deliberate swaggering pace and Gary in his abaya and burqa following 
with shorter steps and eyes cast down.  

The first Internet cafe was almost empty. Priya walked into one of the private booths, 
intended for those who wanted to skype relatives or otherwise use speakers that might annoy 
other users. It cost more than a bare table or workstation, but that was a trivial consideration. 
It also allowed less chance for a closer look at Priya's disguise. Gary dropped a fifty-dollar 
note on the counter without speaking to the attendant as he followed.

“For the moment, I don't intend to leave any trace or other new subroutine on any of the 
servers,” Gary explained as they sat. “If the hackers have put any alarms in place, I want to  
look like I'm just one of the servers making a routine communication through the Hub. The 
hackers shouldn't notice anything unusual at all.”

“So just looking, not touching,” Priya summarised.
“Exactly,” Gary confirmed. Priya really does have this phobia for physical contact, he 

noted to himself.  Even computer interactions are imagined in those categories.
“I'll  just be asking for each server to report  their own directory and program trees, 

which will look like a reasonable request for one of the servers to ask the others so they can 
communicate and reference each other more efficiently. When I've got that information I'll be 
able to examine these trees to see where a hacker can get in most easily. Then I'll be able to 
analyse them, work on a series of patches for all the likely weaknesses and install them all 
simultaneously. It might take me weeks to do that part, but we can lie low for that long. I 
won't need to go outside the van except to do the shopping.”

“And what can I do in that time?” Priya asked.
“Anything else that needs to be done,” Gary answered offhandedly. “You can do the 

cooking and the coding of messages to Adam if we need to tell him something. Just don't do  
anything  that  involves  any  electronic  contact.”  Gary  tapped  away  at  the  keyboard, 
occasionally moving a straightedge down the page he had prepared to guide him through the 
work.

Priya could see the screen filling with lines of code. After a few minutes there seemed 
to be no end to the number of lines appearing in front of her.

“I thought you said you wouldn't be trying to leave any traces or subroutines. So why 
all this typing?”

“Oh, this is just all my instructions being queued for action, so they can all happen at 
computer speed,” Gary said dismissively. “If I execute one instruction and then the system 
has to wait until I finish typing to execute the next, that will suggest that there's a human at  
the other end instead of the server I'm pretending to be. So I'm lining everything up so that 
when I'm ready it  will  take  just  one  keystroke  to  push  it  all  through in  a  batch,  like  a  
computer  would.”  He  kept  tapping  away  for  another  five  minutes  as  Priya  became 
increasingly impatient.

“It looks complicated,” she said eventually.
“Not really, if you break it down into steps,” Gary answered. “The first batch is a series 

of delete operations to be executed after the other steps are finished, one routine for each step 
along the way, so that when everything is complete these will be triggered in turn. A bit like 
smoothing over our steps as we walk backwards. That will remove any evidence that we were 
ever there. Our hacker will have to be looking in exactly the right place at exactly the right 
millisecond while all this is happening, or he'll miss it. And since he has no reason to look 
there, he won't be looking. That includes not just the servers, but also your desktop unit,  
which is where I'll be breaking in. That's why I put the concealed wi-fi app on it. So not even 
sending an interrogation into your computer will reveal that we've been through.

“Then the next batch is asking each server to send its profile to the server I'll hack into 
from your computer. Then a command to that server to send the whole bundle to you, and 
finally a command for your computer to send it back here. Once it's here it'll be transferred 
onto my datastick and I'll take it back to the van. The final command here is an overarching 
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command to load all these different packets into the appropriate computers in turn when the 
master command is activated.”

“And you say that's not complicated?”
Gary smiled under his burqa and returned to work as Priya watched.  More minutes 

passed.
“How can you type so many lines so quickly,” Priya asked after a few more minutes. 
“Boredom doesn’t suit you, eh? I've already worked out what has to be done and I've 
got it all on my datastick,” Gary explained. “I worked all that out in the van. Now I'm 
just cutting and pasting into this skeleton.”
It was only a couple of minutes more before he sighed contentedly. “That's it! Now for 

the moment of truth.” He ostentatiously pressed the 'ENTER' key. The screen flickered for a 
moment and then cleared. “Now let's go home.” He pocketed his datastick and logged out.

“Well look what we have here!” the youth in front of Priya leered as the three of them 
formed a crescent around her and Gary. The street was empty and the lighting was poor.

“Look like fuckin' terrorists to me,” one of his friends replied.
The leader reached out to grab Priya's nose and tweak it.  His hand came away with a  

lump  of  makeup  putty.  The  youth  looked  shocked.  “Fuck  me!”  he  exclaimed.  The 
motherfucker's in disguise!”  He grabbed the false beard, so painstakingly prepared, and tore 
it away.

'Fuck! It's a chick!” he exclaimed as the shape of her jaw and cheeks was revealed.
“Two towelhead chicks out shopping, one pretending to be a man for protection!” the 

third bully exclaimed.
The second lad reached out  and tore off  Gary's  niqab.  It  was obvious from Gary's 

stubble that he was a man.  
“What  the fuck's  going on here?” he demanded.  Before Gary could even frame an 

answer the thug on the right doubled over and then collapsed to the ground, holding his 
throat. This drew the attention of the other bullies. One caught Priya's knee in the groin and 
then a vicious punch to the throat. He went down, too. The third turned and ran.

“Nice work, Priya,” Gary said as he looked down at the two men writhing and choking 
on the ground.

“He shouldn't  have touched me,” Priya said fiercely.  Then she recovered her usual 
sharp but calm awareness. “Let's get out of here.”

“We should call for help,” Gary said. “You might have crushed their windpipes.”
“We  can  always  hope,  I  suppose,”  Priya  answered  and  started  walking  down  the 

footpath.  “Come on, we don't want to be seen.”

“We need to re-think our tactics, Priya,” Gary said as he closed the van door behind 
him. “That's three guys who know that we're not what we seem. Word will get out.”

“They won't tell anyone,” Priya waved it away. “If they try, the obvious question is how 
they know. Are they going to admit that they were out to beat up muslims?”

“No, they'll claim that they came across two muslim terrorists who almost killed two of 
them and the third was lucky to get away.  Assuming you didn't kill them,” Gary replied. 
“And what is it with you, Priya?  Don't you think that was just a little bit of an over-reaction? 
So they were cheap bullies out for a bit of entertainment by baiting some muslims. Take it 
and move on!”

“How do you know they wouldn't do us damage?” Priya challenged. “Enough to land 
us in hospital, and then the hackers would know exactly where we were and we'd be at their 
computer-enabled mercy.”

“You didn't think that at the time,” Gary dismissed her argument. “You just went feral. 
No other explanation for it. What’s this phobia you've got about being touched?”
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Priya compressed her lips. “No man will ever touch me with impunity,” she pledged 
with ferocity. “So long as they want to but can't, I have the upper hand. As soon as they can, 
they will do whatever they want with me. It happened to my mother in Bollywood and she 
tried to get away from that by marrying a European. Then it happened to her in marriage. It's  
not going to happen to me!”

Gary was silenced. That was a deep scar that Priya had allowed him to glimpse. He was 
stunned to realise how much she must trust him to say even that much.

“I'm sorry, Priya. I would never have guessed.”
Priya nodded, as though to herself, with lips compressed and teeth clenched.
“Anyway, you're not bad as a street fighter,” Gary tried to move the conversation on.
“I  think  you  can  guess  why,”  Priya  answered  flatly.  So  much  for  moving  the 

conversation on.
“But I think we need to find a new hiding place, anyway. Those two guys are going to 

need medical attention, which means they'll need to tell some sort of story, and my guess is 
that they'll say we attacked them. Once they describe us, the police will be scanning security 
videos from all over town, and they'll have our disguises cracked in hours.”
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Chapter Eight

The news the next morning vindicated Gary's decision. Two men were reported to be in 
hospital after a vicious, unprovoked attack, one of them lucky to have survived damage to his 
larynx.  Their  unharmed friend was blaming it  on a pair  of muslim men whom they had 
challenged  for  acting  suspiciously.  Police  suspected  that  this  chance  encounter  had 
interrupted preparations for a terrorist act or other felony.

Gary's short beard was starting to look worthy of the name instead of being just the 
stubble from a fortnight of neglect. He dyed his hair, beard and eyebrows jet black. To the 
untrained eye it took more than ten years off his apparent age.

Priya had agonised over cutting her fingernails short. At least her hair was free again, 
now falling to cover her ears and part of her jaw line. Not enough to fool biometrics, but there 
was a limit  to how much time and detail  even a state-sponsored group of hackers could 
devote to hacking into and scanning surveillance cameras. She just had to expose herself as 
little as possible.

Transport was their next problem. Hiring or buying a vehicle was out of the question, 
even  with  cash.  Anything  that  required  identification  was  not  going  to  happen.  So  they 
bought a couple of hoodie jackets and booked tickets on the intercity train to Sydney. Gary 
noticed the security cameras in the concourse and had his doubts that the hooded jackets had 
been enough. But what else could they do? Anything more concealing would itself attract 
undue attention.

There was still two hours before the train departure time. Gary and Priya walked out 
onto the street and into a small cafe to order lunch.  

A pair of cyclists entered as they waited for their orders to be brought to their table. 
Priya  saw  their  bikes  padlocked  to  a  post  outside.  Nothing  up-budget,  just  reasonably 
presentable road bikes with every sign of regular use. The riders presented at the counter and 
ordered their coffee.

Priya slipped out of her seat and approached them.
“I've  always told  myself  I  should start  riding a  bike  for  exercise,”  she said  to  the  

woman who seemed in her early twenties.
“Yes, it's good to get out,” the woman agreed. “Better than walking, you get to see 

more.”
“How much would a bike cost?” Priya asked.
“However much you want  to  spend,” the woman replied.  “I'd  like something a  bit  

lighter than these, but that would cost a couple of thousand dollars. We can't afford that while 
saving for a home.”

“I'm just thinking at the moment,” Priya smiled. “I wouldn't want to spend too much, 
just something I could ride for a couple of months, and then decide if I want to get serious.  
Your bikes seem ok to me.”

“These would be worth only four or five hundred dollars each,” she waved to them 
dismissively.

“Let me talk to my man,” Priya said to her and went back to Gary.
“I'll buy those bikes, Gary,” she said firmly. “Let the hackers think we're on the train, 

and meanwhile we'll disappear.”
Gary looked at the bikes outside. “Good idea,” he answered.
“Let's go and have a quick glance at them, make it look genuine,” Priya commanded. 

She led the way out to the post. A few muttered comments and nods passed between her and 
Gary and then she walked over to the table where the cyclists had taken their coffees.

“You would like better bikes,” Priya said to the woman with a smile. “Would fifteen 
hundred for those two be a good start?”

The woman frowned.  “Why not buy your own?  You could get better value buying 
online through Gumtree or Ebay.”
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“We don't want to waste the time and we don't do electronic payments anyway,” Priya 
explained. “And besides, I like you.”

The woman turned to her man, who had heard the conversation. “Honey, what do you 
think? If we put in a few hundred of our own, we could get those we saw online last night.”

He shook his head. “Nah.  I'm not going to give away our bikes. How do you know it's 
not a fake bank transfer?”

“I'll pay cash,” Priya broke in. “Like I said, we don't do computer transfers. People can 
steal your identity that way.”  

“Fifteen hundred cash?” the man repeated.  “Who carries that much cash with them?”
“I do,” Priya answered. She took three bundles of notes out of her purse.  “I have to, if I 

don't do card payments. Count it. Five hundred-dollar notes in each.”
The man looked at her quizzically and then at the cash. He took one bundle, peeled off 

a note and examined it carefully. Then he took out his wallet, fished out a note of his own and 
laid it over the other.  Then he held them up to the light.  

“Go to the teller  machine across  the road and deposit  them,” Priya urged him.  “If 
they're fake, the machine will reject them.  If the machine accepts them, then you'll get the  
credit to your account anyway, fake or not.”

“Ok,” he said and rose from his seat. He picked up the money and crossed the road to  
the bank machine opposite. A few minutes later he returned.

“Looks like we don't have to take our bikes up in the lift,” he said to his partner.  Then 
to Priya, “Give us a minute to empty our personal stuff out of the saddle-bags. Here are the 
keys to the locks.” He fished two small keys out of his pocket.

The hardest part of staying invisible was Priya. She was very tall and slender for a 
woman, and her figure and face belonged on a professional model. Gary was pleased that 
computer  biometric  recognition algorithms didn't  programme for  beauty.  Pulling her  hair 
down to cover her ears and wrap around the sides of her forehead helped to confuse some of 
her facial ratios and clever makeup also made her eyebrows appear heavier and her mouth 
wider. They could only keep her out of sight as much as possible and hope that was enough. 
Meanwhile Gary grew a beard and moustache to make his jaw appear wider and dyed all his 
facial hair jet back.   

It  took  them  four  attempts  to  find  a  motel  that  would  accept  them  without 
identification, on the basis of cash paid ten days in advance. Most proprietors feared property 
damage at the least and possibly becoming the site of a gang battle or police assault. Why 
else would these two people want to remain invisible?

But not every motel can afford to turn away paying customers, even risky ones. Gary 
and Priya settled into hiding in Yass, over the border in New South Wales.

Gary immediately told Priya to prepare a coded message for Adam to arrange another 
meeting and transfer. They needed more money. Then he went shopping to buy a few days' 
worth of food, enough to set up a proper kitchen. He also bought a couple of basic recipe  
books; he suspected Priya had never done more than boil water and toast bread, but she was 
going to be the cook, cleaner and washerwoman for the next few days. That should come as a 
shock to her self-image, he thought to himself. Then he settled down with a pen and his  
notepad to map out the directory structure of the servers on the Intermesh. He expected it 
would take a week to do this, and then would come the grind of trying to understand it.
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Chapter Nine

“Oh, thanks,” Gary said as Priya placed a mug of coffee on the table beside his laptop.
“Making any progress?” she asked.
“Not much,” Gary admitted. “Human programmers like me tend to cluster programmes 

into directories and groups, with names that indicate functions and relationships. But these 
self-organising AI systems don’t need that. They just give every programme an alphanumeric 
identifier and then stack them in separately.” He sighed. “That makes it hard to see how they 
interact. I really need some way of watching their dynamics, and I need to do that in real 
time.  Otherwise  it’s  like  looking  at  someone’s  skull  and  trying  to  work  out  what  he’s 
thinking.”

“So  what  you  need  is  an  MRI  machine  for  computers,”  Priya  answered,  trying  to 
relieve the mood.

“Yeah, if only that were possible.” Gary slumped onto his elbows again. ‘Yes! That’s 
it!” he exclaimed suddenly. “And I know just where to get it!” He started tapping furiously at  
the keyboard.

“An MRI?” Priya asked
“Yep,”  Gary  answered,  forcing  himself  away  from  the  keyboard  to  give  her  the 

courtesy of his full attention. “But in this case, it’s called a processor log. There are some 
auto-diagnostic programmes that track what the central processors are doing, which specific 
programme they’re serving, and so on. If I can, I’ll modify one of these to track the processor 
load over a period of time. That could tell me which programmes are being worked, which 
ones call up which others as subroutines, and so on. Then I’ll insert it into my next hack and 
let it run for a while. Not for too long or it might be noticed, but if I can get five or ten 
minutes logged that should give me some ideas on how to fine-tune it, where to look more 
closely.”

“You can do that?”
“I think so. Let me download one of the public domain versions and see if I can tweak 

it to fit the job. It might take me a day or two.”
“Do it,” Priya urged him. “I should make coffee for you more often.” Then she walked 

out of the room to flop onto the couch in the main sitting area.
She stared at the T.V. almost maliciously. “Daytime programming is absolutely mind-

numbing!” she muttered under her breath. “I’ll scream if I have to watch any more!” She 
stood again to inspect the small bookcase yet again. A few children’s books, a dozen Mills 
and Boon romances, some old Clive Cussler adventures. She felt like screaming again.

It had taken Gary more than a couple of days to satisfy himself that the programme he 
had downloaded and then customised would work. He knew that if it failed then it would 
raise an alarm in the Hub and would alert the hacker to his actions. It had to slip through 
without  creating  any  waves,  as  though  it  was  just  one  of  the  networked  AIs  routinely 
interrogating the other servers.

He finished breakfast and steeled himself to take the risk. He pulled his datastick from 
the port. The computers at the local municipal library would be enough; they were connected 
to the web and from there he could resume his hack via Priya’s work computer again.

“I’m off  to  the  library,  Priya,”  he  said  as  he  stood,  reaching for  his  sunglasses  to 
conceal his eye spacing against surveillance cameras.

“Then do some shopping while you’re out,” she urged him. “Here’s a list.”
Gary scanned down the list.  Bread, milk, eggs, some sandwich fillings, meat and… “A 

jigsaw puzzle?” he asked.
“Yes, about two thousand pieces would be nice,” Priya clarified.  ‘I’m going around the 

twist with daytime T.V.”
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“OK,” he agreed.  He checked that he had plenty of cash in his wallet and then left.
Priya slumped back onto the couch again. There would be a BBC news bulletin in a few 

minutes. That would distract her for half an hour. She looked around for the remote control.
There was a knock at the door. She walked over to glimpse through the lens. It was 

Brian, the motel manager. She opened the door.
“Excuse me, but is Gary free for a few minutes? I need some help.”
“Sorry, you’ve just missed him,” Priya told him.
“Oh,” Brian responded. “Any idea how long he might be before he gets back?”
“At least an hour or two,” Priya answered. “Probably more, sorry.”
Brian smiled as he suddenly shoved the door wide open, throwing Priya back a couple 

of paces.  He stepped through and closed it behind him.
“Good. No interruptions. And you two are obviously trying to hide, so you won’t do 

anything that might attract attention. So just co-operate and nobody gets hurt.”
It  took Priya only a split  second to know what was happening. Brian was walking 

towards her, with that look on his face that she had seen before on some other men.  He 
reached out towards her with both hands.

She shrugged as if in acceptance, then stepped forward quickly and lifted a knee into 
his groin. As he doubled over she hit him with an uppercut that knocked him back onto his 
rump. He rolled onto his back on the floor, bent double to protect his genitals and with blood 
streaming  from  his  nose.  She  drew  back  a  foot  to  kick  him  in  the  head,  but  with  a  
monumental effort she restrained herself. She was bare-footed, and she could hurt herself. 
Instead she went down on one knee beside him as he looked up at her.  A powerful cross to 
his jaw knocked him unconscious.

A key rattled in the lock and Gary entered with a shopping bag. “I got two puzzles, just 
in case you didn’t like one of them,” he announced as he dropped the bag on the kitchenette 
bench. Then he saw the blanket from the third bed was spread on the floor.

“Why is the blanket on the floor?” he asked.
“To hide the blood,” she answered.
Then he saw that her right hand was bound. “What’s up?” he asked, concerned. “Are 

you hurt?”
“The hand is a bit sore,’ she conceded. “Nothing serious.”
“What happened?”  Gary didn’t like answers that explained nothing.
“Brian came visiting while you were out. He thought I was defenceless.”
“Shit!” Now Gary was really worried. “What did he do?”
“He fell to the floor, bled a lot and then went to sleep,” Priya answered angrily.
“And that’s how you hurt your hand, I suppose,” Gary responded flatly.  “You put your 

hand out as he fell.”
“You could say that,” Priya agreed.
“And then what happened?”
“I tied him up and put him in the bathtub. We need to talk about what we should do 

now. If he talks, we’re history. And if we do anything to prevent him talking, we’re going to  
have the police after us as well as the hackers.”  

Gary was surprised to hear a slight catch in her voice as she said that. Priya the Totally-
In-Control, Priya the ruthless street-fighter, was running scared.

“I’ll handle it,” he promised her. “Come with me and play your part.”
Gary walked into the bathroom and Priya followed him. It was tight in there, with bare 

standing  room  beside  the  tub.  Brian  was  bound,  with  both  wrists  and  both  ankles  tied 
together, and the whole bundle tied to the bath spout. He was also gagged, the cloth pulled 
back tight almost tearing into his cheeks and forcing his chin against his throat.

“Hello, Brian,” Gary said smoothly. “By now you’ve probably noticed that Priya knows 
how to handle herself among men who fall short of being total gentlemen. But I’m sure she’ll 
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forgive you for just one mistake.” He turned to Priya. “Will you forgive him for being so rude 
to you, Priya?”

“Of  course,  Gary.  Everybody  can  make  one  mistake,”  Priya  responded,  with  the 
emphasis on ‘one’.

“And Brian, I’m sure you’ll forgive her for her rather impatient response. Won’t you, 
Brian?”

Brian gave a muffled grunt as a reply because of the gag.
“Oh, we should do something about that,” Gary said, and left the room. While he was 

out Priya gave Brian a chilling smile.
Gary returned with a carving knife. “Now hold still, Brian. I don’t want this to slip.” He 

passed the carving knife blade between Brian’s neck and the cloth of the gag. He sawed 
slowly and carefully,  but  made sure the back of  the blade rubbed uncomfortably against 
Brian’s throat. Brian’s eyes bulged in his terror. The gag fell away.

“I’m sorry, Priya,” Brian yabbered out rapidly, the words indistinct through his broken 
nose and loosened teeth.

“Of course you are, Brian,” Gary said soothingly. “And you forgive her for getting 
annoyed with you, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course!”
“Excellent! We’re all  friends again!” Then Gary’s expression became serious again. 

“I’d like very much for us to stay friends, Brian, now that we understand each other. I’ve 
even been in touch with some of my other friends to tell them about you. Some professional 
friends, if you get my meaning.”

Brain nodded eagerly. “I want to stay friends, Gary.  I won’t disappoint you again.”
“I know that, Brian.” Gary scanned over Brian again. “It seems you’ve injured yourself, 

Brian. Tell me, what happened to you?”
“I can’t remember,” Brian answered.
“It looks like you fell down those concrete steps,” Gary commented.  “Broken nose, 

loose teeth, a black eye.  Perhaps even a cracked jaw, from the way you’re talking.”
“Yeah, I remember waking up at the bottom of the steps. I think you’re right,” Brian 

agreed.
“I hope you don’t need to go to a doctor. But if anyone asks, just make sure you tell 

them how it happened, eh? You fell down the steps.”
“Yes, I will, Gary.”
“No need to  tell  anyone anything else,”  Gary commented.  “Too embarrassing.  You 

never know who gets to hear about it if you tell anyone who shouldn’t know.”
“No-one needs to know, Gary.”
“That’s right. Well, I’m glad we could have this little chat and part as friends, Brian. 

Because Priya and I will be moving out now. Oh, blast! I forgot to go to the bank! Brian, 
could you please lend me a few dollars from your office? I’ll come with you now, no need for 
you to come back to this room.”

“Sure thing, Gary. Not a problem.”
Gary leant over the bath to cut away the cords around Brian’s wrists and ankles. Brian 

slowly stood in the bath. That was when Gary noticed the crotch of Brian’s trousers was 
soaked. Yes, that little drama had definitely been effective.

“And now to clean any untidy cash out of your office, Brian,” Gary gestured politely 
towards the door.
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Chapter Ten

“You didn’t have to rob him,” Priya said as they cycled down the road. “That means 
one more thing he has to explain if the police come snooping.”

“That’s exactly why I had to rob him, Priya. To stay in character as criminals trying to 
hide. I want him to stay scared. That will keep him quiet. And anyway, you didn’t have to 
break his nose and his jaw. He’s more likely to report to a hospital than a police station.”

“The creep was going to rape me!” Priya erupted.
“The knee to the nuts would have been enough to stop him. You didn’t have to follow 

through with the rest.”
“Then you handle it like that when you’re about to be raped, and I’ll handle it my way 

when I’m the one in danger,” Priya sneered.
“I understand, Priya. I’m just asking you to keep in mind that the less damage we do, 

the less risk we create for ourselves. As it is, I’m worried about your hand. If you’ve broken 
something we might need to get you some attention.”

“No, it’s just bruised. I’d know,” Priya dismissed that concern.
They continued for another few hundred metres in silence.
“Where do you intend to go now?” Priya asked eventually.
“I was thinking Gundagai,” Gary answered. “Big enough to have a public library, and 

plenty of places to stay in case the first few knock us back.”
‘How far is that?”
“Not sure. I’d guess another fifty k or so. We should see a sign soon that will tell us 

more accurately.”
They settled over their pedals and started pushing the kilometres behind them.

They made a point of bringing their bikes inside at this motel rather than padlocking 
them outside. Just in case Brian had blabbed and described them to someone. Priya peeled 
some potatoes and threw them into a pot of water while Gary set up his computer. Then she 
went into the bathroom for a shower.

“How’s the hand?” he asked when she emerged.
“It’s ok,” Priya answered, clenching and unclenching it a few times.  “The knuckle is a 

bit tight, but no sharp pains. Just bruising.”
“Good,” Gary dismissed the subject. He took out a pan from the cupboards and turned 

on a hotplate for it. He unwrapped the meat that had been in his bike saddle bag most of the 
day. “The meat is still okay,” he judged with a sniff, “but what we don’t eat tonight should be 
tossed. I’ll go shopping again tomorrow.”

“But first, a good meal and a full night’s sleep,” Priya decreed. “I just want today to be 
over.”

Gary’s modified log programme had worked. He had let it run for only ten minutes in 
an attempt to minimise the risk of being noticed. If that isn’t enough, he had thought, then I 
can try again for longer some other time.

What he discovered was that the amount of data was overwhelming. Although he was 
fully aware of the complexity of the Intermesh, being one of its designers, he was amazed at 
how its  internal  AI had adapted the  system.  Unconstrained by the  human preference for 
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simplicity  and  large,  easily-manipulated  slabs  of  data,  the  system had  modified  itself  to 
switch its component programmes on and off with mind-numbing rapidity.

“I  was expecting perhaps a  dozen pages of  output,  and hoping I  could add up the 
milliseconds  each  programme  was  in  use  before  processing  was  moved  to  another 
programme. But this is being done in microseconds!”

“So? Just a bit more time doing your sums,” Priya said dismissively.
“Yes, by a factor of a thousand. What I thought might take a day will actually take me 

three years, what might have taken a month will take me a century.” Gary explained. “And if 
I make a mistake at the start, all the rest of that time will be wasted.”

“Then tell the computer to add it up for you,” Priya suggested.
Gary thought for a moment.
“Yes, that might be possible. If I come up with a routine that transfers all this into 

spreadsheet format, I can then command it to create summaries tracking total processing time 
and how often each programme terminates to each other programme.” He brightened. “Good 
thinking, Priya.” He started tapping away.

“Don’t forget you have to go shopping this morning,” Priya reminded him as she took 
out one of the jigsaw puzzles. She knew she had to stay out of sight. Her Eurasian features 
and eye-catching beauty would be too memorable if anyone started asking around, or even if 
the hackers started scanning security videos.

“Yeah, sure,” Gary mumbled as he tapped at the keyboard. “Let me just put a bit of a 
front end on this spreadsheet programme and I’ll be off. Let the machine do the compiling 
and sorting while I’m out.”

“Honey, I’m home!” Gary called as he pushed the door open.
Priya  looked  up  from the  puzzle,  clearly  not  amused.  “Sorry,  she’s  not  here,”  she 

responded in almost a sneer.
“Just keeping up appearances,” Gary said as he closed the door and lifted his shopping 

onto the kitchenette benchtop. He started stacking his load into the fridge. “Chicken rolls 
tonight,”  he  continued.  “All  that’s  needed  is  twenty  minutes  in  the  oven.  I’ll  do  some 
potatoes, peas and corn as well.”

“Nah, I’ll do that,” Priya offered.  “I’m going crazy trying to keep myself amused.  If 
you think daytime television is brain-dead, you should try outback daytime television.  Today 
I watched a seminar on how to put ear tags on sheep, I was so bored!”

“You  should  teach  yourself  machine  code.  Excitement  plus!”  Gary  flicked  on  the 
electric kettle and took out the coffee and sugar. “How’s the hand?”

“Still stiff,” she confessed. “But I can peel potatoes with it.”
Conversation lapsed while the kettle boiled and Gary made two cups of instant coffee. 

He took them over to the table and sat. Priya turned her attention away from the puzzle to 
him.

“Thanks, Gary. I appreciate that you’re doing all the work for us, but I don’t have much 
choice about that. You should leave the cooking and coffee-making to me, while you focus on 
the things I can’t do.”

“Thanks, Priya. Sometimes I need a break too, but if you don’t mind cleaning up after 
me I’ll be grateful. But I’ll still need to do the shopping and laundry, though, unless we get a 
unit that has an internal washing machine.”

“We’ll play it as it goes, then,” Priya agreed.
Gary slurped his coffee and wiggled his mouse to bring his screen to life. “Yep, the 

gross analysis is done,” he announced. “Now I’ve just got to try to make sense of it.” He 
focused on the screen, a sleuth on the trail of a mystery.

“How long do you think you’ll need?”
“Perhaps hours, perhaps years,” Gary answered casually.  “If the hackers really wanted 

to cover their tracks, they would have put a thousand distractions and false leads in place.  It’s 
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going to be a matter of eliminating the false leads one by one, and hoping they don’t hop 
from one entry point to another while I’m doing it. That’s why I’m trying to not be noticed.”

“Years of watching bush television is something I don’t need,” Priya commented. “I’ll 
put lunch together. Ham and cheese roll as usual?”

“Yes, please,” as Gary scanned the screen.

It took Gary only a couple of hours to convince himself that something very unusual 
was happening. He called Priya over, to act as a sounding board as much as anything else.

“Look at this. I’ve had the ’poota look for a whole list of patterns, quite apart from 
simply adding up times. This number sticks out like a sore thumb.” He tapped the screen.

“This column shows the number of times each routine sent data to another subroutine,” 
he explained. Priya noticed that there was one number there that was more than two digits 
longer than any other in the column. Two orders of magnitude difference, more or less.

“Is that a programme that sends real-time measurements of traffic, or something?”
“No, it’s coming from the wrong server. This is part of the electricity supply system, as 

far as I can tell. The way the routines are labelled makes it hard to be confident, but it looks  
like it’s an interface programme created by the electricity AI to simplify its communications 
with the other main servers.”

Priya frowned. “I would have thought that the electricity system would be more likely 
to respond to data from other computers, rather than send data out.”

“Yes, that’s what I would have expected too,” Gary agreed.
“So what’s going on?”
“I don’t know. But it looks like this is how the hackers might be getting in. So much 

data could carry with it  commands to operate  the surveillance systems trying to find us. 
Because the hacker can’t track us down, he’s going into overdrive using every system on 
every other server to help.”

“But you said it’s sending data, not commands.”
“This  information I  have  here  only  logs  the  times  one  routine  communicated with 

another routine. It doesn’t differentiate between data or commands, but most interactions are 
data streams so each server can use that to optimise its own performance. It then sends out 
data on what it’s doing to the other servers, so they can optimise themselves in turn. So I’m 
assuming most of this is data, but there could be commands embedded.”

“So how can you distinguish between commands and data?” Priya asked. “Or don’t you 
need to?”

“I can’t tell any difference from this log data I sucked out,” Gary admitted. “I’ll need to 
pick up part of the actual transmission itself. And then it will all be in AI shorthand anyway. 
But with any luck, I might be able to see a difference in how it’s structured.”

“So you’ll need to hack in again, with a different set of programmes?”
“Yep. At least I’ll know what I’m looking for this time. And I might also see if I can 

figure out where this focal routine is getting its own data and where it’s sending out to. If all 
the data flowing into this routine is sensor data, that would probably mean it’s not the hack 
point of entry. But if there are commands in its own input, that could mean I have the key to 
locking the system. Unless the hackers have set up multiple entry points as backups.”

“Which they probably have,”  Priya conceded.  “And they would stay dormant  until 
needed, just so you can’t find them.”

“Probably,” Gary agreed. “But what’s the alternative?”
Priya shrugged.
“I’ll  get to work writing a spy programme, one that will  copy the output from this 

routine into my own log file.”
“And I’ll start peeling potatoes,” Priya replied.
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Chapter Eleven

Over the last month Priya had mastered the arts of peeling and baking potatoes, making 
excellent plunger coffee rather than swilling instant stuff, and was now quite knowledgeable 
on the various personalities in Destiny Bay, a semi-utopian coastal village that seemed to 
attract wooden teenage actors with a wide range of personal traumas and anxieties. She had 
also finished three more 1,000-piece jigsaw puzzles and was making a serious attempt at 
getting into the Mars Trilogy by Kim Stanley Robinson.

While all this was happening, Gary had been on the internet in the local library and 
managed to siphon off a few seconds of both input and output from the mystery subroutine. 
He was reasonably confident that he had successfully disguised his tapping as a temporary 
glitch in an I/O buffer. The rest of his time was spent trying to analyse it.

“This just doesn’t make sense!” he exclaimed in exasperation. Priya looked up from her 
book. She knew from experience by now that Gary needed someone to talk to, to get his 
thinking straight. That was much more important at the moment than trying to determine why 
Ann Clayborne would even think about going to Mars if she held those opinions.

“But it does make sense, Gary, whatever it is,” Priya prompted him. “Your job is to 
figure out what that sense is.”

Gary huffed in response.  Priya rose from her chair  to walk over to his  improvised 
workstation, sensing that he needed more active support than a sentence spoken between 
paragraphs. She stood behind him and looked at the screen. It meant nothing to her.

“I can’t read what the code actually says,” Gary started his explanation, “because these 
machines have already invented their  own communications conventions.  We should have 
expected that, I suppose.  They don’t need mnemonics like humans do. But just like I can 
open a book in Russian and guess whether it's dialogue or narrative, in the same way I can 
see  that  this  section  isn't  data  exchange.  It’s  an  entire  executable  programme,  being 
downloaded from our mystery routine into the traffic management server.”

“Isn’t the system designed so the computers can do that?”
“Well, yes,” Gary conceded grudgingly. “But this routine that’s providing the download 

seems to be very prolific. It’s sent out three of these to other servers, in just the four seconds  
of log that I took. As well as heaps of data streams. And I’ve also noticed that it receives 
input from one source only; the Electricity Supply AI. Of all the machines in the Intermesh, I 
would have expected that to be the least likely to be sending out orders. Its purpose isn’t to 
tell  the other  systems what  it  needs,  but  to  supply them with the  power they need.  The 
electricity server’s role is to provide this power as cheaply and reliably as possible.”

“So that’s a good thing,” Priya tried to encourage him. “You’ve found a glitch in the 
system that’s almost certainly the hacker’s entry point. Now to figure out how it arose and 
what effect it’s having.” Thinking very carefully about the possible consequences but aware 
of the need to give Gary a subconscious boost, Priya placed a hand on his shoulder as if an 
incidental contact.  After a couple of seconds she lifted it again under cover of going to the 
kitchenette. “Would another coffee help?”

“Yeah, that would be great,” Gary answered.
It will have its effect, Priya thought to herself. If a man is under the impression that an 

attractive woman is depending on him, the hormones spring into action. That happens even if 
the hint of dependence is merely subliminal, like a touch on the shoulder. Much as Priya 
detested physical contact, she thought it had been worth it. So long as it doesn’t send with it  
another subliminal message; that she would welcome physical contact initiated by him.

She put together a flat white the way he liked it and delivered it to the table.
“Thanks Priya,” he muttered as the coffee arrived. “I think I might be onto something 

here.” He compared what he saw on the screen to some scribbled notes. “Yes, everything the 
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mystery programme is sending out is almost verbatim what it receives from the AI module. 
Somehow, the hackers have got in through the AI module.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be impossible?” Although Priya was not a computer expert, she 
had to know enough about the overall system architecture to sound as though she was in 
control when interviewed by journalists. She slipped into the chair beside him.

“Yes, it is,” Gary agreed. “There are two levels of protection. The first is that nothing 
outside the AI, but nothing, can write to the AI module.  Not even the other components of 
the server itself. Only the AI can write code to itself, as it learns from data input. The second 
is that the AI can detect any attempt to write into it from outside. If it detects any attempt to  
do so it will automatically put up a firewall and send an alarm to the Intermesh. That alarm 
will detail in full any detected attempts so they can be traced and eliminated from outside.”

“So that’s how the hackers got in, and that’s how they’re controlling the system. From a 
place where we can’t reach them.” Priya summarised.

Gary was dismayed at the implications. “The system is probably beyond redemption. 
The only answer now would be to pull  the plug out.  The whole system will  have to be 
allowed to collapse and then be re-built  from the ground up.  And that  will  also mean a 
complete wipe of each individual server to delete any resident malware placed in anticipation 
of discovery of the hack. This would be the work of years, while the entire national economy 
will have to lurch along under human oversight.”

“Gary,  do we have clean backup computers ready to take over? Ones that  couldn’t 
possibly have been compromised, and can be connected without being infected?”

“I don’t know. We have a backup for the Hub, and that’s been isolated so it should be 
clean. But each individual server will need to be replaced by a cleanskin or totally wiped, and 
that re-installation will have to be a simultaneous cold reboot of every individual system on 
every  machine  while  entire  systems that  need  millisecond  co-ordination  will  have  to  be 
monitored  and  managed  by  humans  in  real  time.”  He  sighed.  “That’s  when  things  get 
unbalanced. Lack of synchronisation and minor transients can close the whole system down 
again.”

“So how did anyone hack in?” Priya tried to bring Gary back to ‘problem-solving’ 
mode instead of ‘surrender’ mode.

“I can only imagine that the problem was built into the original programming.”
“So  we have  a  saboteur  with  the  highest  level  of  clearance?”  This  alarmed Priya. 

“When you find out how it’s been done, who do we report to? How do we know we’re not 
reporting to someone the hacker can spy on?”

“I don’t know,” Gary confessed.
Priya realised that she had slipped out of the correct frame of mind herself. She had to 

correct this. “Then we need to find some information on that as well,” she decreed.
“You’re asking me to analyse and debug the most complex network of programmes 

ever put into effect in this country, programmes that have the ability to re-write themselves 
time and time again in milliseconds, and to do that without access to the computers running 
those programmes? Yeah, sure! Just keep the coffee coming!” he sneered.

Priya had no hesitation this time. She put her hand on his forearm as she said with as 
much sincerity as she could muster, “Just do the best you can. You’re a genius! You’ll find 
some crack that might not solve the whole problem, but you can get enough information to go 
that one step further. Then we can think about the next step.” She deliberately gave him her 
best smile. “I’ll clean up the kitchen.”

Priya woke next morning to find Gary already at his laptop.
“Have you had breakfast?” she asked.
“Not yet. I had an idea early this morning about our problem and I couldn’t go back to 

sleep without doing something about it.”
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“Then I’ll do bacon and eggs for two?”
“Yes please.”
There was no doubt about it, Priya thought to herself. As much as playing the little 

housekeeper role stuck in her craw, it created the atmosphere to motivate Gary. So she would 
continue to do it. So long as he didn’t start consciously thinking of her as anything other than 
his work superior acting as a supportive colleague in an ad-hoc division of labour, she could 
tolerate it. But if he tried anything more…

“What we were talking about last night,” Gary started explaining, “that the coding that 
allowed the hack must have been there from the initial programming.  It got me thinking 
about exactly what was in that initial programme. Even though the AI might re-write itself, it  
could  only  do  that  in  so  far  as  the  initial  coding provided that  scope.  It  has  to  stay  'in 
character', so to speak. So if I could study that original programme, we might have a lead.”

“But how would you be able to get to that original programme? It  would be over-
written by now.”

“Yes, on the server, for sure.  But the Department still has the original coding in its 
records. I don’t need to go near the Hub or the servers for this; just into Archives.”

“So you’re writing a hack into the Intermesh Archives now?”
“Yep. It’s easy, just a slight variation on the other hacks that have shown they work. No 

risk at all on this one.” Gary sounded very relaxed and confident.
“And what if my computer has been turned off, or blocked?”
“Not a problem. I can get in through my machine, or Adam’s. Or anyone else’s if I have 

to, but I might need a bit of trial and error for some parts of the password coding. But that’s 
easily done. That part happens while I’m not connected, so it isn’t visible to the hackers. And 
once that far I’ll go directly to Archives, so they won’t notice even if they’re watching our 
machines and waiting for one of them to log into the Hub.”

“Then do it. But first, here’s breakfast.”
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Chapter Twelve

Priya was annoyed. Green Mars had been a brilliant book up to this stage. As someone 
with experience in the highest levels of management of both private commerce and public 
departments,  she  appreciated  the  politics  as  described.  As  a  Science  graduate  in 
Environmental  Science,  she also appreciated the terraforming processes being used,  even 
though she thought other techniques such as Zubrin’s idea of dropping ammonia and methane 
mini-comets onto the planet would have been simpler and cheaper.

But then Robinson has to posit volcanic eruptions in Antarctica to cause global sea 
level  rise!  What  a disappointing  deus ex machina to  throw in!  Oh,  well.  This  is  science 
fiction,  not  an  academic  evidence-based  hypothesis,  so  some  license  in  these  things  is 
implicit in the genre. These books are good enough to deserve a bit of suspended disbelief.

She heard the key rattle in the lock. The door swung open and Gary appeared, holding 
up his data stick for her to see and with a proud grin across his face.

“Got it!” he boasted.
“Excellent!” she smiled as she stood and stretched.
Gary lifted two shopping bags to the benchtop. “Nice shiny kitchen,” he commented. 

“What time do you want to eat?” He was already slitting the plastic-packed meat ready for  
the marinade.

“Your  call,”  Priya  answered.  “I’ll  cook.  I  expect  you’d  prefer  to  get  into  that 
programme.”  Her strategy of doing all the housework and leaving him with nothing except 
the computer work was her way of applying subtle pressure dressed up as being supportive. It 
was working.

“Oh. Thanks,” Gary complied and sat in front of the laptop at the table.
Priya poured some of the pre-mixed marinade over the fillets Gary had left on a plate.  

“I’m thinking of giving this an hour,” she suggested. “Then I’ll throw it on that barby on the 
balcony. I feel like a bit of open-air cooking.”

“Sounds good,” Gary agreed. “But sterilise that old plate. Heat it long and hot before 
you put the meat on. Who knows how long it’s been since it was used.”

“I’ve already made sure the power is  connected and cleaned it  up.  All  in  working 
order.”

“Great. Maybe we could even eat at that little table out there. It’s going to be a beautiful 
evening.”

Priya heard a tiny alarm bell in the back of her mind. She didn’t want Gary to start 
thinking this was going to be in any way romantic. But she did want to motivate him and she 
knew how to play a role to achieve that.  Brilliant as her mind was, she also knew that her 
well-honed charms were a large part of her professional success. She was confident that she 
could send the subliminal while still keeping up a strictly business conversation. She had 
done it countless times before.

“Good idea,” she responded. “I’ll set up the table and throw together a salad when the 
meat is ready to cook.” She fetched the ingredients out of the fridge and set them on the 
benchtop ready to prepare. By that time Gary was already scanning the programme displayed 
on his screen. She went back to her book for the moment.

An hour later the alarm on the stove sounded. Priya strolled into the kitchen and poured 
a couple of half-glasses of cabernet sauvignon. She took one over to Gary. 

“Dinner in ten minutes?” she asked. “Don’t come to a dead stop too quickly,” Priya 
advised him with a smile.  “Decelerate smoothly.” She handed him the glass of wine. He 
smiled as he took it.

“Sure. I think I’ve figured out where to go from here.” 
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Priya returned to the kitchen to chop and peel the vegetables for the salad. 

Priya had the table set and the steak half-cooked by the time Gary joined her on the  
east-facing balcony, shaded by the building and with views out over the valley behind the 
motel. A soft breeze from the south was taking the heat out of the day. There was the half-
bottle waiting for them on the table.

“Just a minute,” Priya said as she slipped into her bedroom. She came back with a plain  
elastic hairband holding her hair back. “The wind was blowing my hair into my face.” She 
knew that pulling her hair back into a severe business-only bun would have its effect on a 
man.

“Thanks for cooking,” Gary acknowledged.
“That’s my job,” Priya responded. “You solve the mysteries of the universe, I’m the 

support staff.” The meat was ready now. Priya turned off the power and slid the steaks onto 
the dinner plates. “So how’s it going?” she asked as she sat.

“I’ve only had time to skim through the programme, looking at special points. It’s a lot  
easier with the original coding, because the human programmers left in heaps of comments 
explaining what the various bits are meant to do.” He cut into his steak. “One of the features 
programmed into the servers is the capacity to advise each other of changes in conditions. 
They can edit each other’s parameters if the need arises.”

“Why would they need to?”
“So they can keep each other’s cost and output curves up-to-date. Computers optimise 

by finding the points on curves where the first differential is zero and the second differential  
is positive or negative, depending on what is being balanced. If, say, the cost of liquid fuel  
goes up, then all systems that use liquid fuel need to adjust their cost curves to reflect that 
new cost.”

“Why couldn’t that be put in by hand?”
“It could, but having the machines talk to each other is quicker and eliminates any 

mismatch in the short term. The system was called the Intermesh because the idea is to make 
all  the  systems  fully  intermeshed.  Not  reliant  on  human  intervention,  and  therefore  not 
vulnerable to human error or delays.”

“So the machines can re-programme not only themselves, but also affect each other’s 
programmes. How does that make them less efficient?”

“It shouldn’t,” Gary conceded. “But it provides a keyhole. A hacker only has to get into 
one server to be able to hack all the others. Since the Electricity server is hyper-active, it’s  
possible that I’ve located their tunnel. Now I intend to monitor it. While I’m doing that, I’ll  
look for a chink in that server, to see how it could have been hacked. The next step after that 
is to try to trace back the route to the source, and hopefully find the hackers. But even if I  
can’t get that far, I can at least think about a patch to lock them out.”

“In other words, reporting progress.”
“Yes. Reporting progress.”
Priya smiled and held out her half-full glass. The business dinner atmosphere had been 

achieved and had succeeded. Now for just a faint touch of the feminine charm to keep him 
subconsciously motivated.

Gary picked up his own wine glass and touched it to hers.

Priya came out of her room bright and early next morning to find Gary was already into 
the laptop screen.

“Have you had breakfast yet?” she asked.
“Nah. I didn’t want to disturb you with the clattering.”
“Thanks. So what will you have?”
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“I’ll pull something together in a minute. I want to keep this line of thought going a bit 
longer.”

“Then keep going. I’ll cook. What do you want?” Priya repeated.
“Oh. Thanks. Whatever you’re having, just double it.”
“Bacon, scrambled eggs and toast.  How does that sound?”
“Excellent!  Thanks.”  Gary  hadn’t  looked  up  from  the  screen  through  the  whole 

conversation.
Priya cooked breakfast and set his plate beside him, then went back into her bedroom 

with her breakfast to read her book. ‘No distractions’ was the policy.
It was mid-morning when he knocked on her open door. “I need to clear my head. I’m 

going for a walk out the back. Maybe to the top of that hill to sit and think a bit in a different 
context.”

“Sure. You deserve a break,” she encouraged him. “I’ll read on the balcony and put the 
kettle on for a coffee when I see you coming back.” She rose from the chair.

Gary grabbed his hat, closed the door behind him and dawdled down the stairs. The 
coding for the communications programmes installed on all the main servers was identical, 
except for machine-specific details such as identification. He knew that had been resolved in 
the design of the system before the Hub had been activated. It was important that there be no 
mismatch in protocols there, because once the system was activated there was no way any 
outside source would be able to alter that part of the programming via remote inputs. 

The only files that could be sent to the servers from outside were data files from the 
various sensors attached to each, but no executable programmes. This had been thought at the 
time  to  be  an  absolutely  foolproof  anti-hacking  system,  the  ultimate  firewall.  The  only 
exception was that the Artificial Intelligence routines could re-programme the system from 
inside, as their learning over time and input data prompted them.

That had been the theory, at least, he pondered as he threw his leg over the low wire 
fence at the back of the property. He was now in a neighbouring sheep pasture. The grass was 
tufted, chewed down by the sheep after excellent spring rains had promised a good season. 
He looked towards the gradual dip in the land a hundred metres away and then to the slope up 
to a rock-topped knoll. He should get a good view from up there. Such a shame Priya had to 
stay in the unit. She dreaded being recognised if she was seen in public. But she must be  
going around the twist, cooped up in the rooms all the time. No wonder she’s willing to do all 
the cooking and cleaning, just to relieve the boredom. Next time he goes shopping he’ll make 
a point of buying some more books and puzzles for her.

Gary pictured the code for excluding externally-derived executable input. He had been 
staring at it for hours this morning, trying to see how it could have been breached. But no.  
There was no way. It was that simple. Nothing except internal communications between the 
servers  already  connected  into  the  Hub  could  even  get  in.  Each  server  had  its  own 
identification code and the Hub had been designed so the first thing a newly-connected server 
had to do was provide its own identifier. This was checked to ensure it didn’t duplicate an 
existing identifier, so no imposters could break in, and this new identity had to be confirmed 
by a dozen different sources within government to ensure it  was a legitimate new server 
being linked into the Hub

He was at the top of the knoll now. He sat on a boulder and looked out over the gently 
undulating countryside, cloaked in rich green grass that he knew would turn brown within a  
few weeks. ‘Of droughts and flooding rains’, he murmured that famous line to himself. Ever 
since Climate Change started to bite deeper those lines have become even more accurate. 
Four months of solid rain and local floods, and now the forecast was for months or years of 
drought. The cycle was now past its tipping point. Despite the frantic efforts now being made 
and unless some engineers somewhere came up with a silver bullet of planetary engineering, 
it would only spiral further.  

It could now be seen to be inevitable, a Greek tragedy or a slow-motion train wreck,  
depending  on  your  preferences.  He  thought  back  to  where  the  world  had  started  at  the 
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beginning  of  the  century  and  the  characteristics  of  those  in  charge.  The  politically  and 
economically powerful in those days were not fools, but most people with both intelligence 
and  power  tend to  look  to  their  own benefit  rather  than  anyone  else’s.  Concern  for  the 
Common Good gets squeezed out.

Then it hit him. He felt numb all over. ‘Oh, my God!’ he whispered. He would have to 
look at that very carefully before he dared to say anything. Not even to Priya.

His mind wanted to rush back to the room and see if the hypothesis stacked up, but his  
legs refused to move. ‘Oh, my God!’ he muttered again. And even if his suspicions were  
found to be correct, how could he get the news to anyone who could do something to correct 
it?  How  could  he  convince  them,  when  the  evidence  could  be  deleted  in  a  matter  of 
nanoseconds? And how could those people he told be protected against the same ruthlessness 
that killed Carla Pinney, had then tried to run down him and Priya with an autobus and even 
now was probably trying to locate their hiding place? ‘Oh, my God!’ Whatever he did from 
this point onwards, he would have to be even more careful about covering his tracks than he 
had imagined. It had been pure dumb luck that he and Priya were still at large.

Perhaps he should tell Priya after all. If he were to be taken out, then someone had to 
have this information or there would be no hope. Yes, Priya had to be fully informed. She 
would be targeted anyway, whether she knew or not, and warning was protection. He rose 
from his boulder and walked unsteadily down the hillside.

He looked up to the unit balcony as he climbed over the low wire fence. Priya had 
noticed his return. She was miming drinking a cup of coffee. He smiled and nodded. She 
disappeared inside.

'Oh my God!' he muttered yet again.
Priya was pouring the boiled water into the coffee plunger by the time Gary entered the 

unit.  
“That was a pretty quick breather,” she commented brightly. “Or are you just a quick 

thinker?”
He sat glumly at the table. “I think I know the hacker,” he announced.
“Excellent! Who? And how do we stop them?”
“Sit down. You're not going to like this.”
When  she  was  seated  Gary  outlined  his  theory  to  her.  He  also  explained  the 

consequences, at least those at a purely technical engineering level. She was stunned. She 
searched for her voice.

“Are you sure?”
“Not yet,” he conceded. “I have to do a bit more checking first, but I don't see what  

other answer is possible. In the meantime, I want you to think about where we go from here if  
I'm right. What can we do that won't end in disaster? You're expert here in how to handle the 
politics of this, I'm just a programming nerd.”

She nodded slowly. “This is not going to be easy. To do anything at all, I'll need to talk 
to people at the highest levels. These are not people you just drop in on. I'll have to talk to  
their gatekeeper staff, who make appointments in computer-based timetables accessible to the 
hacker, and then even if I get to talk to them they'll keep notes, again stored on computers and 
hacker-accessible.” She sighed deeply. “The only safe way of meeting and communicating 
will be face-to-face outside any surveillance, or in hard-copy writing. Even phone calls won't 
be safe.”

“Then get thinking,” Gary answered. “I've got other things to look at from my angle.”
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Chapter Thirteen

Adam Trescott was intrigued. He couldn't recall ordering anything to be delivered by 
mail lately and his wife usually ordered things in her own name. But here was a card from 
Australia Post saying there was a registered item awaiting collection. It required personal 
identification before release. Strangest of all, it was waiting at the post office just a short  
stroll from his work office. Nowhere near his home address.

He had better things to do with his time than queue during the lunchtime rush. He went  
down to collect it late that afternoon. It was not a package as he had assumed, just a letter. He 
returned  to  his  work  office  and  slitted  the  envelope.  Inside  was  another  envelope  with 
handwriting on the front.

Hi Adam! Long time, no see! Please do NOT open this envelope where anyone else  
might see it, not even a computer or a surveillance camera.  The contents will tell you why. 

Stubby.

Adam knew of only two people he had ever referred to as 'Stubby'. One was a friend at 
school, the other was Gary Stein. The school friend was long lost in the mists of time. Adam 
had a fair idea of which 'Stubby' this was. 

Adam had only the vaguest idea where Gary was. There had been sightings in the local 
shopping mall  on the  day of  his  disappearance.  After  that  there  had been one 'probable'  
sighting on the railway surveillance, apparently buying a ticket to Sydney. After that there 
had  been  no  reported  sightings,  and  he  had  received  only  a  few  messages  through  the 
Canberra Times obituaries about people with the initials ‘ABC’.  Each of these had been short 
messages, containing nothing but a time and place for another cash drop. Adam guessed that 
Gary had moved on immediately after  each of  these,  just  in case they were followed or 
otherwise traced. 

He stuffed the envelope into his pocket and then headed for the toilets. Once inside a 
cubicle he carefully opened the inner envelope.

Hi Adam,

It's  been  a  busy  time  for  us.  Without  going  into  details,  I  need  to  meet  with  you  
personally somewhere out of any possible surveillance. Please be just inside the entrance to  
Tarcutta Hills Reserve at 1:00 p.m. on Sunday 25th. Wait for me if I'm not there on time, I  
might be delayed myself.  See you then. Oh, and another pile of cash wouldn't go astray,  
either. Please use the usual method to confirm that you can be there.

Stubby

Adam read it through three times. So it had been a busy time for 'us'. It looks like Priya 
Costa was still with him. It was a relief to hear they were both okay. Tonight he would have 
to write an obituary for Alice Berenice Compton, embedding in it a message that he had 
received the item and would comply.   Any more would be an unnecessary risk.  He also 
decided to put in notice that he would be taking Monday 26th, Tuesday 27th and Wednesday 
28th as  annual  leave.  He’ll  say  that  he  wanted  a  couple  of  days  touring  the  wineries  of 
Rutherglen. That would be a good cover for the trip, and he could time his journey down to 
have lunch at the Tarcutta Reserve.
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It was a hot day but the park benches were shaded by the trees overhead. There was a 
gentle breeze from the south-west, just enough to rustle the leaves. Adam settled onto the 
park bench with a sausage roll for lunch. His red-and-yellow Tee shirt should make it easy for 
Gary to notice him quickly. He checked his phone for the time. 1:06, it told him. Just a few 
minutes late. While the phone was out he decided to scan through the news service. The 
notice in the shop had said he had coverage here, and he found it was true. He settled down to 
world events.

He finished his sausage roll. He checked the time again. 1:10. Gary said he might be a 
bit late. He stood, looked around as he stretched, and then wandered back into the shop. That 
sausage roll had been better than expected. He'll have another.

He had almost finished the second roll when someone sat at the same table. He glanced 
up to see if it was Gary. Nope. He turned back to his phone.

“What sort of greeting is that for an old friend?” the stranger asked.
Startled, Adam looked up again. He saw a beard that was well-groomed and jet black 

instead of Gary's usual grey stubble, but the voice was Gary’s.
“G'day, mate. I’m just playing it cool, that's all.”
“Liar! Admit it, I fooled you.”
“Okay, you fooled me. I was expecting you to be disguised as a wombat.”
“You got some cash for me?”
“Yeah. Fifteen thousand this time. I'm keeping track of it, you know. Unsecured loans 

are worth two percent establishment and one percent per month. Plus the fee for the thugs if 
you don't pay it back.”

“If you can find me. Where is it?”
“In the car.”
“Don't look now, but there's a walkway just right of straight ahead of us. It goes down 

to the creek. Grab your cash when you finish your lunch and then go for a stroll down to that 
creek. And leave your phone in the car. I don't want you carrying anything that could track 
where you’ve been.”

“Right, mate.”
“I'll see you there.” Gary stood and wandered away towards another forest walk out to 

the left. Adam went back to reading the news. When he finished his sausage roll he stood 
again, stretched, and went back to his car. There he pulled on a small rucksack, locked his 
phone in the boot of the car and went walking down the marked trail.

He was almost a kilometre into the walk when a pebble landed in front of him. He 
looked around and saw Gary up a disused and overgrown side track. He turned to follow. A 
hundred metres further on they reached a small clearing.

“What now?” Adam asked.
“We wait,” Gary answered as he sat on the ground.
“Wait for what?”
“A non-surprise.”
Adam took the hint, sat and lapsed into silence. A few minutes later Priya joined them. 

Adam stood, through force of habit.
“Nobody following,” she assured Gary.
“Good.”
“Hello Adam,” Priya beamed.
“Good afternoon ma'am,” Adam.
She laughed lightly. “I'd forgotten how formal I used to be,” she responded. She sat 

cross-legged on the dirt and the men followed her down.
Adam raised his eyebrows and turned to Gary. “What have you done to the real Priya 

Costa?  This one has a sense of humour.”
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“First, where's the money?” Priya asked. “I don't want you to be so overwhelmed that 
you forget to leave it with us.”

“Oh, here. Take the whole pack,” he offered as he slipped out of the shoulder straps. He 
handed the rucksack over to Gary

“I know who the hacker is,” Gary said straight off the bat. “But that's the easy part.  
What we do about it is the hard part. But Priya has that figured out. Listen carefully, she will 
say this only once.”

It was more than an hour later when Adam dropped onto the seat of his car. Everything 
seemed so surreal. It was only the discomfort of the small capsule stuffed up his rectum that 
was abiding proof that he hadn't fallen asleep in the sun and dreamed it all. He engaged the 
motor and turned out of the carpark back towards the highway.
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Chapter Fourteen

Adam Trescott looked at the datastick with a sense of foreboding. It had been good to 
finally get it out of his arse after three days of removal and re-insertion every time he emptied 
his bowels, and he half-suspected that he had done some damage to the lining of his rectum in 
the process. It certainly felt painful, but he wouldn’t seek any sort of medical opinion until 
the task was complete.

This was one step that couldn’t be done remotely or Gary would have done it himself. 
The Hub was designed and programmed to raise an alarm if any executable programme was 
uploaded from anywhere except directly through the terminal in the Intermesh Authority. Not 
even the integrated servers could feed that sort of thing into the core of the Intermesh unless  
specifically authorised from here.

He inserted the datastick into the terminal of the backup Hub. He typed in his clearance 
code as Acting Head. Thankfully, the backup Hub was still completely disconnected from the 
Intermesh, as a safeguard against both the Hub and the backup being affected by a common 
fault.  

Then he typed in  ‘backup’,  the trigger word for  the appropriate  programmes to be 
loaded. The screen showed that the programmes stacked on the datastick by Gary had been 
copied and installed onto the backup Hub. Adam gave a deep sigh. He removed the datastick.  
Thank God that the backup wasn’t connected. There was no way the hacker would be able to 
detect what had happened, or who had done it.  The only trace on record was the surveillance  
record of him entering the fire-proof basement room to carry out the routine power-up and 
shut-down that was required every Thursday. For him not to have entered this room would 
have been more suspicious.

He  returned  to  his  office  and  placed  his  order  with  the  Canberra  Times  classified 
advertising  online  section.  He  had  already  prepared  an  obituary  for  Alan  Bartholomew 
Clifford, with the buried message in the text saying ‘backup is ready’. If anything prevented 
him from carrying out the second part of this mission, at least Gary and Priya would have a  
head start.

Next  he  placed a  call  to  the  office  of  Jim Waller,  the  Minister  responsible  for  the 
Intermesh Authority.

“Could I speak to Julie Cornish, please?  Adam Trescott from Intermesh here.”
One  moment,  please,”  the  brisk  voice  in  the  Minister’s  office  responded.   A few 

seconds later he heard the Minister’s Head of Staff.
“Hi, Adam. What can I do for you?”
“I need to speak to the Minister about staffing requirements here. While I’m Acting 

Head,  it  means  both  my  division  and  that  vacated  by  Stein  are  headed  by  temporary 
appointments,  leaving people just  flapping in the breeze and both divisions short  by one 
senior  officer.  Right  now,  with  these  bedding-in  problems,  I  need  to  provide  firmer 
arrangements  for  these  acting  divisional  heads,  and  also  staff  to  replace  their  nominal 
positions.”

“The Minister’s busy this week. Can it wait until Tuesday next week?”
“Every day is another day of heightened risk of the Intermesh going down. Ask the 

Minister how long he wants to wait before it’s fixed.”
“Okay, I get it.” Pause. “Tomorrow, at ten o’clock. I can squeeze in fifteen minutes, a 

bit more if Jim thinks you’re worth making the PSU representative wait. Does that suit you?”
“Thanks. I’ll be there early.”
“Anything else?”
“No, thanks. Until tomorrow.” The phone went dead in his ear.
Another deep breath. Trescott had known that any appointment to go to the Minister’s 

office would be logged onto the computer, and therefore be accessible to the hacker. There 
had  to  be  a  plausible  but  innocent  excuse  to  go  to  his  office  in  person,  something  that 
couldn’t be done by email exchanges.
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The next morning Trescott  was in the Minister’s outside office,  laptop computer in 
hand. The internet app in this laptop had been deliberately disabled, to eliminate any ability 
to connect to the internet and therefore it was completely spy-proof. It was one of those rare 
things these days, a completely isolated computer.

The door to the inner office opened and one of the Prime Minister’s minions walked out 
followed by Minister Waller.

“Come on in, Adam!” Jim Waller called. 
“Thank you for your time, Minister,” Adam stood dead still. “But I think we need to  

walk in the fresh air as we talk. It’s lovely outside.”
Waller looked startled. Then Trescott’s deadpan expression convinced him.
A few minutes later they were on a park bench opposite the Commonwealth Ministerial 

Offices building.
“Please watch this file before I explain what’s happening.” Trescott filled in time as he 

opened his laptop and inserted the datastick. He brought up the required file and typed the 
trigger word ‘minister’.

The faces of Priya and Gary appeared on the screen, in a video obviously taken on a 
laptop computer. Priya spoke.

“Minister, Mr. Stein and I have gone into hiding because there are credible threats to 
our lives. We know who is hacking the Intermesh, and how. The problem is the AI set up 
within the Electricity Regulator server.  

“One unexpected outcome of our advanced AI is  that  these computers can develop 
quasi-personalities. Just like human personalities, they can sometimes put their own needs 
ahead of the team objectives. We have found that the Electricity AI is attempting to maximise 
its own efficiency by managing demand imposed by the other servers, even if it makes those 
other servers and thereby the entire economy operate at less than peak efficiency. It has been 
doing this by sending false cost curves or faulty algorithms to the other servers,  so they 
respond by demanding exactly what best suits the Electricity server’s optimisation strategy.

“This poses a huge problem in Intermesh management. Any attempt to over-write these 
false cost curves is immediately over-written again, and any attempt to eliminate the flawed 
Electricity AI will be thwarted. We have good reason to believe that the Electricity server will  
even commandeer hardware such as public transport to eliminate any individuals whom it 
sees as threats to its agenda. Mr. Stein tells me that this even extends to possibly implanting 
its own AI into other servers if it detects any attempt to isolate the Electricity server.

“Mr.  Stein has put  together a  way to eliminate this  problem. This will  require Mr.  
Trescott to access the Hub directly.  Please arrange for that to be done. I urge you to do this as  
soon as possible, and without leaving any notes, plans, appointments or reminders that could 
be accessed by any computer. Lightning from a cloudless sky is what is needed here.” The 
screen went blank.

“Do you want to watch it again, Minister?” Trescott asked.
Waller pondered what he had just heard.
“I should have that video file checked by the experts, to ensure it isn’t a fabrication.  

Fake videos are not that hard to put together these days.”
“If you do that, Minister, the hacker will know. We are all under surveillance, and if we 

do anything out of routine or connected with Ms Costa or Gary, the hacker will know. Likely 
result; death.”

“So how do you know this is genuine yourself?”
“The datastick was given to me by Ms Costa and Gary Stein. I met them at Tarcutta for 

that purpose.”
“So you’ve known where they are all along?”
“No, sir. We’ve been communicating by encoding messages into classified ads, but only 

as absolutely required.”
“Where are they now?”
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“I don’t know. They were near Tarcutta on the 25th, but they’ve probably moved since 
then in case I was traced.”

Waller pondered some more.
“Well, if you and they are playing a secret agenda here, then the Intermesh is at your 

mercy anyway.” Waller gave a huge shrug. “What do I have to lose?”
“Thank you, sir. Let’s get into your basement immediately, and access the Hub. Gary 

has given me the programme that will eliminate the hacker AI.”
Waller nodded sombrely and stood. “Let’s do it.”
The  two men walked  into  the  lobby  of  the  building.  Waller  spoke  to  the  security 

receptionist. “I want three men, unarmed but big beefy blokes. Get them here now, quietly.” 
He turned to Trescott.

“You’ll understand, Adam, that I have to manage the risks.”
“Indeed, sir.”
“The lifts don’t go down to the security basement. The lift shafts would have needed to 

breach the fire barrier to do that. Instead, we have to use the stairs and go through a few fire 
doors.” Waller waited a few moments until three large men arrived, and then headed for the  
stairwell. 

At the basement level they came to a heavy fire door. Waller punched in his security 
code and exposed his iris to the camera. Then there was a short corridor and another fire door. 
Waller surreptitiously glanced up at the camera on the ceiling and gave a casual hand signal. 
The second door needed release from an operator in building security as well as his own code 
before it would open, and the door behind could be locked remotely.

The second door opened as required, showing another corridor at right angles to the 
door. Waller turned left and walked a dozen paces. Again he punched his code into a third fire 
door. “Here we are!” he announced as the door swung open.

The men filed into the room and Trescott inserted the data stick into the Hub façade. He 
called up the menu, selected the file ‘mainhub’ and then the typed in the trigger word ‘hub’ to 
activate the programme. The screen flashed up the text ‘Programme executed’.

“That’s all we need to do,” Trescott announced.
“And what did you just do?” Waller asked. “I expected a bit more than that.”
“It was all packaged into the one programme, so it could act before the Electricity AI 

could put up a firewall. Basically, the Hub disconnected itself from all outside servers. That 
means the servers are also disconnected from each other.”

Waller was aghast.  “So what does that do to the Intermesh?”
“It automatically defaults to the backup Hub. That’s in the basement of the Intermesh 

Authority.”
“How does that solve the problem?”
“The  backup  Hub  has  already  been  re-programmed  to  refuse  connection  to  the 

Electricity  server.  The  flawed  AI  is  now  isolated.  The  next  step  is  to  disconnect  that 
computer, so the old-fashioned local autonomic controls keep the electricity system running 
and in balance.  It’s not the most efficient way of doing things, but it prevents other servers 
from being sabotaged.  Until  then,  the  electricity  server  is  responding to  its  own internal  
sensors to satisfy demand.”

“But that means the entire electricity grid is being held hostage by a mad computer!”
“Not mad,  Minister;  just  narcissist  and self-promoting.  It  wants to look as good as 

possible, and it was deliberately altering the data flow through the system to improve its own 
statistics. Now it can’t do that, so it has to perform as well as possible under the  real data. So 
it will continue to provide all the power required on demand. It’s driven to do so, or it will  
fail its own internal self-image.  It’s captive to its own need to be seen to be as close to 
perfect as possible.”

“I have to get back to my office and tell the P.M. what you’ve done!” Waller turned 
hurriedly for the door.  The other four men followed.
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“And contact the Energy Market Operator as well,” Trescott added. “I’ll need to speak 
to them as well, so they know what to expect.”
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Chapter Fifteen

The senior staff of the Intermesh Authority were gathered outside the Head’s office.
“Welcome back, ma’am,” Trescott smiled in greeting. The rest of the senior staff behind 

him applauded.
“It’s good to be back,” Priya responded, also smiling. “But what’s this I hear about you 

taking leave while there was nobody at a level high enough to act in your place? All for 
nothing more than a self-indulgent cruise through Rutherglen wineries?”

“Oh, I could be spared. Being the Head is a nothing job anyway; the senior staff do all 
the real work.”

“Shush! Don’t tell everyone!” Priya put on an act of looking around furtively. “Now, 
come into my office and tell me what I should say to the Press.” Then she turned to the 
assembled crowd and smiled. “OK. End of ‘While the cat’s away’ time! Back to work!” The 
gathering dispersed with some good-natured grumbles as she led the two men into her office.

Priya went around her desk to sit in her Head’s chair, while Adam and Gary sat before 
her.

“Well done, Adam. How is the situation at the moment?”
“The Electricity server has been completely wiped. Not just deleted, but scrubbed clean 

of any residual storage. Re-programming will start today.”
“And what guarantee do we have that it won’t go rogue again?”
“My expertise is in financial and planning, not programming. What do you say, Gary?” 

He glanced to his right to Gary.
“No guarantees for AI, Priya. No more than you can guarantee that a human won’t go 

rogue. That’s what it means to deal with intelligence, whether human or artificial. You can’t 
predict it perfectly.”

“So what can we do to stack things in our favour?” Priya was in full management mode  
already.

“You’ll have to put in place safeguards against internal corruption, just as you would 
for human decision-makers. That means re-programming to permit any server or the Hub 
itself to be interrogated and isolated. Maybe even put in place compulsory reporting by each 
machine  of  any re-progamming or  data  provided by the  others.  We need anti-corruption 
measures to cover computer intelligence, just like we have in place for humans.”

“That’s a lot of extra expense,” Priya commented. “Can you give me any idea how 
much that’ll cost?”

“No more than I can tell you how much anti-corruption measures against humans will 
cost. It all depends on how thorough you want the system to be.”

  “Waller will want answers on the spot.”
“So think of a number, then put another zero on the end. Then let him take pride in 

bargaining you down.” Gary smiled. “Whatever you agree to, it will mean a bigger budget, so 
a  boost  to  your  status.  Since  when  has  any  Head  of  Department  objected  to  increased 
funding?”

“But perhaps we could find some excuses to increase it even more,” Priya answered 
with a smile. “For example, I personally know of cash advances totalling several tens of 
thousands of dollars. All borrowed on terms of 2% establishment fee plus 1% per month.” 
She glanced sideways to Adam. “Weren’t they the terms you specified?”

“Yes!” Adam exulted.
“But you won’t get it. You have nothing in writing. So I’ll recommend a performance 

bonus instead.”
Trescott smiled softly. “I should have asked for signed contracts and receipts. I suppose 

I just don’t have what it takes to be Head.”
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