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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London

      

      

      Kelly Blackwell had the feeling the building could still read her mind. What would it think about the dream she had last night? Where she was back inside the lab, lights bearing down on her, Omar holding the syringe filled with kill serum.

      She shook her head as if to dislodge the memory from her system, her breath catching for just a moment—the phantom sting of fear always sharper than she expected. Then she stopped and let it be, reminding herself that Omar had made his own choice and that she survived. Her dreams were changing, aided in part by a daytime routine that kept her late nights to a minimum, her stress levels in check, resting when she needed, and a healthy diet. She crossed the candy-cane barrier at 8:30 a.m. and stepped into the Zone.

      Just footsteps away from the building’s entrance, she could feel the online transmissions invigorating the chip in her head, as though it was excited to be home. Kelly had fought and clawed her way out of Lydia’s grip of control, but the chip stayed, and the nano-bot it contained had wormed itself into the soft tissue of her brain. Right behind her retina, to be exact.

      A year ago, it connected to every Wi-Fi device willy-nilly. She got dragged along with it, and it nearly blasted her head off. But her bot was different now; she was different now. The truth was, she knew more about the building than it knew of her—or so she told herself as she climbed its steps, pushing away the whisper of doubt that said Lydia’s ghosts might still be haunting these walls.

      The comms crew had painted over the matte black concrete with white and yellow stripes, and it had uplifted the building, but she could still make out the Elite Squad’s haunting insignia—an eagle in flight, its talons like angry scissors.

      “Open the door,” she said.

      A bell dinged. The dome-capped communications center hummed even though Harry was, as usual, the only one in.

      He pulled off his headphones. “Morning, Boss.”

      Harry’s lustrous smile and large screen lit the room. Seeing his unwieldy hair jut out from behind his monitor was one of her routine comforts. She nodded her good morning.

      “No attempted cyberattacks today,” he said, “but I’m sure our guy will come sniffing around soon.”

      Harry was the best watchdog she had because to him the job wasn’t work. He enjoyed monitoring online chatter, logging visitors, constructing firewalls—whatever was needed to keep out the cybercriminals. “Another predictable day is another comfortable day,” she said. “You’re doing a great job, Harry.”

      She made her way to the espresso machine. Since taking over the building, they had opened their digital doors to UK-based IPs. People logged on whenever they pleased. Everyone. And she was beginning to regret it. She pulled open a bag of coffee beans.

      A bright aroma tingled her nose, and a deep tone mellowed her mind. She poured the silky beans into the grinder and pressed the button for a double espresso.

      A high-pitched sound echoed through the panopticon’s halls, so piercing it cut through the concrete walls.

      She winced. “Harry, you poking around in the Prime Minister’s emails again?”

      “Very funny,” he said.

      Another high pitch whipped through the hall.

      “It’s a transmission.” Harry’s hand rested on a dial. “It’s coming in from a primary server.”

      Kelly lifted the warm cup to her mouth, and the coffee’s mist heated her lips. As long as it wasn’t coming from her private servers—the ones she used daily to download and decompress—that was all that mattered. “Do we know the source of this transmission?”

      “I won’t know until—oh my God.” He sat up. “It’s our guy.”

      She lowered her cup onto the desk. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Looks like he tried to mask his digital footprint, but it’s him. And he sent a video this time.”

      “Who sends video files these days?”

      “Let’s just crush the whole thing,” Harry said. “He could be a pirate.”

      “He’s so persistent we should have a look,” she said. “Can you trace his footprint without opening the message?”

      “His IP is bouncing around. I don’t think he’s in the UK.”

      The face of a thirty-year-old man flashed on the screen, his eyes a deep blue, his thin lips steady. He reminded Kelly of a more intense version of Troy.

      Harry took off his glasses and laughed. “This is the dude who’s been trying to send messages for the last three months?”

      Kelly leaned into the screen. This guy had no greasy hair, no dark under-eye circles from pulling all-nighters. This one looked bright and fresh. And corporate. “He doesn’t look like your average hacker.” She stepped back. “He got this far. Let’s see what he has to say.”

      “I’m doing a reverse image search now,” Harry said.

      The search result came up empty; Harry looked up at Kelly.

      “If you can chain down one of his IP addresses,” Kelly said, “I might be able to get some info on him.”

      “Using your brain-bot? I strongly advise against that. We don’t know who he is. The pipeline could be loaded with viruses.”

      The new connection ignited her curiosity, and before she realized it, her attention was drifting along an unfamiliar tunnel. “No, no, stop,” she said to her brain-bot.

      Her heart sped up, and her mind revved. The guy’s metadata zoomed past her faster than a bullet train, and suddenly she found herself plunged into soundless deep space. “Return!” she commanded her brain-bot.

      But she found herself on slick foreign glass. Unlike the coal-fired British fiber-optic cables, this crystalline cable—powered by rocket fuel—pulsed. Where had her brain-bot taken her? She grasped for one of her real-world memories, where she was in Hyde Park under the soothing watermelon sunset, but her brain-bot shoved past the mirage, undaunted, and ported the guy’s encrypted video.

      
        
        Hey, Kelly. It’s Christian Karlsson, in case you’ve forgotten me.

      

      

      Only the audio was coming through. How did he know her? “This is a video file, right?” Kelly said.

      “Yeah,” Harry said.

      “I’m not seeing anything. I only hear him.”

      “It’s playing? I don’t hear anything. It should be on the screen,” Harry said, tapping his keyboard.

      
        
        Stockholm is under attack. Repeat. Stockholm is under attack. Maybe you know what it means. Just thought I’d let you know. Hope London is treating you well. Look forward to catching up at a better time when life isn’t so crazy. Over and out.

      

      

      The audio went silent.

      “I don’t know him,” Kelly said, pulling back.

      “Who was it?”

      “Our guy.”

      A text box popped up on Harry’s screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        This message will self-delete in 5 minutes.

      

      

      

      

      

      Stalled somewhere between confusion and disbelief, Kelly stared at Harry. When the message self-deleted, she’d have no proof of what she’d heard. Quickly, she flipped on the twenty-four-hour news.

      A weather map of England colored the screen.

      “What are you doing?” Harry said.

      “My brain-bot connected, and I heard our guy say Sweden was under attack. It should be all over the news.”

      “You went in without protection?” Harry shook his head. “Are you nuts?”

      “Is there any way to stop the file’s self-delete?”

      “It’s preprogrammed. You could play it again, record it with a digital recorder, and then we have a copy.” Harry breathed out. “But Stockholm isn’t under attack. If it were, there’d be chatter all over social media.” He gestured toward the screen. “Clearly, it’s a prank.”

      Kelly scratched her chin. This didn’t feel like a prank call. The feeling was similar to the one from the anonymous whistleblower many, many months ago. “Don’t touch that switch.”

      Harry withdrew his hand from the off switch. “Maybe we should call the PM.”

      “And tell him what? That Stockholm is under attack?” She shook her head. “Let’s not give him a reason to shut us down.”

      Her bot zapped her brain.

      Stunned, she saw a giant deck of flashcards in her mind’s eye. One card displayed an enlarged image of a stereotypical Swedish man, the next card had the name Christian Karlsson, the next one, his online profile data, then his avatar, followed by hundreds of cards containing tables of numbers.

      The information poured into her mind so fast that she could barely process it.

      Adrenaline pumped through her arms, tightening her muscles until her fingertips grew cold. The only way through fear was to face it, she said to herself. She sucked in a deep breath, easing the tension, and zoomed ever forward.

      The rhythm of a steady beat barreled out, du-dung, du-dung, du-dung, and its reverberation pervaded her mind. Not a bass drum. This was the sound of a calm, confident heart. She felt it.

      “I’ve entered some kind of⁠—”

      “Get out of there,” she heard Harry say.

      She stumbled, but at last, she was standing, however unsteady, on the pulse of what felt like a heartbeat, and all she could do was roll with its beat. She focused on the card displaying a table of numbers. Biomarkers. “This is a biochip,” she said. “I’m inside his biochip.”

      “Oh wow,” Harry said. “How is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know.” She scratched her nose. “He has a biochip tracker embedded under his skin. I’m inside it. I can feel his heart beat.”

      “You’re in his biochip, under his skin? Cool. I’ve been meaning to get one.”

      “That would make me nauseous.”

      “Ha, ha, funny,” he said. “Biotrackers are a thing in Sweden. A chip the size of an uncooked grain of rice, and you pay for stuff with it. It holds all your ID, medical records, travel documents. Everything. People are doing it here, too. For health, mainly.”

      She shook her head. She had worked hard to master the chip inside her brain, and people in Sweden deliberately stuffed themselves with metal junk? Unlike London’s truth-twisting chips, theirs scored lives—gave points for compliance.

      She blew a stream of air through her lips. “Forget it, Harry. Not in my comms room. One of us is enough.”

      Harry’s fingertips tapped the keyboard. “Now what?”

      Her chest lifted on a deep inhale. “Get me background intel on Christian Karlsson. I want to see what this guy is all about.”

      “Now that you have his name, can’t your brain-bot do a preliminary search?”

      The thought of it made her eyes water. She’d have to bounce between satellites and jump between IP addresses scattered around the globe. The thought was dizzying. “I don’t know if I can, Harry.”

      “Things are different now,” he said. “You’ve been doing so much work.”

      Her throat tightened. Her fears of not being in control of her life had left their skid marks on her, but she reminded herself that she knew how it had happened and why. That was then and this is now. And now, Harry was right. She dabbed a tear from the corner of her eye and rolled her shoulders back.

      Stockholm wasn’t under attack, clearly, not right now anyway. Even though she had only Christian Karlsson’s voice to go on—no denying it was real—she had connected to him for a reason. And she was going to find out why. She flicked her hair back. “Code up my avatar with some eye-catching outfits. Make one that will make me look Swedish. Jeans and a white T-shirt kind of thing. Just keep my hair color.”

      “One Stormykitten with brown hair coming up. It’ll take a bit of time to code up all the outfits.”

      “Good. I need the time to practice directing my bot anyway. But as soon as his next transmission comes in, be sure to tell me.”

      Harry nodded.

      She felt inexplicably drawn to this Christian Karlsson, or maybe it was her brain-bot. Either way, she wasn’t sure which of them was the magnet—her or Christian. Maybe something was expanding inside her—or her brain-bot was morphing—but she feared losing control again. Not of her brain-bot this time. Herself.

      The audio file disappeared from the screen.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I want to meet him.”
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        25 June 2032. Stockholm.

      

      

      Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. Ice. Steel. Crack. Beat. Smear. Crush. Destroy.

      Rage coursed through Christian’s veins. He grabbed a vase and hurled it at the wall. Shattered glass across the floor, smashed hard drives into tiny plastic knives, battered furniture into matchsticks. He left nothing untouched. This was what Schroeder deserved for betraying him. This was what would come to Viktor for destroying his life. They screwed with him. But never again. This was just the beginning.

      Sweat poured down his cheeks as he stood in the midst of the devastation, and a craving rose from within him that could only be satisfied by watching his enemies fall.

      He fished the envelope out from the ruins and shoved it under his belt. It held all the proof he needed to take them down.

      He tasted blood on his mouth, his hand solid like a gun. The cold, hard steel of revenge warmed his heart, and his fury nourished his soul. Christian had never felt more sublime. He was going for him. That man. That nobody. Was his. He’d rather die than let Viktor win.
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      1 May 2032. Stockholm.

      Standing in front of the river in his every-occasion suit, Christian Karlsson held his finger over the Q-score button on his augmented reality glasses. The last time he checked the Q-score leaderboard, Jacob’s position held steady in Tier 2. But that was twenty-four hours ago, and the trial was days away.

      What was the old saying? It takes twenty years to build a reputation and five minutes to destroy it. In a world where rumors were more powerful than the truth, and malicious gossip could destroy everything, Christian had to know Jacob’s social status. He sighed and pushed the button.

      A screen expanded across his field of vision, the sky above him, the river before him, the pavement beneath him, until everything and everyone, near and far, became a mid-tone shade of gray. Only one bright light shone in his eyes: a heads-up display of the Q-scores leaderboard.

      The HUD showed real-time information about players, their tiers, and their scores. Page one listed Sweden’s top players in their rightful tier, and it was a page Jacob would never inhabit, certainly not today.

      Into his glasses mic, he said, “Find Jacob Rasmussen.”

      His query churned through the population of Sweden while names and avatars slid from tier to tier in real time, their scores updating, their ranks adjusting. Eventually, his query threw up hundreds of rows, each containing the name Jacob Rasmussen.

      Christian groaned. “Too many. Find Avatar ID Jonah Whale.”

      One row surfaced like a bright yellow submarine. He scanned it.

      
        
        Username: Jonah Whale | ID | Jacob Rasmussen | Rank: Tier 2

      

      

      Jacob’s position held steady.

      Bullish pride glowed inside Christian. “Good for you, buddy.”

      Two months earlier, the online vultures plucked at Jacob’s virtual flesh, and not for the first time. All because Jacob walked—well, stumbled—onto a cat trapped in a tree and hadn’t rescued it. Jacob’s walk-by was blasted all over Sweden, and the public deducted so many points from him that he dropped into Tier 3 status overnight. They didn’t care that he was drunk. Vulture food, being scarce these days, turned Jacob into a feast.

      Christian had looked out for the mathematics genius who’d been bullied since they were in school together, and he wasn’t going to stop now. He double-tapped his glasses.

      The digital screen disappeared, and the salty breeze restored his attention to the here-and-now, his body. He rested his glasses on his head.

      Right on time, Jacob rounded the corner of Erstagatan, his skin radiating, his hand clutching Karen’s. The hem of her figure-hugging dress swooshed at her knee.

      “Hey, Jacob.”

      A grin broke out across Jacob’s face—the kind of grin worn by all of Christian’s clients after he rescued them from the online vultures. He looked good, healthy even, walking strong in shiny black shoes, smelling all citrus, vetiver, and musk. That light scuff on his toe tip—a brilliant touch.

      With his pride rekindled, Christian hugged his friend. “Shiny new reputation does a man wonders.”

      Jacob chuckled. “I owe it to you.”

      Christian buffed his nails on his sleeve and smirked.

      Karen patted Jacob’s shoulder, as if to tame his ego. She flashed a bashful smile.

      “The credit is all your husband’s.” Christian stopped himself from descending toward the same closing comments he gave to all his clients. His friend deserved better. “I couldn’t let you languish in Tier 3. True friends are hard to come by.” He backhanded the air, and his too-soft sentiment floated away. “You wouldn’t believe the number of clients who don’t follow basic instructions.”

      Karen’s smile creased, her eyes glowing with admiration.

      Christian stepped back and rubbed his hands. “So! Where are we off to?”

      “Where we’re going, you won’t need these.” Jacob plucked Christian’s AR glasses from his head and slid them into his pocket. “You’re going to love White Space.”

      “Intriguing.” Christian tucked in his chin and folded his arms. “I hope it won’t get me in trouble. I have to be at work tomorrow.”

      “What work? Everyone’s on their best behavior.”

      “Everyone except you,” Christian chided, poking Jacob’s shoulder. “My other clients aspire to be Tier 1. Keep your nose clean, and you might just get there too.”

      Jacob squeezed Christian’s arm. “You deserve a promotion. You’re the best Quant PR man alive.”

      Christian shrugged. Quant PR man sounded so dramatic. “I just fix people’s online reputations and the results are measurable, not like in the old days. Now we have the Q-scores and algorithms so anyone can do it.”

      “You mean VIPs’ reputations,” Jacob corrected. “And not anyone could do what you can. You’re like a Q-score manipulator.”

      “It’s really you who does the work,” Christian said, trying to deflect the compliment. “I just make sure you know what work you need to do.”

      Karen bounced on her heels. “Okay, okay! All this love is making me sick. Let’s get moving.”

      They walked along the pavement above the river, and a salty breeze whipped around them. Jacob’s dark brown curls mobbed his forehead.

      He swept them back. “But you’ve built algorithms that always fix your clients’ problems. I bet the Q-score designers didn’t expect you to come along and game it.”

      Christian had decided long ago that everyone deserved a shot at the top tier, be they gangster or priest, man or woman, because so much depended on the Q-scores. Who was he to judge? He lifted his hands in mea culpa, admitting defeat. “If they didn’t want it gamed, they shouldn’t have created it. My algos happen to give my clients advantages.” He lowered his hands. “I don’t even have to use my algos that much anymore. As you say, everyone’s on their best behavior. No crime. It’s just rep enhancement now.” He smacked his teeth. “Kind of boring, really.”

      Karen led them onto a side road off Erstagatan. “Have you heard? They’re talking about making the Q-scores our primary currency.” She laughed, sarcastically. “Imagine that! The gall! Replacing our beloved krone?”

      Her comment landed on Christian like a bump. She had known, and indeed, seen, the work he put into securing the upcoming hearing at Nationalbanken and into protecting Jacob, the star witness. The Q-score system wasn’t an innocent government project; the Landström Society had developed the whole thing, and the public had the right to know.

      With her comment, he wondered if Karen still doubted that they could expose the most powerful social club in the nation and stop the scores from becoming the national currency. As long as Jacob presented his evidence, all was good. But to some people, like Karen, hearings were unpredictable.

      “Not gonna happen,” Christian said, almost in reassurance.

      They stepped into a dark entrance and followed a woman down a halogen-lit corridor, walls adorned with black-and-white moving images of Stockholm’s skyline. Her bare shoulders shimmered to the beat of Mozart’s Requiem, remixed. At the end of the passage, she opened a door and out blasted the scent of sweet gardenias.

      His heart beating, Christian caressed his tie. The silky fabric absorbed the sweat on his fingertips.

      A second platinum-blond-haired woman guided them to their table. They settled into upholstered armchairs.

      “Whatever you need is on the menu.” She pointed at the digital tablets on the table. “And if it isn’t…” She double-tapped the tablet screen and pointed to the white space at the bottom of the menu. “White space for special requests.” She handed out electronic pens. “Enjoy.”

      Another server approached the table.

      Jacob leaned toward Christian. “What did I tell you?”

      “You’re going to get me in trouble.”

      Jacob’s cheeky smile returned. “No one gets in trouble in fantasyland.”

      Christian tapped on a menu. Bubbly featured at the top, boutique beers at the bottom, and every known spirit in between. “Do they even serve food?” he said.

      Jacob shrugged. “Who cares when it’s all on the house. Everything.” Jacob turned to the server. “Let’s start with champagne.”

      Christian set the tablet aside and rested his hands, fingers loosely knitted, on the table. “I know most places in town, but this place…” He tapped the table. “Didn’t think these places existed anymore.”

      “This is my way of saying thank you.”

      The expression in Jacob’s eyes wasn’t gratitude, and that was fine. Christian didn’t need more praise. He needed to know who gave Jacob access to this place. He hadn’t done all that work fixing Jacob’s reputation, shielding him from the vultures, just so that he could squander his points, his rank, his status, and drop back to his old ways. “The person who really deserves the praise is Torn, my boss. He let me bring you in.”

      Jacob raised his hand, pretending to hold a glass. “Let’s drink to Torn.”

      Karen laughed. “Skål, Torn!”

      The server returned to their table, holding a tray with a bottle of champagne and three crystal flutes. She popped the cork and poured the effervescent liquid.

      Christian grabbed a glass and waited for the bubbles to finish popping inside. “Just one more week, Jacob. Sit tight. One more month and we’ll be cheering to your new life. May it last forever.”

      “Skål!”

      He took a sip and scooted closer to Jacob. “Who runs this place?”

      Jacob picked at a fresh scab on his wrist. “My potential new club.”

      The scab, next to a year-old scar, made Christian’s heart sink deeper. Jacob wasn’t just a client, he was a friend he’d known all his life, the kind of friend Christian looked out for because, without the Jacobs of this world, people would be ruthless. Christian cradled his crystal flute. “And who are they?”

      “They have access to places like this. And other things you didn’t know were possible.”

      Christian held up his hand. “Don’t tell me more.”

      “Why not?”

      He slapped the table. “Because I might want to join.”

      Jacob smirked. “I haven’t even told you the best part about this place. No points. No cameras. No judgment.”

      Christian paused mid-sip. Points were everything. Points gave bargaining power and leverage and a reputation. People spent days, weeks, discussing point management strategies. Give too many, you’d have less for yourself. Hoard them, you’d look bad. He didn’t have to do that kind of work. His own algorithm, personally developed, lit up everything for him. He knew who was going on holiday, buying toys, frequenting restaurants. Points were everything. Unless they weren’t.

      He gulped down the bubbles. “Okay, tell me the name of this club. No. Don’t tell me. I don’t need the temptation.” He downed the rest of his champagne. “Okay, tell me.”

      “Landström Society.”

      Christian’s ribcage tightened. The oldest social club in the country, the one with the worst reputation, the one rumored to be a secret society, the one his late father belonged to, the one Christian was working to expose at the Nationalbanken hearing next week. If the points turned into the national currency, Landström would be in charge of the country, and the country would be doomed.

      He lowered his champagne flute. “You know better than that, Jacob. Stay away from them.”

      Jacob’s sly smile faded. “Calm down. They’re on a recruitment drive. I haven’t joined. Thought it would be best to play along with them. Throw them off the scent.”

      Sweat sprinkled his palms. He didn’t like it. His friend was too fragile to be playing with those dragons, and he didn’t know how to say no. But what choice did he have? “It’s good you’re attracting clubs, but let me introduce you to other clubs. Smaller ones⁠—”

      Jacob slid his hands under the table. “Who looks after guys like me?”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Christian pinched the tension stuck between his eyebrows. “I wish you wouldn’t⁠—”

      Karen touched Christian’s arm. “Let’s stop talking business and enjoy the evening.”

      Christian gripped the edge of the table, preparing to propel himself for the exit. “I have a meeting in the morning. I should go.”

      Jacob grabbed Christian’s arm. “Don’t go. I haven’t accepted. All right?”

      “Promise me you’ll never say yes.”

      “I promise. Done. Now, drink up.”

      Christian released his grip from the table’s hard edge and scooted in.

      Several drinks later, awash in alcohol-loose minds and looser morals, a woman came out of nowhere and brushed Christian’s hand.

      His legs tingled.

      “You’re free to do whatever you want, buddy. No points here.” Jacob pulled out Christian’s AR glasses from his inside pocket. “But you might want these back.”

      Christian took in the woman’s sun-kissed face. “Yeah, I need them for work.”

      “What’s your name?” Christian asked the woman.

      “You’ll find me under Gingeraroma.”

      “Is that all one word?”

      She nodded slowly.

      Christian lifted his glasses to his lips. “Send Gingeraroma five thousand points.”

      Jacob patted him on the shoulder. “I’m glad you have your priorities straight.”

      Too weak to resist, he rose from his chair and met this stranger, a real woman, not a virtual reality doll or avatar. Her hand’s soft skin dissolved the last cinder brick within him, and they left in a taxi, headed for her place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      A shrill beep hacked into Christian’s deep sleep.

      His eyes flickered, and his head throbbed. Sunlight seeped through the broken shades. Stale booze and stranger sex perfumed his skin. Ah yes, White Space. He remembered leaving with Gingeraroma, but everything else was a blur. He winced and scraped back his hair.

      Ding!

      Groaning, he raked through the wad of clothes on the wooden floorboards and rooted out his glasses.

      The wrinkled sheets in the space beside him were cold to the touch, and the silent room sent a chill down his spine.

      Ding!

      
        
        7:15 a.m. | Message 2 from Yolanda (!)

      

      

      He launched off the bed, shoved his foot into a twisted pant leg, scooped up the rest of his clothes, and shot out the door, relieved to leave the whole night behind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Outside, the sun seared the remnants of Christian’s grogginess. Surrounded by red and white stone buildings with facades positively nineteenth-century, he stood squarely in the eastern district of Östermalm. He needed to be in the West. Now.

      He hailed the first taxi coming down the tree-lined boulevard and scooted onto the back seat. “Take me to Sveavägen, near the Observatory.”

      He fastened his tie around his neck. What was he thinking? Going home with a total stranger, if that was a home at all. That bare room, the stranger—was that where she lived? He must’ve been more drunk than he realized. He bent down and tied his shoelace.

      Nausea swam through him. He opened the window and let the fresh air clear his queasiness. The taxi halted in front of a blocky high-rise, and the driver shifted into park. They were nowhere near the Observatory.

      “What’s going on?”

      The driver lowered his white-rimmed glasses—the kind a wife buys a domesticated husband. “Helper101’s crossing the road.”

      Christian peered through the windscreen.

      A twenty-something woman trundled beside an elderly lady, her hand clasped to the old woman’s elbow.

      He dug deep for a wisp of calm and slipped on his glasses. 7:46 a.m. He double-tapped the sidearm. “Message Max,” he said into the mic. “If Torn asks where I am, tell him I’ll be there in ten minutes. Send.”

      The driver’s thumb drummed the steering wheel. “I’ll do my best to get you to your destination as soon as these two get to the other side.”

      The urge to dash out of the taxi surged through Christian, and he gripped the door handle. The driver’s voice was flat, but his thumb drummed the wheel impatiently—a telling sign. He would bet the driver was a climber with a craving. He slipped on his glasses.

      A purple text box hovered beside the driver’s head. His avatar name was Judomaster, his Q-score 2.656m. That number made him a Tier 3 player, the Tier most law-abiding citizens resided in.

      “How about extra points if you take the side roads?” Christian said.

      The driver gave a quick nod. “I’ll do what I can.”

      A brusque backup and U-turn later, they were driving down a residential road.

      Christian tapped the arm on his glasses. “Give Judomaster three hundred and fifty points.”

      “Very generous, tak.” Judomaster tapped his white rims. “I shall reward you too.”

      “No need. Just get me there as soon as possible.”

      The driver’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the wheel. “Thank you, uh, Christian Karlsson.” He turned left. “Is that your real name?”

      Christian half smiled. Some of the other Tiers knew about Tier 1 benefits, like getting extra code that changed their public avatars. But some weren’t aware, and time was too short for a lengthy explanation. “I made the mistake of using my real name when I first opened my Q-score points account. Never got around to changing it.”

      Olof Palmes Gravplats sprawled out in front of them.

      “Anywhere here will do,” he said in a tone both agitated and grateful. He slipped out of the cab and backtracked up to the quieter Tegnérgatan.

      Breathing heavily, he shot through the doors of Nyström Image Architects.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the corner of Christian’s lens, the red owl icon flashed. Panic lit up his senses.

      Owl was his self-made algorithm that ingested and monitored data from his clients’ charts, vital feeds, and Q-score points. When two of their data points dropped below acceptable levels, Owl went red and flew into action. Bottom line, a vulture was on the prowl, pouring poison on one of his clients. Not. Gonna. Happen. He shoved his panic aside, jumped the last step, and skidded to a halt in front of his desk.

      Max, Christian’s number two, whipped around. He looked like distress had worn him down. “Where the hell’ve you been? I was calling you all morning.”

      Christian grabbed the controller. “Things got crazy last night.”

      Feet firm on the tiled floor, he pushed his glasses so close to his face his eyelashes brushed the lenses. He twirled the controller in his palm as though gathering cotton candy threads. Appetite primed, he clicked the red owl.

      His glasses dimmed, and the HUD screen superimposed its mid-tone gray over Max, the desks, and Nyström Image Architects’ gold logo across the floor.

      A black graph popped up on the HUD, and a jagged red line was sawing right through it, point by point, second by second. His client’s rep was falling faster than an earthbound meteor. Bold letters at the top of the graph identified the client: Jacob Rasmussen.

      Christian fought his jumped-up nerves. If the red line dropped to the bottom of the graph, the zero line, it would form a cliff of doom. The rate and trajectory forecasted that Jacob would be a Tier Zero by the end of the day—a status lower than a homeless man living on the outskirts of Stockholm, smack in the center of social pariah territory. He squeezed his tight neck.

      “How many times are we going to rescue this guy?” Max said in a tone of imminent defeat and all that came with it. “He’s been with us, what, two months?”

      Christian’s belly tightened. The speed of the attacks was fierce, and time was of the essence. Letting his own emotions cloud him wouldn’t help anyone. Calm pearled inside him. “What time did the first rumors appear?”

      “Right before I called you,” Max said.

      Christian braced himself. “Around 7 this morning, then. Let’s go back and see what they started with.”

      The earliest related post on the vitals feed read:

      
        
        First Crime Since Q-Scores Began.

        7:05 a.m.

      

      

      The bold text dressed up the accusation like a headline. He stripped it down to but a rumor. With the discipline of a soldier on a mission, he pointed the controller at the expand button.

      
        
        Jacob Rasmussen avatar Jonah Whale

        assaulted his wife.

        7:06 a.m.

      

      

      White-hot shock minted his breath. His first duty was to the upcoming hearing, but Jacob’s credibility was central to exposing Landström. These online vultures had no idea. No idea! Christian gripped the controller. “Jacob’s the target.”

      Max shook his head as he pulled up the search bar. “What happened?”

      Christian drew in a deep breath, vacuuming up particles of shock in the whole room. “Their claims are shit,” he declared. “Has the data fed through to the leaderboard yet?”

      Max tapped on the shared display. Points data for every adult in Sweden, all ten million, colonized the screen. He typed Jacob Rasmussen, avatar Jonah Whale, into the advanced search bar and hit return.

      “Jesus Christ,” Max said. “He’s on the social pariah page. Less than zero.”

      Heat surged through Christian, and the controller slipped from his hand. “What the hell happened, Jacob?”

      “Just yesterday, he was a T3.” The white of Max’s eyes flashed in the monotone world. “How did he drop so fast?”

      Christian rubbed his hands. “Looking at the time span, the repetitive headlines, the matching words used in the posts, it all points to a coordinated attack.”

      “Who do you think ordered the hit?”

      Christian shrugged outwardly, but inwardly, he knew who was behind the attack; he just needed to prove it. He double-tapped the side of his glasses. “I’m going into the Wreck Room. See if anyone let it slip.”

      The cliff of doom graph folded down to a black point.

      He pushed an earpiece in and pressed a button at the bottom of his AR glasses. The floor blacked out. The in-built hood jutted over the frame’s top, bottom, and sides while the rubber seal suctioned his cheeks and forehead. Otherworldly chirps and chatter pricked his eardrums.

      “Open up my avatars,” he said into the mic.

      An array of AI-generated substitutes lined up. Christian clicked the bright-eyed, dark-haired twenty-year-old human—his most disarming-looking avatar—and it slipped over his real-world face.

      “Go to the Wreck Room.”

      A bamboo forest encircled a chat area. On a sofa sat a cat, a blue-nosed whale, and a gladiator huddled around a table—the paid gossipmongers, usually directly hired by the hitman. Not one of the gossipmongers’ heads turned toward his bright-eyed avatar.

      If he could identify one of them, he could track down the hitman who placed the order. Christian switched on the text boxes for the hard of hearing. It was the only way to capture their whispers in real time:

      
        
          
            
              
        “I heard the wife’s eye is all swollen and black.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Trapped heat built around Christian’s face.

      
        
          
            
              
        “And bruises up and down her arms.”

      

      

      

      
        
          
        “Probably covering up old ones, too.”

      

      

      

      
        
          
        “Saw her neck and face all scratched and red. Poor woman.”

      

      

      

      
        
          
        “He needs to pay.”

      

      

      

      

      

      Christian scratched the back of his head. Listening to their poisonous words wouldn’t give him the identifiers he needed. “Waste of time.”

      Christian exited the Wreck Room, and his avatar landed in a lobby.

      Brilliant white dazzled his eyes, his body so light he felt airsick. He pulled off his glasses and yanked out his earpiece.

      The architects were urgently tapping on air screens and rattling into their mics—probably reassuring fearful clients who’d seen the news about Jacob that his reputation would not sully their own.

      His boss, Torn, rushed onto the floor, his face the color of a popped vein. “What is going on?” Torn demanded. “How did this happen?”

      Christian gulped a boatload of air. “The rumors are malicious. I was with Jacob last night. Both he and his wife. Nothing of the sort happened.”

      Torn’s blue eyes froze over. “Were you with them all night?”

      “We went our separate ways after dinner. But I know Jacob. No way is any of this true.”

      Christian leaned against his desk. He knew how this worked. Someone puts out a smear. Avatars enter the gossip rooms, magnify the original rumor, and plant seeds for more rumors. Then, the vultures multiply the posts until their victim drops a Tier. Usually, that’s all the perpetrator wants. Jealousy, anger, or fun usually fueled them, and plenty of innocent men and women had been tarnished by false accusations this way, but these emo-led attacks never resulted in a relentless drop to the pariah tier, Tier Zero.

      This was a different feeding frenzy. Chiefly, it was organizations who aimed for total destruction of a competitor’s reputation, and Christian would bet any number of points Landström put out the hit. Jacob hadn’t joined them, so they attacked him. This was a vendetta.

      He rested his glasses on top of his head. “I’ve done my assessment. I know how to fix this.”

      Crossing his arms, Torn gave a jerky nod. “Debrief me when you’re done,” he said and walked away.

      It wasn’t if, but when Christian confirmed Landström was behind the order, he’d get his most lethal algorithm—Octopus—to rip off their limbs with its beak. But so far, only online rumors encircled Jacob, and the punishment had to fit the crime.

      In the meantime, they needed to fend off the vultures efficiently. He blinked hard. “Max, get Lorelei Lindbergh on the line.”

      Max pointed at the TV screen on the wall. “She’s already working the story.”

      Lorelei Lindbergh stood outside Jacob’s apartment block, clutching a furry mic.

      The scene was like an arrow striking Christian’s armor. “She’s outside a client’s home already?” He puffed out hot air. “Try the other one. The one who covered the Dan story for us last month.”

      “Dotty Lindqvist?”

      Christian pointed at Max. “That’s the one. Get her to poke holes in Lindberg’s story.”

      He twirled around to the vitals desk. Serena stared at Lorelei Lindberg as if struck by a fairy wielding a golden chalice.

      Christian snapped his fingers. “Earth to Serena!”

      She jumped.

      “We need to get a backup scenario online. A regretful ex-girlfriend story. Upload it to every vital feed. Then, go in as Jacob’s ex-girlfriend. Wait. Scratch that.” He held up three fingers. “Go in under three different accounts, three different exes. The story is…” He stretched his arms up and gestured at the blinking lights. “Jacob, the one that got away, yada, yada.” He lowered his arms. “You know the drill.”

      “You got it,” she said.

      His fingertips iced his hot neck. “Max. What backup solutions do we have?”

      “We can try out the Octopus program.”

      Christian scratched his forehead. Octopus needed just one gossipmonger’s real-world ID, and he didn’t have it. “I was the only one with a human face in the Wreck Room. It’ll take days to identify just one of the gladiators.”

      “I could start a hunt for an ID.”

      “Takes too much time.”

      There was one algorithm he had developed called the Croupier. It gathered all the Q-scores, calculated the average, and distributed the points across all players on a section of the leaderboard. It could prove the Q-system was compromised, but it would also reveal he knew the weakness in the system. Landström would hunt him down no matter where in the world he hid. He could only use it once; ideally, never.

      The shared display dinged. Jacob’s row moved up one slot on the Q-score leaderboard.

      A ripple of hope weaved around Christian. “Let’s go with the fire blanket template.”

      “IT hasn’t updated it in ages,” Max said.

      Christian scanned the floor for a solution.

      From the balcony, high above the heat, Torn watched them rescue a client, holding what looked like a paper card. It couldn’t be paper, though. Ever since Sweden went paper-free, the first country in the world with such a status, paper had become nigh-on impossible to find. Maybe it was fake paper.

      “Christian, you still with us?” Max said.

      “Yeah.”

      “The blanket template hasn’t been updated,” Max repeated. “What do you want to do?”

      Christian narrowed his gaze on Jacob’s Q-score. An untested template over the vital feeds would hush the rumors, but it could also cause a malfunction. The worst case was that it would block the whole country from access. The cyber police would track down the culprits—him and Max—and the tech companies would mount endless legal suits, possibly even shut down Nyström Image Architects. On the other hand, the best case was that no one would know. The gossipmongers would disappear, and Jacob’s status would be restored. But if it landed in court, the prosecution’s legal grounds would be unshakable. The risk was too high. He squeezed his sweaty hands. “Apply the old blanket version.”

      Max typed into the instant message system. “IT will have it in place, but they say it’s risky.”

      Christian pinched the bridge of his nose. Old code could trip things up, but the giants couldn’t move as quickly as the architects. “Even if we just blanket half of what’s being said, it’ll work. Any interruption is disruption.”

      “I’ll let them know.”

      Seconds later, a message dinged on Max’s screen. “IT managed to apply the old code to everything Jacob-related that’s been online for the last twenty-four hours.”

      Calm bloomed inside Christian. Within minutes, all Jacob-related rumors would be whited out, hidden under a blanket of code. Some might call the blanket a server attack, but legally and practically, it wasn’t; it blanked Jacob’s presence from the feeds and there was nothing illegal about that.

      Max turned to Christian. “Do you think he’s capable of assaulting his wife?”

      The words doused Christian like gasoline on an open wound. He wiped his face. “No way could he have done that.”

      As the minutes drove on, they watched in silence as Jacob’s row climbed up the leaderboard. And then five more rows.

      “You said you saw him last night. Was there any indication something like this would happen?”

      Christian resisted the urge to collapse. “He was doing fine. Karen was there, too. Both were in good spirits.” He tossed his glasses onto his desk. “But yeah, something must’ve happened between last night and this morning.”

      “Looks like he made a swift enemy.”

      Empty of adrenaline, Christian’s neck slackened, and his head dropped back. Landström must have heard about the Nationalbanken hearing. It was in their interests to see Jacob never reach that hearing because his evidence would prove, beyond any doubt, that Landström Society developed code that was manipulating the Q-scores.

      His fingers numb, Christian unbuttoned his sweat-soaked shirt. That hearing was going to happen whether they wanted it or not. His efforts to get the bank members gathered, the preliminary evidence organized, the backup witnesses to agree to attend—as scared as they were—and then, of course, protecting Jacob was all too momentous to stop now. People needed to know that the Q-scores, their future currency, was under Landström Society’s control.

      No one ever said no to that Society, but there was always a first time. The sad fact was that Jacob was too weak to fend off their frenzy, and it wasn’t going to be him who would do the job. Christian had to push them back himself. “Tell Torn I’ll debrief him when I get back.”

      “You off to see Jacob?” Max said.

      From his desk drawer, Christian pulled a fresh shirt from a stack. The fabric weighed head-heavy in his palm. “I think I know who’s behind this. Keep an eye on the feeds and update me every hour until midnight.” He struggled to button up the stiff collar. “I’m going to put a stop to this.”
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