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“Jesus’ furry dice, what the hell have I found?” 

Wikus stared at the holographic screen, jaw drooping. He knocked over dirty mugs in his haste to move closer, not believing what he saw.

“That’s never a Triton.” He scratched the stubble around his chin before caressing the glitchy display. “They’re ancient, but bloody fast. What about this login...”

Fingers sweaty in the South African heat, he typed the details ShadowWarrior39 had given him. It worked instantly, giving him administrator’s access to the root folder.

“Wikus?” His dad shouted from downstairs. “Come on, we’re going.”

“Just coming, Dad.” Wikus scanned the names of folders. Some made no sense at all; names like Pegasus, Barclay, and Proforge could be anything. Maybe he should download the CMD folder? That should hold all the quantum computer’s commands and give him some idea of what it could do.

He fleetingly checked the dangling power cable on his computer before he raced to the stairs, kicking over an old textbook on African legends. Outside, his dad sat in the bakkie, fingers drumming impatiently on the wheel. Not a good sign.

Wikus checked the grain bags in the back of the pickup truck before dodging the rusty solar panels festooned over the vehicle as he climbed in. Once inside, his dad drove down the dusty track.

Stubble in the field was the only evidence wheat had grown there just a few days before. Though early in the day, the sun was already fierce. Moisture traps lay scattered over the farm, stealing water from the air since the ground wells had dried up years before. 

Less than a decade ago, fresh water flowed through pipes to irrigate the crops. Since that bloody Onele Pikisa became president, though, the price of utilities became extortionate. Wikus still made use of the pipe system by running a cable from their fancy neighbour’s house to steal their electricity for his computer. He could still smell the slime he’d crawled through, but it was totally worth it.

“We need to get a good price today, son,” his dad said, jolting him back to inside the grubby truck. “The harvest was good, but those bastards are always trying to fleece us.”

Wikus nodded, looking out the window. He’d learned it was safer to say nothing than the wrong thing.

“How much did he give us last year, can you remember?”

Wikus frowned. His dad always forgot simple things like this, but his side still hurt from the last time he mentioned it to him. “Last year was 350 per tonne, Dad. But I know the Mbizo farm were recently paid 450 per tonne, and their wheat isn’t as good as ours.”

His dad glanced at him. “And how do you know that?”

Because it wasn’t just power he tapped from his neighbours; it was also their Afnet connection, including computer access. It was their own fault, really. They should learn what a decent password was.

“Magic computer stuff?” he replied.

His dad groaned. To him, anything that wasn’t farming wasn’t worth doing. 

Soon, they left the arid farm and joined the main road. Most vehicles he saw had solar panels on their roofs; a handful, like them, had cheap panels tacked over every surface. Occasionally, his dad would mutter under his breath as another car overtook them, no panels in sight, the darkened windows secretly gathering the sunlight.

“Bloody cuiter, so rich they think they own the roads,” he’d grumble, as the fancy cars zoomed past.

Countryside gave way to buildings, and soon they were driving through Boerhope, a small shanty town with lean-tos and broken buildings providing the kind of shelter locals could afford. A few more minutes of driving brought them to the only intact structure, a vast compound with large silos protected by barbwire fences and vicious, cybernetically enhanced dogs.

Once parked and out of the truck, the dogs loped over and checked them out, smelling them before nodding them inside. His dad gave the dogs a treat of stinking old jerky, which they sniffed before chewing them, tails wagging. After passing through a few empty offices, they came to a large warehouse that connected the silos together.

“Why, it’s Adriaan de Klerk,” the grain merchant said. “How was the harvest?”

“Bonginkosi Mbete, always a pleasure to meet you,” Wikus’ dad said, shaking hands. Wikus never understood why he did that. He knew for a fact he hated Bonginkosi, so why was he smiling? People never made sense to him. Computers, at least, always behaved logically.

“The harvest was excellent, Bongi. Top grade wheat, good moisture content, high in protein. Perfect for you.”

“Ya, Boer, we’ll see. You have a sample?”

They strolled back to the pickup truck, his dad making small talk. That was another thing Wikus never understood. The act of pretending to find something interesting to talk about, when both people weren’t interested in it, seemed utterly pointless to him. It was like redundant code: a loop of pointless expressions doing nothing but using up resources.

When they reached the bakkie, Adriaan opened up a grain bag. Bonginkosi grabbed a handful and pushed it into a handheld testing device, careful not to spill any.

“What kinda price you looking for, Boer?” Bonginkosi asked.

Adriaan tucked his thumbs into his belt. “Last year, you paid 350 per tonne, but that was a poor year. This is good wheat, Bongi, and we harvested more hectares of it. I’d expect at least 550 per tonne.”

Bonginkosi shook his head, laughing. “You do like a good joke, Adriaan, I’ll give you that.”

“I’m not joking. This is excellent wheat, and your machine will prove it.”

Wikus drifted off, the conversation boring him beyond words. Far more exciting to think about that Triton. What was Pegasus? It sounded big and important, but he had no reference for it. It could just as easily be a comic book as nuclear codes. Of course, Triton computers were around during the old Internet 2.0, when humans preferred connecting to computers through implants and chips. Pegasus could be an interface protocol, something to connect computer to implant.

The handheld device pinged, holographic display listing protein, moisture, calories, vitamin content, all the certified genetic modifications it contained, and a list of other information Wikus couldn’t care less about.

As long as Pegasus wasn’t an AI. They’d decided the world would be better off without humans, frying implants along with their owners wherever they could. I-net 3 became the new normal after that, but only for countries who could afford it. South Africa, along with most of the African nations, was stuck with crippling national debts, so they made do with Afnet. If you were lucky, it was only just quicker than using carrier pigeons.

“Are you even bloody listening, Wikus?”

He jumped at hearing his name. His father was frowning, leaning forward with his tanned skin turning red. That was a very bad sign, and it made Wikus cringe.

“Bonginkosi offered 400 on the first hectare, followed by 120 on the remaining hectares,” Wikus said, recalling what he’d heard them say. The maths didn’t add up right, though. Surely, his dad saw that? “Last year’s price was per tonne, though, not per hectare. With the number of hectares we’ve harvested, that would be nearly 150 per tonne.”

His dad squinted at him, fingers twitching. Wikus didn’t know if he was angry with him for apparently not listening, angry with him for simply using maths, or angry at the grain merchant. The only emotion Wikus could read from his dad was anger.

He’d had plenty of experience with that.

Adriaan turned round to the merchant. “What the bloody hell, Bongi? You trying to starve us?”

Bonginkosi spread his arms out wide, showing off an almost-full set of teeth in his smile. “It’s the new rules, Boer. Your grain is foreign, and that reduces its value.”

“How the bloody hell can it be foreign? It was grown just down the road.”

“Ya, but look who grew it.” Bonginkosi looked him up and down, then deliberately stared at his own deep-black hands.

“President’s got to pay for her yachts, ya. She’s making South Africa truly great again.” The merchant smiled warmly at them both. “And that means setting prices on foreign goods. You understand.”

Adriaan nodded. He turned to Wikus, speaking in Afrikaans so the merchant wouldn’t understand him. “You grab him from behind and pin his arms back. Got it?”

Wikus nodded, ambling behind Bonginkosi as if bored. Which, to be fair, he was.

Adriaan kept the merchant’s attention. “You telling me Onele Pikisa, our glorious president, isn’t simply breaking this country to pieces?”

“You need to break some eggs to make a cake, Boer.”

“But she’s not making a cake. She’s taking all the taxes, the investments, the borrowing from all those countries, and spending it on herself.”

Bonginkosi lifted his arms and shrugged. “It’s also making me richer, so who am I to argue?”

Wikus stepped closer, swiftly pinning the merchant’s arms up as he clasped his fingers behind Bonginkosi’s head into a full nelson lock. 

“What the hell do you—”

“Now, Bongi, I think we need to renegotiate.” Adriaan lazily took off his belt, the jagged metal buckle glinting in the sunlight. Even the sight of it made Wikus’ side hurt more.

“Dogs, dogs, attack!” Bonginkosi shouted. “Kill the bastards!”

“Nah, they’re fast asleep by now, my friend. Gave them a little treat, high grade sleeping pills mixed up with low grade biltong, so they’ll be out of action for a while.” He stepped closer, coiling one end of his belt into a handle. “Now, how about we try again?”

“You bloody fool,” the merchant shouted, “do you think you’ll—”

Adriaan swung the belt, hitting him in the jaw.

“Now, I was thinking more like 550 per tonne. How does that sound?”

“You think you’ll be alive to spend it, you stupid bastard? I’ll hunt you—”

Adriaan swung again and again. A swing punctuated each word, the serrated metal buckle leaving huge cuts on the man.

“You.” Swipe. “Will.” Slash. “Pay.” Swing, this one whistling in the air before making blood spray from his nose. “Me.” A low swing this time, hitting his groin. Wikus had to struggle to keep him standing up after that. “550.”

“OK, OK,” Bonginkosi said, as he spat out some blood. “OK, I’ll pay you.”

Adriaan lifted the man’s head up to stare into his eyes. “Good, that’s more like it. And if you think of doing something stupid, just remember: I know where you live, where your wife lives, even where your mistress lives. They could all be gone in a blink. You understand, friend?”

He nodded, unable to speak. Adriaan waved at Wikus, who let the man go. He felt nothing for him; it was just how you did business these days. 

Wikus was just glad it wasn’t him on the end of the belt this time.

Back in the car, his dad banged the steering wheel. “Damn Bongi. If he wasn’t so bloody greedy, we could have made an agreement.”
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