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To Richard Buckland, Andrew Hellen, and Erica Jacobson 






ONE

Two dented lift doors were embedded in a wall of pebblecrete. Between them, the up button looked slightly traumatized, like a punching bag. It was hard to believe that the University of New South Wales had just installed a state-of-the-art, web-based management system to run its elevators. 

Cadel was convinced that they had to be at least thirty years old.

"Right," he said, eyeing an indicator panel. "We'll wait till they're empty before we give it a go."

Ping! The words had barely left his mouth when one set of double doors slid open, revealing a lank-haired student in a Metallica T-shirt who blinked in sheer astonishment as he surveyed the line of people confronting him. Then he ducked his head, adjusted his backpack, and shuffled off toward the nearest lecture theater.

He must be in my course, Cadel decided, cursing himself for being so slow off the mark. Even after three weeks of seminars, he still didn't recognize many of his fellow students.

"Do you know who that was?" he asked, in the faint hope that Hamish, at least, might be able to help. But Hamish simply shrugged. He regarded Introductory Programming as an insult to someone who could boast a genuine police record, and had roundly dismissed many of the other teenage hackers with whom he was forced to associate as "a pathetic bunch of script-kiddies."

Cadel couldn't help thinking that Hamish had an attitude problem. Though the two of them were in exactly the same boat, Cadel wasn't 
perpetually bitching about its shape or its color. Like Hamish, he had been  forced to attend university; the demanding nature of his computer engineering course work was supposed to keep him so busy that he wouldn't be tempted to engage in any illegal hacking operations. Unlike Hamish, however, Cadel had been quite happy to enroll. He had always wanted to attend a proper university, with legitimate teachers. And if that meant relearning all his painfully acquired programming skills ... well, he was prepared to make the sacrifice.

Hamish wasn't. He had left high school a year before, at the age of sixteen, to pursue his own, very specialized interests. Only the combined urgings of his parents, his lawyer, his psychiatrist, and the juvenile justice system could have pushed him back into a highly structured academic environment. "It's not like there's anything they can actually teach us in a place like this," he'd said to Cadel on one occasion. "We're in a totally different league. We've been out in the real world. We've fought real b-battles, and you can't do that without breaking a few rules. We're cyberwarriors, not schoolboys."

It had been hard to keep a straight face, because Cadel couldn't imagine a more unlikely pair of warriors. Hamish looked like an archetypal computer geek, with his glasses and his braces and his bleached, knobbly frame, while Cadel had no illusions about his own appearance—which was unthreatening, to say the least. Angelic blue eyes and a halo of chestnut curls had rescued Cadel from more sticky situations than he cared to admit. And despite the rapid approach of his sixteenth birthday, he was still unusually small for his age.

Mind you, he thought, glancing at the three people lined up next to him, none of us are exactly unobtrusive. It wasn't surprising that the lank-haired fellow in the elevator had blinked at the sight of them. Though Hamish belonged to a physical type that was quite common in most computer engineering classes, he wore a wholly unconvincing "tough-guy" outfit: biker's boots, ripped jeans, studded belt. Beside him, Cadel looked like a cherub from a church ceiling. Then there was Judith, massive and middle-aged, with long, frizzy gray hair, fluorescent pink glasses, a shoulder bag made of recycled tea towels, and layers of tie-dyed hemp flapping around her ankles. As for Sonja, she was the most conspicuous of them all. Her cerebral palsy meant that she was racked by continual, eye-catching muscular spasms. What's more, her wheelchair was an imposing piece of technology that tended to dominate whatever space it occupied, thanks to the huge amount of equipment attached to it. 

Not that any of this equipment was as big or as clumsy as her old Dyna Vox machine. Once upon a time, Sonja had been forced to spell out her remarks on a keyboard, which had then transmitted them as spoken language. For someone with unreliable motor skills, it had been a slow, laborious, tiring process.

Now, thanks to Judith Bashford, Sonja was hooked up to a revolutionary speech synthesizer. From one of her mysterious offshore bank accounts, Judith had extracted enough money to pay for the very latest kind of system. "If Sonja's going to be studying at university," Judith had declared, "then she'll need all the help she can get." This help included a cutting-edge neurological interface device that interpreted signals sent by Sonja's brain to her vocal cords. A tiny wireless transmitter resting on her voice box then relayed the signals to a portable computer that decoded them, matching them against a set of prerecorded words in its databank. As a result, Sonja was not only able to utter her thoughts aloud—via the speech synthesizer—but also direct her wheelchair to stop, go, slow down, speed up, turn, retreat ... whatever she wanted it to do.

At first, Cadel had assumed that this new system would give her complete independence. He had expected to see his best friend making her own way around town, or at least around the university. Most public buildings now contained ramps and lifts and automatic doors; as far as Cadel knew, it was illegal not to provide access for people in wheelchairs. He'd been convinced that Sonja would soon find the trip to her Advanced Mathematics class just as easy as the course itself.

He hadn't reckoned, however, on the large amount of push-button technology standing in her way. Sonja couldn't manage wall-mounted buttons. She would hurt herself trying vainly to hit them as she wrestled 
with her own wayward limbs. Pole-mounted buttons were almost as bad as the wall-mounted variety. So when it came to crossing roads or operating elevators, she was at a serious disadvantage. Without help, Sonja couldn't be sure of reaching her classes on time. 

To Cadel, this was unacceptable. He found it hard to believe that all the money, effort, and sophisticated research lavished upon Sonja's new wheelchair could be undermined by something as basic as a little plastic button. It was ludicrous. It was unfair. Cadel knew how hard her life had been. He knew that, after being abandoned at an early age, she had been shunted from one group home to the next. Her only real friends (before her first meeting with Cadel) had been nurses and nurses' aides. She had fought to speak, fought to move, fought to learn. Every day had been a battle. And despite the fact that she now had Judith to take care of her, Sonja's life was still far from easy. She couldn't even tie her own shoes or wash her own hair.

The last thing she needed was yet another obstacle blocking her path to freedom.

So Cadel had decided to tackle the problem himself. After doing a little research, he'd realized that every up and down button on campus could be circumvented, given the right tools. And it just so happened that he had the right tools. He had Sonja's wireless transmitter, which could be reprogrammed. He had the university's own wireless Internet connection, which could pick up her signals and pass them on to a special server. Most important, he had the new elevator management system (or EMS), which was connected to the World Wide Web.

Cadel had quickly worked out that, with elements like these in place, there was no need for Sonja to push any buttons. All she had to do was think of a command and it could be routed through to the EMS via her wireless transmitter. Of course, that meant hacking into several secure networks, but he had no qualms about doing so. Not for a good cause. And if the arrangement actually worked, it could be used to help other people with similar disabilities.

He told himself this, though he still felt bad. Having promised not to 
do any more unofficial hacking, he couldn't help struggling with a faint sense of guilt as he stared up at the indicator panel. It wasn't that he had straight-out  lied. He had simply chosen not to keep everyone properly informed. Sonja knew what he was doing, naturally. So did Judith. Hamish was in on the secret because he and Cadel were classmates; it was inevitable that they would have bumped into each other, purely by accident, just before the first test run of Sonja's modified transmitter. But nobody else was aware of Cadel's latest project. Not even his foster parents, Saul and Fiona Greeniaus.

He was hoping that if he presented them with a completely successful, exhaustively tested, thoroughly worthwhile service to humanity, they would overlook the fact that he hadn't been entirely honest with them. Surely they would understand? It wasn't as if he had liked keeping them in the dark. It was just that Saul happened to be a police detective. And police detectives are notoriously unsympathetic when it comes to illicit network infiltration.

Once Cadel's system was up and running, however, even Saul was bound to see how beneficial it was.

"Right," Cadel said again. Then he turned to Sonja. "Are you ready?"

"I'm-ready," was her synthesized response, which had a slightly less robotic tone to it than anything produced by her old Dyna Vox. "Shall-we-go-up?"

"Remember, you have to be specific." Cadel felt that this point was worth repeating. "Just to be on the safe side. Code, location, level, destination."

"I-know." Sonja sounded calm. She always did, because she talked through a machine. Only by studying her appearance was it possible to tell if she was agitated; for one thing, her muscular spasms became more violent when she was stressed.

But as her brown eyes strained toward him, Cadel could see that she was excited, rather than anxious. Her flushed cheeks gave her away.

"Audeo, EEB, level-G-up-level-two," she intoned, her synthesizer responding to directions that were also being channeled toward the EMS. 
Cadel immediately lifted his gaze. Above him, the indicator panels showed that elevator one was stuck on level three. But elevator two was still on the ground floor; its doors parted just as he glanced at them. 

Sonja's wheelchair began to move. She guided it carefully into the mirrored box, which shuddered beneath the weight of all her equipment. Judith followed her. Cadel was next in line, and made room for Hamish by pressing against one wall.

When the doors banged together again, they nearly squashed Hamish's enormous, overloaded backpack.

"Going up," said a disembodied female voice.

"Did someone press that?" Hamish asked, gesturing at the button labeled "2." It was glowing softly, unlike the buttons surrounding it.

"Nope," Judith replied. "It was all lit up when I got in."

"Then it's worked!" Hamish crowed. But Cadel raised a cautionary hand.

"Just wait," he said. "Let's see. We can't be sure, yet."

With a lurch, the elevator began its ponderous climb. Cadel checked his watch. While Sonja's next class wasn't for another half hour, he and Hamish were due at the Rex Vowels lecture theater in less than ten minutes. It would have been nice to run a whole series of different tests, at a variety of different locations. Unfortunately, however, that wouldn't be possible. Not yet, anyway.

"Second floor,"the elevator announced, grinding to a halt. And Hamish punched the air in a victory salute.

"Yes!" he exclaimed.

Cadel wasn't convinced, though. When the doors opened to reveal another startled-looking student, he realized that he had mistimed the whole procedure. I should have done this at night, he fretted. There are too many people around. Too many variables. I wasn't thinking.

He said as much after he'd hustled everyone out of the lift.

"We can't get a clean set of results," he observed. "Not right now. We're up against the scheduling algorithms. That girl who just got in, she might have affected the outcome."


"I-don't-think-so,"said Sonja. "The-button-lit-up, remember?" 

"It's still inconclusive. Someone else might have pushed it by accident." Though Cadel could sympathize with her desperate optimism, he didn't approve of unscientific methods. "We should do this at night. Or on a Sunday, when no one's around. It'll be the same with the traffic lights, when I tackle those. We'll have to trial them really early, like at three o'clock in the morning."

"Traffic lights?" Hamish echoed. "What about the traffic lights?"

"I'll tell you later." Cadel had just spotted a woman marching toward them down a nearby corridor. He didn't want anyone else listening in. He didn't want the whole world to know that he was about to target the Sydney Coordinated Adaptive Traffic System. "I've got to go," he informed Sonja. "I'll be late otherwise. Do you want to meet for lunch?"

"She can't," said Judith. "She has a physio appointment."

"Oh." Cadel accepted this, but wouldn't let Judith hijack the conversation. She was always doing it, nowadays, and it annoyed him. In his opinion, she was being overprotective; Sonja would be eighteen in less than a month, at which time she would become an adult, with an adult's right to choose. In other words, she would be taking charge of her own destiny.

And if she decided to miss a few appointments, that would be her privilege—no matter what her new foster mother might think.

"Well, what about this afternoon?" Cadel continued, addressing Sonja. "You could come over to my house, and we could talk about a weekend test run."

"She'd be better off at home," was Judith's opinion. "It's set up properly."

By this she meant that Cadel's house didn't have ramps, sensor lights, or automatic doors, whereas Judith's seaside mansion was fitted out with all these features, and more besides. It was a fully wired Smart House—an "intelligent environment."

Cadel's house, in contrast, was as dumb as a doorknob. Or so Judith seemed to imply whenever she compared it unfavorably with her own.


"I'll-come-over-to-your-place-if-I'm-not-too-tired," Sonja interjected. "Physiotherapy-can-wipe-me-out-sometimes." 

"Sure." Cadel gave a nod. He was aware of how tired she could get doing the simplest things. "What if I call you?"

"Okay."

"I'll be working at home, so you can reach her there," said Judith, causing Hamish to frown. He was jealous of the work Judith did. As a condition of her parole, she had recently set up some kind of forensic accounting consultancy; Hamish envied the amount of time she spent helping the police to track down dirty money while he himself was stuck in school. "I could help the police," he'd oftensaid. "Why don't they ask me to help? Why does Judith get all the b-b-breaks?" He didn't seem to realize that he had been very, very lucky—that he could easily have ended up in a juvenile detention center, or a community service program. For some reason, he remained unconvinced that he had done anything wrong by joining the illegal operation known as Genius Squad. The fact that at least one of its former members was now in prison didn't appear to faze him in the least. Nor did the attitude of his fellow squad members Cadel and Sonja, who wanted to put the past well and truly behind them.

As far as Hamish was concerned, trying to bring down a corrupt organization could only be a good thing, no matter what questionable means you might employ to do it.

"Okay—well, I'll call you," Cadel assured Sonja before Hamish could make one of his sour remarks about Judith's busy schedule. "Some time after lunch, say? Around two? And we can work out who should go where."

"All-right," Sonja agreed, her calm, metallic delivery undermined by her eager expression. "See-you-later, then."

"Bye." Cadel began to edge away. "Bye, Judith."

"Bye, boys. Have fun."

Hamish snorted. He didn't respond to Judith's cheerful wave. And on his way downstairs, he accused her of "taking the piss."

"Like we could possibly have any fun in Pediatric Programming," he 
complained. "Do you know what she told me last week? She told me she was chasing after money that  Prosper English has tucked away in some tax haven somewhere. Can you b-believe that? The police are going after Prosper English, and they haven't come to you for help!"

"Because I don't want to help." Cadel slammed through a fire door. "I wouldn't help even if they asked me."

"Yeah, but they d-didn't ask you. That's what I'm saying. It's like they think you're useless, when you probably know more about Prosper English than anyone." Hamish then launched into his usual rant about the criminal stupidity of disbanding Genius Squad: how it wouldn't have cost too much to run, no matter what the accountants said; how its teenage members had not been the least bit "unreliable," no matter what the police commissioner claimed; and how, if Genius Squad had been permitted to survive, Prosper English would have been caught within weeks of his escape from prison. "Instead of which, we're all given a slap on the wrist and told to go home! And nine months later Prosper's still at large, free as a bird and breathing down our necks!"

"He's not breathing down our necks," Cadel said shortly. "He's gone to ground."

"Yeah, b-but he's still out there, isn't he? And you know him better than anyone. The police should be begging you to help."

"No they shouldn't, Hamish! Because it wouldn't do any good!" Cadel suddenly became aware of how loud his voice was as it echoed around the concrete walls of the stairwell. So he continued more quietly. "I don't want Prosper English in my life anymore. If I leave him alone, he'll leave me alone. It's a tradeoff."

"You can't be sure of that."

"Yes I can." Cadel was sure of it. He had calculated the probabilities. There could be no other explanation for the nine months of perfect peace that he'd enjoyed—unless, of course, Prosper English was dead and buried. "If he saw me as a threat, he would have got to me by now," Cadel went on. "He could have killed me the minute I left the safe house. But he didn't. So I'm going to be fine, as long as I keep my nose out of his business."


"Do you think he'll go after Judith, then?" Hamish queried, following Cadel down another flight of stairs. "Since she's sticking her nose into his b-business?" 

"I don't know." It was a good question. It had certainly crossed Cadel's mind. Saul Greeniaus, however, had assured him that Judith was just a very small part of a large long-term, ongoing pursuit of Prosper English, whose criminal empire was slowly being taken apart, piece by piece, all over the world.

According to Saul, police from half a dozen different countries had so far failed to uncover any evidence that Prosper was trying to undermine their investigations. There had been no attempts to bribe or kill or intimidate any members of the task force. And this meant that Judith would probably be safe as well.

Because they're nowhere near Prosper, Cadel had decided upon hearing this news. If they were getting close to where he is, they'd find out soon enough. But he had said nothing. Not even to Saul.

He wasn't going to make himself a target by offering up any unsolicited advice.

"Anyway, I'm happy as I am," he said. "I don't want to get involved in stuff like that. I like things the way they are."

"You must be joking." Hamish sounded genuinely shocked. "Aren't you b-bored to death?"

"No." Cadel pushed through another fire door, emerging into a wide, sloping hallway near the Rex Vowels lecture theater. "I'm happy."

"How can you be? In this place? It's so dull."

"It's not dull. It's normal. It's a normal life." It was, in fact, Cadel's first taste of a normal life, and he'd been savoring every moment. Things were so easy. So free. He could go anywhere he wanted without having a surveillance team tagging along. He could say anything he wanted without wondering if the people who were listening to him had some kind of hidden agenda. He could stroll around campus secure in the knowledge that none of his fellow students was going to explode.


For fifteen years, he had lived under constant scrutiny. He'd grown accustomed to being closely monitored, first by Prosper English, then by the police—who had been afraid of what Prosper might do to him. As heir to a criminal empire, Cadel had been brought up in an atmosphere of invasive scrutiny, subtle manipulation, and unending lies. Even his education had been an exercise in duplicity. At the age of thirteen, he'd been enrolled in a college known as the Axis Institute, which had been established for the express purpose of turning him into the world's greatest thief, liar, and con artist. What's more, he had escaped that particular trap only to fall into another one—which, like the Institute, had been the work of Prosper English. 

As far as Cadel was concerned, Genius Squad hadn't been a fearless team of brilliant crusaders secretly working to bring down the world's most evil corporation. It had been a naïve group of opinionated suckers who had become more and more entangled in one of Prosper's cunning schemes. Cadel didn't mourn the loss of Genius Squad. Not one little bit. He didn't need Genius Squad to give his life meaning.

Now that he had a real home, and real parents, and real friends—now that he had enough room to move, and talk, and make his own decisions about his own future—why would he want anything else?

"Hey, Cadel." Hamish wouldn't let up. "Can I ask you something?"

"I suppose so." Cadel wasn't keen to continue their discussion. A crowd was gathering outside the lecture theater, drifting in from every point on the compass, and he didn't want to be overheard. "As long as it's not about Prosper English."

"But what if he doesn't know?" Hamish demanded, blithely ignoring Cadel's request. "What if that's why he hasn't tried to kill you: b-because he still thinks you're his son? What do you think will happen when he finds out you're not?"

"Oh, shut up, Hamish," Cadel said crossly. Then he darted forward, swerved past a press of rumpled students, and plunged through the open door beyond them.



TWO

Introductory Programming was divided into two classes: basic and advanced. "Advanced" students didn't have to fight for a place in the Rex Vowels lecture theater, which was big enough to accommodate every one of them. Scattered thinly across three hundred or so brightly upholstered seats, the advanced class could afford to spread out a little. 

At times, however, Cadel almost wished that he belonged to the larger group. There were so many "basic" students that they were never asked to "move down to the front, please." Cadel would have felt less conspicuous in a crowd like that. He would have found it easier to keep a low profile. And he could have chosen a seat up at the back without attracting any kind of attention.

Not that he was intimidated, or scared of being caught out. He didn't find the course work especially hard. But he preferred to keep a low profile because he wasn't sure how much his teacher actually knew about him. Although the campus admissions office knew everything there was to know, Saul Greeniaus had insisted that certain aspects of his foster son's background remain completely confidential. Cadel had even enrolled under Saul's name—Greeniaus—despite the fact that the adoption process was taking a long, long time.

"You're my son, now," Saul had declared. "Mine and Fiona's. You don't have to worry about Chester Cramp anymore. Chester Cramp is irrelevant."

Chester Cramp was, in fact, Cadel's biological father. But since Chester was sitting in an American jail, charged with all kinds of offenses 
(including conspiracy to commit murder), Cadel could only conclude that he  was irrelevant—in the legal sense, at any rate. And since Cadel had never even met Chester Cramp, there wasn't much of an emotional connection between them. In fact, of all the various "fathers" who had cluttered up Cadel's life over the years, Chester was probably the least important.

Phineas Darkkon had been important; he had tried to mold Cadel into a criminal mastermind. Prosper English, Darkkon's right-hand man, had also been very important; he had engineered the death of Cadel's mother, before proceeding to mess with her infant son's head. Saul Greeniaus had been the most important of the lot, kindly rescuing a lonely, mixed-up, homeless kid from a life full of social workers and group homes. All three men had viewed themselves as father figures and had behaved accordingly.

Only Chester Cramp had displayed a complete lack of interest in his own flesh and blood. Though a brilliant scientist, he was also (in Saul's opinion) "a totally deficient human being."

"He's done you a favor," Saul had once remarked. "You can ignore Chester Cramp, because he's ignored you. Unlike Prosper English." Prosper, unfortunately, had always treated Cadel as his personal possession—until a few months ago. Perhaps news of Cadel's true paternity had filtered down to him at long last. Perhaps that was why Prosper had gone to ground.

Perhaps he wasn't interested in Cadel now that he knew they weren't blood relations.

Whatever the reason, he had suddenly withdrawn from Cadel's life. So had Phineas Darkkon—who was long dead—and Chester Cramp, who had never been a big part of it to begin with. Therefore, for all intents and purposes, Cadel was now just a policeman's son. An ordinary kid. And although he might have been a little younger than his classmates, with more memorable features, he was careful not to dress or behave in a manner that was going to get him singled out. If anything, he was one of the quieter students.


Nevertheless, he had a funny feeling that his teacher knew something about him—something more than just his name and student number. Richard Buckland was in charge of Introductory Programming; he had been given the tricky job of coaxing several hundred budding computer engineers through the first year of their degrees. Despite the size of his class, however, he always seemed to remember who Cadel was. And occasionally, when Cadel asked a question, Richard's benign regard would become rather more intent than usual. 

Had Richard been told the full story? Or was he simply impressed by the insightful nature of Cadel's questions?

It was hard to decide.

"What was all that stuff about traffic lights?" Hamish queried as he sat down beside Cadel in one of the middle rows. "Why d-didn't you mention it to me?"

Cadel sighed. Hamish saw himself as an expert on all things traffic-related because he had once hacked into the Digital Image Department of the Roads and Traffic Authority. His aim had been to tamper with various speed camera photographs.

"It's just an idea I had," Cadel muttered, glancing uneasily over his shoulder. But no one was listening. "If Sonja's wheelchair could get a signal through to the regional computer that runs all the controller boxes around here—"

"Then she wouldn't have to press a 'walk' button," Hamish concluded. "Yeah, I get it. Hack the loop detector input, somehow."

"It depends what's in there." Cadel cast his mind back to his former infiltration of the Sydney Coordinated Adaptive Traffic System. He'd been in elementary school at the time, and his approach had been a little heavy-handed. "It's a while since I poked around in SCATS," he confessed, almost sheepishly. "I don't really know what's been happening. I don't know if they've got any kind of new strobe preemption program for emergency vehicles. Or how many microwave detectors have been installed."

"Oh, I can tell you that," said Hamish in a condescending tone. But 
all at once Richard Buckland appeared, laden with technology, and Hamish couldn't risk uttering another word. 

Even a whisper would have been audible in the sudden hush.

Richard dumped his laptop on the podium, where various plugs and cables allowed him to connect his computer to the theater's audio-visual system. He was tall and bespectacled, with neatly trimmed brown hair and an open, genial, squared-off face; he wore a baggy old T-shirt over jeans and sneakers. For a minute or so he flicked switches and pushed buttons, peering back at the big white screen on the wall behind him. Then he addressed his audience, delivering information in explosively rapid, breathlessly excited bursts like machine-gun fire.

Words and ideas seemed to erupt out of Richard, as effervescent as a carbonated soft drink.

"Today we'll be looking at stack frames and buffer overflows," he observed, getting straight to the point. "I used to save this one for my third-year course, but buffer overflows arise from poor programming practice, and by the time you're in third year, it's too late to fix that up." With a fleeting smile, he added, "The problem is that if your data is stored next to your program, and your users are allowed to put in as much information as they like, then the data can become part of your program."

None of this was news to Cadel. He'd launched quite a number of buffer overflow attacks in the past. But he was interested to hear Richard's thoughts on programming solutions. As a matter of fact, he was interested in everything that Richard had to say about programming—because it completely contradicted what the Axis Institute had taught.

There, the emphasis had been on infiltration. Cadel's Infiltration teacher, Dr. Ulysses Vee (a.k.a. The Virus), had delighted in loopholes, weaknesses, vulnerabilities. And Prosper English had been the same. "You can only tell whether you've mastered a system if you isolate and identify its weakest point," he had once advised Cadel. "If you knock that out and the whole system collapses, then you know you've got a handle on it." This opinion had been endorsed by Dr. Vee, who had created only to destroy. He'd created computer viruses and malware. He'd 
constructed labyrinthine security programs with built-in flaws, which had given him free access to many a company's databanks. He'd been a consummate hacker, with a hacker's mind-set. 

In other words, he had been deficient in what Richard liked to call "style."

Cadel was still coming to terms with this concept. It had something to do with simplicity, and something to do with practicality. It was a measure of how you approached a problem—of how well you understood the fundamentals of programming. But it was also an attitude: a kind of inherent appreciation of all things clean, clear, and beautiful. Cadel couldn't help thinking that Sonja would have grasped what Richard was talking about. Her love of numbers was almost aesthetic; she would go into raptures over an exquisitely balanced algorithm. For Sonja, it wasn't just getting there that mattered. It was the way you got there.

Apparently, Richard felt the same. He wouldn't have liked Genius Squad's scrambling, headlong, piecemeal approach to solving problems. And he would have deplored the Axis Institute's choice of problems to solve. "When you're really young," he had pointed out during his very first lecture, "it's all about puzzles, about unlocking secrets and cracking codes. But as you mature, you come to realize that none of this means anything unless it helps people and makes the world a better place." Trashing networks or sabotaging software clearly weren't stylish goals, in Richard's view.

Cadel sometimes wondered if he himself was making the world a better place by helping Sonja to push buttons. He certainly hoped so.

"Psst." Suddenly Hamish jabbed him in the ribs. "Look who's here."

Cadel hadn't been watching the door. He'd been staring at a stack-frame diagram projected onto the screen behind Richard—who abruptly broke off in the middle of his lecture. "Can I help you?" asked Richard. "Are you lost?"

He was addressing the new arrival: a neat, wiry, dark-haired man wearing a suit and tie that looked bizarrely out of place among so many hoodies and cargo pants. It was painfully obvious that this man didn't belong in Richard's class. 

Cadel's stomach did a backflip.

"I'm here for Cadel," said the newcomer, so quietly that his Canadian accent was barely perceptible. Cadel stared at him, paralyzed.

Only something very, very urgent would have prompted Saul Greeniaus to interrupt an Introductory Programming class.

"Oh ... well. Okay." Richard seemed hesitant. He glanced at Cadel, who was slowly shutting his laptop. "Are you all right with that, or...? I take it you know each other?"

Cadel nodded, flushing. He pushed his computer into its bag, uncomfortably aware that almost every single person in the auditorium was studying him with intense curiosity.

Only Hamish appeared to be more interested in Saul.

"Do you want me as well?" asked Hamish. But the detective shook his head.

"No," he rejoined. "You can stay." Then he turned to Richard. "Sorry about this. If it wasn't important..."

"Oh, look." With a wave of his hand, Richard signified complete understanding. "These things happen."

"Yes. They do. Unfortunately." Saul's tone was grim. He watched Cadel sidle past eight pairs of denim-clad knees while Richard adjusted his glasses. The strained silence was broken only by the pad of Cadel's rubber soles and a muffled cough from the back of the hall. Cadel tried not to look at anyone. On his way to the exit, he kept his head down and his pace rapid.

He was mortified.

As a schoolkid, he had always been a detached little weirdo, isolated from the rest of the herd. Since then he'd adopted a kind of camouflage, having learned how to dress and talk and conduct himself like other people. But at this precise moment, he felt as if he were twelve all over again.


"Okay," said Richard, addressing his other students as Saul followed Cadel out of the room. "So those integers, they take up how many bytes?" 

Then the door creaked shut, muffling Richard's voice.

"Wait." Saul grabbed at Cadel's shoulder, lengthening his stride in an effort to catch up. "I'm sorry. I tried to call, but you weren't answering."

"I always put my phone on mute before a lecture." Struck by an awful possibility, Cadel stopped in his tracks. "Is it Fiona?" he asked hoarsely. "Is she—is she all right?"

It was a measure of Saul's preoccupation that for a moment he stood blank-eyed, as if he didn't recognize his own wife's name. Then he blinked, tightening his grip on Cadel.

"What? Oh yeah. She's fine. At the moment, she's..." Saul checked his watch. "She's on her way home from work."

"Why?" Cadel demanded, searching the pallid, fine-drawn face that hung over him. He knew that his foster mother wouldn't have canceled her appointments for any minor reason. She was a social worker, with an overwhelming caseload and very little support. Only a real emergency would have prompted her to drop everything.

Saul didn't answer immediately. Instead he surveyed the wide, empty hallway in which they stood. At last he said, "It's Prosper English. He's been seen."

Cadel swallowed.

"We can't talk about it here," Saul went on. "We should get in the car first."

He guided Cadel out of the building, which opened onto a terraced plaza decorated with a giant ball of matted, rusty wire. Cadel had always wondered if this sculpture was somehow connected with the nearby electrical engineering department. He couldn't see the point of it, otherwise.

Saul headed straight across the plaza.

"I'm parked on the road," he explained, scanning his immediate vicinity for signs of trouble. All at once Cadel realized how exposed they were out on the brick-paved pedestrian concourse.


They must have been visible from at least half a dozen multistoried structures, each sporting hundreds of windows. 

But he can't be here now, Cadel decided. Prosper can't be here now, or the place would be crawling with police.

He wondered if Saul had a gun. It was hard to tell; no bulge was discernible beneath the detective's neatly buttoned jacket.

"Where are we going?" Cadel mumbled as they passed the computer labs.

"We're going home," Saul replied. "You have to pack your things."

"I have to what?"

"Fiona will help you."

"But—"

"Just wait. Not yet. Wait till we're in my car."

So Cadel waited. He numbly allowed himself to be removed from the campus, shuffling through a side gate and into the tree-lined street beyond. Saul's gray sedan was sitting just across the road in front of a picket fence. The car was empty. Like an eager pet, it chirped when Saul waved his keys to unlock it. Cadel, however, wasn't allowed to open the front passenger door.

"Back seat," Saul instructed.

"Oh, but—"

"In the back, please."

Cadel complied mutely. He remained silent as Saul slipped behind the wheel, started the engine, and pulled away from the curb. Only when they were heading down Barker Street did Cadel finally remark, "You're not sending me to a safe house, are you?"

"I'm sorry." Saul's voice was tight. "I have to. Prosper's in Sydney."

"In Sydney?"

This news was like a punch. It was hard to absorb.

"He turned up yesterday, in a multistoried car park," Saul revealed. "And again last night, at a railway station. But I didn't hear about it till this morning, when he was spotted in the foyer of a downtown office 
block." Glancing up into the rearview mirror, Saul added, "It's all closed-circuit TV footage. That's how he was identified, through a security company. They reported today's sighting, and we sent out an alert. There might be other footage that we don't know about, yet." 

Cadel cleared his throat.

"Have—have you seen the pictures?" he squawked. And Saul heaved a sigh.

"Yeah," he said flatly.

"Are you sure it's Prosper?" Cadel was stunned. The whole thing didn't make sense. "Closed-circuit footage can be really rough..."

"I know. You're right," Saul agreed. "But we can't afford to take chances. And if it isn't Prosper English, it's his identical twin. With Prosper's taste in clothes."

"You mean he wasn't disguised?" Cadel didn't wait for an answer. "This is crazy! Why would Prosper come back now? I haven't done anything! Why isn't he laying low?"

Saul shrugged. "Maybe he didn't come back from anywhere. Maybe he never left the country." Before Cadel could protest, Saul plowed on. "He could have been in Sydney for the last nine months. We've got guys going through old CCTV footage, looking for him. Maybe he's surfaced before, and no one recognized his face."

"He wouldn't be that stupid."

"Cadel—"

"He's been leaving me alone on purpose! I know it! Because he doesn't want me trying to track him down!" Cadel leaned forward, gripping the headrest in front of him. "This is a stupid thing to do. It's stupid. And Prosper's smart."

"Not that smart," the detective retorted. "Smart people don't end up as fugitives. They don't break the law." He changed lanes smoothly, weaving his way through the traffic with quiet confidence. "Smart people don't slap their wanted faces all over CCTV networks," he finished.

"Exactly! Which is why he must have a reason for doing it!"


"Other than the fact that he's on his own, with no one else to buy his groceries for him?" An undercurrent of savage scorn marred the detective's otherwise measured delivery; he hated Prosper English with a vengeance and couldn't conceal it no matter how hard he tried. "There could be a million reasons, Cadel. He could be getting careless. He could be trying to freak you out. He could be going senile. What matters right now is that we find him before he finds you." 

"If he was looking for me, he'd have found me already. It's not like I've been keeping my head down."

"No. You haven't." Saul sounded regretful. "But that's gonna change. It has to change. I'm sorry, Cadel," he murmured, once more lifting his solemn gaze to the rearview mirror. "You'll have to go back into hiding until we work out what the hell is going on."



THREE

It was the same old room in the usual safe house. Cadel couldn't believe that he was back. 

Nothing had changed. The room was still a bleak white box full of plain white furnishings: white desk, white chair, white cupboard and bedspread. There was even a white plastic litter bin tucked away in one corner. The only touch of color was the beige of the carpet.

Of course, this carpet was also strewn with Cadel's belongings—but they weren't very colorful, either. Even the book jackets were bleached and grubby. Whatever wasn't black or gray seemed to be either brown or olive; now that he really looked at his wardrobe, spread out across the floor in tangled heaps, Cadel could see why Fiona was constantly complaining about the way he dressed.

"Anyone would think you were in some kind of guerrilla army," she'd grumbled on one occasion. "These aren't clothes; they're camouflage." And she was right, to some extent. Cadel knew he wasn't the only teenager in the world who chose outfits that were designed to repel interest. Nevertheless, as he contemplated the lack of variety in his pants and T-shirts, he wished that he'd had the sense to bring his quilt with him. A bright red quilt might have done something to alleviate the sheer dullness of his surroundings.

I should have given it more thought, he glumly reflected. But then again, there hadn't been much time. Saul had been anxious to get him into a secure environment, and the little weatherboard cottage that they shared wasn't particularly secure. "You could find our place in the phone book," 
had been Saul's reasoning when his wife had objected to the whole notion of a safe house. "There isn't enough protection; not against someone like Prosper English. He wouldn't  need to trip any motion sensors. He could throw a Molotov cocktail through the kitchen window without setting foot in the yard. It's just not an option, Fi—I'm sorry. Cadel can't stay here."

So Cadel had been moved. After packing a rather haphazard selection of clothes, books, and computer equipment, he'd been whisked off to Roseville, where he'd been installed in a two-story house behind a screen of rhododendrons. This house stood in a large, flat, featureless garden; there was a sweeping view of every approach from its top floor, and full CCTV coverage of every single entry point. The bedrooms were numerous enough to sleep four bodyguards working twelve-hour shifts. The security system included automatic gates and isometric locks.

But the décor inside was abysmal: all blank walls and featureless space. Cadel had never liked it in the past, and now—having lived in a proper home for six months—he loathed every single white door, white tile, and white cornice that currently imprisoned him. After his brief taste of freedom, the blandness of the safe house was even harder to take.

And his name was still scrawled under the window ledge!

It was eighteen months since he'd written it there, during his first Roseville sojourn. At the time, he'd been glad enough to find a safe haven, free of Prosper English. After living most of his life in something that resembled a stage set peopled with frauds, he'd found the safe house oddly restful; at least it wasn't pretending to be cozy or welcoming. At least it was honest. Then he'd moved into a foster home, which (because of the people he'd shared it with) had been far, far worse than the gilded cage in which he'd spent his childhood. From the foster home he'd escaped to Clearview House, where various members of Genius Squad were residing in a curious establishment: half bunker and half boarding school. This address had been a facade, too, with a lie at its very core. Nevertheless, he'd preferred it to the safe house, which had received him yet again after Prosper's escape from prison.


The second visit to Roseville had lasted three months. Three whole months! It had seemed like three years. Yet he hadn't really understood how bad it was, back then. Not in his heart of hearts. 

Now that he had a real home, he understood only too well.

Home, he thought. I want to go home.

Shutting his eyes, he tried to pretend that he was sitting in his own bedroom. He conjured up a mental image of its silver walls, its blue ceiling, and its checkerboard floor; he remembered carefully filling in those black-and-white squares, one by one, after Fiona had traced their outlines. Together she and Cadel had painted the whole room, working side by side for three consecutive weekends—and it was Cadel who had been allowed to choose the color scheme. "You're the one who has to sleep in here," Fiona had said, cheerfully acceding to his request for a room that felt like "the inside of a computer." She had also bought him a giant plastic chess piece for Christmas (to match the floor), and had helped him to cover the top of his desk with binary-code contact paper, which she had sealed with several coats of clear polyurethane.

Cadel had been impressed by her home-decorating skills. Thanks to Fiona, their humble two-bedroom cottage had been transformed into a warm and colorful nest, full of refinished furniture and recycled objects. Saul hadn't contributed much; he was interested in the house only because it contained his family. If Fiona wanted a cowrie-shell curtain and Cadel wanted a shiny silver bedroom, that was fine by Saul—who didn't feel the need to project his own personality onto the fixtures and fittings. To Saul, the zebra-striped hooked rug and driftwood chandelier were just an extension of Fiona; therefore they met with his complete approval.

He was a quiet sort of person to live with, very neat and restrained. Yet he managed to make his presence felt, despite the fact that he didn't talk much. He would mow lawns, string up fairy lights, and visit garden centers without a word of protest. He would wash dishes and vacuum rugs in the most thorough and painstaking fashion, deriving a 
peculiar sort of pleasure from every routine chore. Upon walking into the kitchen after a hard day's work, he would immediately put out the garbage or unstack the dishwasher, his tensed shoulders visibly relaxing as he did so. 

Though the detective rarely discussed his job, Cadel knew that it couldn't be easy. This much was clear from the look on Saul's face sometimes, late in the evening, when he was carefully unloading his pistol and returning it to his gun safe. There could be no doubt that he savored even the mundane side of married life simply because it wasn't dangerous or distressing.

And now that his tranquil domestic existence was under threat, the strain of it was already carving new lines around his mouth. Fiona's reaction might have been louder and more explosive than Saul's, on being told that she couldn't join Cadel in the safe house. But it was Saul who, in one short day, had aged a good ten years.

Cadel couldn't help worrying about him.

"You should be staying here, too," was Cadel's opinion, offered up to Saul the previous night. "Prosper hates you. You're in just as much danger as I am. More, probably."

"No." With a shake of his head, Saul had dismissed Cadel's suggestion. "Prosper wouldn't break cover just to blow a hole in me. He's a practical sort of guy—you know that. I'd have to be standing in front of something he wanted."

"Like me?"

"It'll be all right," Saul had insisted, without specifying how. Then he'd gone off to reassure Sonja and Judith.

Prosper English loathed Sonja. He blamed her for turning Cadel against him. So it was likely that Sonja was also in danger—more so, perhaps, than Cadel. Yet he could understand why the police weren't too concerned about her. Judith's seaside mansion was fully automated, with a wiring system that controlled lights, blinds, sprinklers, TV, air-conditioning, security cameras, and motion sensor alarms. If an intruder 
was detected in the house while it was empty, the building's central computer was capable of alerting Judith via an e-mail or text message. Furthermore, this computer occupied an air-conditioned closet that doubled as a kind of panic room; Judith could lock herself in there, behind an impregnable door, if she ever felt threatened. "I only wish our safe houses were this safe," Saul had remarked upon first being introduced to what Judith liked to call her "intelligent infrastructure." 

The police had therefore decided not to move either Sonja or Judith. Only Saul and Fiona had been forced to camp at a friend's place for the night. "Just until we find Prosper English," Saul had promised with grim determination. "Now that we know he's in town, he won't be at large for long."

Cadel wasn't convinced of this. But he hadn't said anything, because Saul already had enough to worry about.

Tap-tap-tap. The sound of a hesitant knock caused Cadel's eyes to snap open.

"Who is it?" he asked.

"It's me."

Recognizing Saul's voice, Cadel checked his watch. Ten past two seemed pretty early for an afternoon visit. Saul had promised to return around five.

"Come in," said Cadel, wondering what could have brought the detective back to Roseville so soon.

Nothing good, probably.

"I see you've unpacked," Saul remarked as he crossed the threshold. He was surveying the sludge-colored tangle of books and clothes and insulated wiring at his feet.

"Oh. Ah—yeah," Cadel replied. "I'm putting things away."

Saul lifted an eyebrow but didn't comment. Instead he quietly closed the door behind him. "Did you forget anything?" he asked. "Because I can always go back home and get it."

"I'm okay." Cadel flapped an impatient hand. "Just tell me what's wrong."


A lopsided smile tugged at the corner of Saul's mouth. "You're jumping to conclusions," he said, pulling a computer disk from his breast pocket. "I just want you to have a look at this." 

"The footage, you mean?" Cadel's heart sank. "Is that the CCTV download?"

"It is, yes."

"All three sightings?"

"All seven. We found some more." Seeing Cadel wince, Saul apologized. "I'm sorry. This must be hard. But we need confirmation. You know Prosper better than anyone. You've seen him disguised as other people. We want to be sure we haven't made a mistake."

Cadel gave a nod.

"This isn't what we agreed to. I realize that." Saul was referring to the decision they'd both made, months previously, about Cadel's role in the ongoing hunt for Prosper English. "And I'm not asking you to participate—far from it. You've got to stay off-line, and keep your head down. All I need is a positive ID. It's not something that Prosper will ever find out about. I'll make a verbal report."

But would that verbal report find its way into an e-mail? Or a phone call? Cadel didn't entirely trust the police—not all of them. He felt that they oftenunderestimated the sheer depth of Prosper's cunning.

For this reason, Cadel failed to respond immediately. He sat for a moment, turning things over in his mind. Then he looked up at Saul, and their gazes locked.

"This might be some sort of test," Cadel said slowly. He was talking about Prosper's reappearance. "Have you thought of that? He might have done this specifically to see how I'd react. To see if I'd go after him."

Saul frowned.

"I've got to be careful. Really careful," Cadel went on. "He might be trying to flush me out or something."

"But why?" Saul couldn't conceal his anxiety, though he was trying very hard to sound calm. "You haven't so much as Googled his name for the last nine months. You've been as quiet as a mouse. Haven't you?"


"Yeah." Cadel had been taking no chances. He'd been roundly ignoring Prosper, in the hope that Prosper would extend him the same courtesy. 

"Then he must see you're no threat," Saul argued. "That's if he's keeping tabs on you at all, which is debatable."

Cadel gave a snort. He'd never debated it. He'd never even doubted it.

"And even if he is running a surveillance operation," Saul continued, "it's not as if you've given him anything to worry about. In fact, that might be why he's surfaced now. Because he thinks you're well and truly out of the picture."

Cadel didn't believe this for one minute. Having twice underestimated Cadel—and suffered because of it—Prosper was unlikely to make the same mistake a third time. Unlikely? Hell, the chances were minimal. Cadel could offer mathematical proofin support of his opinion; he'd calculated the odds.

He couldn't deny, however, that there was always room for error when it came to probability.

"Anything's possible," he conceded. "I've still got a feeling this has something to do with me, though."

"Which is why you have to sit tight, and not get involved." Saul was firm. "I wouldn't even be asking you for a positive ID if I thought there was any chance of Prosper finding out." He paused for a moment, his forehead creasing as he fixed his attention on Cadel's computer. "What do you think? Should we use your laptop? Would it be safe?"

"I'd prefer to use something else," said Cadel, who had always been paranoid about the health of his hard drive. "You don't know where that disk might have been."

"Good point," Saul murmured. He then opened the door and ushered Cadel through it; together they made their way downstairs, where they found one of the security guards—Angus—sitting in the old dining room. This dark and narrow space had been converted into an office, which contained a couple of CCTV monitors, a computer, a printer, 
a fax machine, and several telephones. Since most of the equipment on show was either black or gray, instead of white, Cadel preferred the office to any other room in the house. 

Angus also brightened up the décor a little. Not that he was very lively, with his bland expression and uninflected voice. Like most of the safe-house staff, he had been trained to keep his distance. But he had red hair and a red face, and his eyes were a deep, vivid blue.

Even in his mud brown suit, he struck a cheerful note.

"Sure," he said when asked if the office computer was available. "But I'm on duty right now. I have to stay here while you're using it."

"Feel free," was Saul's somewhat acid rejoinder. He allowed Angus to insert Saul's disk into the appropriate drive. But once this simple task had been carried out, Angus was promptly banished to the other side of the room.

Cadel soon found himself peering at a list of seven files. Each file bore a tag incorporating a date, a time, and a location, as well as more obscure number groupings that were harder to interpret. He wondered if they might refer to camera specifications or network protocols.

"Each file is a different sighting," Saul explained, motioning at the screen. He was standing behind Cadel, who had laid claim to a wheeled typist's chair. "They're listed in order of appearance."

"Starting three days ago?" said Cadel. And Saul pulled a face.

"Yes. We've been a bit slow off the mark, unfortunately."

According to the list, Prosper had been filmed in Hornsby, Bankstown, Campbelltown, Bondi Junction, Parramatta, and Sydney's Central Business District. In other words, he'd been all over the place: north, south, east, and west. There didn't seem to be a uniformity of times, either: mornings, afternoons, and evenings were all represented.

"As you can see, he's been getting around a bit," Saul continued. "But there's been a double sighting in the CBD, so we're hoping that might have some significance."

"It all has some significance." Cadel planted his fingertip on the third 
line down. "Look at this. An early start at the railway station. Was he heading in or out?" 

"In. Definitely. We've been checking the schedules, and there are three trains he might have caught."

"Yeah, but where did he come from, at 5:48 in the morning? That's got to narrow your search parameters." Cadel spun around in his chair, lifting his chin until he was looking Saul straight in the eye. "You know what you need? You need a mathematician. You can apply mathematics to a problem like this. Bayesian theory ... maybe a Markov chain model. You can look at where Prosper's been and work out where he is now. If you've got enough data."

There was a brief pause. When Cadel didn't go on, the detective finally asked, "Have we got enough data?"

"I dunno." Cadel hesitated before adding, "Maybe not. I'd have to give it some thought."

"No." Suddenly Saul shook his head. "No, that wasn't the deal. You should keep your distance. We'll find someone else to do it."

"Sonja could."

"Possibly. But I don't want you asking her. Your job is identification, pure and simple." Saul reached for the mouse, then clicked on the first listed sighting. Immediately, a dim, grainy view of concrete and steel enveloped the computer screen. "Now, what we've got here is a parking lot," he announced. "And this figure here, on the left, appears to be Prosper English. We think." He indicated a blurred shape moving briskly past the suspended camera. "Do you want to run it again? We can pause it, if you like."

"Yes, please."

The frozen image showed a tall, thin, middle-aged man wearing sunglasses. His hair was brushed back off his high forehead like a lion's mane; he was clean-shaven, with a long nose and dark eyebrows.

Though the picture wasn't very clear, it sent a cold dart through Cadel's stomach. He had to swallow and lick his dry lips before he was able to speak.


"That's Prosper," he mumbled. 

"Are you sure?" Saul was frowning again. "Because you can't really see the face very well—"

"That's him," Cadel insisted, staring at the fuzzy recording like a rabbit caught in the glare of oncoming headlights. "That's Prosper English. I'd recognize him anywhere."



FOUR

Sitting in front of the safe-house computer, Cadel examined the image displayed on its screen. 

There could be no doubt that he was looking at Prosper English. Despite the poor quality of the digital video recording, Prosper's high cheekbones and lanky frame were unmistakable. So was his tweed jacket. Prosper had always favored professorial outfits, and Cadel recognized this one—which also featured a matching waistcoat and leather elbow patches. But why had Prosper chosen it? Why hadn't he disguised himself? If he had shaved his head or donned a hooded anorak, he might never have been detected. Yet he'd kept on wearing the same old clothes in shot after shot after shot.

What on earth was he up to?

Cadel couldn't figure it out. Nothing made sense. Though the parking lot sighting suggested that Prosper might have a car, the station sighting suggested otherwise. Though the sunglasses were a form of camouflage, the tweedy jacket was anything but. And the five-second film clips didn't provide nearly enough information. Were there any banks nearby? Any bus stops? Any doctors or pharmacies or Internet cafés? Cadel didn't know. He couldn't even work out if Prosper was following anyone, because there wasn't enough footage. The police had provided only seven brief glimpses of Prosper as he passed seven different cameras. If he was in pursuit of a person who happened to be more than five seconds ahead of him, it wasn't apparent. Not to Cadel, anyway.


What I need, he thought, is better coverage. Better coverage and proper geographical background. 

But he wouldn't be asking for anything like that. Suppose his request made its way into an official e-mail? Suppose there was a leak? Suppose Prosper had told Dr. Vee to monitor the police network? Cadel wasn't about to take any more risks; keeping the files had been hazardous enough. "I don't know if I can do that," Saul had muttered when asked if he would leave the disk behind. "I thought we agreed that you shouldn't get involved?"

"I won't get involved," Cadel had assured him. "I'm just going to take another look at those files."

"Why?"

"Because I might as well. Because they're already here."

"This isn't your job, though. You should be doing something else."

"Like what? I can't go online. I can't talk to Sonja. I've done all my homework, and I'm sick of watching TV. What else can I do?"

It was a good question, to which Saul had been unable to provide a ready answer. So he'd given in. He'd surrendered his disk to Cadel, who had promised faithfully not to download anything off it. "I'll give it back to you when I see you tonight," Cadel had said. "I won't use my laptop, don't worry."

"You have to be careful."

"I know."

"Prosper's not stupid."

"I know." Cadel didn't need to be told how smart Prosper was. Only a smart man could have escaped from prison. Only a smart man could have stayed out of prison. Yet suddenly Prosper had resurfaced—in Sydney, of all places—wearing clothes that were bound to be recognized. It was a dumb thing to do, and Prosper wasn't dumb.

So what was he thinking?

Cadel studied the recorded scene in front of him, searching for clues. There had to be a pattern to Prosper's movements buried somewhere 
inside the captured data. Prosper's timing was important. His choice of route was important. So was his decision to cross the foyer of a multistoried office block in downtown Sydney. He hadn't used an elevator; he hadn't taken the stairs; he'd simply walked through the foyer. 

Why?

Cadel gnawed at his thumbnail, wishing that he could ask Sonja for help. Sonja was good with patterns, just as Cadel was good with systems. She could always spot the numbers lurking within the colors and the shapes. She had an eye for repetition and a nose for anomalies, so she was more attuned to the underlying rhythms of what she saw.

But he wasn't meant to be communicating with Sonja. Not directly. Even an encoded text message was out of the question, because Saul wanted him "off the grid." "No electronic exchanges," the detective had warned. "If there's something important you want to tell her, I'll pass it on myself. In person. It's the safest way." He'd then hesitated before adding, "Prosper might already know where you are. He might have had me followed. But that's okay, because you're in a secure facility. The important thing is that he doesn't find out what you're thinking or doing. The less information he has, the better. Don't you agree?"

It had been impossible to disagree—especially when confronted by Saul's strained expression. Cadel had therefore pledged that he wouldn't use either his phone or his laptop to make contact with Sonja. Instead he'd scribbled an encrypted note, which Saul had delivered to Judith's place.

Cadel sighed. Under the circumstances, he could hardly e-mail the CCTV files to Sonja—and he knew that Saul would never agree to give her the disk. Not without official clearance, which probably wouldn't be forthcoming. Someone in the higher ranks of the commissioner's office didn't like the idea of kids becoming involved in police investigations. That was why Genius Squad had folded. That was why, instead of being employed in a useful investigative role, Hamish had been put on probation, Sonja had received an official warning, and the Wieneke twins had simply ... well, they had simply disappeared.


Cadel wasn't too worried about the Wienekes. They were both pretty streetwise (especially Devin), and Lexi was always popping up on cryptanalysis websites, because she just couldn't leave an unencoded cipher alone. Cadel had established that she was moving between Sydney and Brisbane, using a lot of Internet cafés. He had also spotted her in somebody's Facebook snapshot, which had been taken in a bar full of grinning young party animals. So she was clearly getting on with life, despite her disappointment over the end of Genius Squad. And if she wanted to do this without police interference, Cadel could only sympathize. In fact, he had carefully refrained from alerting anyone to her activities—except, of course, Sonja. "If the police are so keen to get hold of the twins, they can do their own legwork," he'd informed his best friend. "It's not my job to run online surveillance checks." 

All the same, he couldn't help wishing that Lexi and her brother were still around. For the first time ever, he was regretting that Genius Squad hadn't survived. With Genius Squad's help, he would have had no trouble solving the mystery of Prosper's reappearance.

But the squad was now defunct. And Cadel was all alone, with no network connection and no access to official databanks.

He might as well have been working blindfolded, with one arm in a sling.

I'm missing something, he decided as he peered at the scene in front of him. He had a niggling sense that the answer—the key, the pattern—lay right under his nose; that everything he needed was already there among the blurred figures frozen on the computer screen.

Leaning closer, he tried to interpret the look on Prosper's face. It wasn't easy. It wouldn't have been easy even if the picture had been clearer; Cadel would still have had to fight the nausea that invaded his stomach every time he was exposed to Prosper's chiseled features and loose-limbed form. The last time they'd met, Prosper had been armed and dangerous. He had put a gun to Cadel's head. And Cadel couldn't shake off the memory of that cold, deadly weight sitting against his temple.


Not that Prosper would have pulled the trigger. I'm not going to shoot you, he'd once said. I couldn't bring myself to do anything of the sort. But I'll happily shoot Sonja if you give me the least bit of trouble. You understand that, don't you? 

Cadel could almost hear the smooth, precise drawl ringing in his ears. He could almost see the piercing gaze and wolfish grin—despite the fact that they were both completely absent from Saul's CCTV footage. Prosper wasn't smiling at the camera in any of these shots. If he was even aware of being filmed, it certainly wasn't obvious. His sunglasses concealed any telltale sidelong glances.

He simply walked from one side of the frame to the other, his pace brisk, his hands empty, his expression unreadable.

Defeated, Cadel turned his attention to the other people in the foyer shot. There were five of them: two women and three men. All were dressed in business suits. One was carrying a takeaway coffee cup, while the rest were toting either handbags or briefcases. The smaller woman was talking into her cell phone; she didn't seem to register Prosper's presence at all when he overtook her. Everyone was moving in the same direction, toward the elevators, past an enormous piece of modern sculpture that comprised three giant silver balls hanging from steel wires. Cadel could see one end of a dark leather couch. The floor was pale and glossy; the only visible bit of wall was covered in wood veneer; the front entrance wasn't anywhere in sight...

And then, suddenly, it hit him.

The silver ball.

There was a pattern, but it didn't have anything to do with timing or movement. Hastily Cadel skipped to the next file, in which Prosper was walking through a parking lot. Sure enough, this scene contained a convex traffic mirror. And in the next scene, at a suburban shopping mall, there was a window display featuring strings of large, chrome-covered balls like overblown Christmas-tree decorations. And at the railway station, a newsstand was hung with shiny, metallic Mylar balloons. And in 
the harborside hotel lobby, another convex mirror was sitting in a gilded Venetian frame above an elaborate console table. 

Not a single shot was without some gleaming little half sphere, its surface a complex web of wraparound reflections.

"Hey, kid," said Angus from the other side of the room. "Your parents have arrived."

Cadel blinked. Spinning around in his chair, he saw that Angus was pointing at one of the security monitors.

Even from a distance, Cadel could identify Saul's car as it glided across the screen.

"They're not my parents," Cadel observed absent-mindedly. "Not yet, anyway." Then he asked the question that was uppermost in his mind. "Does your CCTV network have an IP address?"

Angus's response was a blank, uncomprehending stare. So Cadel tried again.

"Is it connected to the Internet? Is there a central monitoring station?"

"This is the central monitoring station," said Angus.

"Yeah, but what if no one's around? Is there remote access surveillance when the place is empty?" Seeing Angus frown, Cadel gave up. "Never mind. I'll check it myself."

"No you won't." The security guard was adamant. "Sorry, mate. You're not cleared to touch any of this equipment."

"But—"

"Work it out with your dad. He might be able to help."

Saul's car was now parked near the front steps; Cadel could see it quite clearly on the screen behind Angus. As for Saul and Fiona, they were already inside, being filmed by the camera in the vestibule.

Hastily Cadel scanned the office ceiling.

"This room doesn't have any cameras, does it?" he demanded. "I can't see one."

"Nope," Angus replied.


"Then I'll wait here. They'll find me." 

And they did. Saul, in fact, headed straight for the office, without even pausing at the foot of the staircase. Fiona followed him, looking flustered. Her thick, reddish hair was beginning to escape from all the combs and pins securing it. Her jacket was buttoned up crookedly, and she had forgotten to wear her watch.

When she and Saul arrived on the threshold, Cadel greeted them with an urgent summons.

"Come here! Look at this!" he exclaimed. "You're not going to believe it."

The detective sighed. "You haven't even moved since I left, have you?" he murmured. And Fiona said, "I brought your quilt, sweetie. It's in the car."

"Yes—thanks—great. But I might not be needing it." Cadel tapped the screen in front of him. "See this? I think it's a light probe."

Saul and his wife exchanged long-suffering glances. Nevertheless, they both moved forward until they were standing directly behind Cadel's chair.

"I wanted to find a pattern, and I did," he continued. "There's a shiny half sphere in every scene. Every single one. I mean, what are the odds?"

"Cadel—" Saul began.

"No, wait. Just listen." Dragging his fingers through his tousled curls, Cadel took a deep breath. "I don't think this is Prosper at all," he announced. "I think this is a piece of malware."

As he'd expected, the reaction was one of total incredulity. Even Angus turned to gape at him. It was Fiona who finally broke the stunned silence.

"What on earth is malware?" she asked.

"An illegal computer program." Saul was shaking his head. "Cadel, that's impossible—"

"What is?" said Fiona. "What are you talking about?"

"It wouldn't be impossible. Not if you had the right skills. Not if you were good enough." Cadel began to argue his case. "It makes perfect 
sense. Why else would Prosper always be wearing the same clothes? Why else would there be a shiny ball in every scene?" 

"Coincidence," Saul rejoined.

"Or protocol settings."

"Cadel," snapped Fiona, "could you please slow down! You're not making sense. What's so important about these shiny balls, anyway?"

"Nothing. Unless you're doing visual effects." Cadel paused for a moment, his mind racing. Thank god, he thought. Thank god I read all that online SIGGRAPH stuff. "I only know this because I like to keep up with the latest programming breakthroughs. There's a lot of amazing mathematics that goes into computer graphics these days." Realizing that Fiona was in no way enlightened, he changed tack. "You must have heard of digital doubles," he said. "They're fake people that you stick into real scenes. Computer-generated people."

"Wait a minute." Suddenly Fiona worked it out. Her voice became shrill. "Are you saying that all those pictures of Prosper English are computer generated?"

"I'm saying that they could be," Cadel replied. "If you want to create a realistic digital double, you need a light map of the whole scene. And for one of those, you have to use a shiny chrome ball." His heart sank at the prospect of explaining High Dynamic Range Rendering to someone who didn't know what malware was. "I'm not sure how it works, exactly," he admitted. "You'd have to talk to an expert. But a chrome ball gives you the real-world lighting data for a specific environment. Without understanding how the light falls, you can't make it fall properly on your digital double."

"Except that he's not a digital double." Saul nodded at the computer screen, where Prosper's grainy likeness had been caught in mid-stride. "If that guy was a fake, he wouldn't be interacting. He'd be walking through walls."

"Not if he was programmed properly."

"But—"


"This is all about programming," Cadel insisted. "You can have a thousand people in a scene, and they can be programmed to interact with each other. They can be programmed to fight each other, or run away from each other, or respond to variables like walls or hills ... It depends what you want them to do." As the detective chewed on his bottom lip, Cadel leaned forward. He felt that he had to make Saul understand. "I don't quite know how you'd pull this off. Like I said, I'm not a computer graphics expert—and neither is Dr. Vee. But suppose he's teamed up with someone who is, and they're both working for Prosper English? I mean, Vee's worked for Prosper before. They could have got together and created a security-camera bug." 

All eyes immediately swivelled toward the monitors nearby. There was a brief, tension-filled pause.

Then Saul cleared his throat.

"It's a bit of a leap," he said, though he sounded shaken. "Are you sure—that is, can we prove it?"

"I dunno." Pulling at his bottom lip, Cadel considered the matter. His gaze drifted from the troubled faces looming above him to the computer screen sitting in front of him. "If it was me," he reasoned, thinking aloud, "and I was designing this program, I'd have it infiltrating streams of CCTV data where they pass through an Internet traffic point. So you wouldn't see any evidence left on the actual cameras. But there would have to be a whole library of really obvious specifications in the protocol before the program could insert Prosper English. You'd have to specify the height of the camera, and the angle, and the tilt, and the type of lens. And you'd have to specify a shiny half sphere and maybe something standardized—something that would give you scale. Like a power point, for instance. Or a manhole cover." He turned back to Saul, inspired by the idea of a protocol checklist.

It was clear, however, that he'd left his audience far, far behind.

"You've lost me," Saul confessed. And Fiona mumbled, "What was that about a library again?"


Cadel felt himself deflate. He realized that he was no Richard Buckland, able to clarify and simplify difficult concepts. Angus looked frankly dazed, as if he'd been knocked on the head with an iron bar. 

"Okay, look." Speaking very slowly and clearly, Cadel made one more attempt to hammer his message home. "There are all kinds of different cameras wired up to the Net," he declared. "But if Prosper only shows up on one kind of camera—and if you always see particular things in the shot with him—then it's got to be suspicious. Don't you agree?"

"Oh yes," said Fiona.

"Definitely," rumbled Angus, who by now was completely absorbed in the discussion.

Saul flashed him a sharp glance.

"Aren't you supposed to be watching those monitors?" the detective growled before addressing Cadel once again. "So according to your theory, some rogue computer virus is pasting film clips of Prosper English onto random bits of CCTV footage. Is that it?"

"Umm ... more or less." Cadel decided not to complicate matters by objecting to the terms "virus" and "film clip," though they weren't really accurate. "I'm not absolutely certain," he allowed. "I just think it's possible."

"And worth looking into," Saul muttered.

"Definitely."

"But why?" asked Fiona. When everyone stared at her, she must have realized how ambiguous her question had been. So she expanded on it. "I mean, why would Prosper English want to pop up all over Sydney and cause a commotion? It seems so pointless."

Cadel could hardly believe his ears.

"It's not pointless. It's tactical," he replied. "He wants us to think he's in Sydney because he's not in Sydney." As Saul opened his mouth to deliver some cautionary remark, Cadel cut him off. "Which means that I can go home now. Which means that I'll be safe back home."

"Maybe," said the detective, who seemed reluctant to commit himself. Cadel, however, wouldn't be silenced.


He had everything worked out. 

"I'll be safer at home than I am here," he said. "Prosper might not be in Sydney, but he's obviously got into a whole lot of IP surveillance systems. What if he's monitoring this one?"

"Oh my god." Fiona sounded horrified. "Do you think he is?"

"We don't know," Saul stressed. He was trying to keep things calm. "This is just a theory—"

"Which fits all the facts." Cadel was growing impatient. Why did Saul have to be so stubborn? "I don't want to stay here. It's networked. It's vulnerable. There are too many cameras."

"Cadel—"

"I want to go back home. I'll be safe, at home."

These simple words were enough to convince Fiona, who fixed her husband with an anxious, pleading look. Cadel did the same, widening his enormous blue eyes as he stuck out his bottom lip in mute appeal. (It was a dirty trick, and he was slightly ashamed of himself, but he was also desperate.)

Ambushed on two fronts, Saul quickly buckled.

"Oh, all right," he said, reaching for his phone. "Just let me make a few calls, and I'll see what I can do." Bip-bip-bip went the keypad as he jabbed at it with one finger. "But I can't promise anything," he warned. "You know that, don't you? This is going to take a while."

Cadel nodded. Then he smiled at Fiona. Then he spun around to face the computer screen, because Prosper was still pinned there like a moth on a specimen board.

I'll have to tell Sonja, he decided. She'll have to turn off the cameras at Judith's house.

As far as he was concerned, they would need to start taking some very serious precautions.




End of sample
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