
Prologue 
 

 
The room was dark, except for the soft glare from the screen of his laptop. The 
woman he knew only as Astra was sitting to his left and slightly behind him. Donnie 
was aware that, if he turned, he would be able to see her but he already knew what she 
looked like. She was dressed in a T-shirt and jeans and wearing sneakers. Thick, 
brown, curly hair framed a strong face. The face was not quite symmetrical - 
something about the jaw line and the set of her nose. She had a mug of coffee in her 
hand and she was sitting with her legs crossed. An open folder on her lap contained 
several sheets of paper to which she referred from time to time. Otherwise, her main 
task was to make sure that he remained conscious during the session. There was a 
well-rehearsed procedure for her to follow if he did not. The likely penalty for failure 
would be prison, or even death, for them both. 

They were constantly on the move. Discovery and capture had so far been avoided 
because of his ability to sense danger and the effectiveness of Phaedrus’ watch team. 
Sometimes a location would be safe only for a day. Several times they had escaped by 
the barest margin, rushing down fire escapes clutching laptops, files and jackets. 

This thing that he could do, this skill that made him so important to Phaedrus and 
such a threat to the Administration, was impossible to rationalise and hard to imagine. 
Asked to describe it, he once likened it to falling asleep without losing consciousness. 
He could not force himself to do it but, when the circumstances were right, it just 
happened.  Anyone watching him would see a man sitting at a keyboard, apparently 
concentrating on the task in hand. His eyes remained open; his fingers still operated 
the keys. But for him, it was unimaginably different. He was in there and finding his 
way around. There was nothing clearly definable or easy to describe as part of the 
experience. No tunnels or giant electronic components or strange creatures. It wasn’t 
completely dark, more like the sensation you get when you close your eyes on a 
sunny day and there is some light, which creates stripes and whorls and moving 
patterns. The only sound was a whooshing, rumbling noise, which came and went but 
had no discernable cadence. 

Put like that, he realized that it sounded like a non-experience, an exercise in 
sensory deprivation. He was aware of moving from one place to another, although 
there were no landmarks or distinguishing features to help him on his way. 
Everything he experienced, he did without using any of his normal senses. He 
gathered information as he went, came across different routes and had to negotiate 
barriers. Sometimes a password or code was needed to move on to the next stage. At 
such points, a period of intense concentration would allow him to put together the 
actual word or keystrokes required to gain access.  Every time he wrested a password 
or code from a particular location, he would type it in and so would be able to 
advance, although he was quite oblivious to the movement of his fingers on the 
keyboard. 

In his travels through cyberspace, information came to him in various ways. 
Sometimes he would run into a stream of data and be able to interpret it. This could 
be facts and figures passing from one place to another or, more likely, an e-mail in 
transit or voice data from a conversation. At other times, he would come upon stored 
files and be able to glean information from them. 

Wherever he went, he knew that he could rely on his sense of danger to help him 
avoid detection. He could descry the activity of others in the darkness, like tendrils of 
binary code. Mostly, they were going about their legitimate business. Occasionally, 



however, the tendrils would be seeking something and he could feel them reaching 
out to him. He would pull back and wait for them to pass or, if they continued to 
pursue him, he would pull out entirely. On one occasion, he had not pulled out fast 
enough and the tendrils had caught up with him. Whatever the mechanism was for 
what happened next, its effect was to render him unable to function. He remained bolt 
upright with his hands on the keyboard and Astra did not at first see what was 
happening. Had it not been for a warning from the lookout posted by Phaedrus and 
Astra’s quick thinking, they would almost certainly have been caught that day. 

At the end of each session Astra would debrief him. Using the record of his 
keystrokes as a starting point, they would piece together information from his 
memory and attempt to make sense of it. Phaedrus had always hoped that Donnie 
would be able to use the data to map out the various networks and that it would then 
be possible to have a team of people working on information gathering. This had 
never happened. There was always a quantum uncertainty about the data he collected 
which made it difficult to pin it down to something as hard-edged as a map. That, and 
the fact that passwords and codes were constantly changing, meant that Phaedrus and 
his team were always going to have to rely on him. This meant that there was no 
escape from the constant flight from capture and the endless daily wanderings into 
cyberspace which wore him down, day by day. 

Donnie focused once more on the screen, hands poised on the keyboard. He heard 
Astra take a mouthful of her coffee, saw the familiar flash of yellow and orange at the 
edge of consciousness and felt the falling sensation that came just before he went in. 
Then suddenly Astra was shaking his shoulder and calling him by the only name that 
she knew. 

“Finn! Finn!  Get back here. They’re coming!” 
As always, those first few moments were like a dream in slow motion, until the 

adrenalin reached out and kicked him. Laptop, cables, folder, cram them in the pack 
while running; follow Astra, back door, stairs, alleyway. Always the same, nothing 
left but the faint smell of perspiration and a paper cup of cold coffee on the table 
standing in the circles of its own making. 

Already, they were locked into the coordinates for the next destination and heading 
for another darkened room, lit only by the soft glare from the screen of his laptop. 

	  


