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OPENING GAME
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Carl said I was absolutely the right person for this job. I think he meant it. He didn’t actually say it was a job for a woman, but I could tell that’s what he thought. The target was probably male and probably young. It goes with the territory. So, send me.

I wanted to go. I leapt at the chance, in fact. Not just because it promised to put my career back on track after my transfer to London, but because it really was fascinating. Who was this guy? And yes, like Carl, I felt sure all along it was a guy. When I was shown what he could do, I wanted to talk to him. I wanted to understand. We could exploit his abilities to put Venstrom ahead of the competition. Of course. That was always the commercial calculation. But beyond that, how he did what he did was an irresistible and unfathomable mystery.

Carl didn’t know what he was getting us into, of course. He couldn’t. No one could. There’s nothing to warn you when you cross an invisible line. But the other side soon starts to feel different. And, in this case, not so very long after different … dangerous.

So, this is what happened beyond that line. This is what happened as it happened. This is how I got to where I am.

***




Monday October 7

I Linger over breakfast. There’s no hurry. The hotel’s quiet, ticking over this early in the week, this late in the season. The weather’s mostly grey, but silvery light keeps piercing the clouds over the sea. There’s no wind. I gaze out through the high windows of the restaurant and see a couple of bulk carriers moving slowly out beyond St Anthony Head, heading to or from Falmouth. The view here in St Mawes is serene and beautiful, the sea tranquillizingly still. I catch myself thinking how nice it would be to be here on holiday and how much nicer again to be here on holiday with the right person.

I used to think I knew who the right person was. Now I haven’t a clue. And I’m not on holiday either. It’s just me here, with a job to do. I sip my coffee and check my phone.

No alert yet. He isn’t playing. But he will be. Soon.

All we know for certain about our mystery man is that the IP address of the computer he’s using leads to Conrad Vogler of Admiral’s Reach, Upper Castle Road, St Mawes, Cornwall. And all we know about Conrad Vogler is his directorship of a company called Conmari Ltd, nature of business unspecified, and his date of birth, July 2, 1970, which makes him too old to be an obvious candidate. The other director of Conmari Ltd is Marianne Vogler, presumably his wife. The company name seems to be a tacky pairing of Conrad and Marianne, which doesn’t make me warm to them. But a super-geek son of theirs could well be our guy. We’re betting on that.

The Voglers don’t have much of a presence in the virtual world, in fact none at all, which could make some people suspicious. Venstrom has grown as huge and successful as it has by offering people solutions to problems they didn’t know they had, by selling them goods and games and all the vital ingredients of the virtual lives we lead. So, to me and my colleagues, who don’t just like but need to know as much as we can about our customers, the disconnected are either dinosaurs or people with something to hide. And somehow the Voglers don’t come across as dinosaurs.

I took a look at Admiral’s Reach straight after I arrived yesterday evening. Modern, white-walled, slate-roofed, with plenty of glass and steel, all hard angles and blank surfaces, set in a big, gently sloping plot a little way up the hill from St Mawes Castle. Most of the windows were lit. There was a big four-wheel-drive pulled up in front of the garage. Someone was evidently at home.

I didn’t try my luck then. Our guy never plays at night. He’s a daytime only player. If I’m just going to show up at the Voglers’ door – and I can’t think of any other way to approach them – I want it to be while he’s online. It’ll be more difficult for them to deny it then. I’ll have something to show them.

I put my toe in the water with an email before leaving London, inviting Conmari Ltd to contact us for some free website design advice. No response. Which leaves nothing for it but the face-to-face approach. Carl didn’t give me any bright ideas about how to pitch it. I think I’m just going to have to charm my way in and see where we go from there.

I’m a bit nervous. And I’m very curious. I suppose, most of all, I’m excited. I’ve just no idea what I’m going to find.

My phone beeps just after ten. He’s on. And so am I.

I don’t want to turn up so close to him starting to play that he’ll make a connection, so I leave the hotel and walk past the harbour, rehearsing a whole load of ways I can introduce the subject without alarming him. The ferry from Falmouth is docking. A few late holidaymakers are clambering off and climbing the steps to the quay. No one gives me a second glance.

I’m wearing a navy blue trouser-suit and white blouse under my mac. I look like I mean business. I’ve applied a touch more make-up than usual. Nothing obvious, though. Just enough to make me difficult to turn away.

This isn’t necessarily my only chance. But it might be my best one. I plan to make the most of it.

I walk down the curving drive to the front door of the house. The 4WD’s gone and there’s a battered Fiat parked in its place. The grounds are terraced, falling away towards Lower Castle Road. I’m imagining a panoramic deck and big sea-facing windows on the next level down. There’s not much to see on this side of the house. I check my phone. He’s still on. His sessions generally last an hour or two. I ring the doorbell and wonder just what kind of reception I’m going to get.

Half a minute or so passes. The door opens. A woman in jeans and a T-shirt looks out at me. She’s too young to be Marianne Vogler. My money’s on her being the cleaner. When she speaks, it’s with a local accent. And I don’t have the Voglers down as local.

‘Hello,’ she says.

‘I’m looking for Mr or Mrs Vogler.’

‘They’re out.’

‘Ah. Right.’ That isn’t necessarily bad news. ‘Is, er, any other member of the family at home?’

‘It’s just Mr and Mrs Vogler who live here.’ That isn’t quite an answer to my question, I notice. ‘You can leave a message if you want.’

‘Right. Thanks. My name’s Nevinson. Nicole Nevinson. Can you give Mr and Mrs Vogler my card?’ I hand one over. She glances down at it. ‘I contacted them recently about a business opportunity. And I happened to be in the area, so …’

She looks unimpressed. I can’t really blame her. ‘I’ll tell ’em you called.’ A tight smile. She starts to close the door.

‘Lovely house,’ I say brightly.

‘Yeah.’

‘I bet the views from the front are amazing.’

She frowns. ‘They are.’ But it’s obvious there isn’t going to be an invitation to take a look. ‘I’ve got to get back to work.’

‘Of course. But …’

‘Yeah?’

‘When do you think Mr and Mrs Vogler will be back?’

‘Dunno for sure. But Mrs Vogler will probably be here this afternoon.’

‘OK.’ I smile. ‘I’ll try then.’

‘OK.’

The door closes. I walk slowly back up the drive, asking myself whether that was a total screw-up or just a minor setback. I can try again this afternoon. I’ll have to. I check my phone. He’s still on. And Kyra has texted me the GPS report. He’s in St Mawes. Most likely, I reckon, inside Admiral’s Reach. I glance back at the house from the road, then head off towards the castle.

I wander round the galleries and trinket shops. I drink another coffee. I have an early lunch and try to put my plans in order. There’s a lot riding on this. Though, since Venstrom’s resources are massive, I really should be able to make an offer that’s too good to refuse. The rest is just … presentation.

He stops playing while I’m having lunch, so I decide to go back to the house. Even though he’s no longer online, I have enough to go on.

A few spits of rain are in the air as I walk along Lower Castle Road. There are houses and cottages to my left, facing the sea. To my right are high-hedged banks bordering the gardens of the big houses in Upper Castle Road, one of them Admiral’s Reach.

There are steps up to back gates concealed by undergrowth. I wonder which one might lead to Admiral’s Reach and whether it’s worth going up to take a look.

Suddenly a young man appears, jogging down the nearest flight of steps. He’s tall and slim, with a mop of dark hair and a pale, narrow face. He’s dressed in jeans, T-shirt and retro corduroy jacket and is carrying a bulging leather shoulder-bag. I notice how long his fingers are as he pushes one hand through his hair.

Is he my guy? I look at him as he turns and strides off in the direction I came from, back into town. I don’t have long to think about it. But he ticks all the boxes. Age, sex, appearance. The consensus, based on his online behaviour, has always been that he’d turn out to be someone like this. Yes. I follow, ten metres or so back. Carl’s last words to me as I left his office last Friday were, ‘Good luck.’ Well, I’ve just got lucky. This is my guy. I’m sure of it.

He walks fast, head nodding, maybe in time to music on his earphones. He looks relaxed and contented, in a world of his own. He’s certainly got no idea he’s being followed. I could overtake and try to engage him, but just for now, I’m going to play it cool. I’m going to see where he’s going.

The answer turns out to be the harbour. The Falmouth ferry’s in and he means to catch it. He already has a ticket. I have to spend a few minutes buying one at the booth on the quay while he goes down the steps and boards. But the ticket man tells me not to worry. ‘You’ve got plenty of time.’

He’s right. I may be in a hurry, but no one else is. The boat fills slowly, then we cast off. My guy sits in the cabin, near the stern. I sit opposite him. I try to look as if I’m gazing past him out to sea as we clear the quay. But actually I’m studying him intently.

Dreamy eyes, a high forehead and those long fingers I noticed up the road. Age? Early twenties, I’d guess, but there’s something about him that makes me feel he could be slightly older than he looks.

He’s obviously a regular on this trip. He gives the ferryman a card to swipe and they seem to recognize each other. As the boat noses out of the harbour, he opens his shoulder-bag and takes out a box of some kind. It’s quite small, hinged on one side. He opens it out on his knee. There’s a grid pattern on its face. I think I know what it is. A few seconds later I’m sure.

He takes a small draw-string bag out of his pocket and starts lifting out tiny counters, some black, some white, which he places alternately on the grid.

It’s a pocket-sized Go board. The counters are magnetic Go stones. He’s playing Go with himself, laying the stones out on the intersections of the grid at lightning speed, his brow furrowed in concentration.

I knew nothing about Go before Carl called me in and told me about what our guy had been doing. I don’t know a whole lot now, except the few basic rules. The game’s about surrounding and controlling territory. Its apparent simplicity disguises a fearsome complexity, with the possible permutations of positions exceeding the total number of atoms in the visible universe – according to Wikipedia. It originated in China a few thousand years ago. It’s got that east Asian Zen feeling about it. It’s not really my kind of thing.

But that’s not the point. The point is that Venstrom’s online Go-playing program adjusts to the ability of each player, all the way up from beginner to expert, even though it can beat the very best with ease. Except this one player. Except this guy. Our programmers have upgraded the system just for him. Yet he still keeps up. He doesn’t always win. But he often does. And that’s enough for us. Because at the level we’ve taken him to he shouldn’t be able to. He really shouldn’t be able to.

How does he do it? That’s the question the whole tech world would want the answer to. If they knew about him. But so far only we know. He’s our secret. He’s our prize. If we can reel him in.

If I can reel him in.

I wonder why he’s using a physical pocket set rather than playing on his phone. Is it because he doesn’t want to leave too much of a trail? Although he’s already left enough of one to get our attention. He just doesn’t know that yet.

I also wonder where he’s going and why. I could go over and sit next to him, try to strike up a conversation, ask a few dumb questions about Go, see where that leads. But I reckon it’s better to hold off for now, better to find out as much as I can about him before I make a move.

As the ferry chugs out across the estuary, some of the passengers peer around, scanning the waves for seals, pointing enthusiastically when they think they’ve spotted one. My guy isn’t interested. His eyes and his mind are fixed on the Go board, the tip of his tongue squeezed between his lips as his fingers dip in and out of the bag containing the stones. It looks like a pattern’s already emerging on the board. Maybe it’s a game he’s running through again to see where he made a vital slip, or his opponent did. Maybe he’s just freewheeling in some way.

We’re crossing the estuary now, with Falmouth Docks ahead of us. The cloud’s thickening. It’s started to rain. Passengers begin to desert the open deck and bunch in the cabin. My guy frowns slightly in irritation as someone jogs his knee. But the magnetic stones on his Go board stay firmly fixed in place.

The Docks, with their wharves and warehouses and oil tanks, drift past. Then we head in towards a pier in the centre of Falmouth. A change in the sound of the boat’s engine as it throttles back tells him we’re about to arrive. He clears the Go board with a swipe of his long fingers, slips the bag of stones back into his pocket and snaps the board shut as the ferry edges in to a flight of steps down from the pier.

He’s faster than most of the passengers, so he’s among the first off. I have to apologize to several people as I jostle to keep up with him. He takes the steps two at a time and is away along the pier.

He’s still in that unsuspecting world of his own, though, earphones in, mind elsewhere. I don’t have to be any kind of surveillance expert to follow him.

He turns right into the main street at the end of the pier. Almost immediately he crosses the road and dives into a health food shop called Bean Feast. I tag along behind. There’s a café on the first floor. He heads upstairs and so do I.

The café’s nice, quiet and appetizingly scented, all ground coffee and cinnamon toast, with a partial view of the pier from the street-facing windows. My guy approaches the counter, pulling out his earphones as he goes. There are two girls serving. One of them gives him a grimace that’s obviously meant sarcastically before she breaks into a grin. She’s brightly dressed, small and slim, with lively, beaming features and hair that’s blond where it hasn’t been dyed lime green.

‘You’re late, Joe,’ she complains good-naturedly.

‘Sorry, Zip,’ he responds in a slow, soft, slightly dreamy voice. ‘Lost track of time.’

‘When did you ever keep track of it?’

‘When I last needed to, I s’pose.’

‘Had lunch?’

‘Nah. But Mum’ll do me tea. I’ll be fine. Just popped in to say hi. Oh, and I’ll have a ginseng to go.’

‘I’ll come to the Stars. Usual time?’

‘We might overrun.’

Zip rolls her eyes at that and starts preparing the ginseng. I do a slow turn and go back down the stairs, where I linger until Joe, as I now know he’s called, comes down with his takeaway ginseng and wanders back out of the shop.

He turns left and heads uphill, following the street that runs parallel with the waterfront. I keep pace with him. I’ve got his girlfriend, her name too, plus her place of work. He can’t revert to total anonymity now.

The narrow street opens out, with views across the estuary, partially obscured by a thin curtain of rain. A raised pavement takes us along a terrace of Victorian or maybe Georgian villas. He’s got his earphones back in now, but he pulls them out when he reaches the gate of a house that’s a bit bigger than most of its neighbours, with an extra floor and imposing bay windows and a basement. The paintwork’s overdue for a touch-up, though, including on the sign that reads Tideways Guest House, AA listed, all rooms en-suite.

Joe pushes his way in through the gate, pauses to pet a black-and-white cat that comes out of the porch to meet him, then goes into the house.

I stand outside in the street, pondering my next move. But it’s obvious what I need to do.

First I check something, though. I get out my phone and call up the Falmouth Go Club website I tracked down before leaving London. Yes. Monday night is club night, like I remembered, venue the snug bar of the Seven Stars. That’s where Joe’s going this evening. Me too.

I wait five minutes. Then I go and ring the front doorbell.

The woman who answers is middle-aged, in her fifties probably. She’s a together kind of person, dressed in jeans and a sweater, but neatly turned out, black hair streaked with grey, attractive, youthful good looks overlaid with a few creases and wrinkles. Her eyes are grey-brown and, I don’t know, maybe just a little sad.

I ask if she’s got a room. She smiles. ‘I have, lovely. How long are you thinking of?’

‘Not sure. A few days at least.’

‘No problem. Would you like to take a look?’

‘Yes. Thanks.’

‘No luggage?’ she asks as we step into the hall.

‘I’ve left it somewhere else for the moment.’

‘Fair enough. This way.’

There’s a door standing open in the hall through which I glimpse a small dining room done out in reasonable style. We go up two flights of stairs to the second floor. She explains the first-floor front room’s taken but the next one up is free, with a sea view. She quotes a rate of £75 per night, bed and breakfast. I say that sounds fine.

It’s not luxury, but the room’s OK, clean and comfortable. The bathroom’s a pleasant surprise, even if it is on the small side. I don’t waste much time saying I’ll take it.

‘How long have you run this place?’ I ask, trying to sound friendly and casual.

‘Longer than I care to remember,’ she says with a smile.

‘It’s very nice.’

‘Glad you think so. Best thing I ever got out of my husband, that’s for sure. Now, I will need a credit card number. Maybe we can go downstairs and sort it out.’

‘Sure.’

We go down to a small room at the back of the house that’s fitted out as an office. She swipes my credit card and it’s all done. I ask if there’s any parking. She says I may be able to find a space in the road at the back. It’s first come first served. She gives me a pair of keys on a ring. One’s for the room, the other the front door. Then she reels off a few recommendations of places to eat in the evening. She’s friendly and helpful. I wonder if she’d be less friendly and helpful if she knew I might be about to change her son’s life. And hers with it. I doubt she knows what Joe’s capable of. It’s all going to come as quite a shock – when it comes.

Which should be sooner rather than later now I’m under the same roof as Joe. I hurry back to the pier, but there’s forty minutes to wait for the next ferry to St Mawes, so I go back into Bean Feast and have a coffee and a slice of cake. Zip serves me. The café’s quieter now and she has time to chat, which she seems happy to do. She asks me if I’m on holiday. I dodge that question and ask if she’s always lived in Falmouth.

‘Yeah. Born and bred.’

‘It’s beautiful,’ I say. ‘The sea. The countryside.’

‘Right. But it’s not exactly at the centre of things, is it? I sometimes think I should get out of Cornwall. You know, like, see the world. Or more of it, anyway.’

‘Good idea.’

‘Tell that to my boyfriend.’

Maybe I will, I don’t say.

The ferry’s still not in when I get back to the pier. The rain’s more or less stopped, so I’m able to stand at the far end and watch for it from there while I phone Carl to tell him we’ve got our man and I plan to talk to him this evening.

Carl sounds pleased. So he should. ‘Where does this leave us with the Voglers?’ he asks.

‘Maybe nowhere,’ I reply. ‘It looks like Joe just works for them or something like that. He uses their computer to play on.’

‘Why not his own? Why the Voglers’?’

‘I haven’t a clue.’ That’s not quite true. I suspect Joe feels he needs to hide his ability. Maybe he knows it makes him a target for the likes of us. But does that mean he hides his ability from the other members of the Falmouth Go Club as well? From Zip? From his mother?

‘Maybe it doesn’t matter,’ says Carl. ‘Just offer him whatever it takes, Nicole. You follow? We can’t risk someone else cashing in on his talents.’

‘I follow, Carl.’ Oh yeah, I follow all right. Carl wants this done fast. Patience isn’t one of his strengths. Nor is subtlety. I guess he’s looking to me to supply just enough of both. And that’s exactly what I intend to do.

I collect as much as I need for a few days at Tideways from the hotel in St Mawes, but I keep the room on in case the Vogler angle turns out to be important, though for the moment I’ll just leave them guessing about the reason for my visit this morning.

Then I set off on the long drive up the estuary, over the King Harry car ferry and back down to Falmouth. I squeeze the car into a spot round the back of Tideways and let myself into the house, bags in hand.

I meet Joe coming down the stairs as I reach the second landing. I don’t know if anyone’s staying on the top floor. Maybe it’s Joe’s private domain. I smile and say hello.

‘Oh, hi,’ he says, smiling back at me. And it’s a great smile, warm and open. ‘Mum said you booked in earlier.’

He helps me through the door of my room with my bags. He seems so ordinary in so many ways, but I know he’s anything but. I introduce myself.

‘Good to meet you, Nicole,’ he says. ‘I’m Joe.’

‘Didn’t I see you on the ferry from St Mawes earlier?’ I ask.

‘Maybe.’ He scratches his head. ‘Was I that noticeable?’ It looks like the idea worries him slightly.

‘Only because you were playing Go.’

He frowns at me. ‘You a Go player?’

‘Not exactly. I had a boyfriend once who played and was always promising to teach me but never did.’

‘You’d probably hate it.’

‘Maybe. But it would’ve been nice to find out.’

‘Well, if you get any spare time while you’re here, I could teach you the basics.’ But I can tell he doesn’t think that’s actually going to happen. He assumes I’m just making conversation. ‘Better dash. Enjoy your stay.’

Off he goes then, down the stairs at a soft-footed, loose-limbed lope.

I close the door behind him and unpack a few essentials. The Falmouth Go Club sessions start at six, according to their website. Which means I just have time to shower and trawl through my incoming emails before I set off.

Falmouth’s quiet now the shops have closed. The Seven Stars is an old pub tucked in next to what was once the post office in the centre of town. The front bar is a narrow, mellow-wooded taproom, with various mellow regulars drinking their fill and swapping opinions. It’s not obvious territory for a woman my age on her own, though I’m made to feel welcome almost because of that.

‘I’m here for the Go,’ I tell the barman as I order a sparkling water.

He looks surprised. ‘They’re in the back,’ he says, gesturing with his thumb to the snug bar behind him, where I can see a couple of men sitting at a table with a Go board set up between them. ‘They’ll certainly be pleased to see you.’

He doesn’t expand on the remark, but as I make my way round to the other bar, he calls to someone in there. ‘New recruit for you, Jerry.’

By the time I make it into the snug a beanpole of a man, bald, bespectacled and bright-eyed, with a whippet-eager look to him, has sprung out of his chair. ‘Hello,’ he says with a grin. ‘We welcome beginners.’

‘You’re assuming she is a beginner,’ says the guy he’s playing. He’s younger than Jerry, an Anglo-Asian man in his mid-thirties, well dressed in a casual style and good-looking with it. He has attractive eyes and a hovering, mischievous smile. ‘I’m Roger Lam,’ he says. The voice is cultured and confident. ‘I’m relatively new here myself.’

‘Hi, I’m Nicole. I am a beginner, actually. Well, not even that really. I’m just curious about the game.’

‘That’s a good way to start.’

‘I’m Jeremy Inkpen,’ Jerry interrupts, shaking my hand. ‘Club secretary.’

‘Hi. Pleased to meet you.’

‘So, what interests you about Go, Nicole?’ Roger asks.

I rehash the story about the non-existent Go-playing boyfriend, then mention that the son of my landlady plays the game.

‘Ah,’ says Roger. ‘Joe Roberts. Now, he is a reason to be interested in Go.’

I’m not absolutely sure how to take that and Jeremy looks puzzled too, as if he’s just learnt something he’d previously been unaware of. ‘Joe is quite a good player.’

‘Thanks to your tutelage, Jerry,’ says Roger with a thin smile.

‘Well, I …’

‘You’re probably wondering how many members we have,’ Roger continues. ‘Not enough would be Jerry’s answer, I’m sure.’

‘We usually get half a dozen or so in on nights like this,’ says Jerry defensively. ‘It’s still rather early.’

A man greeted by them as Walter arrives at that point. Roger adroitly suggests Walter and Jerry pair off for a game while he shows me the way round a Go board. Jerry looks as though he’s aware he’s been outmanoeuvred. I get the distinct feeling there aren’t any female members of this club.

We sit down. Roger sips some whisky from his glass. He smiles at me over the wooden board. It’s empty, with the stones stored in readiness in two tubs. ‘I’m a stranger in these parts myself,’ he says. ‘Guest lecturer for a term at the university. I was delighted to discover there was a Go club in town. This gives me my weekly fix.’

‘What got you into the game?’

‘I grew up in Hong Kong. Go’s bigger than chess there.’

‘And what do you like about it?’

‘Oh, the subtlety, I suppose. And losing a Go game is much less painful than losing at chess. It just creeps up on you. It’s almost as beautiful as winning.’

He gives me the black stones and runs through the rules. He gives me an advantage of five stones, which he positions for me. Then we start playing. He’s soon gently explaining the mistakes I’m making. I don’t even notice he’s about to capture one of my stones until he points it out to me. Not that I’m paying much attention. I’m putting more effort into squeezing Roger for information.

‘How good a player is Joe?’

‘Hard to say.’

‘Really? Can’t you just … tell?’

‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you? Joe’s certainly the best player in the club, though just how good he really is … is difficult to gauge.’

‘Why?’

Roger frowns, considering the question. ‘Because he’s modest, I suppose. And he plays modestly. He doesn’t seem to enjoy winning much. That is, he doesn’t seem to enjoy beating an opponent. He’s a little too … gentle.’

‘Sounds like just the kind of opponent I need.’

‘Then stick around. He’s sure to be in at some point. But if you’re going to play Joe …’

‘Yes?’

He taps the board. ‘You need to concentrate.’ Has he noticed I’m more interested in Joe than the intricacies of Go? Not sure. He’s friendly. But he’s nobody’s fool.

It’s another forty-five minutes before Joe shows up. Two other players have arrived by then, middle-aged men with slightly quirky looks, who seem delighted to see me. Joe, on the other hand, is just surprised to see me. He wasn’t expecting our brief conversation about Go to lead to this.

Roger’s explained the rule of liberty and the ko rule to me by then, though I haven’t really taken them in. I think he knows this and his suggestion that I’m ready for a game with Joe is obviously mischievous. Joe’s reluctant, but can’t get out of it and turns out to be rather a good teacher.

He sips orange juice and nibbles peanuts while he plays. He smiles a lot too, at me and at the board. I ask him between the tactical insights what he loves most about the game.

‘It’s the game with the fewest rules and the most possibilities,’ he replies.

‘Is that why it was the last game computers outdid humans in?’ It’s a difficult question for him to answer truthfully. But he doesn’t know I know that.

‘You should ask Roger about that. He was in the audience at the Four Seasons Hotel in Seoul when AlphaGo beat Lee Sedol.’

‘It’s true,’ says Roger, who’s pottering around, watching the other games. He’s overheard what Joe said. ‘The poor guy looked like a train had hit him when he went three-nil down.’

‘A technological train had hit him,’ says Joe. ‘But he won the fourth game.’

‘A fluke.’

‘Can you fluke a win against a computer?’

‘Anyway, he wouldn’t get even one now. Three years is like light years in computer development. AlphaGo Zero’s taken it to a whole new level.’

I watch Joe carefully as he responds to that. ‘Logically, you must be right.’

‘How are you enjoying the tutorial, Nicole?’ Roger asks.

‘It’s fascinating,’ I reply, just a little too quickly. Joe catches my eye. I can’t read the expression in his gaze. But I get the feeling he can read me. Like a book.

‘Why don’t you take a break, Nicole?’ he suggests. ‘Watch Roger and me play. Did you bring a clock, Rog?’

‘I did.’

‘Twenty minutes each?’

‘Why not?’

I let Roger sit down and watch as they set themselves up with a timer clock, then start playing. The stones move quickly, more quickly than I can properly follow. As we approach the twenty-minute mark, Joe suddenly resigns with a smile and a handshake.

Roger suggests best of three and Joe agrees. He wins the second game with spectacular ease well within the allotted time, which leaves Roger shaking his head in disbelief. But Roger wins the decider, to his apparent bemusement. ‘Bad day, Joe?’ he asks. ‘You’re really up and down tonight.’

‘I probably need a smoke.’ Joe gets up. ‘I’ll be back soon, guys.’

Off he goes, leaving Roger shaking his head.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask.

‘Nothing really. But that second game was … pure poetry. Like he … forgot himself.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Just that.’ Roger frowns. ‘Forgot to hold himself back.’

I excuse myself and head for the ladies. When I come out, Joe’s still not back, so I step outside and find him sitting at one of the picnic tables in front of the pub, puffing at a roll-up cigarette. It’s turned cold. The air’s damp and misty. But that doesn’t seem to bother Joe.

‘Hi,’ he says guardedly.

‘You were unlucky to lose in there,’ I respond, unsure quite how subtle or unsubtle to be.

He smiles at me. ‘How would you know?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t, of course, but Roger seemed to think—’

‘What do you want, Nicole?’

‘Sorry?’

‘I bet you never really had a boyfriend who played Go.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Intuition. Go’s good for that. You develop a sense of what’ll work and what won’t. Of what’s real and what isn’t.’

‘What are you saying, Joe?’

‘I’m saying the time’s come to level with me. What’s this all about? You see me on the ferry. You book into Tideways. You turn up here. You don’t seriously think I’m going to buy your story, do you? I mean, come on.’

I hesitate. I was thinking of leaving this until tomorrow. Now I haven’t got any choice. It has to be now. It has to be here. I sit down next to him. ‘I’m with Venstrom Computers, Joe.’

‘Who?’

‘Venstrom Computers.’ I hand him one of my cards. I virtually have to force it between his fingers to make him take it. ‘We developed the gridforest Go-playing system you’ve been showing yourself to be a match for these past few months.’

‘I don’t know anything about gridforest.’

‘That’s not what our game experts say. They say you’ve worked your way up to the top level and just keep on winning. Which really shouldn’t be possible. Man against computer? That was supposed to have been settled in the computer’s favour three years ago.’

‘An online gaming program can’t be compared to something as powerful as AlphaGo.’

‘Oh, but it can. We’ve enhanced gridforest just for you, Joe. It’s beyond AlphaGo now. Which puts it way beyond the capabilities of any human Go player. Except you.’

‘I haven’t been playing gridforest.’

‘Yes, you have. On the Voglers’ computer.’

Joe says nothing for a long time. He takes a last drag on his cigarette and stubs it out. Then he looks at me, though I can’t see his eyes. They’re buried in shadow. ‘You followed me from St Mawes,’ he says quietly. It isn’t a question.

‘We just want to know how you do it, Joe. How do you beat the computer?’

‘Fuck,’ he says under his breath.

‘It’s a simple question – a genuine question.’

‘That kind of tracking of an IP address is illegal, isn’t it, Nicole?’ he asks.

‘It’s a grey area.’

‘I think that’s why I love Go. There are no grey stones. Only black and white.’

‘Just tell me how you do it.’

‘Maybe you’ve run into someone who’s using a stronger program – testing their computer against yours.’

‘Ours is the best.’

‘You can’t know that.’

‘We have people who can know that. And that’s what they’ve told me.’

‘How long have you worked for Venstrom?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘They say women have a hard time getting on in the tech industry. Have you found it hard?’

I don’t want to think too much about that right now, so I ignore the question. ‘We can offer you whatever you want, Joe. You can basically name your price.’

‘Maybe I don’t have a price.’

‘It doesn’t have to be money. Silicon Valley is made for someone like you. It’d be a complete change of life. For Zip as well if you like.’

‘You’ve spoken to Zip?’

‘I had coffee at Bean Feast this afternoon. We chatted about this and that.’

‘Her name’s Karen. Only her friends call her Zip.’

‘I’m sorry about the subterfuge. There didn’t seem to be any other way to track you down.’

‘Who said I wanted to be tracked down?’

‘You must have known it would happen, considering what you’ve been doing.’

‘Go is just—’ Joe breaks off. ‘Shit.’

I turn and see Zip heading towards us across the square in front of the pub. She’s huddled up in a duffel coat and the green strands of her hair have taken on a weird kind of turquoise in the lamplight. She doesn’t look as surprised to see me with Joe as I might have expected. I wonder if she recognizes me.

But she does. ‘Hello,’ she says. ‘Again.’

Joe jumps up from the table and intercepts her. ‘Let’s split,’ he says.

‘You’ve never had enough already?’ she says incredulously.

‘I have tonight. Let’s go back to yours.’

‘I fancied a drink.’

‘I’ll buy you one in the Ladder.’

‘Maybe we can talk in the morning, Joe,’ I say, standing up as well.

‘Yeah, maybe.’

With that he grabs Zip’s arm and pilots her back across the square. She looks back at me quizzically as she goes. Joe doesn’t look back at all.

I watch them cross the road and disappear into a block of shadow next to Lloyds Bank. I wait a couple of minutes, then go after them.

Next to the bank is a steep flight of steps, climbing into the darkness above. Jacob’s Ladder, the sign says. I guess there’s a pub at the top named after the steps. But I reckon going up to see if they’re in it is a mistake. I’ll have to let Joe get used to the idea that he’s no longer anonymous before I spell out in more detail what we can offer him. He’ll come round in the end. I’m sure of it.

My coat’s still in the Seven Stars, so I have to go back and fetch it. Jeremy Inkpen is standing outside when I arrive, half-drunk pint of beer in hand.

‘Wondered what had become of you,’ he says, the lamplight forming pools on the lenses of his glasses as he beams at me. ‘Where’s Joe?’

‘Decided to call it a night.’

‘Early for him to do that.’

‘His girlfriend came by.’

‘She usually does.’

‘I think I’ll call it a night myself.’

‘That’s a pity. How long are you in Falmouth?’

‘Not sure.’

‘I do walking tours of Falmouth for the tourists. All the principal sites. I could do one just for you … if you like.’ I suddenly realize Jerry’s asking me out. God knows what he’s hoping might come of it. ‘Bespoke, you could say.’

‘Well, that’s very kind, but I’m not sure I’ll have time.’

‘The town has a fascinating history. Were you over by Jacob’s Ladder?’

‘Er, yes.’

‘Built by Jacob Hamblen in 1791 so he could go to and fro between his house up top and his business down here on The Moor. One hundred and eleven steps in all.’

‘Really?’

‘There’s lots more to show you besides that.’

‘Yes, well, as I say …’

‘I run a photography business in Arwenack Street. Why don’t you look in when you’re passing?’ I think he’s decided to settle for that and I’m happy to as well.

‘I’ll make a point of it.’

He smiles at me with an expression of earnest goodwill. I feel a slight pang of regret. He knows what I’m really saying, poor guy. Then he adds, almost desperately, as if hoping it might interest me, ‘Joe’s dad was a nasty piece of work. Joe and his mother are well off without him.’

‘Is that right? You knew him, did you?’

‘I did. But … I shouldn’t really speak ill of the dead.’

‘You just have.’

‘Yes. Sorry. Forgot myself. Are you sure you won’t stay for some more Go? Or maybe just a drink?’

‘No.’ I give him what I hope works as a letting-down-gently smile. ‘I won’t, thanks.’

The night’s still and quiet. I walk up the hill towards Tideways with lights twinkling at me from the opposite shore across an invisible gulf of water. I catch a drift of cigar smoke in the air as I turn in through the gate. There’s a man standing near the porch, barely visible in the shadows. I might have missed him altogether but for the smoke and the glow of his cigar-end.

‘Hello,’ I say cautiously.

‘Evening,’ he responds. I can’t really see his face or what he’s wearing and it’s hard to put an age on him. Sixty, maybe. His voice is gravelly but rich-toned. ‘You must be the new arrival.’

‘You’re a guest here yourself?’

‘Of long standing. I live on the top floor. Grand night, isn’t it?’

‘A bit cold for standing around.’

‘You think so? I like cold nights. They clear the mind.’

‘I expect the cigar helps.’

‘It does. Liz – Mrs Roberts – won’t allow smoking on the premises. So, I’m banished out here. But I like it.’

‘Well, enjoy the rest of your cigar.’

‘Thanks.’

I move past him and go into the house. I feel suddenly tired. This kind of work isn’t covered by my job description. But if it goes well I should get a whole new job description – and a salary to match – in the not too distant future. Joe was right. Women do have a hard time of it in the tech industry, as I can personally testify. But this is my big chance to change that. I’m not going to let it slip.

I go up to my room and phone Carl. He answers straight away. I imagine him in his Thames-side apartment, gazing out at the city as he speaks. I can hear slow, ballad-like music in the background. It should be calming. But he doesn’t sound calm.

‘Tell me you’ve got our guy on side, Nicole.’

‘Nearly. He just needs time to think about it.’

‘Well, don’t give him too much time. Make it clear what’s on the table.’

‘I think he already knows.’

‘Then what’s the problem? If I could do what he does I’d be writing my own cheque in a hurry.’ So he would. But then Carl has always been hasty.

‘It’s possible he’s running a rival program on us.’

‘Bullshit. There’s no rival to gridforest.’

‘What if there is?’

‘Then we’ll buy it out would be my guess. Billy’s fully committed to this.’ The backing of our remote but somehow omnipresent boss, Billy Swarther, the king of computer gaming, is vital to everything we do. But it’s a two-edged sword. If he backs you, you’d better make sure you succeed. Carl and I both know that. ‘A signed-up hyper-genius would be a big coup for you and me both, Nicole. So, is that what we’re looking at here? What’s your instinct?’

‘I think he’s the real thing, Carl.’

‘Then reel him in. Any way you can.’

It must sound easy to Carl. And maybe it will be. Tomorrow will tell.




Tuesday October 8

I slept better than I have in a long time, which seems ridiculous really, with so much riding on what today holds. I hope Joe turns out to be more materialistic than he seemed last night. Alternatively, I hope Zip – or Karen – can talk him round. She did say she wanted out of Falmouth, after all, and Silicon Valley’s definitely that.

I clear a few emails, then go down to breakfast. I wonder if I’ll run into Cigar Man from last night, but there’s no sign of him in the dining room. A woman’s there to take my order. She’s homely and friendly and recommends the sausages on the grounds they come from her cousin’s farm. There’s one other guest, eating muesli and reading the Guardian. She’s wearing a grey trouser-suit and looks quite serious, with short blonde-tinted grey hair and a severe, sharp-nosed face. She’s older than me, but in good shape.

We’re sitting at adjacent tables and soon start chatting. Ursula, as she’s called, turns out to be less serious and more loquacious than she appears. She’s been staying here for more than a week now, working on what she refers to as ‘VAT issues’ at the Docks. I assume she’s with HMRC. I’m more or less obliged to introduce myself and explain that I’m trying to interest a local corporate client in a groundbreaking new Venstrom system. As cover stories go, it sounds plausible as I trot it out.

‘I met another guest last night,’ I say after Hazel – as Ursula addresses her – delivers my scrambled eggs and one sausage. ‘He was smoking a cigar out front when I came in.’

‘Ah,’ says Ursula. ‘That’ll be Mr Forrester. He lives on the top floor. I believe he caters for himself up there. A driving instructor. You’ll see his car around town. And parked round the back. Forrester School of Motoring. Except there is no school. He’s a one-man band.’

‘You’ve picked up a lot in just over a week.’

‘Well, Falmouth’s a smaller town than I’m used to. And I’m stuck here on my own while this assignment lasts.’ She smiles. ‘Can’t help noticing things.’

‘I met Mrs Roberts’ son when I arrived. Joe. Seems very bright.’

‘He does, doesn’t he? Could really go places if he wanted to.’ She holds her smile a second longer than strictly necessary. I wonder if she actually knows how apt the remark is. Then I dismiss the idea as absurd. She’s just making conversation.

My phone beeps at that moment. I check who the message is from. I don’t recognize the number. But I open it anyway.

Can we meet in half hour? We need to talk. Don’t want to come to Tideways. Can do Prince of Wales Pier. Urgent. Karen Kliskey.

Karen Kliskey. The girlfriend. She wants to talk. I think for all of about half a second before texting back. See you there.

Ursula’s still smiling at me. ‘You’re never alone with a phone, are you?’

The weather’s brighter than yesterday, with gleams of sunlight that glisten on the grey-slated rooftops of the town and the wave-crests out to sea. It’s colder too, with a keen edge to the breeze.

Prince of Wales Pier is where the St Mawes ferry runs from. It’s handy for Bean Feast, of course. Maybe I’m catching Karen just before she starts work. She’s waiting for me at the end of the pier, leaning against a bollard and tapping at her phone, which she puts away smartly when she sees me coming. Her skin’s pale, almost transparent, in the sharp light.

‘Are you for real, Nicole?’ she asks straight away, holding up my card. ‘Venstrom Computers. Silicon Valley. There’s a picture of your head office on your website. Looks a bit like an egg-carton.’

‘Yes, I’m for real, Karen. And I have the authority to make Joe a very generous offer if he’ll agree to what I’ve proposed.’

‘I thought Go was just a game.’

‘Well, it is, of course. But there are games … and games.’

‘Joe’s told me what he’s been doing. Beating the computer and all that. Is it really such a big deal?’

‘It’s an enormous deal. He shouldn’t be able to do that. The Go world champion certainly can’t.’

She frowns. ‘No?’

‘No.’

She chews her lower lip for a moment, then says, ‘Would he have to go to California?’

‘Not necessarily. California would come to him if he insists on it. But doesn’t he want to go? Don’t you?’

‘I’d be part of this?’

‘If you’re part of Joe’s life, then why wouldn’t you be?’

‘He’s nervous.’

‘What of?’

‘The change, I s’pose.’

‘But it would be exciting. For both of you. There’s a big world out there, Karen.’

She sighs. ‘Joe’s always been … different. I know that. I mean, different in a loveable way. But … there’s part of him that’s way beyond me. The part that can beat computers at Go for a start.’

‘But he needs you to keep him grounded.’

‘Does he?’

I nod. ‘I suspect so, yes.’

‘How does he do it, Nicole?’

‘That’s what we want to find out.’

‘I’m not sure he’ll be able to tell you.’

‘He may not have to. Our researchers can figure it out when they see him in action.’

‘No one at that Go club ever said he was … a genius.’

‘I get the feeling he hasn’t let them see just how good he is.’

‘Yeah.’ She looks thoughtful. ‘That’s Joe all over.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘Where he always goes when he needs to think.’

‘And where’s that?’

‘Look, he just told me to tell you he’ll contact you when he’s decided what he wants to do. You won’t get anything out of him if you badger him. I can tell you that from experience.’

‘How long d’you think he needs to think?’

She shrugs. ‘How long is a piece of string? You’ll just have to wait.’

‘Do you know why he only plays on the Voglers’ computer, Karen?’

‘Not really.’ For the first time, I get the feeling Karen may not be telling me the truth. She probably does know why. I can probably take a guess myself. Joe has never wanted his talents to be recognized for some reason. But they have been. They were always going to be in the end. I guess that’s what he’s struggling to come to terms with.

‘You shouldn’t let him walk away from this, Karen. It’s a golden opportunity.’

‘Joe’s not a money-oriented person. You need to understand that.’

‘What about you?’

Her gaze tightens slightly. ‘More than Joe, for sure.’

‘There you are then.’

‘You might have to buy him out of his contract with Conrad Vogler.’

‘His contract? What exactly does he do for the guy?’

‘Financial analysis.’

‘What kind of financial analysis?’

Another shrug. ‘Haven’t a clue. Way over my head.’

I smile at her. ‘I somehow doubt that.’

‘All I’m saying is you might have to make a deal with Vogler if you want to … make a deal with Joe.’

I nod. ‘Understood. Don’t worry. I’ll sort everything out. If money’s the problem, my company has the solution.’

‘That sounds nice.’

‘It will be for you and Joe, Karen. Believe me.’

I think Karen does believe me. And I believe her that the best way to bring Joe round to seeing things my way is to give him the time he needs to think everything through. Carl won’t be so patient, of course, but he may have no choice in the matter. Knowing when not to force the pace is a talent I’m pretty sure I have more of than him. He’s just going to have to let me decide how to play this. If I play it right, it’ll turn out to be a golden opportunity for me as well as Joe and Karen.

I walk down the main shopping street and stop for coffee. Unusually, I have time on my hands. I’m even up to date with my emails. And Kyra confirms Joe isn’t playing this morning. No surprise there. Joe isn’t playing because Joe’s thinking.

I leave the café and walk on. Shortly after the street takes a kink round King Charles Church I spot a photography shop ahead of me. Falmouth Photographic. It’s got an old-fashioned look about it. I’m not sure Jeremy Inkpen has been keeping up with the digital world. One window’s full of framed photographs of sailing craft around Falmouth: barges, yachts, coasters. They’re not actually sepia-tinted, but they might as well be. The other window’s given over to happy couple and baby pictures.

I’m planning to walk straight on, but I haven’t allowed for how slack business is. Jeremy’s out of the door, grinning at me, before I’ve made it past. He’s holding an old camera in his hand and is fiddling with the winding lever. It looks like I’ve caught him in mid-repair.

‘Nicole,’ he says, his grin broadening. ‘Good morning.’

‘Morning,’ I say as brightly as I can manage.

‘Are you coming in?’

‘Well, I …’

‘Please do. It’s fairly quiet at the moment. I can show you round.’

I’m soon inside. The shop’s not very big, so being ‘shown round’ doesn’t threaten to be too arduous. Jeremy witters about inheriting the business from his father. He shows me pictures on the wall of a couple of dead ringers for himself who turn out to be his father and grandfather. Then there are the antique cameras to be admired, the miniature studio and the digital equipment which he insists keeps him bang up to date. There’s still a darkroom, though, and a general air of anachronism.

‘Changed your mind about the town tour?’ he asks hopefully.

‘I really don’t think I’ll have time, Jerry.’

‘That’s a pity.’

‘In fact—’

‘I’m glad to have seen you this morning, Nicole. I




































































[image: ]
















































































































































































EPUB/images/part1.png





EPUB/images/pg39.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
...and you're dead





EPUB/images/logo.png
¥

BANTAM PRESS





