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Prologue
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The man stepped out of the autocar and it sped away into the night. He walked purposefully towards the unassuming brick building that housed the data centre, his progress illuminated by a cluster of streetlights which flicked on as they sensed his approach. The security guard on duty watched his screens, showing the man from several angles as circling security drones and hidden CCTV cameras recorded his arrival. As he approached the discreet pedestrian gateway, the visitor fished in his pocket and presented a card to the sensor. 

Not chipped, then, thought the guard, one of the traditionalists who relied on wearables and portables. He’d noticed that a lot of the technicians who passed through the door chose physical security measures as well as the more common wave of a hand implanted with a programmable microchip. There must be a lesson there.

The guard went to his terminal and pulled up the visitor records. On a cursory check at the start of his nightshift he had been sure no one was expected, but faults could occur at any time. Sure enough there it was: server playing up, an urgent callout to tech support properly recorded on the calendar.

The new arrival crossed the few metres of landscaped grounds to the building’s main entrance. He tapped his access card on the door and it sprang open obediently. He stepped through and smiled at the guard.

“Late one tonight,” he said.

The guard grunted and held out his hand for the card. He examined it, looking critically at the young man. Quite young, early thirties. A touch under six feet tall. Slim. Dark skin and brown eyes. Expensive trousers and shoes slightly out of keeping with the cheap work shirt bearing the support company’s logo. Not someone he’d seen before, but there were always people coming and going.

“Evening...” he glanced at the card again, “...Aman. First time here?” 

“No, no,” replied the visitor. “I normally do callouts through the day. Swapped shifts this evening.”

There was a pause as the guard checked the details on the card against the callout record. All in order. He handed the card back and pulled a small scanner across the desk.

“Need to run you through biometrics,” he said. “Right hand thumbprint, please.”

The visitor placed his thumb to the screen, but the light stayed red. He looked worried for a moment, then his face cleared. He held his hand up to the guard.

“Burned my fingers getting a dish out of the oven a couple of days ago,” he said apologetically. “I’ve been off work. That’s why I’ve ended up with this late shift.”

Sure enough, there was a red weal across the pad of the visitor’s thumb and blisters on two of his fingers, deep enough to obliterate temporarily the swirls and ridges of his prints. The guard scowled.

“Well, Aman,” he said finally, “everything else checks out, but you need to get a retina scan on file as soon as you get back to base.” 

The visitor nodded earnestly. “Yes, of course,” he replied. “I should have thought of that. I’m sorry.”

The guard stepped out of his office through a door on the other side of the barrier. He beckoned at Aman. “Bag on the conveyor, please, and empty your pockets.” 

Aman had already started to place his belongings on the belt. He stepped through the arch of the scanner. No alarms sounded. His bag reappeared from the x-ray machine and the guard gestured to him to open it, revealing a selection of cables, tools and spare parts. All in order.

“Screen?” asked the guard. 

Aman pulled his smartscreen out of his pocket and thumbed the lock, smiling apologetically.

“I’ve disabled the signal,” he said, “but I’ll need it to check the repair.” 

The guard turned it over in his hands and swiped through the settings. The support company’s familiar logo was emblazoned on the home screen. He nodded and handed it back, satisfied.

“You’re good to proceed,” said the guard at last. He returned to his office and released the final lock on the inner door. “You know where you’re going?”

“Sure,” said the visitor. “Like the back of my hand.” 

The door slid open and he walked off confidently down the corridor. The security guard watched until he turned, without any hesitation, in the direction of the main data hall. He nodded to himself and returned to his cubbyhole. All was well.

The visitor exhaled, relieved. Losing concentration for a moment, he almost tripped on one of the little cleaner bots that travelled the corridors out of hours. He smiled. So far so good.

Printing a company identity card with his own photograph had been straightforward: the holograms wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny, but he had been right to assume that if the card was seen to hold the correct access codes to enter the site there would be no problem. The real owner of the access card was drinking in a bar a mile away. The card was still safe in his pocket and he was enjoying the attentions of an attractive new colleague. He was quite unaware that a device in her handbag was reading the data from his card and transmitting it straight to its clone.

The callout record had been surprisingly easy to create. He’d expected far more security around the system, however this data centre hosted servers for many clients. The calendar was held outside the virtually watertight firewalls to enable multiple parties to access it. Finding a small client who was complacent about security had taken only a few hours. An intercepted email, a tiny package of malware deposited on a busy salesperson’s laptop, and the little company’s network had opened like a flower in the sun. From there, it was straightforward to hop onto the shared calendar to announce his arrival. The appointment record wouldn’t stand up to forensic scrutiny if the trail reached the compromised client, but it was enough to get past the data centre’s gatekeepers, and he would be long gone when, or even if, the breach was detected.

The visitor had memorised the layout of the building. Not only did the website of the hosting company feature a 360◦ virtual tour of the place, but within its old, listed exterior it was a standard data centre design and the plans were readily available. Sending the managers an innocent enquiry, posing as a new customer, had helped to gather more detail on the layout of the servers themselves in the data hall. Loading the plans into a virtual reality simulator had allowed him to walk through this visit a hundred times. His target was one of the only large stacks owned by a single organisation. 

He kept moving, aware that the CCTV would be recording his progress and that he had to look natural. It was time to ensure that the coast was clear in the data hall.

A sophisticated phishing attack that he’d initiated several weeks ago had finally succeeded in delivering a package of malware to an unsuspecting admin assistant. The malware had been quickly deleted by the in-house IT security staff, but not before he’d succeeded in gaining access to some unsecured devices on the fringes of the network. Undetected, the software had remained dormant until it was needed, hiding in the connected public-address system. Prior to setting out for the centre this evening, he had switched on the loudspeakers in the building. Normally quiescent unless an announcement was in progress, the speakers were all currently live, and his little software package was pinging out signals beyond the range of hearing. He glanced discreetly at the smartscreen in his hand. It showed the results of echolocation from the speakers located in the server room. There was someone moving around. It might be a technician working late or a patrolling security bot. Either way, he had no wish to meet it.

He slowed his pace fractionally, but it wasn’t enough. Thinking fast, he stopped and put his bag on the floor, rummaging through it as if concerned he’d forgotten a vital component for the repair. The dot on his screen moved towards the edge of the display and disappeared. The threat seemed to have receded. He feigned relief, picked up his bag again, and moved off down the corridor.

He entered the huge data hall and glanced around. Around the edge of the walls he spotted the dark dots of the helpful speaker and several watching cameras. The ceiling was unusual: slick and shiny. Was it glass? Server stacks rose around him in neat rows, humming gently. It was warm despite the cooling systems that ran constantly in the background. Aman pulled off his jacket and slung it over his arm. Despite careful preparation, it took a few heart-stopping moments for him to identify the server stack that was his primary target. This unremarkable cabinet was bursting with commercial secrets. After fruitless months of trying to get through the data centre’s firewalls, he had finally reached his goal.

He set to work, carefully passing through physical controls before linking his screen to the server. An app he’d created scrolled through possible passcodes faster than the eye could follow. He was rewarded with access in less than a minute, a command line appearing on the screen. He made a show of checking the installation, then opened his bag and pulled out a spare part: an innocent-looking network card. He slipped it into the server. It would go unnoticed to casual eyes, even during routine maintenance, but the circuits within it would give him all the access he needed. The client had been very specific about the design files they wanted. There was a good payday to come.

For the sake of the unblinking cameras, he tapped at the screen, peered at imaginary readouts, fiddled with wires, and rubbed his chin. A run-of-the-mill tech support operative checking his work. He glanced at his echolocation displays: someone was approaching. Time up.

He cautiously disconnected his screen and closed up the stack. Hearing footsteps, he moved smoothly to the door and back down the corridor, dodging another herd of cleaner bots, and skirting around a larger maintenance bot that emerged from the ladies’ restrooms. He pulled his jacket back on, ready for the cool of the night.

Reaching the main door, he rang for the guard. The lock clicked open, and he dropped his bag back on the conveyor belt for examination. Stepping through the scanner, he waited while the guard made a cursory search of the contents. There would be nothing to find. He calmly handed his screen to the security guard, hoping the hammering of his heart could not be heard. 

“All sorted,” he said cheerily. “Could you sign my work chit?”  

The guard barely looked up as he scribbled his signature.

Out in the fresh air, the visitor felt a rush of adrenaline and relief. His autocar was waiting. He climbed in and sat back heavily, breathing deeply as the tension dissipated. As the car sped away into the darkness, he pulled out his screen and a second basic device. Time to tie up some loose ends.

First, a call on the second device to the young lady who had been so helpful in capturing and transmitting the access codes. He thanked her sincerely and assured her that, as agreed, he would destroy the records he held. They proved her involvement in petty theft from her employer: the threat of discovery had made her extremely useful to him. However, her services would not be required again, and he was an honourable criminal.

Second, a call on his main smartscreen. A grin spread over his face as he waited to connect.

“Done,” he said as soon as the call connected. He couldn’t keep the smug tone out of his voice. The team had an all-star reputation among the digital mercenaries of the dark web, and he’d just earned them another great review.
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1: Secrets and Lies
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The smell was all too familiar. Joel pushed the door open cautiously and peered into the gloomy kitchen. The blinds across the windows were closed and very little light penetrated the room. He could hear the refrigerator running, but no other sounds emanated from the house. Two chairs were tucked tidily away under a small table. A selection of shorts, t-shirts and underwear hung on a drying rack in the corner, bright luminescent logos puncturing the half-darkness. There was no sign of a disturbance. Stepping across the threshold, Joel motioned to Ross to stay back. The younger man nodded hurriedly, gagging as the sweet scent of death drifted from the house. Ross moved away from the doorway and onto an unkempt square of grass that served as a small front garden, taking a few deep breaths of fresh evening air in a vain attempt to quell his rising nausea.

As Joel moved into the room, the light automatically flicked on, illuminating the small kitchen and a corridor beyond. At the edge of the light was the unmistakable shape of a pair of immobile feet. Taking a deep breath, Joel moved forward, careful to tread lightly and touch nothing. The man was lying flat on his back, sightless eyes fixed on the ceiling. Unassuming, unremarkable, and undoubtedly dead. 

Joel retraced his steps, pushed the door closed, and joined Ross in the garden.

“What the hell happened here?” asked Joel. 

Ross was even paler than usual and shaking slightly. “I have no idea,” he replied. He stared fixedly at the ground. 

Joel peered at him keenly. “Ross, what part of your shady past has caught up with you?” 

Ross shrugged, embarrassed, and remained silent. 

Joel sighed and plucked his smartscreen from an inside pocket. He tapped the ‘Emergency Call’ icon and a chatbot immediately responded. 

“Emergency services. Please describe the incident,” said the bot.

“Unexplained death, we found a body,” replied Joel.

“Thank you. Please stay calm. Are you at the incident location?” asked the voice.

“Yeah,” replied Joel.

There was a pause, and the voice continued. “Your location services appear to be disabled on this device. Please confirm your location by activating your device or scanning your chip.”

Joel activated the app’s location service and a green box appeared on the screen with a countdown timer. 

“Law enforcement services have been alerted and will reach you shortly,” said the bot. The call terminated, and the countdown timer began to tick. A second notification popped up asking for feedback on the bot’s handling of the call. Joel swiped the survey request away, irritated, and turned back to Ross.

“They’ll be here in four minutes. Is there anything you need to tell me before they get here?” Ross shook his head firmly and said nothing. Joel continued. “Could be a straightforward burglary, I suppose. Petty criminal going after your computers and your grandmother’s jewellery.”

“I guess,” replied Ross. “And he was unlucky enough to have a heart attack in the middle of the job?”

Joel nodded. “It’s plausible. Let’s see what the professionals say.”

The pair of them stood silently in the garden. Ross was wrapped in his own thoughts, still feeling sick, occasionally kicking at a tuft of grass. Joel checked his messages, then tapped out a quick note to say he would be late home. The sun was going down slowly, and trees cast long shadows in the golden light. The hot summer had come to an abrupt end and there was a distinct autumnal feel to the air. It was remarkably peaceful, at odds with the grisly find indoors. 

They both jumped, startled, as a large police drone swooped around the side of the house. Joel glanced at his screen. 

“Twenty seconds early. Not bad,” he said approvingly. 

The drone completed its sweep of the exterior of the building and landed at the door. Its warning beacon began to flash the message ‘Police Line: Do Not Cross.’ 

A few moments later the first human response arrived, vehicles gliding silently to a halt outside the house. A petite black woman in neat plain clothes, hair plaited tight and close to her head, stepped out of the leading autocar. She exuded an air of quiet authority as she walked smartly towards Joel and Ross. 

“Detective Inspector Mercer,” she said crisply. There was a hint of a northern accent in her voice. “And you are?”

“Joel Bardouille,” replied Joel, extending his hand, “and this is Ross White. It’s Ross’s house,” he added.

DI Mercer briefly shook Joel’s hand and then passed a scanner across his hand. “Thank you, Mr Bardouille. Mr White?” 

Ross reluctantly extended his arm. The scanner beeped happily. Ross scowled. 

DI Mercer replaced the scanner in her pocket. “Would you like to tell me what has happened here?” she asked. 

Joel glanced at Ross, who was tight-lipped and pale. He turned back to the officer.

“Ross stayed at my place last night. We’d been working late,” Joel explained, “dealing with the power distribution failure. His bike was over at my house, so I left the office early today and went to fetch it. We arrived at about the same time. There was a horrible smell as soon as Ross opened the door.”

The officer nodded. “Did you call us immediately?”

Joel continued. “Almost, I mean, only a couple of minutes. I’m ex-army so I knew what we were dealing with straight away. I’ve been in, but I didn’t touch anything. There’s a body in the corridor through there.” He waved vaguely towards the door of the house. “I’d guess it’s a burglary gone wrong. We work in tech; we’re both part of Argentum Associates. There’s some valuable computer equipment in there.”

“And all my racing gear,” interjected Ross. “I’m a triathlete. This isn’t my only bike.” He gestured at a bicycle that was leaning on the wall of the house.

DI Mercer nodded. “Thank you. That’s very helpful. My team will start setting up now, but we will need your assistance to build a complete picture of the incident.”

“Of course,” replied Joel. “I’m not sure how much help we can be, though.”

DI Mercer smiled thinly. “Every detail, however small, could assist. If you could step into the office, we’ll take initial statements.” She indicated a tall vehicle parked at the kerb, the door opening to reveal a self-contained pod with a reassuringly comfortable chair and a small drinks dispenser. “Mr White, you first, please. It’s a full AI suite. The bots will run through the process and you can approve and seal the recording before you leave. Help yourself to coffee.”

Mercer turned to Joel. “Mr Bardouille, please show my colleagues what you found.” A trio of white-suited officers joined them, and they approached the house together.
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Ross, shoulders hunched, walked slowly towards the pod and through the door, which slid smoothly shut behind him. He threw himself into the chair and looked sourly at the coffee machine. 

“Cappuccino,” he muttered. 

Water began to boil in the depths and a cup slid into place. 

“Welcome to the Mobile Interview Suite,” came a disembodied, calming voice. “Please relax. You can call me Missy.” Ross grunted out a greeting. Missy continued. “Please look directly into the camera and state your full name.” 

On the wall in front of Ross a green light blinked rapidly above a camera lens. Ross stared levelly at it. “Ross Edmund White,” he said clearly. The lens scanned his retina and facial contours. The light stopped blinking but remained on. 

“Thank you, Ross,” said Missy. 

Ross sat back, then started upright again as the coffee machine beside him began to hiss and bubble loudly. Dark jets of coffee poured into the cup, followed by superheated foamy milk. White bubbles threatened to escape over the lip of the cup, suspended on the edge by surface tension alone. As Ross reached towards the cup, Missy’s voice distracted him again.

“Please present your chip to the scanner.” 

An amber light blinked on a raised pad below the camera, and Ross waved his hand towards it. The scanner beeped, and the light turned green, then winked out. 

Ross turned back to the coffee machine and retrieved his drink, formalities complete.

“Documenting case number SJ slash 360287 slash 13,” continued Missy’s mellifluous voice. “I will now run through some routine questions to build your initial witness statement. Once complete, you can review the recording and edit any answer before giving your full approval.” 

Ross nodded automatically. He had stopped shaking after the gruesome discovery, but still felt unsettled, the interview suite bringing back memories he would rather forget. He took a cautious sip of his coffee. It was too hot to drink. He focused on calming his breathing, relaxing his muscles, and making his reactions as natural as possible. The camera would be taking note of everything. A rueful smile played over his lips as he felt himself falling back into old habits.

“Please tell me how and when you arrived at the scene,” said Missy.

“I left the Argentum office near London Bridge at about four,” said Ross carefully. “I took an autocar to the end of the road here and walked down to the house. Joel – Joel Bardouille – arrived right after I did, with my bike.” 

So far so good, thought Ross. Factually correct, so nothing would flag up to the monitoring systems. He continued. “I unlocked the door and as soon as I opened it we could smell... you know...” He gagged at the memory. That was genuine enough, at least.

A short rail popped swiftly out of the wall, the paper bag that hung from it rocking slightly with the speed of movement. It was so incongruous that it distracted Ross from the resurging feelings of nausea. He straightened up and resisted the urge to laugh.

“Thank you, Ross, please take your time,” said Missy. “Did you enter the scene?”

“No. I looked in from the doorway and saw there was someone... something... on the other side of the kitchen, in the corridor,” replied Ross. “Joel went in to look properly while I stayed in the garden. When he came back out we called the police.”

“Does anyone else live at this property?” asked Missy.

“No.” Ross sighed. “Not since my grandmother died two years ago.”

“Do you have any idea who this person may be?” the voice continued.

Ross shook his head, buying time before speaking. “I don’t get many visitors,” he replied. His voice was steady. “I have a lot of valuable gear in the house. Computers, racing bikes, that sort of thing. It’s no secret. People see me going out training from here.”

“What security do you have in place?” asked Missy.

“Nothing fancy,” replied Ross. “This is a pretty safe neighbourhood. The front door has personalised locks” At this he raised his hand, indicating the embedded microchip. “Plus an old-school key.”

“When were you last in the property?” 

“Yesterday morning, but I left very early.” Missy was silent, so Ross continued. “I work in threat intelligence. My team were tackling that big power outage that hit the city. I went to a client site and took my bike as there were no cars running. I went back to Joel’s afterwards. Stayed there last night.” He paused and grinned despite himself. “His girlfriend’s an amazing cook.”

“Thank you, Ross,” replied Missy after a pause. “That concludes your initial statement.” A screen glowed into life on the wall. “Please review the video and tap to edit or approve.”

Ross watched the recording back, relieved, and tapped the green button. A single line of text appeared in its place. 

Missy spoke again. “Please read the statement on the screen out loud for the recording.”

“I believe the facts stated in this witness statement are true,” said Ross clearly. 

The screen faded, and the door of the little vehicle opened. Ross clambered out, still carrying his coffee, and blinked as a shaft of light from the setting sun caught him directly in the eyes. He stepped forwards into the shadow of one of the trees that lined the street, and saw Joel approaching from the house.

“My turn, then,” he said. “Found where he got in, mate. There’s a window open round the back. That’s not like you.”

“Dammit, I’d forgotten that window,” said Ross. “It was a warm night and I couldn’t sleep at all. The heating was full on. The whole house environment system was buggered. I ended up digging out the old manual thermostat controls from behind the wallpaper to kill it.” He winced. “Sorry. Bad choice of words.”

Joel gave him a mirthless grin. “I’d better get this statement done. Is the coffee any good?” He nodded at Ross’s full cup.

“Yeah... but scalding hot,” said Ross. “I’ll see you out here when you’re done. Can I crash at your place again tonight? Not much chance of staying in my own bed.”

Joel shrugged. “I guess so. Martha should be fine with it. She likes you, for some reason.” Ross scowled, and Joel laughed. “Of course you can stay, you daft sod,” he said with a broad grin. He stepped into the Mobile Interview Suite and the door closed behind him.

Ross sat on the low wall that separated the small garden from the road, sipping his cooling coffee. Every nerve in his body was telling him to run. Outwardly, he was calm. The nausea that had plagued him since first finding the body had receded. He could hear the footsteps and chatter of crowds on the main road, and music drifting out from a local bar. Autocars made no noise as they sped past, taking people home after a day’s work. Drones of all sizes flew overhead, carrying packages and fresh food for hungry households. An unexpected movement caught Ross’s eye and he looked up at the sky. An Olsen drone had rounded the corner, attracted by the police presence. It hovered over the garden, assessing the activity against pre-programmed criteria to see if it warranted an alert to the news channels. Startled, Ross pulled the grey hood over his head and held still. He usually courted publicity and craved recognition for his successes, but he really didn’t want the press getting hold of this story. He watched silently as an officer waved it away. Nothing to see here.

A neighbour walked by on the other side of the street, staring at the police vehicles and the official drone still flashing at the door. Ross nodded to the man, who acknowledged the greeting nervously and hurried on. There was no need to stop and look. If something really interesting had happened, he’d see it on his news feed. 

Ross waited patiently for Joel to finish in the mobile unit, watching the sun sink lower on the horizon.

“Mr White?” Ross turned to see DI Mercer approaching. “Thank you for your statement. How are you feeling?”

“Better, thanks,” he replied. He paused, wondering what the right thing was for him to say. “Uh, how are you doing?”

“The forensics team have everything in hand,” said Mercer. “Now, obviously you won’t be able to come back here until the scene is cleared, and it’s getting late. Do you have somewhere to stay tonight?”

“Yeah. I can stay with Joel again. I need to get some things, though. A change of clothes for starters. And I’m due at training in the morning so I’ll need my gear.”

DI Mercer nodded. “I understand. We can’t bring you through the scene, though.” She thought for a moment, then called to a junior officer. “John? Can you get a list from Mr White of the things he will need and their location in the house?” The young policeman nodded. “We’ll deliver them to Mr Bardouille’s address,” continued Mercer. “You should be able to return home tomorrow evening once the clean-up teams have finished their job.”

The Mobile Interview Suite door slid open and Joel hopped out, tossing his empty coffee cup in the pod’s recycling bin. He heard the hiss of sterilising steam as the cup was cleaned and returned to the dispenser, ready for a new interviewee. 

“All done. Are we free to go?” he asked.

“Yes, and thank you both for your co-operation,” replied Mercer. She turned to Ross. “We’ll let you know as soon as we’re finished up here.”

Ross hesitated. “What shall I do with my bike? No point dragging it back to your place, is there, Joel?”

“We’ll look after it,” offered DI Mercer. “John, can you get this bike locked away please?”

“Thanks,” said Ross. “That makes life easier. You ready, Joel?” He stood up and dropped his own cup into the pod’s recycling receptor. He extended his hand to DI Mercer, who shook it firmly. Joel also shook the officer’s hand and followed Ross towards the main road. 

DI Mercer watched them until they were out of sight, then turned and went back to the house.

She entered the kitchen again and closed the door. Her nose wrinkled in disgust. 

The head of the forensics team glanced over at her sympathetically and stepped away from the scene in the corridor, pulling his face mask clear of his mouth and nose.

“You get used to it, Sara,” he said. “This isn’t a bad one. We’re quite lucky he was found so quickly in this warm weather.”

“Too much information, Ivan,” replied Mercer, wincing.

“We’ll be clearing up soon,” he continued. “There are no visible injuries. We’re going to need a post mortem, but it looks like a heart attack.”

“Burglary gone wrong, then,” mused Mercer. “Do we know who he is? Face doesn’t ring any bells. He’s not on my radar.”

“No clue yet.” The white-suited officer shook his head. “He’s not carrying any ID, not even a smartscreen, and he’s not chipped. We haven’t run biometrics yet: we’ll do that back at the morgue. We’re pretty certain he entered through the open window to the rear. The drone picked up recently crushed vegetation close to the wall there, and the pressure exerted is more in line with the weight of this individual rather than the resident.”

Mercer nodded. “I’ve reviewed the lad’s statement. The doors are chip-responsive with a physical double-lock and there’s no sign of forced entry. That window is the only possibility.” She frowned. “Odd that he left it open though, being so security-conscious.”

“I think we have the answer to that question,” replied Ivan. He gestured towards a small machine sitting on the kitchen table. It pinged intermittently. “We’ve scanned all the smart devices in the building and run a few tests. There seems to have been a fault with the environmental controls. The heating went up very high – we can confirm that from a spike in the fridge’s cooling system – and the whole system was shut down manually.”

“Manually?” asked Mercer, curious.

“Yes,” said Ivan. “The records show an attempt to reboot the system by verbal command, which failed. Then it was disconnected completely from the power supply.” He beckoned Mercer to the corridor. “Look there. The original thermostat was behind this wallpaper, and someone’s torn their way in to switch it off.” He laughed. “For a tech guy’s house, it’s a very old system.”

“That chain of events makes sense,” reflected Mercer. “It’s possible that he opened the window for some fresh air and forgot to shut it when he was called out to work. We’ll confirm his version and the timings when we take our follow-up statements.” She glanced at a clock on the kitchen wall. “Are you quite sure the body wasn’t here before he left the house?” 

Ivan began to answer but broke off as a flurry of movement from caught his attention.

“Boss?” A suited figure stood up, voice muffled by the mask. “You need to see this.” Ivan bent to examine the body. Mercer stood still, quietly alert, listening to the exchange.

“We thought it was odd that he’s not wearing gloves. I went to take fingerprints for the scene analysis,” continued the muffled voice, “and he doesn’t have any.”

“What?” Ivan’s voice echoed through the house, and DI Mercer felt a cold chill run down her spine. 

“No fingerprints at all, boss.” The voice sounded confused. “Could be, what’s it called, that genetic thing where they don’t have any?”

“Adermatoglyphia,” growled Ivan. “It’s highly unlikely, although I suppose it’d be useful in his line of work. Let’s have a look.” Mercer heard rustling as he knelt to examine the hand. 

“This is interesting,” he called to his colleagues. “Slight discolouration on the fingers. Looks like a burn, possibly an electrical burn. The kind of thing you’d see if someone was struck by lightning or stuck their fingers in a socket.”

“Could be a coincidence,” called Mercer from the kitchen. “See what the post mortem comes up with. What about these fingerprints?”

Ivan bent closer to the corpse. “Nothing. First time I’ve seen this.” He touched the hand lightly, turning the fingers out of the shadow into the penetrating spotlight that illuminated the forensic site. “Wait,” he continued, “look here. Is that scar tissue?”

“You think they may have been deliberately removed?” asked the masked officer.

“It’s possible,” replied Ivan. He stood up again and sighed. “Sara?”

“I hear you,” replied DI Mercer from the kitchen. “Not your average burglar after all. Keep digging.”

•
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Ross sprawled in an armchair, letting the commentary from the evening’s world league rugby game wash over him. The announcer’s voice was steady, his tone reflecting the slow progress of Joel’s favourite virtual rugby union team as they pushed laboriously up the pitch.

“Groves waiting, waiting... got to use it... the ball is out, and the pass goes short to Davison and out to Wise on the blind side. There’s no way through, Wise can’t offload and is taken down by Taylor. Turnover ball.”

Joel, who was glued to the screen, groaned in disgust. 

“Did you see that? They had players out wide begging for the pass.” He turned to Ross and looked him up and down for a reaction. “Not your sport, really, is it? Shame. In real life you’d be quick on the wing.” Joel took a swig of beer from the small green bottle that was clutched in his huge hand.

Ross mustered a bleak smile and shook his head. “Never fancied rugby, in the real world or not. I was the skinny nerd at school. The team used me as the ball at lunchtimes. The girls’ team.”

“That’s funny,” laughed Joel. “Sorry, mate. You did alright for yourself, though. How did the skinny nerd end up as a triathlete?”

“I had some time on my hands,” replied Ross, looking decidedly uncomfortable. “I got the chance to train and I liked it and I was good at it. Still am, I guess. Keeps me out of trouble.”

Joel knew when to drop a subject. He turned back to the rugby game just in time to see the opposing team sweep in for a try under the posts. The try scorer’s avatar jumped high in delight.

“She’s a good player,” said Joel grudgingly. “Romanian girl. She’s only nineteen. The Accra Aces outbid the rest of the league by miles when she went pro.”

The game view swept across virtual stands of cheering supporters and then cut to the fly-half’s avatar lining up for a kick at goal. 

“That’s enough of that,” said Joel with a grin. “Off.” The screen faded. He stood up and stretched, then paused and sniffed appreciatively at the scent of cooking coming from the kitchen. 

“I’ll go and help Martha,” he said. “Want anything, Ross?” 

Ross shook his head and raised his still full glass of water. “I’m fine. Need some help?”

“No, you’re okay. Relax. You’ve had a bit of a shock.” Joel left the room, and a moment later Ross heard the door of the kitchen close behind him. He took a sip of water and leaned back in the armchair, staring at the ceiling, eyes unfocused.

Enough. Ross took a deep breath, and with one eye on the door he fumbled in the capacious inside pocket of his jacket. He pulled out two smartscreens and two cheap screens that weren’t designed to be all that smart. Burners. Devices for brief use and disposal. Devices for secrecy.

Ross shuddered and fought to quell a new bout of nausea as he recalled his first sight of the body. Contrary to his statement, he had discovered the scene alone. His own smartscreen and one of the burner phones he had retrieved from the kitchen. The other two devices he had recovered after a frantic, horrifying search of the dead man’s jacket pockets.

Ross was relieved when his own smartscreen lit up on command, displaying a picture of himself dressed in athletics club strip, standing proud on a podium in the sun. He had found it on the floor, probably cast aside by the intruder, but it seemed to be undamaged. Detecting the chip close by in his wrist, the screen unlocked. Notifications began to stream across the display as it connected to the network, a riot of coloured text bubbles and dancing icons. Messages, missed calls, news alerts, game notifications, calendar reminders, weather warnings. Ross put his screen aside without responding to any of them. 

The second smartscreen remained blank. It was a new model, smaller than the one Ross owned. It had amassed a few scratches, one quite deep across the top left corner of the screen. The casing was a plain dark grey, and it was dirty. Ross tried to wipe it clean with a corner of his hoodie sleeve, but the muck was ingrained. He tapped the screen cautiously and it glowed for a moment before sinking back into standby mode, waiting for the right biometric cue to spill its secrets.

Next, Ross turned to the two burner phones. They were identical: small, silver, featureless. He picked the cleaner of the two and tapped a simple code to unlock it. The screen lit up. There was one number in the memory, but he had no intention of calling it. He put the device aside. Picking up the second phone, he examined it carefully. To his surprise there was no keypad lock. There were several numbers recorded on the device. One he knew would connect direct to the burner phone that he had once carried. The others he did not recognise. He tapped one out of curiosity, but the line was dead, trying to connect to a device that was no longer in use. He switched of the phone and tucked both of the stranger’s devices back into his jacket pocket out of sight. Hearing the kitchen door open, Ross sat back casually and began to check through the endless stream of information on his own screen.

Joel reappeared carrying plates and cutlery. He looked curiously over at Ross.

“When did you get your screen back?” he asked.

“That nice policeman dropped it off with my underpants and training gear,” lied Ross. “It had slid under my bed.” He felt he needed to say more. “Plenty of missed messages.” Ross made a show of scrolling through the notifications.

Joel laughed. “Serves you right for losing it in the first place.” He put the plates on the large table at the other side of the room. “Dinner’s ready.” He went back towards the kitchen but turned around smartly as Martha arrived with a steaming hotpot. The three of them took their places at the table, and Martha ladled out generous portions of spicy fish and vegetable stew.

“Did the police say when they’d be finished,” asked Joel between mouthfuls.

Ross nodded, unable to speak as he savoured the stew. He swallowed. “I can go back tomorrow afternoon. They’ve secured the house and removed... you know...” Ross took a drink of water. “Anyway, they’re doing a final forensic sweep in daylight and then the cleaners will do their thing. I’m training in the morning, so I’ll go home after that. Cameron said she doesn’t need us tomorrow, didn’t she?”

“Yeah, we all need a break after this weekend’s job,” reflected Joel. “I might have a lie-in myself.”

Martha laughed. “Some of us have to work! There are a few things that need doing if you have the time.” Joel raised an eyebrow at Ross, who laughed. Martha joined in, not offended in the slightest. 

“What’s gone wrong now?” asked Joel.

“The mirror in the wardrobe is defaulting to winter,” complained Martha, “when I need summer clothes. The bathroom scales are all over the place and they’re sending alerts to the fridge. Every time I touch the dessert shelf I get a warning on my smartscreen to confirm my BMI with the insurers.”

Joel nodded sympathetically. “Losing access to desserts is serious business.” He ducked as a bread roll sailed over his head.

“I think the whole house needs rebooting,” Martha continued, without skipping a beat. “The batteries aren’t registering power input from the floor tiles, and the shutters are jammed open on the spare bedroom window.”

Ross nodded. “They are, but don’t worry. I’ll be away early tomorrow.” He took another mouthful of stew, suddenly hungry.

“The power outages must have knocked it all out of sync,” sighed Joel. “I’ll give the system a once-over tomorrow and boot it back up properly.” He gave Martha a mock frown. “Spending my day off debugging my own house. It’s not fair.”

“Just be glad I don’t bring my work home with me,” said Martha. “A fish farm in the basement could get complicated.”

Ross snorted with laughter, hand over his mouth, and swallowed the last of his stew. “At least you bring some of your work home, Martha. This is delicious.”

The three of them finished their plates in companionable silence. The fish was very good, fresh from the farms that jostled for space in the Thames estuary. The challenge of providing good local nutrition for the sprawling city had been met as the world warmed. Wide shallow flood plains provided the ideal habitat for fish, while the original human population had been displaced to higher ground. Swarms of chilled transport drones collected the silvery bounty each day, dropping direct to the markets and restaurants and food outlets of the capital.

Ross loved the ready availability of fish, and particularly Martha’s skill at transforming it into some of the best food he’d had in months. Staying here with Joel was a far cry from his lonely existence at home, relying on meal-drops and eating for one. Checking his fitness monitor, Ross also appreciated how well the fresh food was
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