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For D, A & M.

Here, at last, is the word I wrote.


Saturday

HI!My name is Werner Brandes. http://goo.gl/eUSkMi

The message was a string of data streamed across the rooftops from the Tea Building base-station on Shoreditch High Street. The data said, I am a text message, I am 49 bytes in total, I am using the normal character set, I am sent today at 2:47 Universal Coordinated Time, I am sent to your number, I am sent from number unknown, and this is my payload:

HI!My name is Werner Brandes. http://goo.gl/eUSkMi

But the message was not from Werner Brandes. Skull knew that. Staring at the words of the message on the screen, Skull knew it was not from Werner Brandes. And Skull knew more. He knew the author — the real author — was Jon Fast; old friend, ex-friend, fool. And he knew he should delete the message, erase it without a second thought, but he’d been out, come home, carried on drinking. 

Skull was not a natural drunk (something else he knew). There was no joy in drinking scotch, even very good scotch, at nearly three o’clock in the morning; but while there was no pleasure in the drink itself there was pleasure in the prospect of oblivion, and there was a comfort in the company of pity to be found in the bottle of single malt, as well as the satisfaction in seeking it.

In a better state he had ignored the earlier messages — all of them, deleted. Four yesterday, four the day before, one the day before that. Now new day same message, same link.

And yet a link — any link — in any message, is an invitation to someone's hell. This of all things Skull knew; it was a topic on which he held strong views and could offer pertinent advice: never follow links. Never follow links in messages. Never follow links in messages from friends or friends of friends or family because these are all in the set of Other People, and Other People are promiscuous web-whores walking the Internet for thrills and pleasures lured by the come-on of folksy communities and the promise of free stuff, waving their country bumpkin flag …  

But Jon was his oldest friend, even if now unfriendly because of the argument about money. Jon had said, It’s just business — you’re a bad risk; and Skull had asked, So our friendship means nothing?

It means nothing; it means nothing. Skull thumbed the blue link on the smartphone screen: http://goo.gl/eUSkMi. The smartphone shivered briefly, obediently fetching the web page which streamed a short, unwanted video.

Jon says, Help me. In the video his face is a pixelated orange, a sickly yellow against the grey shadows behind him. As he speaks, he turns towards the figure sitting beside him darkly. The movement is jerky. This other, on the edge of the video, is part neck, part shoulder only.

I cannot, the voice of the other says. The voice is subdued, the voice is flavoured, pitched low, neither old nor young. I told you, it says, there is nothing I can do for you.

I’ll pay you, Jon adds but the other quickly says, It won’t help. You cannot stop it.

Jon asks, What are my options? There’s a note of frustration in his voice, just a ding.

The dark shoulder rises a little, falls suddenly in a shrug, the muffled voice saying, Disappear.

Disappear? Jon glances sharply at the other again, but the voice continues: If it was me, I would disappear until it is completed.

Or I could take the chance, Jon says, but his tone is flat and without conviction. He goes on, Perhaps nothing will happen.

There is a pause, a heartbeat in which a finger of cold white light flicks over Jon. The voice says simply, Perhaps.

Then Jon asks, What would my chances be?

There is merely the hint of a shrug from the other. 

The clip ends.

Skull stared dumbly at the small screen, unsure of what he had just watched, unsure of what it meant, unsure whether he cared, decided he did not. The clip had run barely half a minute. The visual quality was poor, shot from a low angle in the dark except for the occasional lick of light as from a distant lighthouse, and a random, pulsing, orange-red glow. Sound was not good either — two flat voices reaching above a scratchy background of chatter and canned music.

Now that he knew he didn’t care, he re-ran the clip, hitting pause-play, pause-play, and leering closely at the smartphone to see if he could make out more detail, extract more context. Finally he cast the whole thing onto the large screen on the living room wall hoping for the clarity that comes with scale. All he got was bigger pixel blocks. He shut the browser, deleted the message, and continued sipping his single malt until sleep came.

*

Old people sometimes forget that not everybody wakes at five each morning, has dressed, breakfasted and walked the dogs by seven. Maybe they do remember; maybe they simply can’t forgive the world its easy sleep. Professor Fast, in any case, did not own a dog but he did call early, allowing the phone to ring through to the answering machine each time he called. By the time Skull rose from his uneasy sleep to prepare, slowly and with reverence, a multi-shot coffee, the old-fashioned recorder showed twenty four messages waiting for his attention. Five of the messages were from the Professor, all saying the same thing.

“Have you heard from Jon?”

Skull was wary. Professor Fast had never liked him as a boy, was openly hostile now he was a man. “Should I have?” he asked, when finally he returned the calls.

“Should you? It’s hardly for me to say whether you should or should not,” the Professor responded tightly. “I asked whether you had.”

“Indeed,” Skull parried.

“Well have you?”

“I haven’t.” The lie came easily enough although Skull felt it wasn’t strictly a lie. The texts and the video clip weren’t exactly hearing from Jon. All the same he added some clarity: “We haven’t spoken to each other for quite a while now.” In fact they hadn’t spoken in months.

“Indeed,” riposted the Professor, and then after a pause, “Never mind. Worth a try.”

A second lengthy pause passed beyond the perimeters of Skull’s social comfort zone. Luckily a thought occurred: “Has he asked you to phone me?”

“Who?” barked the Professor.

“Jon.”

“Jon? Don’t be so absurd. Why would he do that? If I had heard from him I should hardly be calling you. We can’t get hold of him. Surely that’s the point.”

“Indeed.” It wasn’t impeccable logic that distinguished the Fast family, it was their disdain, Skull recalled. In the Professor’s world everyone else was a fool. Skull considered ending the call there but something jarred, something the Professor had said, so he asked, “When was the last time you heard from him?”

“From Jon? Well …” the Professor dithered professorially. “Let’s see: we got the letter early this week but I last actually spoke to him on — on the eleventh day of last month,” he said with the sudden precision of a court witness. “That was — that was a Tuesday.” Skull actually heard the big index finger tapping at the calendar above the telephone table.

“We?” That had been the jar factor. The Professor lived alone, but he’d said “we”.

Now the Professor said, “What?”

“We,” insisted Skull.

“We?”

“Yes. You said ‘we’.”

“Did I? Oh. We. Yes. I said ‘we’. Jacqui’s with me. She’s come to help, so she says. She’s right here. She’s standing right next to me,” he said, hanging out the expectation. Skull let it hang so the Professor continued, “Would you like to speak to her? Speak to her.”

Before Skull could say “No” the old man’s voice was fading in his ear and distantly he heard: “Here, talk to Matthew. He’s speaking French or something. Can’t understand a damn word he’s saying.” There followed a hissy exchange on the other end, voices muffled behind the scraping and knocking as the old fashioned handset changed hands.

“Hello, Skull.”

Her voice was low, pitched flat with disinterest, with dismissal. Hearing it again returned to Skull an unexpected wave of recollection: her unfathomable brown eyes, his ancient adolescent longings, the smell of fresh cut grass and old boiled rice.

“I’m afraid I’ve not been much help,” Skull said quickly. “Jon and I haven’t really spoken for a while.”

She had been beautiful, sophisticated, poised and unreachable while he and Jon were still sniggering youths saturated with unwelcome hormones and unwanted feelings. She was assured and haughty, Skull recalled, but when she walked by, disturbing scents trailed like stardust from a comet.

Now she was silent, saying nothing. It seemed she had inherited her father’s disposition for the awkward pause.

“Are you staying long?” he asked eventually.

“Daddy’s worried about Jon,” she said.

“Indeed.”

It was Jacqueline who had first called him Skull, labelling him for his hollow looks, his thin smile drawn back on rows of small white teeth. But there was more to it than that. There was, he always thought, the sense of being something exhumed, a curiosity dug up by Jon, a relic providing evidence of something descended, of something evolved from. It was a Fast family joke, he felt, with him as the butt of it.

Back then no gawping adolescent like Skull made it far inside Jacqueline’s circle of interest, although she had noticed him briefly one summer’s afternoon when they talked of books and reading. He knew nothing of literature in those days (knew nothing now — a few lines of popular verse, some names). She mistook his passion and interest for literary ardour and lent him a sad novel in which nothing happened to a group of loquacious friends over a very long and very miserable time. He never finished the book, never returned it. His literary repertoire had not expanded over the years.

“Daddy’s had a letter from Jon,” Jac said. “Jon seems to be in some kind of trouble. And he mentions you.”

“Daddy?” Skull sneered.

“Jon.”

Skull recalled her reluctant smile, a rare, wide lascivious grin, lopsided, enticing, revealing the tips of her even white teeth. Same mouth as her father only fuller, less acerbic.

“He implies you know something about it,” she said.

“About what?”

“About why he’s had to go away.”

“He’s gone away? I didn’t know.” Skull tried to sound bored.

“He implies you do,” she persisted.

“He implies wrong, then. I know nothing about it. What does he say?”

“Daddy had a call last week from Jon’s work. It seems he took a fortnight’s holiday which ended three weeks ago. Coming on top of the letter, it is a bit of a worry.”

“Surely Anka knows where he is,” Skull said, adding snidely, “Or is she also missing?”

“She’s not missing,” said Jac.

“Then she must know where he is.”

“She left Jon.”

“She left him?”

“God.”

“I didn’t know.” He wanted to laugh. They had seemed such an unlikely couple, Jon and Anka. That’s why he thought it might work. Even so, he was surprised at the satisfaction that came from the knowledge of their broken marriage. “He’ll turn up,” he said soberly.

After a short pause she went on, “You don’t know anything, then.”

“Nothing.”

“Can you think of anyone else we could contact?” she asked. “Perhaps someone Jon may actually still be talking to. A mutual friend, perhaps?”

“I’ll have a think,” Skull volunteered, motivated entirely by the desire to end the conversation. 

“A think?” She didn’t mask the antipathy now. “Yes. Have a think, Skull. Please do have a think. I’m up in London tomorrow,” she went on. “It would be useful if you could have your think before then.”

She gave him her mobile number and carefully he tapped it into his contacts list without the intention of ever using it. The conversation ended. Later, he thought, he might have a look at Jon’s Facebook page although he knew there had been no public updates for quite a while; he and Jon had long since un-friended and un-followed and un-liked everything about each other everywhere. At least he could say he had tried.

*

The voice Skull most hoped to find on his answering machine was absent. Emily had extracted herself from his life, scrupulously taking only what was truly hers, since when she had not called, texted nor messaged him using any of the numerous services and mechanisms that they held in common. He ached for her voice, he told himself.

The next most frequent message depositor (after Professor Fast) was Simon Betterson, formerly Director of Business Development at Smartor PLC.

“You cunt,” Simon had recorded.

If smart is the ability to understand complexity, then genius is the compulsion to reduce it to a simple pattern, a singular concept, a formula. Skull had not always been a genius. Before Smartor most of the smart people he knew would have classed him as merely averagely intelligent, rating him at best, he suspected, an over-achiever. He was conscientious though; he put in the hours, learnt his craft, mixed with the right sort of people. When the opportunity came he recognised it for what it was and made the most of it. Now everything had fallen apart.

Back in the good days, through a friend of a contact who knew some people, Skull had landed work with an over-funded technology startup launched to the public as Know Your Motor. KYM, as they liked to call themselves, provided simple web-based diagnostic information for motor cars. It wasn’t a new idea: customers bought a cheap device (the KYM-a-Tron, in this case) which they could plug into the vehicle’s On Board Diagnostic port (usually called simply the OBD port). 

The point, of course, was that you could monitor the health of your vehicle, get early warnings of potential trouble, even give your local mechanic access so he could pre-order replacement parts for you. In the folksy world of the social media startup there seemed no end to the clever and useful things you could do with the data once you started augmenting it with social information: compare your mileage with the mileage your friends were making, compare your repair bills with your neighbours’ bills, check that your mechanic was not cheating you on parts or labour. 

The data pummelling, the sexy visuals and brand persistence, was the preserve of company founders Rich and Neha because big data, informatics, visualisation was their thing. That, and raising funding. This was their fourth startup and, according to them, they’d pretty much nailed it.

Skull had been happy to get the gig even if initially it was only a casual, short-term hire. Car tech was interesting, it might be the Next Big Thing, so adding it to his list of skills was somewhat optimal, he told himself. Since he was a competent programmer, Rich and Neha always found new things for him to do. One of his first jobs was to clean up the incoming data, make it nice, before piping it into a large database. 

“The diagnostic data are only a small subset of the traffic on the CAN bus,” explained Keith, the hardware man, when Skull went to see him for an overview. 

“The CAN bus?” Skull asked. 

Keith rapidly expanded: with all the sensors, actuators and processing units running on modern cars manufacturers have opted for an internal car network, called the CAN bus. With a suitable device like the KYM-a-Tron plugged into it, you can look inside this network, and since cars nowadays are almost all run by electronics there is potentially a huge amount of data you can read. 

But, Keith confided, with the right hardware and the right knowledge you could also send data and instructions onto the network.

“Indeed,” Skull observed. “Dangerous?”

“Oh yes,” Keith said. 

But it was a lot more complex than that. Keith explained it, but Keith compressed knowledge. He spoke in bullet points, his speech emblazoned with promiscuous use of technical jargon. He delivered the information raw, without body language or gesture, illustrating his key themes with greasy printouts and fast, impenetrable demonstrations using test rigs mounted on his workbenches. He was a man with a rack of solutions looking for worthwhile problems. Skull was impressed.

“There’s a lot more data on the CAN bus than we’re using,” Skull told Rich, the founder.

“Yeah, well,” Rich shrugged. “Undocumented. Proprietary. What you gonna do, eh?”

Rich was right. The structure of much of the data running over the network was known only to the car manufacturers, and they weren’t sharing that information voluntarily with anyone. 

Skull set himself to learn everything there was to learn about the CAN bus and Keith was a willing teacher. Keith was also a master in the design and construction of electronic boards laced with capacitors, resistors, processing modules, all stitched together with tiny silvered beads of solder. These circuits did subtle things that only Keith seemed to understand. He had a quiver of finely crafted instruments and with these he was able to probe the hidden sensors for information, prod the stubborn controllers until they emitted screens of inscrutable code. 

That was Keith’s gift; also his limitation, for he had neither the interest nor the ability to interpret the meaning of the data sets that were returned. 

“It’s like squeezing the balls of a pig,” Keith admitted. “I can make it squeal loud, or I can make it squeal soft, but I really don’t know if it’s squealing for pleasure, or pain.” Keith was all value and no essence. He was the most self-contained technician Skull had ever met. Skull really liked him. 

There were other interested parties on the Internet however — technologists, enthusiasts, idealists — slowly hacking away at the CAN bus, reverse-engineering the data formats, byte by byte, discovering their payload and posting their breathless adventures on the forums. Delighted at first to discover these communities Skull gradually grew despondent: there seemed to be at least one group for every model of car, each bounded by their own agenda. It was all so piecemeal, the victories over silent sensors and secretive processors so tiny. Progress was painstakingly slow.

“There’s sensors and actuators and processors of all sorts producing a ton of data we could use,” he enthused to Neha one day as she sat on her Swiss ball squinting myopically at a bank of screens.

“Sounds like a bandwidth headache to me,” she eventually replied.

“We could even write to the CAN bus, you know. We could let the users control some of the actuators using their smartphones.”

“Ooh, that sounds dangerous,” she sniffed. “So I think the diagnostic data is enough for us. Tell me, grey button with Garamond? Or aqua with Futura? I like Futura. It’s modern. Whatcha think?”

Rich and Neha’s vision seemed so small. It lacked ambition. This was the age of the motor car; vehicle technology was rapidly accelerating, the driver-less car was just around the corner and this was no time to be sitting in the slow lane. Here was a system generating megabytes of valuable, usable, marketable data every second, and all Neha and Rich could do was worry about fonts and pie charts. The opportunities were immense, but progress was painstakingly slow.

Skull studied the data, did some calculations and concluded that at the current rate of discovery, by the time most of the data had been exposed by enthusiasts the next generation of vehicles would be on the streets and they’d all have to start all over again.

True, there were technical problems. Huge volumes of data needed fat data pipes to move it about and large reservoirs to store it all, but these were physical limitations that were solvable by almost anyone. Understanding and liberating the proprietary information was challenging, but the rewards were waiting for whoever could get there first. 

There was a moral dimension too. Skull had read the forums. “Everyone gets screwed,” he told Keith. “As long as the data formats are proprietary your data is owned by the manufacturers. You might buy and own the car but they own the data. If we open it up, everyone benefits. It’s a level playing field.”

Keith smiled benignly, nodded earnestly, wiped slowly the oil from his hands before typing with two fingers onto a keyboard the numbers he had been holding in his head. 

“Even the manufacturers will benefit in the long run,” Skull continued, “because eventually they’ll just have to settle on an open standard. Then they can focus on what they do best.”

Over the following weeks Keith willingly bent his skills to building prototypes for Skull. Together they designed a pluggable box encompassing a collection of network probes, sniffers, prodders and pokers. They called it the CANCan and they plugged it into every vehicle they could get their hands on, recording all the outputs that were produced whenever a switch was flicked, a button pressed, a lever pulled. Reluctantly the sensors and actuators revealed themselves. Progress was painstakingly slow.

When Skull thought about it, the approach seemed all wrong. It had to be simpler, so he looked at the simplicity of the problem rather than its complexity. He decided that a car is simply a box which carries people and things from a known A to a known B without bumping into other cars and things.

After that it was easy. Skull didn’t start with the function, he started with the data. He looked for the regularities in the data and found them: vehicles start and stop, they go fast and they slow down, they turn left, they turn right, they try to keep their passengers safe and warm and dry and happy. Instead of the dot-and-carry-one approach he applied heuristics, deploying a range of techniques which gradually, iteratively, built a model of the data starting with small measurements, then sampling, testing, growing. 

He bolted together a framework of programming libraries and routines that responded not to the information itself but to the flow of information, de-constructing the patterns of messages rather than their payloads, inferring their meanings, sampling, testing, growing the data model. 

His genius was that he continued reducing, refining the pattern definitions to the irreducible minimum. These he wrapped in a set of algorithms that mapped the data model to an abstracted layer and allowed a relatively simple device to learn how to get information out of, and into, almost any vehicle’s internal network. 

These mapping algorithms were the key to the whole thing so he patented them, encrypted the source and incorporated them into a new device he and Keith called the TwoCAN.

That’s when he approached Simon, at that time Head of Sales for KYM. 

“What if we could grab nearly all the data off the CAN bus and process it?” he asked.

“Don’t we have enough of that crap already?” Simon sneered.

Skull was serious. “If we had more we could do more. We could see what music our customers are listening to, what days they drive the most, what times of the day they drive best; we could let them know where and when their partner drives the car or how fast their kids are driving. And we can do that for any make or model of car. The possibilities are limitless.”

“Happy days,” said Simon without much enthusiasm. “All that fucking data? Just imagine that.”

Skull was not swayed from his pitch. He said, “And what if we could also let the customer configure his car with his own smartphone?” 

“Oh fuck. That sounds dangerous,” Simon grinned, piqued now by the destructive possibilities. 

“We design simple controls,” Skull went on. “A slider so you could, say, set your drive for either more power or better economy; or maybe you want a softer more comfortable ride rather than a more edgy performance. Simple, menu-driven configuration of your own car.”

“Can you do that?”

“Indeed,” said Skull.

“That would be so cool,” laughed Simon. “That would be so fucking awesomely fucking cool. On your fucking phone? Jesus. Even a cunt like me could sell shit like that.” 

“Not at KYM you couldn’t,” Skull deadpanned. “Apparently here we only like diagnostics. To do more we’d have to go on our own.”

“Well OK,” Simon had enthused evangelically, way back then. 

Now he was leaving venomous messages for Skull because he wanted the mapping algorithms: “You’re not fucking getting away with it, you skinny fat fuck. You better fucking call me or we’ll all just fucking have to pay the fucking lawyers to fucking sort it out. You cunt.” 

But Skull had already had that conversation with Simon and saw no profit in repeating it. If Simon wanted the algorithms he could find them and download them from half a dozen project sites where Skull had checked in the unencrypted source along with wiring diagrams for the TwoCAN, gifting the world what the world seemed not to want. The algorithms were no longer a secret. 

Let the lawyers pick over the bones of that cadaver, Skull thought. They would have to queue behind the legal team from KYM who were still aggrieved at what they saw as his theft of both staff and ideas. Then, when all the lawyers had finished deciding who owed what to whom, they could fight over who was going to pay them how much with what monies, because it wouldn’t be Skull. Skull was broke. Skull was bankrupt. Skull was finished.

*

He made a second coffee to greet the afternoon. The doorbell rang. He ignored it. 

Browsing the hollow fridge Skull weighed the narrow options available to him, briefly pondering the simple joy of a round of toast, but his stomach said no-not-yet so he sat at the breakfast bar and thumbed his smartphone, ignoring the persistent ringing at the front door, while taking new comfort from the coffee.

There were a hundred unread emails, a hundred chat requests, texts, tweets, status updates: Richard had re-tweeted some motor industry news along with an arrogant comment while Philippa Miller liked a link to an article on spaghetti that Jamie Wood had posted on LinkedIn; Dom was overly grateful to a technical forum for a series of poor solutions to an obscure problem, and Razzi Amett had downloaded some MP3s from Amazon. The Twydle twins confirmed their meeting tonight. There was nothing from Emily — no chats, no texts, no missed calls. 

HI!My name is Werner Brandes…   

There it was again. Just the short link with the line from the film, the line he and Jon as schoolboys had made their own — a sort of buddy catch-phrase. That’s why he knew it was from Jon, making a claim on their friendship; but they were no longer friends. Not after the argument.

“You’re a bad risk, Skull,” Jon had told him straight. “Can’t do it. If it was just me, you know I would lend you the money.” 

“It’s short term, it’s just short term. Anka doesn’t understand how these things work,” Skull had reasoned. 

“It’s not Anka.”

“Our friendship means nothing?” 

“It’s a lot of money, Skull.” It was a splash in the river of hard cash Skull needed to keep control of Smartor and would have held off the vultures barely a week. “Sell your house,” Jon advised.

“Fuck you.”

“Fuck you too.”

We carry our schooldays like old sandwiches squashed and mouldering at the bottom of a satchel, Skull decided. Every now and then you open the bag with the hope of something fresh, something palatable, but finding the same stale whiff you quickly shut it up again. 

On the phone earlier he had promised Jac he would have a think, try and remember if there were other friends but really there was no need to think about it because he no longer knew many of Jon’s friends, and those he did — old school friends, college friends — he didn’t care to know, had long since lost touch. 

He had a think about Jacqueline though, sitting with his phone cupped in hand, sipping his coffee, remembering his wonder at how her ivory neck hid amid the dark curls of hair like a swan among the weeds, recalling the thrill of her smile bestowed one summer’s afternoon; even after all this time her subtle smell caught him, her delicate perfume a breath of promises. 

The doorbell rang again, a lingering, angry ring that surely bore the fingerprint of Simon. Skull made the mistake of peering out the window. There he was: Simon, with the cocky, stiff-legged gait of a dog that just took a shit on the carpet and got away with it. Not now, though. Now he was just the peeved, balding salesman, hunched against the cold and unexpected rottenness of his life. He looked up suddenly. Skull stepped back. The doorbell rang accusingly.

Skull knew what Simon wanted, knew how the conversation would go. It would go something like this:

“Listen, you cunt. Do the right thing. Give them the fucking code. Just give it to them. When you give them the fucking code, we get the fucking money.”

They didn’t buy the code, Skull would say. They stole the company. The code is mine.

“They don’t want the fucking company. They just want the fucking code. Fucksake, Matt, what is your problem? You fucking lied to them, you wanker. Now you’re bust, I’m bust, we’re all fucking dead here. The code is useless; to you, to me, to Keith who doesn’t even give a shit. No one else fucking wants it — no one would fucking touch it. It’s fucking dangerous. Come on, man. We gave it a shot, we lost, they won. Boo fucking hoo. They won’t release the money till you give them the fucking code. Give them the fucking code. Do the right thing.”

But I did the right thing, Skull thought. I patented the code and licensed the use to the company. I retained the Intellectual Property. That’s what the lawyers advised. The code is mine, mine to keep, or mine to give away.

“Don’t be such a pedantic, fucking, anal, fuck. So you have the fucking IP — well-done-you-cunt. Now what you do is you fucking give it to the fucks at BläsHög and they will wipe our sins clean away with a great big fucking cheque. Fuck-sake Matt I have children. Fucking children. Do the right thing.”

What was the right thing? Skull swallowed the cold muddy slug of coffee at the bottom of the mug and pushed up the lid on his laptop which beeped in sleepy protest and flickered on. 

He was sure he had done the right thing, although maybe not the right thing by Simon. He had in any case done the smart thing, and in most cases the smart thing is the right thing. BläsHög wanted the code so they could extort money from rival manufacturers, or license it to governments. Or bury it. What did it matter why they wanted it? They’d lied and cheated to get it, now everyone could have it. It was worthless.

Manually he typed the link from Jon’s text into a browser and watched, again, the video: “Help me.” 

It felt all wrong somehow, the low angle, the sweeping lights, the basey music. In the browser, the short, inscrutable link had resolved to a full web address which showed that the video was served from a media sharing site calling itself rewindr.com. There was only one publicly shared video for the account. 

“Roadrunner has shared this media with you. Join rewindr free today,” flashed below the embedded video window. There were links inviting visitors to “Find Out More”, “Compare Subscriptions”, “Signup Free”, or “Login”. 

Roadrunner. Jon Fast. Jon liked connections, no matter how thin. He had probably used the name on a hundred different web accounts.

Skull clicked “Login”, then in the dialogue box which popped onto the screen he typed roadrunner into the field labelled “Username”.

Other People are trusting and believe things will always work out for the best and that bad things only happen to other Other People which of course, Skull reflected, was probably true. Other People know that the Internet is huge and that they are but a small, shrill voice in a vast arena filled with the dark howlings of beasts and monsters; but in the infinite crowd of all the other Other People, Other People feel safe. They feel they are too insignificant, too obscure, too other, to be a target for malicious intent, and so they use the same password over and over and over again — words like “password”, or “secret”, or worse, a lover’s name or an obscenity. 

Into the password field Skull typed limpet, a password Jon had repeatedly used all through college for its reference to his name: stuck fast, like a limpet.

He clicked “OK” and a red-rimmed dialogue box popped open on the screen with a big red cross and the words: “!Oop fat finger! Try again!”

He tried again, using password variations around stuck, sticky, tight, hold, glue; then abstain, diet, forgo; easy, loose, lewd. After that he tried beepbeep, meepmeep, and wileecoyote.

After each few dozen failed attempts a new dialogue box would appear: “Sorry! To many trys!” There was a limit on the number of password attempts. He needed to pause before trying again.

He moved over to the window, cautiously peering down to the street below. The ringing at the door had stopped a while back and now the street was empty.

Emily had left abruptly taking all the soft things — the scatter cushions, the nice duvet, the sofa. There had been a polite note:

To Matthew Morrell.

I took only what is mine and also what I know you did not like of ours. If you disagree I will be at my parents’ house. 

Emily Parks.

She had planned it quietly, executing it without fuss — a friend, a van, a morning’s work. Now the flat felt empty and, well, flat; it was just the place he lived in now, lacking the features and arrangements that had made it whole, made it a living space. He could never make it nice again and besides, what was the point in trying? Soon he would have to leave.

He clicked Login again, typed roadrunner, then started on password variations around Jon’s family names and the names of all the old girlfriends. After that he worked through school related words: friends, enemies, teachers, hated prefects and pets.

“Sorry! To many trys!”

Skull had called Mrs Parks straight away. “It’s too late, Matthew. You can’t go around treating people like, like computers, with an on-off switch which you switch on and off. Like a computer.” Emily refused to speak with him. “Do you want to leave a message, Matthew? I can give her a message,” Mrs Parks prompted gently.

“No,” he had said. “There’s no message.”

In a new login box he typed in words based on holiday destinations, Jon’s favourite foods, wines, beers, drugs and cars. Books and films yielded a rich seam of significant words as did actresses, singers, bands, music styles, albums, songs and lyrics.

He typed in the names of employers, restaurants, pubs and clubs, significant street names.

“!Oop, fat finger!”

At the end of an hour Skull was impressed with how much he knew of Jon’s life and just how useless all that information was. He also knew that if he was to succeed he would need a more robust approach, an industrial method that could lay bare the secret of Jon’s video account. Cyber security wasn’t his area of expertise but he knew that password cracking was moderately trivial for those who knew their business.

He found Josh where you always find Josh, on one of his private Internet Relay Chat channels. Josh had done some security consultancy for Smartor, best white hat in the business. Anyone who needed something bad done for a good reason usually went to Josh, although Skull didn’t know anyone who had actually met Josh in person. Contact was always made through the IRC channel, payment via wire transfer, eCache, Bitcoin.

<Skull>  hey 

<hawsehole69>  yo 

<Skull>  hows things 

<hawsehole69>  meh 

<Skull>  you should get out more 

<hawsehole69>  dint like it 

<hawsehole69>  how u holdn up?

<Skull>  ok

<hawsehole69>  wot u doin now? 

<Skull>  sulking 

<hawsehole69>  haha cum work for me 

<hawsehole69>  pays shit but prns good 

<Skull>  haha best offer yet 

<Skull>  defo think about it 

<hawsehole69>  serious

<Skull>  I need to get inside a web service account

<Skull>  cant pay much

<hawsehole69>  legit? 

<Skull>  mate lost her password 

<hawsehole69>  go thru site admins to get pwd reset 

<Skull>  its scumbag x-bf account 

<Skull>  she thinks he’s got sum pics and vids of her 

<hawsehole69>  bad pics? :-P 

<Skull>  very 

<hawsehole69>  link? 

Skull gave Josh the details but left out the thirty years of friendship he’d shared with Jon.

*

For Skull the ambush was a shock. He was to meet the Twydle twins for drinks later that evening but his fractured thoughts, his hunger and restlessness drove him from the flat even before the winter sun went down. He wasn’t to know that lower down the street, in his car, Simon sat with his three children, his resentment, and a baseball bat. 

Skull had already shut the front door, a glossy royal blue with matching new old-brass letter box and knocker, and which opened directly onto the pavement, when the anxious shriek of a young child caused him to look up. He was surprised to see Simon, coatless, cantering towards him, a wooden bat raised awkwardly overhead ready to strike, his face contorted horribly in a worried frown. At the same time there came from Simon a thin howl: “Oah!”

The attack was badly planned and poorly executed. In the congested one way system Simon had failed to find parking sufficiently close to the flat and so he miscalculated how far and how fast he could run holding the baseball bat aloft. Skull had time to pull his keys from his pocket, re-open the front door and slip quickly inside long before Simon reached striking distance.

Seeing his victim disappear behind the closing door, Simon lunged too soon. Swinging from an oblique angle, the wooden bat glanced off the glossy blue door and slammed into the brick post around the door frame. The bat, rotten from too many summers left out in the garden, splintered wetly.

“Fuck you Morrell you fucking fuck.” Simon continued to pound the door with kicks and punches, wringing much venom from the narrow range of expletives in his vocabulary. Skull stood immobile in the small communal hall inside the house. His hand shook a little. He hoped his neighbour Mr Beavis was out and not witness to this display.

In that part of Shoreditch the streets were mostly residential, seldom busy, an awkward mix of new-trendy and old-social housing, with large red brick apartment blocks alongside the Victorian terraces and modern council houses, now mostly all private. An odd one-way system constrained the traffic and made the area a peaceable island dividing the restless throb of the High Street from the steady thrum of Bethnal Green Road.

Buying the flat had been a fatal expression of optimism when optimism was both possible and necessary. He had bought the upper floors in the converted Victorian terraced cottage. On the first floor, the merged living-dining space was divided from the kitchen area by a grotesque breakfast bar — Skull’s favourite feature. Above, in the renovated loft accessed by another set of steep, narrow stairs which pressed against the back wall, was the bathroom, the bedroom he and Emily had shared, and a smaller room they called The Stuffroom for obvious reasons. 

Below lived Mr Beavis, who shared the front door. The two households hardly ever encountered each other and when they did it was, thankfully, brief and cordial. Mr Beavis left for work early and returned soon after lunch. He may have been a milkman or an FX trader.

Soon the energy ebbed from Simon’s assault, the ferocity sucked out as suddenly as it had descended leaving a filthy trickle of weeps and sobs. Skull shouted through the closed door, “I’ll call the police, Simon.”

“I’ll fucking kill you, you cunt,” was returned with a final surge against the door. 

Through the fish-eye lens of the peep-hole viewer Skull saw the distorted figure slouch away. After a short while he opened the front door cautiously, peering out. Across the road an elderly couple stared back, observing the drama impassively, their shopping drooping in round bags from round shoulders. Further through the gap in the door he watched Simon step mechanically into his car, start it and pull into the street. Slowly the car passed the open door where Skull stood openly now looking out. Simon stared ahead but from the back seats three small pale disks swivelled to look at him as they drove past. Simon’s children.

Skull was therefore already quite drunk by the time he made the appointment with the Twydle twins in a traditional English pub just off the Farringdon Road.

“Dude. You are such a legend, man,” said Tom across a limp handshake.

Sam agreed, “Seriously ledge, man.”

“If we,” Tom waggled a bony finger, “if we can disrupt half what you disrupted with Smartor we’d be … like …”

“Disraptors?” Skull slurred.

“Yeah — like awesome raptors, man. Like disraptors.”

The twins looked like they’d be more at home disrupting a cocktail at the trendy bar across the street, and perhaps they already had for they were equally drunk. All the same they gave him their “elevator pitch” from which he misunderstood that they were looking for angel funding for a startup providing a free service to low income users of a third party application on a declining social network platform. He encouraged them to pursue their dreams. 

They, in turn, flattered him into relating what went wrong with Smartor so that they could enjoy the dancing flames and smell the burning flesh of failure. Skull stepped easily into the role of Hardened Veteran bearing Honourable Scars and Fight-Forged Enlightenments, for in the quixotic world of technology startups the narrative of defeat has the power of parable. He hoped they’d offer him a job so he could have the pleasure of turning them down. Both parties despised each other instinctively; consequently they drank more heartily, swearing lasting friendship and successful future partnerships. 


Sunday Morning

The combination of telephone and doorbell woke him. It wasn’t early but he could have done with more sleep. Taking the easier option, he answered his phone. 

“I’m ringing your doorbell,” she said, ringing the bell again. “Are you home?” 

At the front door, Jacqueline was dressed for Sunday out, him for Sunday in, bare feet, shorts and tee. 

“Your text,” she said by way of explanation. “I did phone earlier.” 

“Text?” he managed, his mouth thick with sleep, breath foul with old alcohol.

“The video from Jon,” she added.

“Video?” 

“This may flow better, Skull, if you do not repeat everything I say. You sent me the message. Remember?” 

“Indeed.” He thought he did not remember but was pleased to have uttered at least his own word. Aware that he was now staring at her, he regretted that this was not a classic reunion in the great tradition. Far from being pleased to see him she seemed annoyed, her eyebrows arcing over her eyes like an albatross turning on the wing, the set of her neck (tanned dark now by the Mediterranean sun) said simply, “Disappointed”.

“Invite me in, Skull,” she prompted him. There was going to be no apology for disturbing his Sunday morning. 

The front door closed behind her just as the door to the ground floor flat opened sufficient to allow Mr Beavis to pop out his curly head.

“Matthew. How are you? Have you seen all these take-away leaflets? Pizza and chicken-poop, it’s a total mess, all this paper. I’m thinking they must be for you ’coz I’ve seen you eating the take-aways. I don’t eat that crap so can you tidy it up? That would be great. How are you, missus,” Mr Beavis nodded briefly at Jac without making eye-contact. “And that feller that was here yesterday — was he like some kind of a mate of yours? Haha, Jesus, ’coz he was loodering the door like a hod carrier on a Friday night. It needs a proper job, I had a look. Rub down, filler, base coat, everything. A proper job, Matthew. Alright? Proper job, no cowboys. Oh, and there was this other feller here looking for you Friday, said he was about the electric, said you hadn’t paid, that’s what he said. I’m just telling you what he said, Matthew, I’m not even joking, and I’m not judging or nothing, but you have to pay the bills, Matthew. You have to pay the bills or they cut you off and that’s just the start of it.” 

Mr Beavis nodded curtly. The door closed with the quiet plop of a frog entering water.

They climbed the narrow, noisy stairs in silence to the flat above. Nothing was said as she followed him into the living room where they paused, standing briefly side by side, surveying the detritus of his life, the clothes, the books, the boxes of old kit, empty bottles scattered about obscuring the clean geometric surfaces of the open plan space which had once harboured ambitions of functional minimalism. Nothing was said but he heard the comment on his life. 

“Sorry,” he grunted, waving a disconsolate arm at the mess having decided there was no excuse for it. “Shower.” He gestured upstairs. Finally he pointed towards the kitchen area, managing, “Coffee. Breakfast.” It seemed like a lot of talking and arm waving, so he took himself upstairs. 

He showered slowly, recollection returning like a bad meal in burps of sour memory. He recalled drinking the last of the scotch from the bottle. He recalled swearing mournfully at a late night film on TV and worrying too late if he’d over-tipped the cab driver who’d brought him home. He recalled receiving a cryptic message from Josh just before leaving the pub: dic atak bomd sugest bf wanna up 4 net? 10ph mates gotta lng pwd 

It had taken the entire cab drive back to Hoxton to figure out that “bf” meant “brute-force” and “net” meant a “botnet”. The gist of it was that Josh had tried a dictionary attack which had failed and was now proposing Skull pay for the hire of a botnet, an illegal network of zombie computers working in concert to break Jon’s password using a brute-force attack. He was certainly not going to stump up for that at £10 per hour. He was broke. 

Back home and awash with beer and self-loathing, he had managed to key his response: Tnx will let you know o u 1. 

Now, as he stood bowed in the shower, the water beating the soap from his head and frothing over his face in streams of fat bubbles, he remembered all the rest. He remembered sucking at the last drops in the whisky bottle, he remembered swearing at the TV and then his phone had buzzed on the breakfast bar in front of him. He remembered the surge of hope: Emily. He had lifted the phone, flicked the screen to check. 

HI!My name is Werner Brandes. 

He remembered now. 

Skull stepped from the warm pleasure of the shower, drying himself thoroughly and thoughtfully before replacing his glasses, picking up his phone to check if he had remembered correctly. There, under Sent Messages, just as he had forwarded it to her: Hijack. Got this yestrday. 

He dressed slowly, reluctant to return down the stairs to the living room. 

*

She was waiting in the kitchen, a hip against the counter top, gazing out the window, her coat and scarf draped over the breakfast bar alongside a small leather handbag. She had grown thicker than he remembered her, adding curves, gravity. Kids do that, he thought, but he couldn’t now remember if she’d had one or many, if she’d married the Italian or subsequently divorced him. In Jon’s intermittent news of her she was always unhappy. 

“So you’ve seen the clip,” he said. 

She turned, surveying him briefly before she replied, “I didn’t understand it.” She sipped tentatively from her coffee mug while she observed him over the rim. She nodded at a mug on the counter next to her. She had made him coffee. 

“Is he being threatened by this Werner Brandes?” she asked.

“No,” Skull laughed. “Family joke. It’s a quote. From a film we saw. Robert Redford, and that guy who did Ghandi … What’s his name? Anyway. It’s a good film,” he tailed off, lifting the mug she had indicated. She continued looking at him without expression so he expanded: “Werner Brandes is a character in the film. Long story.”

“Who’s he talking to then? On the clip.” 

“Don’t know,” Skull shrugged, sniffing the coffee. She had made instant coffee which annoyed him immensely because prominent on the counter was his beautiful, retro-style, cream-coloured coffee maker along with the matching, unmissable, and utterly gorgeous, ceramic burr coffee mill. 

“Well whoever he is,” Jac noted irritably, “he says Jon should disappear until it’s over. Until what’s over?”

“Don’t know.”

The instant coffee was intended only for the cleaning lady who no longer cleaned, and the occasional painter or plumber who would never call again.

“He says Jon will not be able to stop it. Do we know what it is he can’t stop?” she asked.

“No idea.” Skull couldn’t remember the last time he drank instant coffee. It smelled odd. 

“Is there some sort of extortion going on d’you think?” she asked, her voice clipped, her brows mashed together.

“I don’t know.” 

“Do you have anything of any value to add to this discussion, Skull?”

Skull shrugged again, eyeing the coffee suspiciously. He wondered if coffee had a use-by date, if it could go off. “Probably not,” he said at last. 

She looked away, staring out the window. He sipped tentatively at the coffee. It was foul. He made a face.

“I gather he sent that message to you last night?” Jac asked.

“This morning, actually.” 

“This morning?” 

“Early. He always sends at that time.” 

“Always? I thought you weren’t friends.” She compressed her lips, suppressing a smile or a sneer.

“We’re not.”

“But you still exchange little text messages at regular times.” She turned again to face him directly over her coffee mug. She shared Jon’s high forehead but her lips, Skull noted, seemed harder than his, her eyes a deeper brown, more steady. 

“No exchange,” said Skull. “He sends that same message. Always just after one in the morning.” 

“That same message?” she asked.

He said, “This conversation might flow better if you didn’t repeat everything I say.”

It didn’t sound as clever as he thought it would, but she looked away then and he had the satisfaction of receiving the flicker of annoyance. He couldn’t decide if she was annoyed with him, or with herself.

“So how long have you been getting this same message?” Now her articulation was careful and pedantic, intended to make him feel stupid. Mostly he just felt ill though. What he really wanted was to lie down, spend the day feeling sorry for himself, although he knew he probably needed something for his stomach. The instant coffee, he felt, was not going to do it for him.

“Couple of days. I’ve been getting them for a couple of days. Look,” he put his coffee on the counter and pulled across a tall stool from the breakfast bar, perching on the edge of it. “It’s really simple: Jon and I aren’t speaking. We had an argument so he’s winding me up. He did that. Quite a lot, actually. That’s all it is. It’s a wind-up.” 

“When did you see him last?” 

“About five, maybe six months ago.” He reached for his coffee mug. Some of the undiluted granules had gathered with bubbles in a brown slurry ring, slowly dispersing to the edge of his mug. He wondered at the physics of this effect.

“Six months?” she said slowly as if she didn’t quite believe him. “Do you think he waited all this time just to wind you up? Is that really likely?” 

Skull sipped at the coffee again. Sometimes a first sip can clear the palate to make the second tasting more palatable. Sadly not in this case. The coffee remained stubbornly offensive. 

“You don’t think it might be a genuine
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