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​An Inheritance with Bad Wiring

The first thing I inherited from Uncle Elias was a building that leaned toward the sea as though considering a dignified escape.

The second was a tax problem.

The third was a handwritten warning tucked inside an envelope marked MARA—READ THIS BEFORE YOU SPEAK TO ANYONE.

I discovered the warning eleven minutes after arriving in Bellweather Bay, while standing beneath the faded blue sign of a shop called BOOKS & BYTES.

The sign swung above me in the wind, squeaking with the regularity of a badly maintained metronome. Beneath the shop’s name, smaller gold letters offered:

SECOND-HAND BOOKS • COMPUTER REPAIRS • PRINTING • ADVICE OF VARIABLE QUALITY

That last part sounded like Uncle Elias.

I put down my suitcase and looked up at the three-storey building I had apparently owned for the past four months.

Its ground-floor windows were crowded with books, yellowed instruction manuals, tangled charging cables and electronic devices that had probably been obsolete before I finished secondary school. A plastic skeleton wearing headphones sat behind the glass beside a handwritten card:

OUR TECHNICIAN IS CURRENTLY UNAVAILABLE.

“Very funny,” I muttered.

A gull cried overhead.

Another gull landed on the roof and knocked a loose piece of slate into the gutter.

I stepped back.

The gutter groaned but remained attached.

For now.

A gust of sea air pushed loose strands of dark hair across my face. I had tied it back at the station, but the coastal wind had immediately treated the effort as a personal challenge. My coat was too thin, my shoes were unsuited to wet cobblestones, and the left wheel of my suitcase had stopped turning somewhere between London and Bellweather Bay.

It was, I reflected, an appropriate beginning to the next disastrous stage of my life.

Behind me, the harbour road curved past a row of painted shops and cafés. Bellweather Bay was the sort of English coastal town that appeared on postcards beneath words like charming, historic and unspoiled. The buildings were narrow and bright, the streets uneven, and the sea visible at the end of almost every lane.

It was beautiful.

I distrusted it immediately.

Beautiful places tended to conceal expensive repairs.

I unlocked the front door with a brass key from the solicitor’s envelope. The lock resisted, then released with a sound like someone clearing their throat.

A small brass bell chimed above me as I entered.

The shop smelled of dust, paper, furniture polish and overheated electronics.

It also smelled faintly of burnt toast.

“Hello?” I called.

I felt foolish as soon as I said it.

The shop had been closed since Uncle Elias died. No one was supposed to be there.

Still, something had moved inside.

I stood just beyond the doorway and listened.

The front room was long and narrow. Shelves formed crooked aisles beneath a ceiling crossed by black wooden beams. Books filled most of the available space, though not in any order I could immediately understand. Crime novels were beside gardening guides. Cookbooks occupied a shelf with network-security manuals. A complete set of nineteenth-century poetry had been placed beneath a sign that read:

OPERATING SYSTEMS: LEGACY AND OTHERWISE

At the back of the room stood a wooden counter surrounded by old monitors, keyboards and half-disassembled laptops.

Something rustled behind it.

My heart accelerated.

I reached into my handbag and closed my hand around the only object that might serve as a weapon: a metal water bottle.

“Who’s there?”

A black cat sprang onto the counter.

I swung the bottle upward and nearly struck myself in the chin.

The cat stared at me.

It was small, sleek and entirely unimpressed. One white patch marked the centre of its chest. Its yellow eyes narrowed as if I had failed an examination.

“Oh,” I said.

The cat sat down.

“You’re not supposed to be here.”

It began washing one paw.

“Excellent. We’ve established the level of respect I can expect.”

A blue collar circled its neck. The attached silver tag read PIXEL.

I recognised the name from one of Uncle Elias’s final messages. Three weeks before his death, he had sent me a photograph of a black kitten asleep inside a printer tray.

New assistant, he had written. Poor grasp of customer service. Excellent mouse control.

I swallowed.

The grief arrived without warning, sharp and inconvenient.

Uncle Elias had been my mother’s older brother and the only member of the family who never asked when I planned to marry, have children or purchase a sensible home outside London. Instead, he sent me obscure books, broken electronics and long emails describing village disputes as if they were matters of national security.

We had not spoken often enough during his final year.

I had been busy.

That was the word I used when I preferred not to say exhausted, anxious or barely functional.

I placed the bottle back in my bag.

“Sorry,” I told Pixel.

He jumped from the counter and walked toward a half-open door behind it. After several steps, he looked back.

“I’m not following you.”

He continued through the doorway.

I followed him.

The rear section of the shop contained a cramped office, a repair room and a staircase leading to the flat above. Boxes covered the office floor. Papers rose in unstable towers from the desk. An old computer sat beneath the window, its monitor the size of a microwave.

The answering machine beside it blinked red.

Forty-three messages.

I decided they could wait until I had located the fuse box, confirmed there were no burst pipes and determined whether the burnt-toast smell represented an active threat.

Pixel jumped onto the desk and tapped one paw against a cream envelope.

My name was written across it in Uncle Elias’s uneven capital letters.

MARA—READ THIS BEFORE YOU SPEAK TO ANYONE.

I picked it up.

The envelope had already been opened.

That stopped me.

I examined the flap.

The paper was creased but not torn. Someone had slid a finger beneath the seal and opened it carefully.

“Did you do this?” I asked Pixel.

He blinked.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.

Mara,

If you are reading this, then either I have finally convinced you to visit, or something has gone badly wrong.

I would prefer the first possibility, but experience suggests the second.

The shop and building are yours. Do not sell them immediately, no matter how persuasive the offer appears.

Most importantly:

DO NOT LET HARROW HAVE THE BUILDING.

Check the accounts yourself.

Trust records, not assurances.

And if the old computer starts behaving strangely, do not—

The sentence ended there.

I turned the paper over.

Nothing.

I checked the envelope again, but it contained no second page.

“Do not what?” I said.

Pixel’s tail twitched.

“Do not switch it on? Do not throw it into the sea? Do not allow the cat to order replacement parts?”

He jumped down and disappeared beneath the desk.

I reread the note.

Uncle Elias had died after falling down the staircase in the flat above the shop. The coroner had recorded an accidental death. His solicitor had told me that Elias’s affairs were disorganised but not suspicious.

No one had mentioned Harrow.

I searched my memory.

The name seemed familiar. I had seen it on one of the documents posted to me after the funeral. Harrow Developments, perhaps. There had been a letter of interest regarding the property, followed by a formal offer.

I had ignored both.

At the time, I had also been ignoring calls from my employer, messages from friends and the warning signs that I was about to have a panic attack in the middle of a quarterly cybersecurity briefing.

Two weeks later, I resigned.

Three weeks after that, I arrived in Bellweather Bay with one suitcase, no permanent address and the vague plan of selling my uncle’s shop before my savings disappeared.

The note complicated things.

I folded it and placed it in my coat pocket.

The office window overlooked a narrow alley between Books & Bytes and the neighbouring café. Across the frosted glass door beside the alley, cheerful white letters announced:

POPPY’S CUP
COFFEE • CAKE • UNSOLICITED OPINIONS
As I watched, the café door opened and a woman stepped outside carrying a paper bag.

She was approximately my age, with copper-coloured hair arranged in a loose knot and a bright yellow coat that made her look like the human embodiment of optimism.

She spotted me through the window.

Her face lit up.

Before I could move away, she crossed the alley and knocked on the shop’s rear door.

I considered pretending I had not seen her.

She waved.

I opened the door.

“You’re Mara,” she said.

It was not a question.

“I am.”

“I knew it.”

“That’s impressive.”

“You have Elias’s expression.”

“What expression?”

“The one that suggests you’re trying to identify the nearest exit.”

I looked past her at the alley.

She grinned.

“I’m Poppy Lane. I own the café next door. Your uncle was one of my favourite people, although he still owed me fourteen pounds and eighty pence.”

“That sounds like him.”

“I brought food.”

She held out the paper bag.

The smell of warm pastry escaped from it.

My stomach reminded me that I had eaten nothing since six that morning.

“Thank you.”

“It’s a cheese-and-onion pasty, two cinnamon buns and something my assistant described as experimental.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“Only emotionally.”

I stepped aside and let her into the office.

Poppy looked around with a mixture of affection and concern.

“Exactly as he left it,” she said.

“You’ve been inside since he died?”

“A few times. To feed Pixel and check the pipes. Owen from the repair shop helped board one of the upstairs windows after the last storm.”

“Owen?”

“Price. He worked for Elias years ago. He’ll probably appear the moment he hears you’re here.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“Everyone appears the moment they hear anything in Bellweather Bay.”

Pixel emerged from beneath the desk and rubbed himself against Poppy’s boots.

“Traitor,” I said.

Poppy picked him up. “He remembers who brought chicken.”

“Does he live here?”

“He lives wherever he finds the best service. For the moment, that appears to be Books & Bytes.”

Pixel purred.

I opened the paper bag and tore off a piece of pasty.

Poppy leaned against the desk.

“How long are you staying?”

“I haven’t decided.”

“That means you’re planning to sell.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You came with one suitcase.”

“I travel efficiently.”

“You’re wearing office shoes on wet cobblestones.”

“I packed badly.”

“You looked at the roof before you looked at the sea.”

“That seems sensible.”

“It seems like someone calculating repair costs.”

I bit into the pasty to avoid answering.

Poppy’s expression softened.

“You don’t have to decide today.”

“I know.”

“Elias loved this place.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m capable of running it.”

“He wasn’t capable of running it either.”

I laughed before I could stop myself.

Poppy smiled. “There. That’s better.”

I looked toward the front of the shop.

“Did he ever mention someone named Harrow?”

The change in her expression was immediate.

It lasted less than a second, but I saw it.

“Yes,” she said carefully. “Felix Harrow.”

“Who is he?”

“A property developer.”

“Local?”

“He grew up here. Left, made money, came back with plans.”

“What sort of plans?”

“The sort involving glass apartments, private parking and phrases like regeneration opportunity.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“It is, especially for everyone who already lives here.”

I removed Uncle Elias’s letter from my pocket and held it out.

Poppy read it.

Her lips pressed together.

“He wanted this building,” she said.

“Harrow?”

“He still does.”

“Why?”

“The harbour end of the street has been marked for redevelopment. This building sits between two properties he already controls.”

“Did Elias agree to sell?”

“Never.”

“I received documents suggesting they were negotiating.”

Poppy shook her head. “They argued constantly.”

“About the price?”

“About everything.”

She returned the note.

“When was the last argument?”

“A week before Elias died.”

The office seemed colder.

“What happened?”

“I only heard part of it. Harrow came into the shop after closing. They were shouting in the repair room.”

“What were they saying?”

“I don’t know. Something about accounts and signatures. Elias told him he had copied everything.”

“Copied what?”

“He never said.”

I looked toward the repair room.

Its door was shut.

Poppy followed my gaze.

“The police searched after Elias’s accident,” she said. “They didn’t find anything unusual.”

“Were you here when he fell?”

“No. Pixel found him the next morning. Owen came in through the back when Elias didn’t open the shop.”

“And everyone is certain it was an accident?”

Poppy hesitated.

That was answer enough.

“You’re not,” I said.

“I don’t have a reason not to be.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

“No.”

Outside, the hanging sign creaked again.

Poppy placed Pixel on the desk.

“Felix Harrow will know you’ve arrived by lunchtime.”

“How?”

“Someone saw you leave the station. Someone else saw you enter the shop. By now, three people will have discussed the size of your suitcase and whether your coat is suitable for the weather.”

“That’s disturbing.”

“It’s community.”

“In London, we call it surveillance.”

“That’s because London lacks cake.”

She headed for the door, then paused.

“Come next door when you’ve had enough dust. I’ll make coffee.”

“Thank you.”

“And Mara?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t sign anything Felix gives you.”

She left before I could ask why.

For several seconds, I stood motionless in the office.

Pixel jumped into the empty paper bag.

“Everyone in this town is dramatic,” I told him.

The bag rustled.

“I refuse to participate.”

By late afternoon, I had participated extensively.

The electricity worked in approximately eighty percent of the building. The boiler produced hot water after I threatened it with replacement. Two upstairs windows refused to close. The kitchen contained seventeen tins of soup, nine jars of mustard and no clean cups.

Uncle Elias’s bedroom looked untouched.

I closed the door without entering.

The second bedroom, which I chose for myself, faced the harbour. Through its sloping window I could see fishing boats, stone roofs and a line of grey water beneath a sky the colour of old steel.

It might have been peaceful if not for the wind rattling the frame.

I unpacked my clothes, placed my laptop on the small desk and attempted to connect to the shop’s wireless network.

Six networks appeared.

None of the passwords worked.

One network was named HARROW_IS_A_VULTURE.

Another was ASK_PIXEL.

The strongest signal belonged to ARTHURBELL_5G.

I had never heard of Arthur Bell.

I returned downstairs to search for the router.

The shop had darkened. Evening pressed against the front windows, and the shelves cast long shadows across the floor.

I found three routers.

Two were unplugged.

The third had no lights.

My phone showed no connection.

“Perfect.”

I used the flashlight on my phone to inspect the cables beneath the office desk. Most led nowhere. One ended inside a cardboard box labelled MODEMS—POSSIBLY HAUNTED.

I sat back on my heels.

“You really committed to the joke, didn’t you?”

Something clicked behind me.

I turned.

The old computer on the desk had switched on.

Its monitor glowed pale green.

I stood slowly.

The machine was an enormous beige desktop that appeared to belong in a museum or a government office. Dust coated its ventilation grille. The power cable trailed down behind the desk.

I followed it with my eyes.

It was not plugged into the wall.

For several seconds, I stared at it.

Then I checked the cable.

I lifted the plug.

The computer hummed.

“That’s not possible.”

The monitor flickered.

A black screen appeared.

White letters formed in the centre.

YOU TOOK YOUR TIME.

My hand tightened around the plug.

A cursor blinked after the final full stop.

I stepped closer.

“Who is this?”

Nothing happened.

I looked beneath the desk for another cable.

There wasn’t one.

The keyboard clicked.

New letters appeared one at a time.

HELLO, MARA.

I stopped breathing.

Pixel entered the office and sat beside the chair.

On the screen, the cursor moved again.

WE NEED TO TALK.

​

​

​

​
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​The Ghost in the Machine

I did what any rational cybersecurity professional would do when confronted by an unplugged computer that knew her name.

I pulled the battery out.

At least, I attempted to.

The desktop did not have a battery in any accessible place, because it had been manufactured during an era when personal computers were expected to remain permanently attached to a desk and possibly survive military action.

Instead, I removed the side panel.

The computer continued humming.

Inside were a motherboard, a hard drive, several layers of dust and no hidden power source.

The monitor displayed:

THAT SEEMS UNNECESSARY.

I stared at the words.

Then I removed the wireless adapter.

The screen flickered.

RUDE.

“You’re connected remotely,” I said.

The cursor blinked.

NO.

“You’re running from another device on the network.”

NO.

“There’s a concealed power supply.”

NO.

“This is a pre-recorded program responding to keywords.”

THAT THEORY IS ALMOST INSULTING.

“You’re a chatbot.”

I AM DEAD, NOT STUPID.

Pixel jumped onto the desk and settled beside the keyboard.

“This is someone’s idea of a joke.”

Pixel looked at the monitor.

The screen changed.

THE CAT HAS BETTER INSTINCTS.

I leaned forward.

“Who are you?”

ARTHUR BELL.

“Who is Arthur Bell?”

FORMER PROPRIETOR. BOOKSELLER. REPAIRMAN. RELUCTANT DECEDENT.

I searched the name on my phone.

The signal had fallen to one bar. After several attempts, a local newspaper archive loaded.

BELLWEATHER BUSINESSMAN FOUND DEAD IN BOOKSHOP FLAT

The article was eight years old.

Arthur Bell, sixty-two, had been found dead in the upstairs flat of Books & Bytes. Police did not consider the death suspicious. The shop had later passed to his business partner, Elias Voss.

I looked from the article to the screen.

Someone had found the story and built an elaborate performance around it.

That explanation was improbable.

It was still preferable to the alternative.

“How did you know I was here?”

I WATCHED YOU ARRIVE.

“Through what?”

THE FRONT CAMERA.

“There is no front camera.”

THE BLUE LAPTOP IN THE DISPLAY WINDOW.

I went into the shop.

A small blue laptop sat behind the plastic skeleton. Its lid was partially open. A strip of tape covered its webcam.

I returned to the office.

“The camera is covered.”

NOT COMPLETELY.

I examined the tape.

A narrow gap remained at one corner.

That proved someone could have watched me remotely.

It did not explain the powerless computer.

I took my phone from my pocket.

“Give me a number.”

WHY?

“To prove this is live.”

FORTY-SEVEN.

“I haven’t asked the question yet.”

YOU WERE GOING TO ASK ME TO CHOOSE BETWEEN ONE AND ONE HUNDRED.

I lowered the phone.

The keyboard clicked again.

ELIAS DID THE SAME THING.

The room seemed to contract around me.

“You knew my uncle?”

HE INHERITED THE SHOP FROM ME.

“That’s publicly available.”

HE STOLE MY TEAPOT.

“That could also be—”

IT WAS BLUE, WITH A CHIP UNDER THE HANDLE. HE CLAIMED HE BORROWED IT. HE KEPT IT FOR SEVEN YEARS.

I had seen the teapot that afternoon.

It sat on the upstairs kitchen shelf, blue ceramic with a chipped handle. A paper label was tied around it.

ARTHUR’S. DO NOT THROW AWAY.

I had assumed Arthur was a manufacturer.

I pulled out the desk chair and sat down.

“This is a trick.”

YES. DEATH IS AN EXTREMELY ELABORATE TRICK.

“Someone installed software that knows personal information.”

WHO?

“I don’t know.”

AN EXCELLENT FOUNDATION FOR YOUR THEORY.

“Why can’t I hear your voice?”

THE SPEAKERS ARE NOT CONNECTED.

I looked at the speakers.

Their cable hung loose beside the monitor.

Despite myself, I almost laughed.

“You can operate an unplugged computer, but the speakers are a problem?”

I HAVE LIMITATIONS.

“What powers the computer?”

I DO.

“That isn’t an answer.”

IT IS THE ONLY ONE I HAVE.

Pixel stretched one paw toward the keyboard.

The keys depressed beneath it, producing a row of meaningless letters.

Arthur erased them.

KEEP HIM AWAY FROM THE CONTROLS.

“He lives here.”

HE IS A MENACE.

Pixel sat directly on the keyboard.

The screen filled with semicolons.

I lifted him and placed him on the floor.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s assume, temporarily and against my better judgment, that you are who you claim to be.”

A WISE DECISION.

“It isn’t a decision. It’s a diagnostic hypothesis.”

THAT IS EXACTLY THE SORT OF THING ELIAS WOULD HAVE SAID.

My throat tightened again at the mention of my uncle.

“Did he know about you?”

YES.

“For how long?”

SEVEN YEARS, FOUR MONTHS AND NINE DAYS.

“What did he think you were?”

ANNOYING.

“That sounds credible.”

HE WAS ALSO GRATEFUL.

“For what?”

I HELPED HIM RUN THE SHOP.

“You repaired computers?”

I PROVIDED GUIDANCE.

“You interfered.”

OFTEN.

“And he never told me.”

HE CONSIDERED IT.

“What stopped him?”

YOU WERE BUSY.

The words struck harder than they should have.

I stood abruptly and walked to the office window.

The alley outside was empty. Warm light shone from Poppy’s café, and rain had begun to darken the cobblestones.

I pressed my fingertips against the cold glass.

Uncle Elias had known I was busy because I reminded him every time he called.

Can I ring you later?

I’m in the middle of something.

This week is impossible.

Later had become months.

Then there was no later.

Behind me, the keyboard clicked.

HE WAS PROUD OF YOU.

I did not turn around.

“He had an unusual way of showing it.”

HE SENT ME EVERY ARTICLE THAT MENTIONED YOUR NAME.

“He sent you articles?”

HE PRINTED THEM.

I looked back.

A file drawer stood beneath the desk.

I opened it.

The first drawer contained invoices.

The second held instruction manuals.

The third was filled with newspaper clippings and printed webpages.

I lifted the top page.

It was an article from my university’s website about a student cybersecurity competition. I was twenty-one in the photograph, unsmiling and painfully thin, standing beside a computer monitor with three members of my team.

Underneath were articles about my first job, a professional certification and a conference panel I had spoken on four years earlier.

Uncle Elias had highlighted my name in yellow each time.

I sat on the floor beside the drawer.

The monitor remained still.

For a while, the only sound was rain ticking against the window.

Finally, I replaced the clippings.

“How did you die?”

The answer took longer than the others.

I DO NOT REMEMBER.

“The article said natural causes.”

THE ARTICLE WAS KIND.

“Were you ill?”

PROBABLY.

“That’s vague.”

DEATH HAS A NEGATIVE EFFECT ON MEMORY.

“Do you remember meeting my uncle?”

YES.

“Running the shop?”

MOSTLY.

“The day you died?”

NO.

A section of the screen distorted. The letters blurred, then sharpened.

I REMEMBER THE CLOCK.

“What clock?”

THE ONE IN THE REPAIR ROOM.

“What about it?”

IT HAD STOPPED.

“At what time?”

I DO NOT KNOW.

I made a mental note to inspect it in daylight.

“Why are you still here?”

Another pause.

I DO NOT KNOW THAT EITHER.

“Are you trapped in the computer?”

NOT EXACTLY.

“Where are you?”

HERE.

“That’s not specific.”

IT IS DIFFICULT TO DESCRIBE.

“Try.”

The cursor blinked several times.

IMAGINE STANDING IN A HOUSE WITH NO WINDOWS. EVERY ELECTRICAL DEVICE IS A DOOR. MOST DOORS OPEN INTO THE SAME ROOM. SOME LEAD FURTHER AWAY. I CAN MOVE BETWEEN THEM, BUT NOT FOREVER.

I read the explanation twice.

“What happens if the electricity goes
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