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  Prologue

Bristol Temple Meads 05:00 Tuesday 15 July


Joe Penton was running late. Grumbling to himself, he clambered into the cab of his high speed train, and slammed the door behind him. Joe spent a lifetime running late - and after nearly forty years, it was difficult to overcome the habit of that lifetime. Stabbing the key into its slot on the console, he muttered curses about the Train Crew Supervisor who had delayed him. 
““You’re late,” ’e says. “Well I’m even bleedin’ later now”, I told ’im.”
The alarm clock that failed to disturb his slumber also came under a barrage of abuse as he powered up the huge diesel engines with aggravated gusto. The diesel engines grumbled into life behind him, filling the cab with a steady thrumming.
“Bloody stock’s wrong,” he growled. Swearing softly, he placed his tea can on the console and nodded curtly to the guard, Geoff Lawrence, who slumped tiredly in the second man’s seat to his right, watching the performance wordlessly. That was the wonderful thing about coming to work – you got free entertainment thrown in. He waved one hand indolently. “So what?”
“So it’s in the wrong bloody place, that’s what. Bloody incompetence, I calls it. Bloody balls up.”
Geoff shrugged and poured a mug of tea from his can. “Like I said, so what? We’re still getting paid.”
“Huh.” Grumbling to himself, Joe eased the regulator forward in response to the green signal on the end of the platform and the frantic whistle from the platform chargeman. That was the trouble with these youngsters today – too bloody young. They’ll never make railwaymen. No sympathy there – and he was right.
“Yeah, yeah, heard it all before,” Geoff muttered easily, avoiding Joe’s choleric eye. “If you’re under sixty, you’re too bloody young and don’t know what you’re doing – if you’re over sixty, you’re just an old codger who ought to be pensioned off.” He grinned easily at Joe’s snort of derision and sipped tea from the steaming mug. Joe turned his attention to the east gantry signal and ignored his colleague – clearly, trying to get a positive response from that quarter was a waste of effort.
The train rocked gently as it negotiated the ladder at the east end of the station and out to North Somerset Junction. Once on the main line, Joe opened the regulator further and the HST gathered speed, the Automatic Warning System indicator ringing the bell, a jarring acknowledgement to the green signals. Joe jabbed irritably at the cancel button. A quick run to Paddington then back in the set’s proper working and home. Joe’s mood eased as the train thundered through St. Anne’s tunnel and settled in at one hundred miles an hour, oscillating slightly over the rail joints.

      ***As the dawn shed its grey fingers of light over the city of Bath, the shadows dissolved, leaving the railway line almost deserted. A Bristol bound Sprinter set rattled past Oldfield Park station, whistled through the cutting and was gone within seconds, leaving only a vortex of disturbed air and a faint smell of diesel fumes in its wake.
It was a mild, clear summer morning. The railway line ran past the station, under the road bridge then along its embankment above the outskirts of the city before disappearing into a cutting. On the road above the bridge the early morning traffic was starting out on the day’s commute. Somewhere a milk float was going about its rounds – a rarity these days. A dog walker was exercising her Labrador before returning home to set out for work and she cheerily acknowledged the jogger running in the opposite direction as she did at this time every morning. Bath was beginning its day as it always did. Everything was normal, ordinary, uneventful, and peaceful. Just another day.
Down on the railway line, it was quiet, eerily so. A fox rustled amongst the undergrowth at the line‑side hurrying home before morning took hold.
The soft scrunch of footsteps was uncannily loud on the ballast as they displaced the stones. The drunk walked unsteadily along the line towards the cutting, picking his footsteps carefully, one at a time. He tripped and stumbled against the track, swaying awkwardly, arms windmilling, thrashing the air, before regaining his balance. Hands held out to help his balance he carefully placed a foot in front of him before lifting the other. Each unsteady step was a struggle to remain upright. He muttered incoherently to himself and occasionally broke into a drunken rendering of “Danny Boy” before lapsing into a fit of giggles. He stopped for a moment as if thinking. “Hey,” he slurred. “Where‘d ya go, then?” But no one was there. Just the silence of the morning and the clinking of milk bottles from the road above. Somewhere a dog barked and a cat meowed. His head pounded and he reached his hand gingerly to it. His hand came away, sticky with half congealed blood.
Quietly at first, but soon growing louder, the rails began to hum with the sound of an approaching train.

      ***A soft glow from the instrument panel in front of Joe gradually disappeared as the rising sun cast daylight into the cab. Directly ahead in the eastern sky, it was a dull red orb hanging heavy in the grey dawn, lazily lifting itself into the firmament. Geoff lounged with his feet resting on the fascia below the windscreen and sipping at his mug of tea. Both men were familiar with the route and there was an air of competent relaxation between them now that they were on their way. Joe eased the regulator back and the train lost speed to match the 90mph restriction just outside Oldfield Park. Through the windscreen, the track stretched out in two silvery lines, reflecting the weak daylight, converging somewhere in the distance. The drunk was little more than a fleeting shadow on the line before them.
Suddenly alert, Geoff saw the movement. “There’s someone in the four‑foot!”
“Jesus Christ!” Joe slammed on the emergency brake and stabbed frantically at the horn. “Shit, shit, shit!” 
As the drunk turned and swayed in the train’s path, his face was a brief, pale blur before he slipped with a dull thud from Joe’s sight. Sparks cascaded from the wheels sliding along the lines as Joe vainly attempted to stop his train. In the machine’s wake, the remains of the drunk were little more than a bloodied tangle of flesh, blood and bone wrapped in tattered rags, spread along a quarter of a mile of track. The wake created by the train flapped at the shredded clothing. When the HST finally stopped beyond Oldfield Park Station, half a mile or so away, the silence descended once more on the City of Bath.
Faintly the chink, chink, of milk bottles and the whirr of the float lifted above the city streets. Somewhere a crow cawed. The fox crept out of her hiding place to explore the remains.
Here, normality settled once more like a cloak - a shroud for an unknown man.







  
  Chapter 1
Tuesday 15 July


That Tuesday started like most mornings. Tuesdays are much like Mondays, except they’re a little closer to the weekend - depending on your point of view. Although with my on-call commitments the weekend can frequently involve working long hours coaxing clients’ computers into reluctant life. 
Looking back, I think it started with the Maktub virus when Steve Bishop, the local BMW dealer called me out for a “funny problem” on his computer.
The day started mildly enough.
Turning forty-nine came as a shock to the system. Fifty loomed in the wings and I wondered where all the time had gone. One minute, I was a lanky teenager with a boyish body and the next, everything seemed to be heading south. That said, as I stared in the bathroom mirror critically eyeing the face staring back, maybe things weren’t too bad. No grey yet – well, how would I know? If it was it was well hidden in the artificial auburn. There were lines around my grey eyes these days, but overall, I hadn’t worn too badly.
When I arrived at the office Mo was checking through the overnight emails and answerphone messages and starting to sort out the workload for the day.
Mo answered the telephone as the letterbox flipped. I glanced up at the pile of mail as it flopped onto the doormat and was about to walk across to retrieve it when Jackie appeared from the kitchen. “I’ll get it,” she said, striding purposefully across the office. Crouching down she pushed the blonde curls away from her eyes and swept the circulars and brown envelopes into her arms. Jealously guarding her prize, she retreated to her desk where she proceeded to slit open the precious envelopes. Jackie could hear the flipping of a letterbox at a thousand paces and pounce on her prey almost as it hit the floor.
“It’s Jason, for you,” Mo said, proffering the telephone.
“Stephanie?”
“Mm, what’s the problem?” I asked.
“What makes you think there’s a problem?”
“Apart from female intuition, you’re telephoning me when you should be here.”
“Ah, right. I’m on the train.”
“And?”
“It’s stopped.”
“Why’s that then?”
“Body on the line near Bath apparently,”
“Spread all over it more like,” I said.
“Ugh!” Mo pulled a face and returned her attention to the job sheet she was working on. 
“So I’ll be running a bit late,” Jason finished.
“Must you always earwig other people’s conversations?” I asked Mo pleasantly as I replaced the receiver.
“How else do you expect me to gather intelligence?”
She had a point. I wasn’t too sure what to make of it so I let it go. “Anything interesting?” I asked Jackie.
“Dunno,” she frowned, leafing through the envelopes. “I’d have thought Roddy would’ve sent a postcard by now.”
I said nothing. Suddenly realising her faux pas, Jackie apologised. “Oh, sorry,”
“It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “Is there anything there that I should trouble myself with?”
She smiled at my sarcasm and continued leafing. “Circulars, mostly. Do you want function key templates?”
“No.”
“Oh. Right. What about cable management systems?”
I looked about me at the cable free environment.
“Well, just a thought. Ah, here’s something you’ll need to bother with. HMRC – they want to do a VAT visit on Monday the fourth.” She continued weeding through the mail as I returned to the answerphone. Mostly, I could deal with the requests slow time. I made a list and from this prepared a schedule for Jason and myself. Mo answered the telephone while I was still typing out Jason’s job sheet.
“Steve Bishop,” she said, cupping a hand over the mouthpiece. Why, I’ll never know, it doesn’t work.
“What’s the problem?” I asked.
“Something funny with his computer, he says.”
“How terribly precise,” I replied, taking the handset from her. “Stephanie Ross speaking.”
“Stephanie,” Steve said. “I heard that.”
“You were meant to.”
“Oh. Er, my computer’s gone duff.”
“Like I said, terribly precise. What appears to be the problem?”
“God knows, it just won’t work. My files are all encrypted or something. Can you come out and fix it? Er, it’s urgent,” he added almost apologetically.
“Isn’t it always?” I asked flatly.
“Yeah, I suppose so.”
“I’m on my way.”
As I replaced the handset, Jackie held up a letter from the pile she was working through. “Do you know a Mr L J Madison?”
“No,” I replied, reaching for my notebook PC. As I pulled on my leather jacket, I asked. “Is it something important?”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, leave it on my desk and I’ll see to it later when I get back.”
“Tomorrow then,” Mo grinned, her dark eyes flashing with amusement.
I picked up my helmet, slipped the strap of my notebook case over my shoulder and returned the smile. “Probably. Still, you can get me if you need to.”

      ***Holding my notebook PC above my head, I squeezed into the spaces between the tightly packed motorcycles lining Bishop BMW’s showroom – slowly navigating my tortuous way across to the sales desk. Steve wasted little of his precious floor space. Through an open door at the back of the showroom I could just make out the workshop. From within came the noises of activity – the clanking of tools, whirring of electric screwdrivers and the occasional firing of an engine. Lenny, the chief mechanic lifted a hand in a half salute. I smiled and returned the gesture before continuing my trek across the showroom.
Steve Bishop smiled as he looked up from some paperwork and saw me pausing discreetly to admire the R1200RT. He’d caught me doing just that the previous week. One of the new range of liquid cooled flat twins, the RT was the tourer – a combination of long distance comfort and sharp handling and performance. According to BMW. The road tests were all positive, too. BMW were at the top of their game with this type of bike. And I was smitten.
Steve had come a long way since he sold me the ageing R80R three years earlier. Then, he had been an employee for a multi franchise dealer selling BMWs as an afterthought. BMW removed their franchise and Steve stepped in with his own dealership. It says much for his entrepreneurial skills that he convinced the Bavarian factory that he had the necessary resources to meet their exacting requirements.
The R80R Steve sold me was something of an oddity. In the mid-nineties when BMW were shifting to their modern oil/air cooled flat twin engines, The R80R and R100R were the last of the old air-cooled twin engines grafted onto the modern transmission and sold as retro street bikes. They were a bitza bike cobbled together to get rid of the last of the old engines. Mine had been restored and the owner had decided to sell it to make room for another project. It was quirky and I liked it. Yes, it was twenty years old, but having been completely rebuilt, had the reliability of a modern machine with the feel of a classic – and a classically heavy BMW clutch. Much like, me, I guess…
Steve’s gamble paid off and Bishop BMW grew into a well‑respected dealer in the area. Steve’s easy going sales technique combined with his love of the machines he was selling, was a formidable formula.
A week earlier I had called over to set up some new software for his service scheduling and I made the fatal error of pausing to admire the new twin, just as I had every time I called in.
“I could do you a good deal on that against your R80R. Now that the old twins are becoming so rare, I could do with some good second hand ones in stock, that one of yours will sell easily for a good price. Interested?”
“I thought I was here to make a sale, not a purchase,” I’d responded easily.
After spending forty-five minutes and two beakers of artificial coffee installing and testing the software, I called Steve over to brief him.
“It’s a fairly simple piece of kit, but the manual’s here should you need it...”
He pulled a face and I grinned in response. Software manuals are renowned for their lack of user friendliness. “I’m only a telephone call away if you get stuck,” I said, closing the notebook and packing the software keys into their envelope along with an SD card containing an electronic manual.
“Now, about that test ride.”
I laughed. “You’re incorrigible.”
“Gotta make a living. Like I said, I could do you a deal on the R80…”
I smiled. “You never stop, do you? Don’t tempt me. That’s not what I’m here for.”
“I can get the demonstrator out anytime...”
I hesitated. Fatal. He pounced with the natural hunger of a predatory salesman, his eyes gleaming with the hint of commission.
“Tomorrow?”
Sighing, I refused.
“Day after?”
I gave in. “Okay, day after.” I felt it wise not to mention that the thought had been in my mind for several weeks. The R80R was beginning to show its age – and that clutch was a pain in traffic, so a new machine was already on my agenda. It was just a matter of timing. But, then, I loved it…
“I’ll have the demonstrator ready.”
“Sometimes,” I said, “I think you could make a living selling Japanese dining chairs.”
“But the Japanese...”
“Quite.”

      ***When he called in the following day to collect the backup disks, manuals, printouts and other paraphernalia he delivered for us, I asked our regular despatch rider, Dave Fry to come along with me when I went for my test ride. Dave’s was an opinion I valued – he was unmoved by emotion when buying a bike. “Does it do the job? Is the askin’ price right and can you afford it?” he would ask. If the answers were yes, then he’d say, “well what are you hangin’ about for? Buy it ’fore someone else does.”
I was in my upstairs office when I heard him collect the deliveries from Mo and shut the door behind him. I replaced the phone, skipped down the stairs and out through the door.
“Dave.”
He paused in the act of placing the packages in his panniers.
“Doing anything tomorrow morning?” I asked.
“Not necessarily,” He replied enigmatically. “Why?”
“Well,” I paused, suddenly self‑conscious. “I’m going over to Bishop’s to test ride one of the new Be-ems. I wondered if you’d come along. I’d like someone with me who knows something about it.”
His eyebrows danced playfully above dark eyes. “And you don’t?”
“Yes, I know, I know. But you know what I mean. Someone with a cool head. Make sure I don’t get talked into anything.”
“Like?”
“Like spending exorbitant sums of money, or not getting a decent price for the R80.”
His eyebrows shot up again. “You’re serious, then?”
“I am.”
He nodded. “What time tomorrow?”
“Oh. Er, tennish?” I said, caught off balance.
“I’ll meet you here.” He pulled his helmet on and swung a leg easily over the bike before settling into the saddle.

      ***Steve Bishop wheeled the R1200RT LC out of the showroom and pulled it onto its centre stand while Dave stood, hands in pockets eyeing it critically, saying nothing. 
The twin sat truculently on its centre stand, its high cylinders, protruding from the sides of the engine, angled forward, matching the aggressive slope of the fairing and humped fuel tank. The fairing panels swept down to the cylinder heads leaving the engine exposed, but almost completely disguising the innovative telelever suspension.
“Looks the job,” Dave mused eventually, critically following its lines with a practised eye and brushing a hand along the tank. “The reviews have all been positive. BMW seem to be on top of their game these days.”
“We’ll see,” I replied, outwardly sceptical and ignoring Dave’s surreptitious wink.
Steve took me through the controls, which were different to the older twin that I was used to. The new bikes used the Japanese style switchgear – should take some getting used to, I mused.
We played around with the seat height and eventually decided on the lower setting. I am neither tall at five feet six inches nor heavy at eight and a half stone, but I am blessed with long legs and for handling a large machine, this is an important factor. If you can get both feet on the ground when it is stationary and have a sense of balance, then control is not the achievement onlookers perceive it to be.
I rolled it off its stand, sat astride it and pressed the starter and pulled in the clutch. Remarkably light, I thought. Certainly lighter than the R80R, which had the older single plate clutch that gave older BMW twins such a bad reputation for clunky gear changes. Pressing down on the gear lever produced a satisfying clunk as the gearbox easily conceded first gear. Good, I thought. That’s an immediate improvement. Having ridden BMWs for several years, it didn’t seem too bad, indeed, light and easy – almost Japanese. Certainly I had encountered considerably worse.
Motorcycling, when it bites, bites deep and forever. My first experience presented itself when I was sixteen. One of the boys in my class offered me a ride on his new Honda sports moped. Gingerly, I released the clutch and wobbled, feet trailing in the dust, along the back lane and out into the street. When I opened the throttle, the little machine kicked forward, the front wheel pawing the air as it powered up hills I’d pedalled up on my push‑bike. The rush of wind in my face and the surge of adrenaline injected me with an enthusiasm I never lost. In time, the boy was nothing more than a passing fancy, lost in the mist of memory – his bike will stay in my heart until I die.
Once on the move, the large BMW felt light and agile, belying its bulk, the rider’s slightly forward crouch giving the big twin a small bike feel. Out on the Bath Road, the dense traffic made progress difficult, the congestion coagulating one of the city’s main arteries – and was worsening by the day. It was, however, an ideal testing ground for the bike’s low speed handling. I was impressed.  For a machine weighing in at around two hundred and fifty kilos it was light footed and nimble, changing its line easily, responding instantly to gentle handlebar pressure.
Out on the dual carriageway of the Keynsham bypass, I opened the throttle and the RT punched me forward like only a large twin can, yet with the smoothness of a Japanese multi and a similar engine whine. Power flowed to the rear wheel in waves of torque, as the road narrowed dramatically and the wind filled my ears with a deafening roar.
Braking for the roundabout was smooth and progressive with no need to use the ABS. Lowering the electric screen, I applied light handlebar pressure, taking the bike into the roundabout. A whiff of throttle propelled me back onto the dual carriageway, the traffic on my left-hand side disappearing into a blur in my mirrors. Raising the screen again to its full height, shielding me from the buffeting of the wind, I snicked rapidly through the gears. This machine took my breath away. It was like no BMW I had ridden before. The badge on the understated fairing suggested staid and sensible. The handling and performance screamed: “raving lunatic”. A schizophrenic bike - I loved it.
Steve smiled, anticipation written across his eager face as I rolled the bike across the camber and parked it on the sidestand.
“Well? How was it?” he asked, rubbing his hands together, all but dancing with impatience.
I unstrapped my helmet and allowed my gaze to rest longingly on my new love. “Not bad.”
Steve’s face fell, anticipation dropping away from his smile like thawing snow from an April rooftop. “Not bad?”
Dave smiled. “From her, that’s the equivalent of ecstatic praise. It could’ve been worse. She could’ve said “almost not bad.” Then you would’ve had something to worry about.”
Steve’s humour made a partial comeback. “Oh, right,” he said uncertainly.
“I’m looking for four grand for my R80,” I said.
Steve stepped across the pavement to where I had parked my eight hundred. Carefully, he walked around the machine, murmuring to himself as he ran a hand across the paintwork and crouched down to study the engine. Dave and I watched the charade in silence, occasionally exchanging knowing glances as we awaited the inevitable pronouncement.
We weren’t disappointed. He stood and frowned. “Four grand’s a bit high.”
This, I was aware of, I was allowing for negotiating space. Remaining mute, I waited, eyebrows arched.
“You’ve put a few miles on the clock.”
“I thought that’s why you sold it to me,” I replied.
He grinned. This was the mechanics of negotiation. They tell you that the mileage is too high. You tell them that you didn’t fork out several thousand pounds for a bike that you would only polish and look at. They get out the Glass’ guide and purse their lips as if to make a difficult decision; one they’ve already made. You ask for a price that you know full well they will reduce because you both know that it’s overly optimistic – to allow for this haggling.
Steve knew full well how I used my bikes, but we would both be disappointed if we didn’t play the game. “Tell you what,” he said. “How fussy are you about colour?”
I thought for a moment. “I’m not, especially,”
Steve steered me into the showroom where a cherry black example sat in the window. If I were prepared to buy this one, he would give me the asking price of four thousand for my trade-in.
I reached for my pen.

      ***This time my visit to Bishop BMW was for a less welcome reason, despite my decision to buy a bike.
Steve’s face clouded as he led me across to the spares and accessories counter, behind which, the computer sat, blank faced. I placed my notebook on the counter and began my interrogation.
“What happened?”
“Switched it on and got a message on the screen. I thought it was a game one of the lads had put on for a laugh, like.”
“But?” I prompted.
“But it seems that the whole system is locked or something. And no one’s owning up. Can’t get it to work at all now.”
“What did the message say?”
“Er,” he paused. “Something about my files being encrypted and have to pay a bitcoin, I think. What’s a bitcoin?”
“Virtual currency.” I said, observing the puzzlement on his face. This was one of the most bemusing things about this little bit of blackmail – the people being blackmailed were highly unlikely to have heard of bitcoin, let alone know how to get hold of them and use them, but these people want currency that is untraceable, hence bitcoins, whatever the difficulties they might present. 
“It then goes on, “I have just encrypted all the files on your disk”. It’s holding your data to ransom. It then asked you to pay a bitcoin to a specified account?”
“Yeah,”
“Did it have a countdown?”
“That’s right, how did you know all that?”
“I’ve met this chap before. You’ve had a virus attack.” I replied dryly.
“Let’s take a look,” I switched the machine on. Sure enough, the screen displayed a screen demanding payment. This was one of the newer ones; Maktub, that had a countdown causing the ransom to go up if the demand wasn’t paid within a set time.
“Well,” I said. “The bad news is, that your files have been trashed. Even if you pay, and I don’t recommend it, the likelihood of you getting a complete restore is dubious. In most cases, when people do pay, they only get a partial restore at best. Besides, payment merely encourages them. Never pay blackmailers – sets a bad precedent and encourages them. The good news is, I can fix it; you’ll have to reinstall your data from backups.”
Steve’s face fell.
“You did make backups,” I said, half suspecting that he hadn’t.
He grinned sheepishly. “Last week.”
I sighed. “How many times…”
Steve shrugged. “Yeah, I know.”
“Well,” I said, “It’s just as well, I had considered that possibility.”
“Oh?”
I grinned easily. “I set an automatic backup on your system. Everything has been uploaded to our cloud so that I can restore everything. You will have lost a small amount of data, but nothing you can’t recover from.”  
I rebooted his machine from the system restore I’d setup when initially creating the account. Using my own PC connected to Steve’s machine, I ran the virus killer, which scanned the computer’s hard disk and wiped all trace of the virus. I then restored as much of Steve’s data as was possible from the cloud.
“I can sell you a virus checker, if you like,” I offered. He nodded and I promised to call round later in the day and install it – I had to be getting on right now.
“What was it?” He asked.
I frowned. “It was a variation of ransomware. Maktub. It’s a trojan.”
“You’ve lost me.”
“It hides,” I said. “It was probably in a download or email attachment. Once activated, it encrypted all your files and issued the demand for payment.”
“Damn. That’s criminal.” He stopped mid flow. “But I’ve not opened any suspicious attachments. I only accept files if I know the source. I’m careful, really I am.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Well, we’ll have to look into how the payload was delivered but there must be some form of trigger. I’ll have to get Jason to look into it. I’ve made a copy of the code on a stick.”
I switched off my PC and closed the lid. “Oh, yes. Before I forget. Do any of your staff use it to play games? You hinted as much. Pirated games could be a cause.”
Steve shook his head. “No. That thing’s strictly for business. I’ll interrogate ’em again, though.”
I nodded. “Good. Be firm.”
My mobile phone bleeped. Smiling, I answered it. “Computech?”
“It’s Mo, er, where are you?”
“Bishop BMW.”
“Ah,” She said. “Could you get to Redman Laboratories as quick as poss?”
“Sure,” I said. “What’s the problem?”
“Sounds like a virus.”

      ***Computech was the result of redundancy. Although I had risen to become a technical support manager for Alphacom, having spent a year or so in their call-centre answering queries from members of the public regarding their mobile phones – sometimes these were sales queries, sometimes they were support calls – eventually, I applied for and got, a post in what they called technical printing. This was, in effect, their computer technical support centre. 
So I went from being linked into the system like a drone, to clambering under desks seeking obscure technical faults – or, of course, asking people to reboot their systems in order to clear a fault. Ah, yes, Windows computers… Alphacom was an independent telecoms company specialising in mobile phone networks and as with the nature of such businesses, they found that their clientele were fickle and would follow the latest trend, so when the business floundered, I was first in line when they felt the need to shed staff.
Tired of the corporate culture that persistently blocked further progress up the career ladder, I accepted their generous pay-out. This, coupled with an eye for a niche in a relatively untapped market, saw me stepping unprepared but willingly into the abyss of self-employment. 
I never was a corporate person. Independence flowed through my spirit like electricity and going it alone meant no more kowtowing to people who had little understanding of the work I did and of trying to fit into something that was clearly ill-suited to my fiercely individualist nature. Leaving was a blessing. Being my own boss was a release; a breath of country air after the toxic diesel fumes of the city.
The small business community proved to be refreshingly lacking in prejudice. They judged me on results and were only too pleased to see their stubborn computers burst once more into life. As the business expanded, the largest part of my market became data input and secretarial services and as more and more work was conducted online, there was an opening for high quality print services, so I invested in high-end printers so that we could produce brochures, sales literature and bound booklets for those clients that wanted quality literature.
However, the smaller businesses and some larger ones were prepared to pay for the services of an on-call computer specialist who could solve their problems on-site. It quickly became apparent that I couldn’t manage the office and carry out technical support. My main skills lay in dealing with customers’ problems at the sharp end. At least that’s what I told myself. Someone else could deal with the office drudgery. 
Consequently, what started as one woman with a notebook computer, a mobile phone and a motorcycle, grew into a permanent office, a computer network and three employees.
Unlike the large software companies who charge for support, I made a policy of answering small questions free of charge – queries that were frequently resolved by resorting to the software manuals; manuals that many users find daunting. This service cost me nothing but reinforced my client base through goodwill. 
As a result of this, I spent a proportion of my time providing training for my clients. I wondered sometimes whether I should formalise the arrangement and add training to my list of services. Indeed, I was beginning to think more seriously that this was an area of potential expansion. We could convert the upstairs rooms that were currently being used for storage into a small training suite and provide specific software training. I would need someone to take it on, though, as I was far too busy with the day-to-day troubleshooting.
The bike was something I hadn’t really given much thought to. I used it because it was my transport. It soon became a trademark however, and my black BMW with the inevitable notebook PC in the panniers became a regular – and to my clients, a welcome sight on the streets of Bristol.
The business rapidly expanded with the employment of Jackie who followed me from my previous employer. A skilled secretary and typist, she was a natural organiser who virtually ran the office, commanding it like a captain at the bridge of a ship. She also had an artistic eye and when we expanded into hard-copy services, she was the one who took it on, often working directly with the clients at the design stage. Sometimes I wondered who was in charge here. So transparent was her anticipation of my needs that I felt our relationship bordered on the symbiotic.
Mo came to us a year or so later from a temporary agency. Originally her appointment was to cover a sudden increase in our workload. It never decreased, so Mo stayed. Mo spent much of her time organising workload, inputting data on behalf of clients and fielding quick fixes over the phone. She was a fast learner, so updating her skills was a simple matter – she was the typical self-taught computer analyst.
Our most recent acquisition was Jason Andrews. A gifted programmer, Jason worked in several languages with all of the popular platforms used by my customers. Whereas I was very much a fire-fighter, repairing damage after it had occurred, Jason was an applications creator, devising preventative campaigns against the computer bugs plaguing our clientele. And, more recently into the arena of mobile applications as the market developed in that direction. His latest app enabled clients to directly book our time when they needed support. 
Since the days of the floppy disk, mag tape and computers the size of a filing cabinet, we have moved onto hand-held devices where the client can interact with us directly. The pace of change has been so dramatic that it sometimes feels a struggle to keep pace. I guess that’s why some well-known names vanish as others fill the void. Where Nokia was once a household name epitomising mobile phones, today, the name on everyone’s lips is the iPhone. In ten years’ time, I guess it will be someone else as these things go in cycles – we, however, have to keep up to speed with these changes, learn the technology and be able to fix it when it goes wrong. Hence my desire to expand sideways – that is the ultimate survival guide for a small business in a rapidly changing environment.
Computech now covered all areas of computer services: programming, technical support, data input, design and print and secretarial services. I had even started selling commercial software. Next, that training plan had to develop from the germ of an idea to a fully-fledged package we could provide and sell.
We could do no wrong.
Until the virus attack.
That long hot summer, I was to learn to hate Maktub – and Louis J. Madison.

      ***Redman Laboratories were followed by three other cases that day. Not all were guilty of sloppy practices. That evening I arrived home tired and frustrated. What had started as a virus outbreak was becoming an epidemic. The following morning, it was our turn. With a twist.







  
  Chapter 2
Wednesday 16 July


Iarrived outside the office as Mo stepped out of her Astra. She paused briefly to straighten her skirt and flick her dark hair back while checking her reflection in the door mirror. I reflected idly that for a woman in her early forties, she was still very much a fine figure. She never said anything about a partner and we wondered from time to time, but no one ever broached it and she never ventured. Mo was, despite her proclivity for taking an interest in the romantic affairs of those around her, very private about her own. 
Today, she wore a dark blazer and skirt with light cream blouse set off with a single strand of pearls. Just below the dark bob I could see silver earrings in the form of Celtic cats. Cats were a thing for Mo. Rumour had it that she had dozens – although I suspect that his was an exaggeration. However, mad cat woman would fit the profile I mused idly as I watched her. She smiled a greeting, flashing even white teeth at me while I rested the BMW on its sidestand. Already the sun was warm on our faces and we exchanged the usual comments about the weather - a British disease, everyone else has a climate, the British have weather.
Mo waited patiently, filling me in on the office gossip as I fiddled with the keys in the lock, before pushing the door open and heading for the stairs.
“I’m going to see if the police know anything about this variation of Maktub,” I said. “When Jason shows up, send him straight on up, I need his opinion on this.”
“Sure,” she nodded and walked into the main office where she set about booting up the network and boiling the kettle in order of importance.
I sat at my desk and switched the coffee machine on before thinking about calling the police. Jackie had left the correspondence from the previous morning’s post on my desk. Sighing, I leafed through it. Sooner or later it would need my attention, so I decided that it might as well be sooner.
Mostly, it consisted of invoices. On top of the pile was the paying‑in slip from the banking, along with the remittance‑advices and a bank statement, things were looking up, our overdraft had diminished to nothing. Frowning, I again studied the statement.
Last month, we were three thousand in the red. This month, according to the statement, my business account was in credit. Running my finger along the entries, I stopped at a credit of three thousand pounds. Pencilling a cross next to the entry, I made a mental note to contact the bank later in the morning. Changing my mind, I scribbled an instruction for Jackie to follow it up. I would probably not find the time.
Then I found the letter from Louis J. Madison’s accountant.
Messrs Trumpitt and Collinson respectfully advised me that on behalf of their client, they were requesting all details of my accounts for auditing by themselves, before proceeding further.
Puzzled, I placed the letter on the desk. Who was Louis J. Madison and where did he intend to proceed? The name was vaguely familiar. Frowning I searched my memory until I recalled Jackie’s question from the day before - did I know a Mr L J Madison? The letter didn’t help much. I was wondering what to do about it when Mo’s yelp interrupted me and I called out. “What’s up?”
“You’d better come down.”
Something in her tone set the hairs on the back of my neck on end. Taking the steps two at a time, I scrambled down to the office. Mo stood, dejectedly staring at a ransom demand on the screen. The same one I’d been seeing all day yesterday. Except, not quite. This one had a twist. It offered us an option – spread the virus in exchange for the return of our data. This wasn’t Maktub, it was Popcorn Time. If we were to share links that infected two other users and they paid the ransom, we would get our data back. Except, of course, this is never guaranteed with these things. What we would get back would at best be some of our data.
“What happened?” I asked darkly, already knowing the answer.
“What you see is what you get.”
“Goddamn!” I switched the machine off and tried again, in vain. The display once more asked me to pay to restore our precious data or infect other machines. “Okay. Do nothing. I’ll get the notebook.”
Returning to my office, I retrieved the notebook PC from the desk and bounded down the stairs to the front office. Booting the notebook up, I connected it into the network and scanned the disks.
“Is it Maktub?” Mo asked. “It looks different.”
“No, it’s Popcorn Time – I didn’t think this one had gone live. Read about it a few weeks back. We’ve got seven days to pay up one bitcoin or spread the virus in order to get our stuff back.” I said.
“Huh!” Mo snapped.
“Well, you got that right. Anyway, the obvious question here; has anybody used an unauthorised stick?”
“No.” Mo’s denial was firm.
This didn’t surprise me. My rules on unauthorised USB sticks, CDs and DVDs were draconian. On the whole, I am a relaxed employer, but the only rule I apply, I back up with the certainty of instant dismissal. A virus can cripple any business. For a business dedicated to the recovery of computer data it would be disastrous. No one would have the confidence to use us in the future. I was staring at a black hole and tried not to imagine the consequences.
We have one offline computer dedicated to virus checking: the sheep dip. We check any CDs, DVDs or USB sticks coming into the office, from whatever source, with the dip. Any pirated software, particularly games, I strictly forbid. All disks, once dipped, we mark. If it doesn’t have a mark, we don’t use it; there are no exceptions.
“Anything been in here and not dipped?”
“No. Not to my knowledge,” Mo shook her head sadly.
“Okay,” I replied. “We’ll wipe everything from here and restore from the cloud.”
I scanned the network with the intention of killing the virus. As I did so, I made a discovery. “Now there’s interesting,” I murmured.
“What’s that?” Mo asked, peering over my shoulder.
“The virus checker’s been wiped from all the machines.” Someone knew what they were doing. This virus didn’t just come from an infected disk or attachment. Sitting back, I surveyed the screen with a worried frown. “We’ve been targeted.”
“Why?”
“Why, indeed,” I said. “If we knew that we’d probably know who, wouldn’t we?”
Mo shrugged and wandered dispiritedly over to the teapot, returning a moment later with two mugs. I took one of them and sipped thoughtfully.
“Can we start now?” She asked.
I nodded. “Sure. You’d better restore all the data from the backups, including the anti-virus. Meanwhile, I’ll have to go through all the backup files on the cloud.”
Mo frowned. “What do you expect to find?”
“Well, there’s always the possibility that we’ve got something on our system that someone would prefer to keep undiscovered. If not, I can’t see
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