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1 Introductions
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Mr. Peter Iverson founded Peter Iverson Private Investigation nine years ago in Victoria, British Columbia. For several years, he operated the detective agency as its sole employee, and the business still bears his name today. 

He had arrived in Victoria about ten years prior, moving from Ontario as a fresh-faced and moderately motivated young man eager to build a career in private investigation. Peter was a thoughtful person, though his deep focus was selective; he would ponder certain topics extensively while completely ignoring more practical, everyday matters. 

Despite this trait, he was not an impractical or detached academic—a comparison he would have strongly and rightfully resisted. Instead, Peter possessed a unique type of street-smart intelligence. It was effective, yet distinct enough that anyone on the street would immediately recognize him as unconventional and different. 

Over his nine years of active practice, his trade taught him real-world lessons that no university could offer. He supplemented this hands-on experience with long hours surfing the internet, accumulating a vast mix of both useful and entirely impractical knowledge. 

Ambition, a need to succeed, a burning desire to generate wealth and status within his community—these were just three of the reasons that did not apply to PeePee Iverson. Instead, he was more motivated to persist in his vocation by his love of noir movies in general and Philip Marlowe in particular. And for a young man with one foot planted firmly in the clouds, and one on the solid earth, that was reason enough. 

PeePee—almost everyone called him that—had no desire to live in 1940s Los Angeles, yet he wanted to bring a slice of classic noir to the Harris Green neighbourhood of Victoria. After an unexpected payout from a bizarre, violent case a few years back, he had gutted the downstairs of his small house to build the part. 

The centrepiece of this frivolity was a waist-high wooden rail dividing the office in two, complete with swing gates straight off a 1940s silver screen. 

The house itself was a 1910 Edwardian Vernacular, decorated in an Arts and Crafts style with touches of noir kitsch. Iverson tried not to fuss over the domestic details, though. His hero, Philip Marlowe, would have raised an eyebrow and sneered at such effete nonsense. 

He affected, in his personal life, a rugged Marlowe persona and dress, with very retro striped suits that he wore on dates and a brown fedora hat that he wore even when he was working. He also put on airs of philistine vulgarity which, like so much of his makeup, was only partly the real man. Iverson was far from a philistine though he was—truly and to the depths of his soul—vulgar of expression if not sentiment. He was sensitive to the feelings of others if he noticed them, but he often didn't and so was considered to be an insensitive dork by many who knew him. 

He carried a walking stick with a heavy silver head, not because he had a limp or even because it was a noir thing—it wasn't. The stick was what, in the literature of fictional detectives—in this case Sherlock Holmes—was known as a 'Penang lawyer' and afforded the PI a measure of personal protection. He felt that it was better suited for this purpose, around town if not inside his premises, than the varnished and very serviceable hickory shillelagh that leaned against one side of his desk, hidden from the view of any visitors. That shillelagh had bashed out the brains of a 'palooka', as he called a type of thug, the previous year. 

Yes—bashed out the brains. Iverson found that his job came with some baggage that he had expected and some that he had not—and violence was one of the expected elements. Of course he did not carry a snub-nosed pistol like his hero Philip Marlowe—the law is very different in 2020s Victoria compared with 1940s LA—and yet workplace violence had, especially over the past three years, become an increasingly common and worrying factor. 

The weather was also different, and so our modern gumshoe would wear a trench coat like Humphrey Bogart's only in the rainy winter months. He lived on his cellphone, which Philip Marlowe could not. One constant that transcended nearly a century of time and a thousand miles of latitude, however, was the wickedness and deception of the human heart. The good people and bad people of 2020s Victoria, BC, had much in common with the good people and bad people of 1940s Los Angeles, CA. 

If Iverson thought about the risks that were increasingly a part of his profession, then he thought about them in the same manner as Marlowe would have, at least in his fanciful imagination. People think a gun in the hand means they’ve got the world by the tail. It doesn't. A gun is just a fast curtain to a bad second act. It’s clumsy. It’s what happens when brains run out, and around this town, brains are always in short supply. The guys who handle the rough stuff for a living—the hoodlums, the back-alley philosophers, the cops with lead in their sap—they think they’re tough because they live on the seamy side of things. They aren't tough. They’re just loud. Down here, violence isn't a profession; it's just the local dialect. You have to speak it if you want to survive the night, but that doesn't mean you have to like the sound of it. 

Sometimes the PI even said these thoughts out loud, either to a member of his staff—at one point he would have said 'extensive staff'—or to himself during the many hours he spent out on surveillance. Surveillance—the single biggest item on his charge sheet—meant standing in a busy downtown street looking into a store window, or at the window reflection. Or it meant spending hours nursing a coffee in the front of an urban coffee shop with a good view of the building opposite. Or he would be sitting in his parked Jeep by the airport, or beside a quiet road outside of town. 

Usually, when it came to expressing his inner Marlowe out loud, he'd be in his Jeep. The fedora would be donned and the voice would become as close as he could get to gravelly, like the chain-smoking Bogie or one of his tough screen characters. But to anyone who heard, it sounded more like an asthmatic goat that had just run a hundred-metre dash. “I don't go looking for it. But when you walk down these mean streets, you learn that if you want to keep a shred of your own skin, you have to be tough enough to take a beating, and just smart enough to know when to duck. If I have to hit a guy, I do it dispassionately. If I get hit, I don't cry about it. But when the night is over and the sirens fade, it leaves a sour taste in your mouth that even cheap bourbon can't wash away. It makes you feel old. It makes you feel tired. And it makes you wonder why a guy with a perfectly good chess set keeps opening his door to the dark.” 

Violence and death had visited his office more than once, and it affected—sometimes even had been initiated by—his long-suffering (in her own mind) secretary, Cath Cuttler. 

Cath had walked through his door some four years prior to the start of this strange and tangled story. Perhaps it wasn't a coincidence that the pages of the PIPI business diary, once stark and mostly empty, began to fill with ink shortly after her arrival. Most of those early entries were a slow, depressing drudgery. There were endless afternoons tracking down government claim fraud or tailing cheating husbands for angry wives. Lately, though, the cases had begun to shift, climbing a notch or three above the usual grime. Big money and big actors drifted into their little office from time to time—the grime was of better quality. The extra income from these clients was never as regular as the violence, but it was far more welcome. 

Yet, much to PeePee's chagrin, these high-stakes cases never mirrored the ones that walked through Philip Marlowe’s door. His literary hero always seemed to find a classic siren sitting across from him—a beautiful girl with a rich father and a tragic sob story about a cruel millionaire husband. Iverson, on the other hand, usually found himself staring across his scuffed, old wooden desk at a little old lady who had been bilked of her pension by a sophisticated gang of cybercriminals. 

Cath was called 'CC' by her boss, and when he referred to his 'extensive staff' he was alluding to her alone. CC stood for 'Cantankerous Cath' to her argumentative and sometimes petulant employer. She knew this, and she also knew why he referred to her as 'extensive.' CC had been, at the time of her joining the little company—it had never had more than two employees—seriously overweight. Fortunately for her feelings and for the success of the small private detection agency, she was as thick-skinned as an ox and was naturally inclined to robustly defend herself with loud and profane verbal taunts and jibes. 

She and her boss exchanged insults across the retro rail in the retro office from her desk to his and back again with great energy and pleasure, as well as great regularity. If he was inclined, when the mood was upon him, to waspishness or peevishness and making a snide comment, then for her part CC was more than happy to retaliate. She held her own in these exchanges, much as a skunk or a porcupine might hold its own. She was inclined to loud angry outbursts at the best of times and the digs and jabs that flew between the desks were sharp and painful—and relished by both parties. Thus, for example, PeePee considered that he was being witty as well as cruel when he referred to his fat secretary as 'extensive staff'. She thought that calling him a 'skinny fuckwad' in reply was both justified and amusing. 

But these exchanges were like rolling thunder—loud and violent at the time, and sometimes lingering, but not for long. In some ways the entire staff of Peter Iverson Private Investigation—that is, PeePee and CC—were very capable and professional people so that, when the chips were down, they both shone in their own ways. PeePee could do the gumshoe side of things very well, so CC thought—though she rarely would say so to him. CC was a dab hand at chasing down facts and people online, and bringing in business and running the office—though in general he would rather undergo root canal work than compliment his secretary on her job performance. 

As things turned out, their combined skills would be honed and extended during and because of the current investigations on their plate, here recorded. These investigations were ongoing at the same time and involved murder. Victoria is not a violent city and so murder, when it happens, is considered shocking—and triply so when connected to two others on the mainland. And then there was the spike in large-scale warehouse robberies. PIPI would be called upon to investigate aspects of both these crimes by three of the victims. So, as they might express it, CC managed a fat caseload while PeePee would be stretched thin. 

The improving nature of the bottom line at Peter Iverson Private Investigation was due in part to the investigative skills of its chief and only gumshoe. It was also due in larger part to the quite different—and usually more practical—abilities and mindset of his larger-than-life secretary. 

This improved skill set coupled with a growing albeit local reputation led, at the time of this story, to a full diary for the small private detection company. The secretary was, more often than not these days, turning down the mundane benefit fraud jobs and scumbag husband jobs—passing them to others in the small community of private eyes in Victoria. 

On the books, at the time that the tale related herein began, there were three cases. All of them were more important than the normal run-of-the-mill PI fare, and so arguably were more interesting, though they required little in the way of Iverson's much-vaunted prowess at unarmed combat and even relatively little in the way of surveillance. 

They did involve more ne'er-do-well people and more money than was usual, and as a consequence there was more violence here and there, and a more than usual involvement of the local police and of the Horsemen—the RCMP. These complex cases took up all of the days and a few of the nights of the intrepid PIPI staff. The three cases became tangled in varying degrees and fraught to the max. All became quite well known at different times to the general public, and that fact can solidly be attributed to their violence—always a magnet for the media. 

Murder and money. Money was awash in all of these cases, though not much of it came to PIPI. Murder and deception, large-scale theft and intrigue, dark depths of human wickedness welling to the surface in quiet and peaceful Victoria, BC—what more could the local papers and TV stations and online social networks desire? 

Murder, money, and mayhem. Cath Cuttler had saved Peter Iverson's life at one point a few years back, during his investigation into a cocaine-smuggling gang, and on that occasion he had not held back his thanks. Surprisingly effective under pressure, the weedy-looking PI—his secretary often described him to his face as 'a puny asswipe'—was increasingly capable of holding his own in a street fight. Apart from the Penang lawyer, PeePee had over the previous three years, for the safeguarding of his own carcass and that of his extensive staff, acquired a modest but growing proficiency in the ancient Chinese martial art of kung fu. He had discovered via his secretary a good teacher—Jade—who, in addition to teaching the physical and philosophical side of the fighting technique, ran the very same weight-loss gym where CC had shed over one hundred and twenty pounds. 

From the storyteller's point of view, the overlapping and intertwined nature of the events described here makes for a difficult task of setting the episodes out clearly. A straightforward chronological narrative will not do—it would be far too interwoven and confusing. It would present as a patchwork rather than a pattern, and so instead you will find in these pages the first parts of the stories told separately. 

Imagine two threads of similar colour twisted and knotted together in some irregular manner to form a matted jumble. How can you be expected to tell if the beginning of one strand that you hold in your left hand is the same fibre as the one you hold in your right? Much better to disentangle the mess and braid both strands—leaving the bottom half unplaited. Here, then, we have three cases with two of them sharing a timeline. So we have two separate timelines—two threads. Two plus one equals three. We begin at the unconnected ends, following first one and then the other before enmeshing them when it seems appropriate, and then following the unified braid to its shocking conclusion. 

CC said afterwards in the office that she thought it was shocking, though she might simply have been trying to wind up her boss on the matter. Certainly Inspector Ernie Ng of VicPD would have called it that, had he known the details, which he didn't. PI Iverson was more insouciant, more sanguine even, on the matter. He thought the conclusion a moral imperative, albeit one that turned his stomach. 

As to the two timelines. The first will take you to the deepest and murkiest depths of the black economy, where everything that is predatory—such as contract killing—swims silently and mostly unseen. You will at one point join a large and well-organized crime gang, who are responsible for two of the cases. For the second, concurrent timeline you'll visit the comfortable world of three high-tech executives and their families—comfortable, that is, apart from the tragic and mysterious murders in their midst. 

Here's a taster, from the first timeline:

“Guns, you two!” 

The leader—like all his crew wearing black lycra and a ski mask—held out a black plastic garbage bag, open at the top. One Uzi and one Glock 17 were dropped in by two of the crew as they piled into the back of the panel van, breathless. Exhausted, they collapsed onto one of the rugs and lay on their backs, sucking in air. “Sorry, boss.” 

The leader heard the first van head off and listened to the noise. Keep it calm, boys—stay within the speed limit. And they did. Three more piled into the van, and the leader shut the door. One of them tapped the bulkhead and the van pulled away from the warehouse door. 

“You did the right thing, guys—that guard was seconds away from hitting a panic button. We need to dispose of your weapons. I'm more concerned about you sweating all over that rug—it's worth twenty grand!” 

And from the second:

She stood in front of her full-length dressing mirror and timed herself, staring at her distraught face. In under a minute the tears rolled down her cheeks and she sobbed into both hands. After a few seconds she looked up and smiled. Her cheeks were wet. Under a minute! She had taught herself how to cry on command, by a combination of not blinking for thirty seconds while at the same time thinking of the death some years earlier of someone dear to her heart. I wept at your funeral, and now I thank you for teaching me how to weep at my husband's. 

Not that she didn't love her husband—it's just that he was getting in the way. 
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PART 1: For the common bad
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We'll begin with ill-gotten gains. The dark web is a marketplace for stolen goods and illegal services. Few of the nice people in this world know of 'onion routing' and, if you are one of the nice people, don't worry—you won't need to understand it here, but instead you'll just need to know what it is and what it does. 

The commercial dark web emerged in 2011, primarily due to a guy called Ross Ulbricht, who you will learn more of later on. Don't sweat the nerdy details, nice person—CC will do the heavy lifting there. 
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2 Versace black velvet sequin evening gown
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Iverson was into technology only where it impinged on his job. His hero Philip Marlowe belonged to an age where high-tech meant a typewriter, or a wall phone that needed to be cranked to wake up the operator. PeePee, by way of contrast, read about, thought about, bought—when replete with funds—and employed any gadget that would assist him to be a more effective PI. Tracking devices, cameras, eavesdropping bugs, phone apps—anything within the law and one or two things outside. If it was cool and if it buttered his professional parsnips, then it became a part of his PI toolbox. 

A glaring exception to this IT fixation was the internet. Iverson used it frequently, certainly more than most people, but he had no more knowledge of how it actually worked than the average person on the street—and considerably less than a select few, such as his secretary, who managed the digital side of his life with effortless competence. 

Often, when stuck on endless surveillance details, he would relieve the crushing boredom by looking up arcane subjects on his phone. His active, if admittedly unruly, mind latched onto topics at random or chased down bizarre rabbit holes that arose tangentially from whatever case he was working on. 

That was how he found himself killing time one chilly afternoon, slumped low in the driver’s seat of his car. He was parked in the sprawling lot of the Juan de Fuca Rec Centre out in Langford—one of the western communities just a few klicks up the highway from downtown. He was waiting for a suspected benefit fraudster to show up and join his pals, who were already taking turns throwing balls into a weathered basketball hoop on an outside court. 

Iverson had positioned his car far enough away to remain entirely unnoticed by the group of middle-aged guys, yet close enough to maintain a clear line of sight through his long lens. It was a test of patience. When the target eventually showed up—on the excruciating third day of the surveillance—Iverson didn't hesitate. He raised his camera, capturing a rapid succession of sharp, undeniable pictures. The frame filled with images of the fraudster running, pivoting, jumping, and clearly having a wonderful time. 

Those definitive pictures were later dispatched to the government department that paid the man's medical benefits. The officials there had long been deeply dubious about the validity of the claim, which asserted a permanent disability due to losing a leg in a logging accident. As it turned out, the camera didn't lie, even if the claimant did. 

So what has this mundane banality to do with the internet? The point is that, on days one and two, PeePee's mind naturally turned to the rules of basketball and the statistics of accidents that occurred in logging camps. These and other questions that arose in his mind were soon answered by appealing to the internet, and his small screen told him all he desired to know. This information, and that of the wear pattern of radial-ply car tires, runoff damage caused by rain in urban environments, leaf shapes in trees, and the change in average length of miniskirts in 1960s London all added to his general education—though they were usually retained in his memory for not much longer than the case he was working. 

So PeePee Iverson used the internet and learned much from it, but his knowledge of it was at the same level as his knowledge of television: he watched the TV screen but like most everyone else had only the vaguest ideas of what went on in back. 

Here is where he benefited from doubling the workforce of his detection agency by employing the spiky-haired, intermittently overweight, and fractious lady called Cath Cuttler. Now, Cath was no whiz-kid or high-tech nerd—she did not complete a degree at university and had no specialist knowledge in IT or electronics. It was just that she took to the internet—all aspects of it—like a vampire to a credit card sale at a goth boutique. 

She did use the web a lot in her personal life, being a Millennial who was only slightly too old to call herself a Zoomer—a member of the Gen Z demographic who had kilobytes and JPEG files and tweets flowing through their arteries instead of blood and analog signals. In short, she made it her business and her pleasure to know her way around the web. 

Her boss was only a little older than her in years, though in mindset he was borderline baby-boomer. She brought her practical IT skills to her job whereas he did not—could not, was constitutionally incapable of so doing. 

She knew of data sets and file formats, of cookies and malware and phishing and USBs, and she knew these things better even than most college students—better even than most high school kids. She networked with hundreds of friends and colleagues on message boards and blogs, she Facebooked and emailed and Zoomed and knew which online marketplace was the best for bread machines and BOSS bandanas, and which for boyfriends. 

Contrast this with her employer, who limited his online communications to emails and phone calls, and who learned online about hippopotamus dentition and white dwarf star evolution. In short, the internet skills of the two employees of PIPI diverged, like many of their other skills and interests and priorities in life. Yin and yang, nut and bolt, lock and key, salt and pepper. 

And then along came Sarah's Versace black velvet sequin dress. Sarah was Cath's BFF since schooldays. Like CC only more so, Sarah had serious health issues with her weight. Both had signed up for a two-year series of weight-loss torture, as they both termed it, at their gym and lived on starvation rations during that period. 

CC succeeded in getting down to her target weight and since then had only occasionally faltered and put on five or ten or fifteen or twenty pounds before signing up again for a few weeks or, at most, a few months of torture until the problem went away. 

Sarah, however, was much less disciplined and so fell off the wagon more often. She seemed to spend half her time at the damned gym or eating rabbit food in small portions. At one point she'd gone the surgical route, which had produced great results at first, but it was only a year or so before she was once again very overweight. Sarah's personality was as large as her bulk and her mood swung opposite to the number on her scales. She was, in short, a handful—metaphorically as well as physically. 

Between relapses Sarah would get her body weight down almost to that of PeePee—around 140 pounds. He was slender, as his secretary pointed out, to the point of wimpiness. Along with a slight build, the PI was of no more than average height, with mousy hair too long to be compatible with that of a rough, tough, macho noir-movie gumshoe he-man. In his favour he had a pleasing face and soft eyes that appealed to some women—Sarah being one of them. She had made it clear years earlier that, once she got down to his weight, she would be all over him like a cheap suit. The abominable threat of such a dalliance horrified Iverson to the extent that he threatened to starve himself if Sarah ever got within five pounds of him. 

At the time that this story—or tangled dark web of stories—began, Sarah was in a good place, weight-wise. She was to the casual observer a little overweight—but chubby, not fat, and certainly not morbidly obese as she had been. Because her size was up and down “like a whore's drawers,” as she would say, half of her small apartment was taken up with wardrobes containing clothes of different sizes. Now, she was wanting to go soft-clubbing to a new place which she knew was frequented by a guy she was interested in. He was five years younger than her and typically Gen Z in his disdain for alcohol—unlike Sarah, CC, and her employer, all of whom would happily swill beer on an oceanic scale if it was compatible with holding down their jobs and (for Sarah and CC) their weights. 

Sarah needed a new dress to impress the guy. Actually, scratch that—she needed to impress every guy at the club and, while she was at it, every other guy in the world. She was on the hunt for an upscale knock-'em-dead stunner, but it had to be compatible with her mid-scale budget. As a sub-manager at a downtown hotel, her paycheque didn't exactly match her haute couture aspirations. 

Her best friend CC was more than eager to help. CC wanted nothing more than to see Sarah find a good man. Sarah tended to go through relationships like a barracuda ripping through a shoal of sardines. But this new guy—a teetotal Zoomer—sounded a cut above the rest. He seemed like the type who might actually hang around for a while, which was exactly what Sarah needed. 

Determined to make the match happen, CC took matters into her own hands. She went on the dark web, and—boom—there it was. A rogue consignment of dead-stock designer dresses—completely new and unsold—happened to include a breathtaking Versace number. Black was always a good colour for Sarah, and this gown was pure drama. In a legitimate market, a pre-owned version of this runway evening gown would have easily cost her four grand. But the dark web promised brand new, tags attached for a mere third of the ticket price. 

Sarah had been overjoyed when she picked up the parcel and tried on the gown. “Okay, wait, look at this new fit... no cap, it's low-key giving rich-girl energy! I am high-key obsessed with how snatched it makes me look! It literally ate!” 

CC rolled her eyes at the screenager talk—Sarah must really have it bad for this younger guy. Never mind—it did make her look really great. It hugged her form and it was comfortable and flattering. The dress was sleeveless and fell below her knees “...which is essential for a gal like me with legs like a rugby player's!” she'd said. For CC, however, the most impressive thing about it was that the dark web purchase had arrived at all. And through the regular mail. Not what she'd feared. She smiled at her friend who twirled in front of her full-length mirror, beaming while she admired herself and uttered unrepeatable claims about what was going to be done with that young man immediately after—or even during—the dance at the new club. 

CC was not at the time familiar with the dark web. She had scoured the regular, legal, clear web for anything suitable, but there was no dress that pressed all of Sarah's buttons. So, determined to make the match happen, she'd reluctantly dipped her toes into the murky shallows of the shadow web. Navigating the dark web felt like walking down a pitch-black alleyway; it was a digital wild west of unindexed marketplaces, exit scams, and law enforcement honeypots. One wrong click could infect her laptop with ransomware, or worse, compromise her bank account. But for CC, the thrill of the hunt—and the potential payoff—outweighed the paranoia. Not the least part of the thrill, she knew almost as soon as she dipped her toes, came from the certain knowledge that she was good at it. 

Her employer was tolerant of her learning the dark web at work, even if it was initially just to buy an article of clothing for her scary friend Sarah. PeePee called it his employee's professional development, her on-the-job training. He had a professional interest in 'onionland', as CC sometimes called it, and was well aware of her superior IT skills. 

CC's motive—dressing up Sarah like the dog's dinner—was of considerably less interest to him. She had wanted to use her workplace desktop for the search (and to learn about onionland) because it was more powerful than her tablet and with a bigger screen. He'd said no to that because he was afraid of malware being downloaded from the murky depths, but had permitted her to purchase a laptop on the company's dime so long as it was dedicated to dark web use with no physical or Bluetooth connection to the other computers and phones in the office. She had done so and, in return, was bringing her boss up to speed on all things dark and digital. 
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3 The dark web
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She booted the burner laptop, watched the privacy browser crawl to life, and typed the brittle onion address into the bar. “So far, it's recognizable, except for the names of things,” said CC as she sat at her desk and tapped the keyboard. PeePee was sitting behind her and staring intently over her shoulder at the laptop screen. “Onion?” 

“That's one of the differences. So, what I've done so far is boot up the so-called 'privacy focus' operating system—it's called Tails—and then downloaded the Tor browser. Onion is the domain suffix for hidden services. OK?” 

PeePee didn't reply, which told CC that he didn't get the jargon—but it hardly mattered. Her boss was one of those rare people who would not say he understood something if he didn't understand it. “Hidden services meaning the illegal stuff? Boosted cars, prohibited drugs, contract killers, child porn...” 

“That's right, boss—anything at all. There are no bars and no safety net down here. No limits and no law. We're swimming with sharks.” 

“So if I wanted to order a kilo of fish-scale cocaine and a metric tonne of prostitutes, we could order them right now? How would we do that? You understand, CC, that I am desirous of neither of these things—it's the possibilities and the practicality of the dark web that interest me. I've been told that it is totally anonymous. Is that true? And if it is, then how the hell do you buy and sell things?” 

“It is true and I'll show you, and then you'll be able to order your coke and hookers in private. Or a Versace dress if that turns your crank. Anonymity is the key thing here. Nobody trusts anybody else on the dark web—it's a very murky place and there is no legal recourse, so things have been set up so the marketplace is functioning yet anonymous. First of all, everything we do that connects with others on the Tor network passes through three relay nodes before it reaches its destination.” 

“Meaning the keystrokes you make are bounced around the world so that your location is not known to the recipient?” 

“More or less. And vice versa. Second, unless you're very stupid then you make payments on the dark web via cryptocurrency such as Monero. People used to use Bitcoin, but that is not so secure. See what I've done? We're now looking at a cryptomarket.” 

The screen appeared to PeePee much like an Amazon or eBay website, except that “...it's different. There's no IP addresses! I should have expected that, I guess.” 

“Yes, PeePee—it's essential for anonymity. Now we can browse for your metric tonne of prostitutes, if you like. The other key feature that you need to know about is how payments are made and goods are passed through the system.” 

“Hold that thought—I'll get us coffees.” 

He passed through the low swing gates to his side of the office, which took up perhaps three-quarters of the floor space, where his own desk stood in one corner, angled so he could look out of the big front window from his chair. The coffee maker—a skeleton espresso machine which looked like a miniature oil refinery, with its confusion of metal pipes and steam and gurgling liquid—sat on a smaller table and, after being fed a well-practised amount of ground beans, started to do its thing. 

While he waited, PeePee pondered out loud. “I read somewhere that almost all e-commerce passes through the deep web. That is, part of the clear web that is accessible only through bank portals or corporate networks. I mean shares being traded, and so on. We mere mortals are responsible for about five percent of the total on the clear web, conducting business through Amazon or eBay or big box store websites, and paying by credit card or PayPal or whatever. Then there's the dark web. Nobody is really sure, but it seemingly has only a tiny share of the online market. Which I suppose is a good thing.” 

He poured two full-bodied, syrupy coffees—cream no sugar for him and black for her—and returned carrying both mugs to CC's side of the rail. A whoosh of sound suddenly came down from the roof. Both looked out of the window and sipped their espressos—the java had enough lead in it to wake the dead. “This downpour had better not last long or else half of downtown will be flooded
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