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            ‘And meanwhile,’ he says, ‘Graham will take over their screens and turn the botnet on their website.’

Gray nods.

‘I’ll have the whole of 404 City singing
Daisy, Daisy
by noon,’ he says.

¶takebackIDhub

We are beyond words.

“Protester killed in ‘tragic accident’ at corporate headquarters.”
fub.ar/20dfd7b

CITE THIS.

Rally at 404.

  

Two

The screen was bigger than the sky. Six blocks out it took hold of City Road. J-R and Mark were walking into a sea of data. The upper face of the building was grained with sun-bright pixels, as though it had swallowed half of London’s electric current. Sliding banners, tag lines, splashes of news and flashbulb faces of celebrities – a constant motion of planes and angles. Somewhere within this industrial crash of information were walls, floors, windows, doors; but for a block or two it was impossible to make them out. Everyone walked slack-eyed towards this beacon, smartphones hanging loosely in their hands. The irresistible cry –
look into the light
– has drawn us to our screens since we were born. It found its final exercise here.

As they left the borders of the City, details came into focus below the wall of moving light. A glass buttress jutted from the building’s foot, biting pavement. Only now did their eyes fathom scale. A flow of microdots on the forecourt revealed itself as a gathering of dissidents, unrolling a placard against the interference of uniformed guards. Police and the murmurings of trouble. Cameras. J-R put out a hand to slow Mark and assess the situation.

‘Ready?’ smiled Mark.

J-R squinted at his friend against the morning light and the flare of the building’s glass. They’d barely spoken since they’d met at Old Street Tube station.

‘Why are you here?’ said J-R, surprising himself by speaking. He realised he was echoing Graham’s words from the day before. ‘Why help me?’

Mark reared his head back slightly and pursed his lips.

‘Because we’re mates,’ he said. ‘Do you need more than that?’

He reached to touch J-R’s sleeve briefly with two fingers. A frisson passed up J-R’s arm. He placed his hand on the affected area.

‘Because the thing is,’ he said, ‘last night, when you spoke about –’ he didn’t want to say
fucking
‘– about what you wanted to do to Sean Perce, you sounded like you were, I don’t know,
crowing.
’

Mark started to speak.

‘No, no, hear me out,’ said J-R, realising how much he sounded like a politician. ‘And it made me wonder. So when I got home I did something I probably should have done in the first place – a bit of digging. And I must say, I was surprised. Your blog – the organisations you’ve been involved with. You didn’t tell me.’

‘
Digging
?
On me? Christ, J-R.’

‘I’ve trusted you with things I wouldn’t have shown to anyone.’

‘I should walk away – right now.’

‘Except –’ J-R wondered whether he was going to complete the sentence. ‘Except you don’t want to miss the chance to
fuck
Sean Perce, do you?’

‘Oh, and you feeling like
supporting
him right now?’

‘Have you or have you not been using me to dig up dirt on Mondan?’

‘Jesus!
You
approached
me
,
remember?’

‘Because I’d naïvely hoped we might – God, I don’t know –’

Mark took several deep breaths, as though recovering from a punch to the gut.

‘You know,’ he said. ‘This is why you never see anyone any more. You don’t seem to realise what this job has turned you into. Maybe all those friends you never hear from any more – maybe they’re worried you might
do some digging
on them, too.’

‘That’s in the past. I do want to be more present than I’ve been, for my friends – for you. I mean –’

Mark checked his smartwatch.

‘Fuck.’ He turned his wrist for J-R to see. ‘Sorry, we don’t have time for couple counselling. Vanna’s expecting us.’

He turned and marched on the entrance.
Couple counselling
? J-R’s heart rate mounted as he caught up with Mark. In the knot of journos on the forecourt Frank Pritchett, a stringer for the
Independent,
caught J-R’s eye: damn. What would Pritchett make of his presence here? He flashed his ministry ID at the policeman, who nodded and stepped aside to let them in. It wasn’t clear if he would have moved to stop them entering without this generic institutional proof.

Someone shouted an unintelligible slogan as J-R pushed on a glass door etched with the zero of
404
. They walked along the tower’s splayed foot towards an inner rift in the vertical expanse. Beyond the reception desk and electronic turnstiles, a great glass inversion opened thirty storeys up into the centre of the building. At the top lurked Perce, the tunnel spider brooding in the glow of his screens. The bottom of the shaft, where the boy had landed, was two storeys below ground, out of sight.

‘Ready?’ said Mark.

J-R composed his face into a smile.

 

Mark had been too long at the front desk. J-R fidgeted on the angular sofa, watched by two policemen at the turnstiles. The receptionist handed Mark a handset on a long snake of cable. J-R checked his watch. He wondered where Bethany was. Unforgivable to have abandoned her at the launch event. Though lord knows what he’d have done in the face of those protesters. Dani Farr had been among them, had allegedly attacked Bethany. When he heard the news last night he’d broken his silence to ring Krish – who’d been blunt, even by his standards.

‘
You’re precisely not needed here, J-R. Everybody thinks you’re a cowardly prick for going to ground but you’re in the clear. The polis have their suspect. Today is about them catching the crooks. You take five. On Monday I’ll get the Perm Sec to spank your airse for emailing that contract. That’ll be the long and short.
’

Yes, they had the suspect: in a body bag. J-R stared down at the sweaty knot of fingers in his lap. There was only one reason Krish would say Bethany didn’t need help, when she so clearly did: it was already over for her.

Mark returned from the reception desk, looking cross or puzzled – J-R still did not know how to read the inward turn of his face.

‘We’re to go up now,’ he said.

His eyes didn’t match his breezy tone.

‘Your friend
is
here? Vanna?’

‘It seems not. We’re not meeting her.’

‘Then who?’

‘Perce. Sean Perce is waiting for us. Top floor.’

J-R looked up at the halo of light filling the atrium.

‘—Primitive encampment forming around the base of the glass tower. Behind me you’ll see the tents. Police are monitoring the situation but as yet all seems peaceful.’

 

‘Yes, Carol, we’re seeing footage of the site of last night’s incident. What looks like a hand-painted banner hanging from a balcony, a message on it to do with – door keys? And here a police forensics team. The investigation of protester Leo Sandberg’s tragic death looks well under way.’

 

‘Indeed it is, Julian. And in a related development we understand that Metropolitan Police officers have found the person responsible for leaking emails from Digital Minister Bethany Lehrer. We understand this person is not the hacker Danielle Farr, though she is still wanted for questioning. Though all parties are remaining tight-lipped about an alleged violent incident yesterday, involving Ms Farr and the minister.’

 

‘So the situation there remains tense?’

 

‘Tense indeed, Julian.’

 

‘Stay with us, Carol. We’ll continue to update on the situation at Mondan’s London headquarters as it unfolds. In other news . . .’

Three

‘What’s he up to?’ asks Dani.

‘Huh?’ says Gray, his eyes fixed on Sam’s big screen.

Dani points at a window where email titles scroll by:
FW: Daily press cuts
–
Saturday
and
RE: Everything about you launch.

‘These are Perce’s mails? Live?’ says Dani.

He nods. Sam is off across the room, doing something on his tablet.

‘And you watch these all the time?’ she says.

He nods again, typing.

‘So this week you must have seen something about when they trashed me to the press?’

Gray stays silent.

‘So why didn’t you tell me?’ she says. ‘Warn me?’

He keeps typing a moment, then stops and turns to her.

‘Because he didn’t say anything about that. He did mention you in a couple of mails but that was about using your code for a thing.’

‘Using my – which code?’

He shrugs again and returns to the screen.

‘No idea. He’s said all kinds of incriminating stuff in here. We’re going to use it on the big screens today. But nothing about doxing you to the press.’

Something is eating at Dani but she can’t say what.

‘But Dan?’ says Gray, turning to her again.

He sounds nearly tender: much as he can.

‘Yeah?’ she says.

‘You’re still flying as Terry, though? With the credit card I gave you?’

‘What? Sure. Pretty much. Anything Dani-related is still clogged up in a ton of evil shit.’

She’s been on Parley this morning, as Terry. It’s bursting with angry attention over last night’s events – under the pennants

and
.
The bile about Dani is still swashing about but it’s dying off. She’s almost disappointed not to be stickier. Forty-eight hours is all you get.

‘Good. Because if you go into 404? You need to be worried whether they can see you.’

This makes her heart skip.

‘You’re shitting me. No.’

‘Just saying be careful is all.’

There’s something else. She waits.

‘You know yesterday morning,’ he says, ‘when you didn’t show for the meeting with Jonquil?’

‘I was getting ready for the thing with Bethany Lehrer –? And Leo –?’

‘But did you know Jonquil had the police waiting for you back at Parley? Those government cops?’

‘Holy – no. You are actually scaring me. God!’ She stands. ‘Why do you have to do this? Jonquil’s looking out for me.’

‘Sure,’ says Gray. ‘The woman who’s shutting down Parley is your best pal.’

Dani feels her blood run away down some inner plughole.

 

 Leo handing her the gun

         do what you want with it he said

                 the weight of it in her hand

                         now hes dead

 

Gray looks at her for a moment then gets up and heads for the bathroom. She stops him with a hand on his wrist. He looks down at the hand so she removes it.

‘One thing I can’t get straight,’ she says.

‘Just one?’

She grins unconvincingly. He puts a hand on his wrist, where her hand had been.

‘About those police, I mean. You know they came to Parley on, what was it? Early Tuesday morning?’ He nods. ‘Six of them, with guns. They said sic was a threat. They thought
I
was a threat. Why would they think that?’

‘I guess somebody told them so?’

‘Thanks for that stroke of genius.’

‘Just trying to be, you know, supportive?’

‘But
who
, Gray. Who could have done that?’

Gray does his big comic shrug. She nods – he’s as data-free as she is here. After a beat, he says: ‘Uh, so – call of nature? My bladder feels like I drank Hydro-Man.’

‘Yeah, way too much info,’ she says, batting him away.

When he’s gone she looks over to Sam. He’s tapping at his tablet, expression fixed. She reaches under the monitor on the desk and finds a toggle, switching the display from Gray’s laptop to Sam’s desktop Mac. A login screen:
Sam Corrigan; Admin; Guest.
Password locked. She looks around for a post-it but apparently Sam’s not that dumb. She tries a couple of obvious strings, but nothing.

She flips the display back to Gray’s machine.
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Three things Sean Perce needs to explain:

 

When his relationship with Minister Bethany Lehrer began and how it affected the award of the Digital Citizen contract. 1/3

 

What happened to the data of thousands of Teesside residents. 2/3

 

Why armed police were present in his offices – DURING THE NIGHT – when Leo Sandberg ‘fell’ to his death. 3/3

 

  

Four

J-R was drowning in light. Outside the glass walls, giants and captions taller than a man danced all around. They drew him to the edge, where the suspended floor gave way and the sick appeal of vertigo took hold. Impossible to see down without pressing right up to the floor-to-ceiling window. He edged up to it, straining to see the police operation three dozen storeys below. An ant farm from here.

Queasiness struck him; he looked up instead and there were the remnants of Sandberg’s banner, dangling from a steel gallery. He turned away from the window into the hard grin of Sean Perce, who had entered the room unheard. Perce crushed and agitated J-R’s hand.

‘J-R. Hi. Let me ask you something.’ He dropped the hand. ‘How stupid do you think people are?’

‘Excuse me?’

The dissonance of words and tone had J-R off guard. Perce stepped back.
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