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			Prologue

			February 17th, 2114. 

			This was the first recorded date of an advert appearing online on various mobile networks that promoted a ‘transformational currency opportunity’ arising from the shifter market, the speculative financial trading that arose from import/export consignment discrepancies, where buyers ordered more or less than what they eventually required, leaving suppliers with a shortfall or surplus of stock. This practice had been a matter of changing demand and being regulated through a series of algorithms and stockholding by a variety of different large suppliers. However, with the sharp rise in interplanetary demand for specific goods in the colonies and mining stations off-world, predictive computing struggled to anticipate these needs. 

			Both discrepancies – shortfall and surplus – were turned into an asset by sharp financial speculators who began exchanging these fragile and volatile commodities at speed within specific stock exchanges.

			‘VariCoin’ claimed to be a new digital currency based on the shifter market. It claimed that a large financial consortium had pledged billions of dollars to support the infrastructure of supply and demand relating to off-world cargo transport. This meant the discrepancy element had become ‘an asset-only economy.’ Investors in the new currency could get in quickly and join the community who were reaping significant profit from the whole process.

			Then Atacama happened. In an instant, the entire strategy of colonial expansion into the solar system was thrown into question. All of the alleged support for consignment shipping evaporated. The sheer scale of the disaster as an economic event was something no individual corporation or government could shield its investors or citizens from. Overnight, stocks nosedived.

			For VariCoin, this was the moment when their cover disappeared. The entire project had been an elaborate fraud, creating a revenue stream that could be used to launder illegal profits from drug cartels and weapons smugglers. EPS appointed a financial investigator to look into the business, as it was registered in Estonia, under their jurisdiction. The investigator’s authority was quickly confirmed by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Suddenly, all of the local tax enquiries and filing discrepancies from VariCoin and its subsidiaries had somewhere to go. 

			Looking back at the media advertising produced by VariCoin, a few key individuals can be identified. One was Amy McTanner, a Harvard business graduate with significant financial portfolio experience as a Singapore trader. The attractive thirtysomething had become the face of the marketing campaign. She could also hold her own in live debates and defend herself and the company when challenged by independent financial experts.

			In 2118, three weeks after the Atacama incident, McTanner vanished. At the time, VariCoin had been served with a cease-and-desist order from prosecutors in the southern district of New York. Media investigations were beginning to hot up as several key questions about the currency’s viability post-Atacama had been left unanswered and VariCoin’s own central exchange had been taken offline three days earlier.

			McTanner had convinced millions of people around the world to invest in VariCoin, promising the kind of huge returns seen by bubble investors throughout the twenty-first century. But in reality, she was the face of a complicated investment network that drew legitimate investor donations into a larger fund that incorporated huge amounts of illegal profit in embargoed trades and criminal transactions. These additional monies insured the rates of interest return that VariCoin published in its regular statements to small investors.

			As the EPS investigators closed in on McTanner, she was seen leaving a hotel in Kyoto ostensibly to board a ferry for Okinawa. Video surveillance footage indicates that she did indeed depart, but there is no record of her arriving on the island. She has not been seen since.

			For the past year, Global Finance Network (GFN) and our syndicated partners have been trying to find out more about what happened to McTanner, and whether she is even alive. 

			Our first step was to try and work out who the principal investors behind VariCoin actually were. This proved difficult. A variety of holding companies were registered as shareholders and owners, but further investigation of these revealed them to be little more than names and addresses. Those names proved to be individuals who have never heard of the digital currency or at least claimed that they hadn’t.

			McTanner’s own business dealings went through a registered company in her own name. This took advantage of business registration rules in Scotland that limited her personal exposure to any loss or suggestion of impropriety. However, again, the two co-directors named in public financial records did at least offer us something when attempting to trace the ringleaders of this giant global financial fraud.

			Nikos Bakirtzis, otherwise known as ‘Niki’, has a reputation for being an underworld money merchant. The name has appeared in a variety of different fraud investigations and held a regular place on the ‘most wanted’ list registered with Interpol. However, it is unknown whether the name has been used as an alias by several different criminal operators, or whether it belongs to an actual person.

			Amy McTanner was photographed in a variety of different public locations and launch events for VariCoin. Investigators have been combing through all the images they can find online to try and identify all of the different individuals who seem to form part of her entourage. There are at least three people who could be ‘Niki’.

			The charge list for Bakirtzis is extensive and varied. Among a variety of financial crimes, there are three counts of murder, suggesting that if he is one individual, he is prepared to do whatever it takes to ensure his agenda is served and continued.

			The second individual named as co-director in McTanner’s private company was Alistair Gohman. This is a known alias of Marcus Arnesen, the Hannington Corp executive who died in Singapore. We have only just started cataloguing the Gohman/Arnesen involvement in a variety of different criminal networks, but we do know there is a direct link between him and the sovereign state of Primorye.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: Reeve

			The call, when it came, was expected.

			It’s 3 a.m. GMT +9. I’ve been working out of an apartment in Jayapura for the last three weeks. It’s hot here, the worst kind of hot, where the air is thick and humid. You walk anywhere and your clothes get soaked and stick to you. So, I try not to walk around. I stay in my room with all the blinds closed. 

			The current case I’m dealing with is an insurance fraud. Minor issue that just requires the right paperwork to be assembled before we haul in the trade attaché who thinks he can take a cut on the side without telling anyone. He got caught. That means his little game is over and we’ll pull him in sometime later tomorrow afternoon. 

			In the meantime, I’ve started the prep work on a Norway case. A matter of illegal undersea drilling. I’ll requisition a flight out there as soon as I’m done here. Different expense code, different team and much cooler.

			I’ve spent years working for EPS. I generally try to make sure I have more than one ‘controller’ over my caseload. Having two masters might sound like an issue, but generally it means you can play one off against the other to ensure you’re left alone to manage your own time.

			I also try to keep abreast of internal traffic. Over the years, I’ve been added to a variety of different working groups and management discussions so that I have the necessary access for a specific project or investigation. When whatever it is gets wrapped up, I tend to just go quiet rather than remind people to remove me. It’s amazing what sort of things you can learn just by staying ‘in the loop’. Internal investigations are the best ones. If they appoint you to assess a variety of communications between different employees, you have to have the access, so you get the entire trail. I’m on good terms with a lot of the senior network technicians. Not the managers; I try to work with people who are prepared to get their hands dirty.

			The current ‘big gig’ is the VariCoin stuff. I remember the adverts and looked into investing when it came out. Then again, when these things seem to be too good to be true, they usually are too good to be true.

			I initiate contact. A black screen appears. Audio only. “Hello?”

			“Is that Mr Reeve?”

			“Just Reeve, but yes.”

			I note the encryption applied to the call. Somebody wants to be careful. I’m covering my own backside as well with a separate device running to keep a record of the conversation.

			A face appears on the screen, a face that I recognise immediately. She is older than the last time we met, but then so am I.

			I smile. “Well, this is a surprise.”

			“We have a task for you.”

			“How have you been? It’s been, what? Ten years? More than that, eh? Wow, I did not expect a call from you.”

			The woman ignores my words. I mean, she allows me room in the conversation to say them, but it’s as if I haven’t spoken. “The data files are being sent over to you now. The details will need to be studied thoroughly.”

			I’m assessing this on the fly. This isn’t a legitimate assignment from EPS. The last time I saw this woman, she blackmailed me into doing that job on Boipelo. Ever since then, I’ve steered away from the bad shit and covered my tracks. Let’s be clear, I’m no angel, but I take a lot of precautions these days.

			“If this is another kidnapping attempt, I’m out. I don’t do that anymore.”

			“You’ll do what we need. You know the consequences if you don’t.”

			The files appear on my screen. I frown. I’m expecting another crude crime, but that’s not what’s here. Instead, there is a dossier of information; links between investigations, some of them connecting back to projects I worked on. I see the name Marcus Arnesen and the memories come back. Some guilt and shame for how I acted, but the outcome was what all parties wanted.

			“I thought the Atacama investigation was closed.”

			“It is. This is connected. That’s why we contacted you.” The woman leans forwards. “Mr Reeve. You can either be part of the solution in this, or part of the problem. Another, very high-profile EPS inquiry is getting very close to a set of activities that we would prefer to remain hidden. In about four minutes, you will be contacted by a senior colleague asking you to join that inquiry. We would like you to accept.”

			“Accept and do what? Spell it out for me.”

			“You are to accept and direct the investigation as we require.”

			There it is. The admission. I have it recorded. This is the only way I can defend myself when the time comes to turn around and say no. Right now is not that time. “All right,” I say. “But I’ll need a partner.”

			“Disclosure of our conversation and your task is not permitted, Mr Reeve.”

			I shake my head. “That’s not going to work. I want to bring someone in. They will be an asset and possible patsy if things go to shit. I need that, or I’m not taking this on.” 

			“Mr Reeve, you are in no position—”

			“The threats only work so far, lady. Your hold on me buys my silence, but not this unless you agree to the terms.” I smile. “Besides you’ll like the new asset. If all goes well, you’ll have two people to blackmail.” I glance at the clock on the screen. “Your timetable doesn’t give you much time on this. Just over three minutes until the next call, according to what you said.” 

			She sighs. I take a little pleasure in hearing that. I don’t feel guilty for it, given our history. 

			“All right,” she says finally. “Send me the details.”

			I push a few buttons and send over the identity card of the individual. I take additional delight in seeing the look of surprise on my blackmailer’s face. She bites her lip, but then nods. “Very well. But you are responsible for her.”

			“Of course.”

			Immediately, the screen goes blank.

			I glance at the clock again. Sixty-five seconds until the official call, if all this pans out as I’ve been told. I pull up the files again and begin reading. After thirty seconds, I know what this is all about.

			The VariCoin Investigation. The media call it ‘Vari-Con’, nice little pun. It’s a high-profile case. There’s a huge amount of noise around it, a lot of heat and pressure. Just the sort of situation I prefer to avoid.

			They’ve already apprehended Amy McTanner, the face behind it, but it turns out she was a paid actress and doesn’t know anything. She’s in protective custody for now. The two individuals they are trying to find are Alistair Gohman and Nikos Bakirtzis. So far, these are just names.

			That’s why I need Francesca. 

			I access the NACS database through a back door. I know she retired, quit the business right after completing the Atacama reports for all the interested parties. However, people who do what we do often get ‘unretired’ for a specific job or two. I’m looking for any hint of connected activity in the system. 

			I’m in the middle of running an active query on the log when the second call comes in. I immediately switch windows and answer it. 

			“Jackson Reeve?”

			Peter Gelburn appears on my screen. He’s a senior analyst at EPS Central. We’ve worked together a few times, but then he climbed the career ladder and ended up on the big cases. The moment he realised I wasn’t interested in that kind of work, he became distant. After all, I was no longer useful to him.

			“Hello, Peter,” I said. “What can I do for you?”

			“I hear you’re nearly done in Jayapura? I wanted to sound you out about doing a little work on the VariCoin stuff? We’ve got a pretty big team and decent budget. What we need is an expert on Marcus Arnesen. You met him, didn’t you?”

			“I almost met him,” I reply. “He died before I got the privilege. When we were working on Atacama, we traced his financials, so I know his methods.”

			“That’s what I was hoping,” Peter said. “Any chance we can get you to look over the records we’ve obtained? We think we’ve identified a couple of other pseudonyms he was using. They may lead us towards the money.”

			“Okay, I can do that,” I say. “But I had help looking at them before. The person I work with is the real expert on this.”

			“Who’s that?”

			“Francesca Agnelli,” I say. “She’s retired from the NAC. I think you should bring her onto this.”

			“You trust her?”

			“Yes, otherwise I wouldn’t be suggesting it.”

			Peter is frowning, mulling over the idea. He’s not the first person to be doing this on a call with me this evening. I see his eyes flicker to another screen. I bet he’s checking Francesca’s record. He’ll probably find the same things I did, if he has access.

			“All right, Reeve. I’ll have travel booked for you for tomorrow evening to London. We’ll need you here with us as soon as possible after that. Does that give you long enough to finish off what you’re doing?”

			“Should do,” I say. “Talk to you soon.”

			“Sounds good. Bye.”

			* * *

			I head to bed.

			I don’t sleep much. That’s always been a thing. When I was younger, I was always part of that last group of the party. When other people drifted away, I was still there, beer in hand, cracking jokes and taking it all in. People thought that was a choice; really it wasn’t. I don’t switch off easily, not for long periods of time.

			Now, I’m lying on my back, staring at the ceiling. It’s still too hot. Last summer, this place had one of those climate crisis events. A high-pressure heat bubble that covered about eight square kilometres for the best part of three weeks. They had to evacuate most of the city. So, it means people get nervous if it stays too hot for too long.

			The whole Atacama situation is back in my mind. I’ve pushed it away for a long while, but I knew at some point I’d need to deal with what happened.

			I betrayed Francesca. I sold her out to the people in Singapore and wrote up everything just as I was instructed, letting the bad people get away with what they’d done, all in the name of preserving the status quo. 

			I’m okay with most of that. I mean, these investigations are rarely about truth and justice. More often than not a deal is done, and things get buried. That’s part of the job I’m in.

			The bit that I’m ashamed of is how I left things with Francesca.

			Peter Gelburn will endorse my application to bring her in. It makes sense. She decided to retire and lives in London. That’s why I’m going there. We’ll have to talk. I’ll need to win back her trust and persuade her to join me.

			That won’t be easy. 
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