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It is my belief, Watson, founded upon my experience, that the lowest and vilest alleys in London do not present a more dreadful record of sin than does the smiling and beautiful countryside.

Arthur Conan Doyle, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes

Great is the fault in man or woman

Who steals the goose from off the common,

But what can plead that man’s excuse

Who steals the common from the goose?

Peckham song, 1766






Prologue

Here’s a good stab at how he died.

Trigger warning: mortal injury.

He’s standing overlooking the drop. There aren’t many hills around – in fact, from up here you can see just how many hills there aren’t for the nearest twenty miles – but the one he’s standing on now would be spectacular even if it was surrounded by rivals. He knew this spot was perfect the moment he saw it. Clear Scottish air, sweet-smelling grass, the occasional bird of prey cruising by looking for its next mouse below. It’s a sight to restore your faith in humanity, even though humanity had little to do with it. And when you bring someone here and tell them you’re about to change their life, they’ll listen.

This rocky outcrop just off the path is one of the few bits of the whole estate where you could jump out into empty space, and from here you can see the land spread out before you. It’s not divided into fields; there isn’t much good soil around these parts. But there are a few enclosed areas here and there, most of them built to pen flocks of sheep long since shorn and dispatched. The land looks like God’s tablecloth. Who used to say that? His grandmother, he thinks. What was the other thing she used to say? Back when God’s dog was a puppy. He always liked that one. Come to think of it, this slab of land must have looked pretty similar since those days. Well, it’s got a heck of a shock coming to it.

He doesn’t know it yet, but he has a heck of a shock coming too. When the local police eventually arrive, it will not take a Poirot to work out that the blunt object that has done him such damage is ‘the planet earth’, applied at an acceleration of 9.8 metres per second squared.

He knows the change coming to this place is largely his fault, but consoles himself that he won’t be around to see it. If he plays his hand right, within a few weeks he will be living somewhere so nice, and in such privacy, that he will be effectively invisible for life. He’s already contacted an agent about a villa and the price is grotesque, but he thinks he can do a bit of haggling, particularly as he’ll be paying in cash.

Retirement by thirty-five. He doesn’t know why more people don’t do it.

Maybe he’ll get a few hobbies, bridge or birdwatching, but basically it’s going to be pina coladas – pinas colada? pinas coladas? Forget it, doesn’t matter – for him and Kitty all the way from here to breakfast. He’s not doing this out of selfishness, he reminds himself; he’s doing it for her.

Well, maybe a little bit for himself too, but that’s only natural. Even so, it doesn’t matter who he’s doing it for, because there’s that comforting thought again: nobody will ever find him.

Just a few days until a local search-and-rescue team prove that one wrong as well.

He turns and raises a hand at the distant figure toiling up the slope towards him, not recognisable yet, although they’re right on time. The road runs out about halfway up, and the few visitors leave their cars on a tennis court’s worth of scrubby asphalt about a mile down the slope. He had his doubts about the wisdom of holding the rendezvous this far up the hill, but he’s relaxed, because he retains one key fragment of information. It’s so small, this bit of knowledge, no bigger than a few neurons, but it makes his body the most valuable bit of matter for miles around. Bulletproof, in fact.

He turns again and gazes out over the drop ahead of him. He thinks of that famous old picture, the one of the Victorian guy looking down at the fog from the mountaintop, heroic and mysterious. That must be how he appears to anyone watching; masterful, in control. He hears the steps approaching, closer now, though they’re not coming along the path but the soft turf to its side. That’s odd, he thinks, but he doesn’t smell the approaching rat until it’s about to bite him hard.

He’s sometimes been told he values the look of the thing more than the thing itself, and in his defence, it’s got him this far, but unfortunately, it’s also about to get him killed. The thing that lifts you up often does a second shift as the thing that brings you down.

The approaching footsteps have passed the turf and hit the bare rock, so they get louder, but they seem to speed up at the same time. He starts to think about turning.

Then he feels a sharp push in the small of his back, and he realises – too late – that maybe you should only go to a cliff edge and pose for someone as if you’re in a picture if you’re positive they don’t want you out of the picture for good.

The drop from here is two hundred metres, giving him about six seconds to reflect on what’s just happened. Although the main word that echoes through his head is short, crisp and very old, one more thought does occur to him. As the ground approaches to say a big hard hello, he just has time to think once more of his grandmother’s sayings. Perhaps he’ll be hearing them again soon.

The ground is really quite close now, so we should cut away to give him a bit of privacy. It doesn’t matter how many people are around; we die alone.

What he doesn’t know, and what he’s wrong about in his last thought, is the owner of the hands that have just pushed him over the cliff edge and onto the stairway to heaven.

The hands in question weren’t mine. My involvement with this whole thing started a week later. And if I’d been a wee bit wiser – little bit of Scottish for you there – I wouldn’t have needed to take the Ballista job, and I’d have avoided this whole situation. I have square inches of scar tissue now that I could have missed out on if only I hadn’t been so thick.

Still, things could be worse. I haven’t ended up in prison this time, not yet anyway. Most of the people we met along the way are still alive too. At time of writing, I’ve just been to a wedding. Sounds like everything ended up all right for me and my friends, doesn’t it?

Judge for yourself. Pan forward seven days, and …




1

… And I’m in the van, with Jonny, heading back to our place after our latest infiltration of a City high-rise. I’ve got tonight’s souvenir in my pocket, a little toy giraffe from the chief executive’s desk, and there’s a cool £10K heading our way once we’ve invoiced. It is fun sometimes, doing what we do.

Tonight wasn’t much of a challenge. I was in my standard guise as Billy the Binman, claiming to be an external contractor with a new shift pattern. I was plausible, although I could have been lazier and still got in; the security guy on the front desk was so dopey I nearly asked where the other six dwarves had got to. What’s more, I remembered to leave my phone in the glovebox of the van for once, as Jonny kept watch outside, so there won’t be a digital trace of me in the building either.

I realise I’ve started in the middle of things twice in a row now. Here’s a step back:

I used to be Al, but because it looks too much like ‘AI’ and people kept asking me if my emails were generated by ChatGPT, I’ve started going by Alex lately. Neither is my real name, but in this line of work professionals change names like civilians change their socks – every day, as a rule; occasionally twice daily if things heat up.

I used to spend my time breaking into people’s homes. Second homes only, I should say. And I didn’t nick anything, or do any permanent damage. I was more of an unofficial house elf than a squatter. In many places I even did a bit of DIY, which the rightful owners never thanked me for. Life was good. Over the years making my way around London’s super-prime, super-empty housing, I did more or less the whole Monopoly board. (I’m still waiting to win second prize in a beauty contest.)

And then … then my friends and I broke into the wrong house on the wrong day, and we got into a real tangle where some very unpleasant people (half murderers, half police, half spies, all bastards) wanted us out of the picture. Life got rather gnarly for a little while, and I ended up Going Directly To Jail. But we sorted things out, and eventually got back on track.

This situation, with me breaking into various City skyscrapers and my colleague Jonny shadowing me from the van, is what came next. Because these days I have turned gamekeeper. I make my living helping wealthy clients identify the risks that will let wrongdoers into their homes. Or their offices, or banks, or warehouses … If it can be got into, I’ll get in, then return during daylight hours and tell your security team what they could improve. We then delete all the material we gained during our investigation, no matter how compromising. My team and I offer professionalism, competence and total discretion.

I’ve never let my team find out that I refer to them as ‘my team’, incidentally. There are four of us. Here we are:

Jonny has, as far as I can tell, an IQ of 200. He owns multiple computers and lavishes on them the kind of care usually reserved for prize pugs or hothouse dahlias. He’s large, genial and slow-moving, and if the mood took him, he could mess up your tech life so badly you’d be back to the 1970s before breakfast. Last year, during our walk on the wild side, he got himself shot. He’s doing fine now, more or less.

If Jonny is the hard drive of the operation, Elle is our customer interface, one with an over-friendly prose style and written in Comic Sans. She is a master of empathy, persuasion, genuine personal interest and charm. If you ever see her angry, you can be assured that whoever is on the receiving end has had to work hard to deserve it. It is largely thanks to Elle and her emotional labour that we win any customers, or that we manage to persuade the corporate sharks we deal with to pay up.

We’re a family firm – not that you could tell, though, because Em’s skills are all different to her sister’s. If Elle took extra classes at charm school, Em missed the whole term, probably because she was suspended for fighting. But she is a master of infiltrating systems, spotting potential weaknesses, and occasionally making such a bold move that everyone is too surprised to challenge her. Actually, never mind the computer analogy: Jonny is the brains of the operation, Elle is the heart and Em’s the balls.

As for me, I hang around hoping to make myself useful, and although I’m sure I do some highly valuable work, nobody is quite certain what. There you go; I’m the spleen of the operation.

Em is also my girlfriend, although neither of us has thrown the term around that much. Let’s not get hung up on terminology, as she said to me once, the big romantic. But it’s … Look, don’t make me say it’s nice. It’s fine. All right? Let’s move on.

We live together in a stunning flat in a not-horrible part of town that Elle somehow managed to bag us for a few grand a month, and the firm is doing well, thanks to Em’s aggressive campaign persuading clients to recommend us to their friends. We have excellent domestic security, which is my department, and impenetrable firewalls, which Jonny built from the comfort of his gaming chair.

And the clients have been coming in thick and fast lately. Thicker than expected, actually; I thought everyone in the city was a master of the universe, but it turns out plenty would struggle to draw a square mile on an Ordnance Survey map. For most jobs, Em and I do the pitch, and I’ve developed a very effective line – the truth. I tell them we used to be criminals, that we once did this sort of stuff for fun. This gives us an edge over the sort of security consultants who have always stayed the right side of the law. The suits in the room (particularly the men) are often a bit burglary-curious and ask a lot of questions, and by the time I’ve finished answering them, the job is as good as booked.

We only have one hard rule about who we take on: no property. Yes, it’s a large and lucrative sector, but the last scrape we got into was in the world of estate agency, luxury homes and money launderers, and we’d rather not go there again if we can help it. Not least because every time I think about breaking into a second home I shouldn’t be in, my palms itch with temptation, and the police were fairly clear about the minimum tariff should I ever be caught doing that kind of thing again.

So, life is good: but. There’s always a but. And in this case, it’s that I keep feeling a faint tug towards the life the four of us were living a year ago, when we met. The work has started feeling a bit professional recently. I guess a lot of gamekeepers feel like this about the good old days when they were bagging the landowner’s bunnies.

Admittedly life as an interloper (my term) was precarious, and there was a real risk of being beaten up by the kind of irregular security you sometimes came across, but it had a kind of romance to it that is hard to replicate when you’ve just filled in forms for the company pension scheme. So whenever I reflect that I spend my life these days slogging away on behalf of all the people whose second homes I used to live in without their knowledge, I try to remind myself that I’m still taking good money off them.

Oh, God. There’s no getting around it. The thrill of walking in somewhere you shouldn’t be is completely blunted if you have a letter assuring the security team that it’s just a drill. Compared with the good stuff that I’m used to, this job is pure methadone. And the feeling has been getting worse for several months. It was a lot easier when it was just me, breaking and entering.

This has all got depressing a bit faster than I thought, so back we go to the story.

Jonny and I are in the van, cruising back to the Brat Cave. I’m already mentally divvying out the fee for the job we just completed – standard infiltration of a City skyscraper, seventeenth floor, and we pulled Method 14 (pretend you’re out-of-hours sanitation). After £2K for the firm’s kitty, that’s £1,800 for each of us, and a final £800 for things like van hire and new equipment and making our own props.

It’s not bad, although we don’t get these jobs every night, and this one took a lot of prep. Once you’ve factored in the brief and the debrief, we’re paid about the same as a standard London desk job – in other words, nowhere near enough to live on. I did once suggest I should get more as I do the bulk of the actual infiltrations, at which Em pointed out that I only do an hour’s work each day to Elle’s ten, so perhaps I should only get a tenth of Elle’s fee, and we concluded an equal split was best all round.

As Jonny drives the hire van back towards Mr Toad’s Motors, our usual hire place, I fish in the glove compartment and look at my phone. Six messages, two missed calls. I hold the phone up.

‘Jonny. Did you not hear this? Were all these calls when I was in the building?’ He shrugs. ‘The repeated buzzing didn’t strike you as unusual?’

Jonny’s face is blank. ‘I assume you are a popular man. Also, checking a colleague’s phone without permission is bad OPSEC.’

All the messages are from Em. The first one, sent thirty-eight minutes ago, reads, Where fuck you? From there, they somehow manage to get even brisker. I remember, too late, the plan for tonight.

We’re heading past a Tube station – Kennington – on our way to the unfashionable bit of south London we call home (just my little joke; all of south London is unfashionable). ‘Can you drop me here?’

Jonny pulls over, seriously discombobulating a range of road users behind him who assumed he wouldn’t brake quite so fast, and who generously offer thoughts and counsel as they overtake.

‘Good luck, dude.’ He has the air of a man who knows something I don’t, but I ignore it, haul the door open, almost get myself run over by an e-bike as I cross the road, and fling myself through the barrier and down the spiral stairs into the station.

Twenty-six minutes later, I walk, breathless, into the very nice Japanese restaurant that Em wanted to come to tonight. God knows why. But even so, a date’s a date, and I’m aware this is bad form.

It’s also bad form to turn up looking like I do now. I can feel myself sweating because I ran to the restaurant from Leicester Square and I haven’t had time to smarten up. It’s fine, I tell myself. Thanks to the tech bros ruining dress codes for everyone, even quite smart places have had to say goodbye to the old rules about tails, jackets, even collared shirts. There’s every chance someone as scruffy as me could be the incognito founder of a billion-dollar firm. Anyway, the dining rooms are all so dark, nobody will be offended.

Even so, I am aware that there are tracksuits and tracksuits, and the one I’m wearing now is less tech bro than ho bo. Nor did I realise how fancy this place would be. I should have picked up the clues from the single-digit postcode and the reassuringly expensive-sounding name, but as I blink around the foyer, I belatedly clock that this is a rather special restaurant.

The maître d’ – is he still a maître d’ if the food isn’t French? – is looking at me like I’ve just picked up a piece of Wagyu beef with my feet. I can’t look that bad. I tried to shape my hair on the way in, and he should know that breathing heavily is a sign of vitality.

‘Can I … help you?’

I summon up the little dignity available. ‘I’ve got a reservation.’

He doesn’t look or sound like he believes it. ‘In which name, sir?’

‘Alexander.’ He starts looking at the bookings for between 8.30 and 9.00. ‘It was for seven thirty. For two. There.’ I jab at his screen.

‘Ah.’ Within him, the ancient Japanese tradition of immaculate hospitality is clearly doing battle with an equal urge to sling me out on my ear. Thankfully, the former impulse wins. ‘You are quite near the end of your dining slot with us tonight. But your companion is still here, I believe. May I take your … garment?’

I realise then that I’m still in my hi-vis tabard, with OLYMPUS WASTE HAULAGE written on it – our fake company we use when infiltrating buildings. ‘Oh. Er. Yes. That would be kind.’ As he takes it with the absolute outermost edges of his fingertips, as if he might catch manual labour off it, I add, ‘I’ve been on a site visit all day. It’s my company.’

‘Congratulations, sir.’

‘Am I all right like this?’ I gesture to the tracksuit.

‘I think no tie will be necessary,’ he says, and beckons to an underling. ‘Can you take Mr …’

‘Just Alexander.’

‘Can you take Mr Alexander to his seat, please? Enjoy your meal, sir.’ And with that, his young colleague escorts me to the table so rapidly I feel like I’m on a witness protection programme.

Em is looking terrific tonight, which doesn’t help.

‘I’m so sorry. We were on a job, I left the phone in the van. By the time I switched it on … you know. I’m a prat.’ I lean in for a kiss, but she leans right back out the other side.

‘That’s quite all right.’ She’s finished a bottle of sake already. ‘I was just passing the time talking with Ken here.’

Ken is our chef. It’s one of those fancy restaurants where each table is a horseshoe, with a chef-and-hotplate in the middle. Very cool, although I’m in no fit state to make a new friend.

‘Hello, Ken.’ Ken nods at me with the kind of pity and apprehension that suggests he wouldn’t change places right now for all the tempura in Tokyo.

Em looks me up and down, and adjusts the hem of her cocktail dress. ‘I wish you’d told me you were wearing your dress tracksuit,’ she says. ‘I’d have made more of an effort.’

‘I really am sorry. I’ll tell you all about tonight’s job in a minute. Quite a funny story, actually, we …’ This line of conversation doesn’t seem to be getting me far. Em is playing with one of her earrings and not paying attention. ‘So. What looks good here?’

‘We’re not going to be eating together, Alex.’

‘You ordered already? Good. I was hoping you might have gone ahead.’

‘I’d eaten within half an hour of getting here.’

‘Right.’

A mist of disapproval shimmers off the hotplate. Call it men’s intuition, but I don’t think this is entirely about my timing.

‘Is there anything else going on?’

‘Do you know what day it is, Alex?’

‘Er … late April?’

‘It’s the twenty-fifth. Does that date hold any significance for you at all?’

Shit. It must be her birthday. No, wait, Em’s birthday is in October, isn’t it? It’s definitely the second half of the year. And it’s not our anniversary because we went over that and agreed it was … May sometime? Is it today? She’s looking at me with diminishing patience. I’m going to take a punt.

‘Happy anniversary.’

‘Not even close. Twelfth of June.’

‘In that case, I genuinely don’t know. Battle of the Boyne?’

She nods like a hospital patient who’s had the bad news she expected, and who now has to go through with an unpleasant operation. I think it might be a boyfriendectomy. She snaps open her purse. ‘Just the bill, please, Ken.’

‘Of course, madam.’

‘No – wait … Sorry, Ken, hold your horses a second. What day is it? What is the twenty-fifth of April?’

‘You tell me.’ Em gestures once again for the bill. Ken decides where his allegiances lie and summons a waiter with a machine. As she taps her card, she says, ‘The twenty-fifth of April was the date you told me, last month, was your birthday, when we’d had a huge row about you not giving away any actual details about your life.’

I do remember that one now. Not all the crockery survived. ‘Yes, and I was telling the truth.’

‘No you weren’t.’ (No, I wasn’t.) ‘But I was stupid enough to believe you. I booked this restaurant as a result because I thought it showed you having a bit of a breakthrough and actually telling me something true about yourself. But it turns out you haven’t been able to kick your habit of lying through your teeth even to the people you’re closest to, so I’m afraid this is it.’ She starts getting up.

‘No. Please. Em. I can explain.’

‘You can explain everything. What you can’t do is tell the truth. I have been patient, I have been understanding, and for a long year, none of it’s done any good. I still don’t know who you are, and I’m not sure you do either. So if you’re willing to share a bed and nothing else, I think this isn’t working.’

‘OK. Fine. The sixth of August. Really.’

‘Much too late. And also an obvious lie.’ Which is correct, to be fair.

‘You’re seriously breaking up with me over me forgetting my birthday?’

‘Not forgetting, lying.’ She sighs. ‘Also, you’re not happy.’

‘I’m not now.’

‘In general. It’s clear you miss what life was like before you started working for a living. You miss genuinely breaking into places, rather than just pretending. We’re not twenty-four any more, Alex. You can’t build an actual proper life on blagging your way into posh houses and pretending you own them.’

‘When did we agree we were starting an actual proper life?’

‘Maybe when we founded a company and took a lease on a flat and bought a queen-size bed? Look, I’m part of your life, and the fact you’re not enjoying life means I can draw my own conclusions about what you think of me. You’re not ready to stop playing burglars, and you’re nowhere near ready for all this.’

Ken is devoting himself to a scrupulous deep-clean of his spatulas, as if he hates it when Mum and Dad fight.

‘Why do we have to do the whole house-and-kids-and-Volvo thing? When was that arranged?’ I’m sounding plaintive, and I hate it.

‘It wasn’t, Alex, but after a certain point a girl does start wondering what direction she’s heading in. Not everyone wants to squat their way into their thirties. We’ll arrange details of buying you out of the firm.’

‘Sorry? What?’

‘The firm. We’re going to run it without you.’

‘The others are on board with this?’ She nods. Jonny and Elle, you pair of pythons. ‘You can’t do that. I demand custody.’ (I don’t know how it works, but this feels like a good thing to say. In lieu of any children, the firm is the only thing I value that we’ve made together.)

‘You can’t have custody. You’re not even a director. You didn’t sign the papers.’

‘Liar. I did.’

‘No, in fact you didn’t. You’re confusing that with the three times I emailed you on the matter and you never bothered replying. We’ll pay you a few thousand. Maybe you can take one or two clients with you, if anyone’s willing to risk it.’

‘Is this about the expansion plan? Because I didn’t want to go along with it?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Yeah, right. For your information, Em, all this bollocks you’ve been talking about the firm … You can’t expand it, because nobody else can do what we can do. And you need me far more than I need you three.’ I believe it, at least in that moment. I’ve been held back by these people, with their stupid paperwork. Not one of them, not even Em, has the skills I do, the experience. I’ll trade alone if I have to. I’ll prove them wrong.

‘Whatever. I’m going to go. Enjoy your meal. Assuming you’ve brought your wallet.’ She gets her coat off the back of the chair, scrunches her hair in an angry hand so it doesn’t catch under her collar. She really does look nice tonight.

‘Will I see you back at the flat?’

‘I suppose so,’ she says. ‘I didn’t have time to have the locks changed. Maybe you can interlope somewhere.’ She must regret this even as she says it, because she softens her tone. ‘I’m sure the others can keep off the couch.’

‘I really am sorry. I just didn’t want to let you in because …’ She looks at me, and for the first time since I arrived, I see something in her eyes that isn’t anger. There’s even something suggesting she might listen to honesty. But even as I come up to the jump, I balk. ‘Because … oh, I don’t know. It’s just the way I am. It’s not the sixth of August either.’

‘I know.’

‘It’s not personal.’

She shrugs. ‘I can’t have half a boyfriend, Alex. This company was our route into the proper world. Where people are grown-ups.’

‘I know all that. But maybe I could, you know. Change.’ Even as I say it, I have my doubts, and Em clearly agrees, because she smiles for the first time since I got here, rather sadly.

‘Oh, darling. No you couldn’t.’ And she’s gone.

There’s a long pause, broken by Ken sliding a bowl of miso soup across to me.

‘Thanks, Ken.’ The soup is scalding hot, so I just sit there in front of it for a minute. And then, amazingly, I hear a cough from over my shoulder. Oh, thank God. She’s come back. She’s changed her mind. It’s all going to be all right.

It’s the maître d’ again, holding my hi-vis vest. ‘Good evening, Mr Alexander. I’m so sorry, but we will be needing the table again in ten minutes, so if you wouldn’t mind …’ I gesture hopelessly to my soup. ‘Of course, sir. We’d be happy to provide that to go.’

So fifteen minutes after arriving, I find myself back on the elegant streets of Mayfair with nothing for company but a cooling carton of miso, a rising temper and an uncomfortable sense that I might have deserved all that.

Where next? Not home. I can’t get back at the same time as her and sit on the couch all night. Too mortifying.

I know, I think. I’ll go to our office in Bermondsey. Just to get my personal effects out. If I know Em, she’ll already have boxed them up for me, but there’s no harm in liberating a few supplies – the good stapler, that sort of thing. And I’ll take a few clients’ contact details. Not the scraps they’re willing to give me, the ones I want to take.

My feet start carrying me towards Bermondsey. Once there, although I don’t realise it yet, I’m going to make the worst decision of the entire year.
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A few minutes later, I’m still in shock, but this appears to be the current state of play:


	I now have no job.

	I have no savings (it turns out that when you start earning regular money, there is always, always something better to spend it on).

	I will soon have nowhere to live. It’s not a problem for me, but I was actually getting used to a life lived out of more than a single suitcase. Only last month I bought a third pair of socks.

	Worst of all, I’m single.



I know I’m not perfect. I know life with me must bring different irritations to the usual ones. But I still think Em’s overreacting. I can’t have been that bad a boyfriend. I just can’t.

I try and think of someone to ring. Not Elle, because she’s Em’s sister. Not Jonny, because he and Em are almost as close as family.

There must be someone else I can call, but no names are springing to mind just yet. I haven’t had much time to expand my social circle since we started the firm, and that’s definitely the reason I have nobody to ring now. I don’t want to contact my family, for whom ‘estranged’ is a generous word. I have a brother, who is permanently annoyed with me because I never get in touch. This isn’t one to call my parents with, as it would be the first time we’ve spoken in a year.

I think of the last time someone left me, of how much it hurt then, and try to compare it with how much this hurts now. Either I’ve gained a bit of scar tissue in the ten years since, or I don’t care as much about Em as I did about … the other person. I don’t think that’s true, so I suppose time must have roughened my surface. This still stings, though.

And heading off down that mental path takes me back to a set of memories I would rather have surgically removed. That was when I was just starting out, and it was the last moment my life could have been a normal one, instead of one lived in other people’s houses. But there’s no point being nostalgic now for a life I never bothered to begin living. Instead, I walk.

The restaurant was near Green Park Tube. It’s my favourite bit of town to work. In the evenings you find yourself passing restaurants, galleries and shops full of people who are irretrievably trapped in their lives by their own money. Great herds of Range Rovers sweep past you, heading up towards the watering holes of Marylebone. Occasionally they are overtaken by a throaty supercar driven by an Emirati princeling.

The stationary cars are all berthed a foot offshore from the pavement, because the owners have never had to live on a street where being a single inch off the kerb will get your wing mirrors clipped. Every so often you walk past a vehicle so armoured it would look a bit de trop doing convoy runs between Iraqi military bases.

There are fewer pedestrians than cars. The Mayfair infantry are sleek and expensively dressed. Nobody’s sweating, even on a warm night like tonight; they share the look of people who haven’t had to walk far.

Yes, it’s the greatest safari on earth. I try to tell myself I’m separate from it, that I’m just taking the role of an Attenborough cameraman (‘and so, as the doors of the new Insta-friendly restaurant open, the frenzy begins’), but if I’m honest with myself, I know I’m part of it. I’m a barnacle on the superyacht, and while generally I manage to console myself that there’s some respectability in the lifestyle I’ve chosen, tonight the whole thing just strikes me as an even bigger waste than usual.

Eventually I’m across the veldt of the svelte and am into (relatively) normal terrain in Fitzrovia. Then it’s through Holborn, down past Chancery Lane and across the Greggs Meridian, back into territory where you can get a heart-stopping pastry for a rock-bottom price.

I cross the river – Em and I used to walk this route after a job or a date, no, don’t think like that – and into Bermondsey. It’s still a bit fancy here, but compared with the 0.1 per cent Mayfair Thunderdome, it feels like a happy peasant village. Little restaurants, no Maseratis, people spilling out of warm, well-lit pubs onto the pavements.

By now, I’m struggling not to panic. I had a job, and a flat, and a girlfriend, and now those three things appear to have melted away and I’m back to where I was before I met the guys. Worse, in fact, because at least when I met them I had my own thriving solo practice. But I jacked it in after last year’s unpleasantness, meaning that now even the moth-eaten safety net of my former life has long since been rolled up and chucked out. I haven’t visited my old regular places for some time, and the law of London property churn means that more than half of them will be out of commission by now.

The worst part is the feeling that’s stealing over me that things might start slipping away. When I was an interloper, I wasn’t making much headway, but at least I had a profession. You have to keep your skills up, have to keep ahead of all the private security and the burglar-alarm manufacturers and the fucking smart doorbells, because the ladder goes down as well as up and there are snakes everywhere. I was able to maintain a decent standard of living because I had climbed high enough through hard work.

But I know what’s off the bottom rung, because I’ve spent time there. Tailgating commuters through the barriers on the Underground. Testing the handles of parked cars. Swiping food from market stalls like an overgrown Dodger. Hurrying through parks at dusk, hunting for a bench with no anti-tramp armrests down the middle. Shaving in café bathrooms, washing my armpits with loo roll, trying to stay presentable enough to do my real work.

I’m not going back there, I tell myself, and I manage to force myself to believe it. I can survive on my own. I did before. I will again.

Bermondsey. I turn off the main drag and walk down a few quiet side streets to a stubby office block where we are by far the scruffiest tenants.

This is the stronghold of Prometheus Security Partners, a ten-minute walk from our flat. The technical term for what we do is ‘penetration testing’. I wanted to call our firm Pro Penetrators, chiefly so we could use the tagline ‘If It’s Penetrable, We’ll Penetrate It!’, but the other three all vetoed that, so we went with Elle’s suggestion instead. (‘If the gods had used our services,’ I once said during a pitch, ‘they would have received the latest advice on how to protect the concept of “fire” from hostile external actors.’ We didn’t win that one.)

I feel in my pocket for the keys, before remembering I left them in my rucksack before tonight’s job, then left the rucksack in the van. Jonny will have them. And now I can’t text anyone to ask if they’ll let me in because it’ll be blatantly obvious what I’m doing.

Time to eat my own dog food.

The office is on the second floor, but if you boost up onto the flat roof of the ground-floor annexe, you can get into the scrubby yard. At least it’s dark tonight; thick clouds, only a toenail-shaving of moon peeping out from behind them now and then. Then it’s just a matter of getting to the fire escape and wiggling the old window loose. (I sussed all this out on our first viewing, and in fact the main reason I voted for this office was that I knew I’d always be able to get in.)

The office is small – open plan, a room-and-a-half – and our four desks are arranged in a square so we can talk to each other any time. I wonder what they’ll use my desk for, which professional they’ll get in to replace me. Get a grip, Alex. I turn on the lights, to show any casual observers I’m meant to be here, and start clearing my desk.

As I do, I think again about what’s just happened. Despite all the evidence that it was about my personality, I still can’t help thinking that the way Em behaved tonight was something to do with her plan for the firm. Two months ago, she and Elle went to a day-long event for people in our line of work. It was great fun in their telling. An entire conference centre full of breaker-inners – goodness knows how they did the security on the day – and the girls came back full of ideas. We should expand, was the first one. We should take on more staff as soon as we could afford it, was the second. And from there … branch offices in other cities; maybe writing our own bible of how to do this stuff and franchising our operations; professionalising.

It was mental, of course. The whole point about pen testers is that we work in small groups, we have our own intricate methods of getting into places and we don’t have to play with others. If there was an industry standard and it ever became public knowledge, all our tricks would become useless overnight. This is an artisan business (I might have said the words ‘this is an artisan business’, which did not win the girls round to my way of thinking).

Anyway, I said no, and they said why not, and I said how I felt, and Em told me she’d been thinking for a while we needed to do something or we were going to remain small-timers for ever, and I asked what was wrong with being small-time if we were earning decent cash. Since then, she’s not been entirely the same with me.

Then again, I did lie to her about my birthday.

Never mind that now. There’s one thing in particular I want access to. I fire up my desktop and get into the server using the Post-it note Jonny wrote out for me after the ninth time I asked him for the password (basic OPSEC, Jonny – never write things down for people just because they’re willing to be annoying for longer than you’re willing to show them the proper way of doing it). After a bit of clicking, I find what I’m looking for in the archive:

FOLDER: PentestServerA > Non-Current > Contracts not taken > Rejected.

We got an offer in last week, and because it was in the property sector, we said no. I thought it was a shame, because the fee they suggested was generous and I knew we could do the work with our eyes closed. The whole ‘no property’ thing was always a company rule more than a personal one, and as I’m apparently not part of the company any more, I can do what I like. I’ll show them it’s perfectly possible to work in this sector without getting into the kind of trouble we started last time.

Here we go. Ballista Partners. It’s from their head of security, Margaret Adebayo, saying they’ve heard good things about us and they’re commissioning a short-notice revamp of all their security protocols. Would you be willing to conduct a penetration test of our offices at your earliest convenience? She’ll pay at least £15K, which is pretty good, and if it’s not split four ways it’ll be fantastic. That’ll cover several months’ rent on somewhere decent.

I pull her message out of the ‘rejected’ folder and compose a reply, saying I’d be delighted to conduct this work as soon as possible. I give my personal mobile number.

Within a minute, my phone buzzes.

Hi Alex, this is Margaret Adebayo. Great to hear back. Forgive the late hour, but we’re keen to get this review done soon. Could you speak at 9.30 tomorrow morning about the job?

Of course, I reply.

Wonderful.

We trade a few more details and that’s that.

So it’s under two hours since I became single, and I’ve already broken into my own office and liberated some lucrative work. From now on, I’m going to be doing things just for myself.

In addition to all the other advantages – revenge, money, etc. – this new job will mean I won’t have to think for a little while about what happened tonight. There simply won’t be time. And once the job’s done, I’ll have the money to rent a new one-bed, set up a new firm and run it alone, and nobody will tell me how to live my life ever again. We’ll see which of us makes a success of life as a professional breaker-inner.
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I do go back to the flat in the end. I pass one of my old standby second homes on the way, belonging to an ancient couple who live in France these days, but there seems to be a student party happening in it, so clearly it’s under new ownership now, and although student parties are about as tough to get into as a boiled egg, I feel far too old and tired. The prospect of being around young, cheerful people doesn’t appeal for some reason.

So I go to the local pub and skulk in the saloon for a couple of hours until everyone will be asleep, then head back to our flat. It’s right at the top of a converted Victorian factory that used to make razor blades, and it’s gorgeous. The ceilings are all about five metres high; there’s a mezzanine that Jonny and I had fun converting into a disgusting PlayStation Plateau, and a huge open-plan living area that Elle runs as if she’s the chatelaine of a country house; there’s even a little ladder leading to a skylight and a private corner of rooftop, where Em and I used to sneak off for sex. I’ll miss it. The flat, I mean, not the sex. Well, I’ll miss that too.

When I get in, someone has put a duvet on the couch and a hot milky drink next to it.

I say someone; I mean Elle. Comforting drinks aren’t Em’s style, and Jonny barely knows what a duvet is, so it’s no great deduction; not least because as soon as the door clicks shut behind me, Elle appears and gives me an enormous hug.

‘I’m so sorry, Alex. It’s just awful.’

I knew Elle would take Em’s side in this – what are sisters for? – but I didn’t expect her to be so nice to me in the aftermath, and I have to swallow a lump before I reply. ‘Thanks. Have you been trying to change her mind?’

‘Come and get some rest,’ she says. ‘Do you think it’s … salvageable?’

I take a sip and grimace. ‘Not sure. I might have to stick it in the microwave.’

‘I didn’t mean the Ovaltine.’

‘I know.’ She’s still giving me a gloopy look, so I shrug. ‘I can’t tell. It might be for the best.’

‘Not after everything we’ve been through together.’

I want to tell her that the difficult stuff we went through a year ago was arguably the worst possible foundation for any sane, normal relationship, but she’s looking so crushed – much more than her sister was – that I don’t have the heart.

‘If it’s meant to work out, it will,’ I fib.

Elle nods. ‘She’s not back yet, if you want to go and get anything from the room.’

I wonder where Em can be, then dismiss it. No longer my business. And there isn’t enough of my stuff in our room for me to go rootling around in there. Packing is for wimps.

Elle gives me another hug, stifles a sob and returns to her own room. There’s a chance she’ll shed more tears over this break-up than both the principals combined.

Before going to sleep, I check in on Jonny. He’s in his private office, a low-ceilinged rat-nest just off the main room.

Jonny’s past is rather uncertain country, but I do know that like the girls, he rarely had a stable home until this year, and since we moved in, he has created his perfect biosphere. To a hacker, I imagine this room is beautiful, which is a powerful reminder that there is no scene so hideous that a sufficiently trained human mind cannot perceive it as pleasant.

The walls aren’t painted black, but there are so many cabinets and dark plastic casings lining them that they may as well be. The main console consists of a grid of four screens. Beside the screens is an industrial shelving unit groaning with winking lights. I once asked Jonny how many computers he owned, and he told me there was no way to tot them up in a language that I would understand, but that ‘nine’ would be an acceptable shorthand.

It’s not all work. There’s also a 3D printer, and a museum cabinet in which Jonny keeps some of the devices he once told me were ‘keystone waypoints of humanity’s progression towards a type 1 civilisation’ (no idea) – a ham radio, a ‘radioscope’ (again, no idea), a cross-section of fibre-optic cable and lots more. There’s also his reliquary, which is a collection of wires, dongles, ports, MiniDiscs and other wreckage from the last thirty years of tech, all of which used to be the bleeding edge and are now just the bleeding corpses of futures that didn’t quite happen.

The scents of a hundred takeaways have baked themselves into the room’s few soft furnishings. In the corner is a camp bed that I have only ever seen used as a plateau for extra device storage. Jonny must sleep on it sometimes, although he has boasted that his gaming chair reclines to fully horizontal, so God alone knows.

We did actually hire a cleaner six months ago, but after her first visit, both Christine and Jonny were so appalled – her at the sheer scale of the challenge, him at the disturbed topsoil – that they mutually and wordlessly agreed a cordon unsanitaire, providing a clear boundary between Christine’s sphere of influence and Jonny’s. He works his work, she hers.

There is a window, but to my knowledge the blind cords have gone unbothered for the last year. No need for natural light; from this eyrie, Jonny surveys the world.

Tonight his screens are showing the usual mad combination of stuff: a mammoth data-set, intercepted police radio, the back end of a major social media site, an encrypted chat window and an old episode of Radio 4’s In Our Time. (Jonny is working his way through. This week: the Assyrians!)

I step across the Iron Dirt-ain.

‘Knock knock.’

He’s at his desk. ‘Yeah.’

‘Up to much?’

‘Not much. Working on my monograph.’ Jonny is writing a dissertation on the chemical composition of various vape fumes, how long they take to disperse in the air and how the evidence could be used in forensics. He hopes to sell it to the authorities and calls it ‘the backup plan’.

‘Who are you talking to?’ I gesture to the chat window, which looks like one of the not-strictly-legal online platforms.

‘My quiz team. Tactical discussion.’

‘You’re using the dark web for quizzing?’ He nods. ‘I thought the dark web was all heroin and guns.’

‘There’s also a round on sports and music.’

‘I don’t know if you heard the news.’

‘Indonesian election? Foregone conclusion.’

‘Er … no. The personal news. Me and Em.’

‘Oh. Sorry, man, yeah.’

‘Guess that might have been a foregone conclusion too.’

‘Right.’ He’s keeping his eyes glued to the screen, because Jonny really doesn’t like this stuff, but I sense a faint benevolence and he pauses Melvyn Bragg for a moment. ‘So … you moving out?’

‘Yep.’

‘Staying at the company, though?’

‘I’m told that wouldn’t be a good idea.’

‘Shit, man. I was starting to enjoy our outings.’

‘Me too.’ I wait a beat. ‘Well, I’ll miss these little chats of ours.’

He gives me a look. ‘Sorry. But you know you kind of brought this …’

‘… on myself. Yeah, so I hear. All right, well, I’m sure I’ll see you soon. Maybe when I’m back for my stuff.’ (I won’t be back for my stuff.)

I bid Jonny goodnight, kill the lights in the main room, unsettle myself on the couch and fail to sleep. If, in the night, I hear movement from my flatmates passing through the kitchen or to the loo, I lie still until the movement stops. At one point, the front door opens, and I hear a single set of steps moving, normal volume, towards our bedroom. They pause halfway, and I realise she’s clocked me. Then the steps carry on, and the bedroom door clicks shut.

The night reminds me of the old days in other people’s houses, when every sound would wake me up in case it was the rightful owners coming back. I suppose maybe I’m just not meant to be here any more, and my body’s worked it out before the rest of me.

So as the first waves of morning light slosh through the huge window at the end of the room, I get my rucksack from by the door, pack a paperback, a charger and a toothbrush, and look around. The only other thing I’d want to take is a stupid tin sign I bought at a flea market last year, which reads DAYS SINCE LAST INCIDENT in big official-looking handwriting. Below it is a whiteboard for you to write in a number. I liked it and Em didn’t, so as a compromise, I stuck it on the patch of wall behind the main door. It wouldn’t fit in my bag, so it stays here. As I pass, I wipe the board clean.

As I go, I leave my keys on the corner of the kitchen counter. It feels good.

Well, not good exactly. But certainly familiar.

But that was two nights ago, in my old life. Now I’m here, back in the Square Mile, and about to do some of my best work.

The morning after all the above, I had a Zoom with Margaret Adebayo, the Ballista security chief, and she was nice; a lot more fun than most heads of security I’ve met. She had one of those blurred backgrounds that messed up the edges of her face, and every so often her voice got out of sync, but her message was clear at least. She wanted Ballista’s security tested one evening, as soon as feasible. And I’m going to surprise her by doing it tonight. The sooner it happens, the sooner I’ll get my £15K and start bothering lettings agents. Last night – my first out of the flat – was spent on late-night buses, which is two rungs down from the sofa and one above a park bench. Now, ignoring a deep backache, here I am at the office of Ballista Partners.

If it was daytime, I’d go with Standard Builder, but that won’t work tonight. I know I go on about the complexity of my work, but really the best way of getting into 99 per cent of spaces is by dressing like a builder holding a tray of teas. You could walk up to Buckingham Palace itself in a hi-vis vest and with a selection of mismatched mugs and they would open the door for you. The combination of hard hat, hi-vis and hot char activates total British deference. (Em and Elle can do something similar with a Baby on Board badge. They say most people fall over themselves to help you once they’ve noticed it, except on the actual Underground. For obvious reasons I can’t quite pull that one off, but theoretically a third-trimester builder carrying a tray of brews could literally stroll into Fort Knox.)

The key, really, to any physical pen-test job is to think of the place you’re trying to get into as a castle. There are turrets, battlements, arrow slits, high platforms for pouring boiling oil down from, all the impressive bits. But my line of work uses an even more important feature: middens. Every castle on earth has dungheaps, and where there are dungheaps there are little men whose job is to deal with the dung, and while you might lower the portcullis if you saw a foreign knight approaching brandishing a big sword, you’d never block the path of the harmless little guy with the smelly cart.

Modern companies have all sorts of middens. Not just the bin-and-bidet variety, either. There are smoking shelters, shortcuts, various bodges that people who know the building use. Even better are the in-house facilities like cafés and gyms and massage parlours, because the ancillary workers who run them are never checked as carefully as the ones heading to the C-suite. Why would they be? It’s only the chap who does the windows. (Another favourite of mine. Start on the outside, and by the time you’ve been there half an hour, the people on the front desk are so familiar with your face they often make you a cup of tea once you climb in. Then you just clean your way out of their sightline and disappear to where you need to be. I did once get caught when an actual window-cleaner turned up, but that was just bad luck.)

OK. My kit includes:


	Keylogger

	Map directing me towards the target’s desk

	My letter to get me off the hook in case I’m collared



The keylogger is a clever little thing – essentially, if you plug one into a computer, it records every stroke of the keyboard. It’s a standard tool for corporate espionage, but only works in offices that still use desktop computers where nobody notices what’s plugged into the ports.

The office diagram came from Margaret, who wants the keylogger installed in the desk of one of the firm’s executives, Jack Denver.

Bigger jobs in this field require a lengthy process of testing everyone in the building, assessing their personal security awareness with fake emails designed to get them to click fraudulent links, or using other levers to persuade them to lower their barriers. As I’ve been asked just to get in past the front-desk team and into Jack Denver’s office, this implies my clients are trying to work out something very specific.

I’m right about that, but it’s more or less the only thing I am right about.

The building is all owned by Ballista, meaning it’ll have in-house cleaning and sanitation teams, who will already have their own passes. So the excuse for me to gain access has to be something unusual. I need a profession that even a building this size won’t have on hand.

Ballista is a big property developer and land trader. From the look of their lobby as I do my final walk-past before heading in, this industry is doing all right for itself. It has a soaring ceiling, art deco sculpture around the edges, a Versailles-esque fountain in the middle, and palm trees in vast terracotta pots. There are two motion-sensitive escalators up to the first floor – the ground floor must be function rooms – and the reception desk is a huge oblong of brown marble running all the way along one side. It looks like the world’s biggest Kit Kat Chunky.

The company actually built this whole office block about twenty-five years ago, off the back of their first big deal. Their speciality is constructing developments, then retaining the freehold and operating them themselves, meaning they get not only sales but also rent, service charges and leasehold fees from the residents. I found a few negative press stories about them: tenants being stiffed, bad living conditions, sky-high service charges, the usual corporate stuff. The stories were cautiously couched, which means either they were a bit dubious or Ballista had very aggressive lawyers. From the look of this lobby, I suspect the latter.

I check my watch: 8 p.m., time to head in. I’m dressed in standard scruffy tradesman gear. No hi-vis, for reasons that will become apparent. I’m glad for about the thousandth time of my totally average height. As the old dating and interloping saying goes, ‘Five foot nine is fine.’ Anyone too tall or too short will attract a morsel of extra attention, which might just make the difference between being collared and getting away. The same applies to looks. No Clooneys, no Quasimodos. I always told Em that the reason I hadn’t put in the time to become a wall of lean eight-packed muscle was that I needed to maintain the kind of anonymous body shape that would go unnoticed anywhere, a style I described as ‘pre-dad bod’. She was gracious enough not to probe that cover story too much.

Here goes nothing. I’ve been through a breakup, I broke into our office, and now I’m breaking out in a whole new direction. The next word that occurs to me is breakdown, which I disregard. In I go.

Evenings mean skeleton crews on the front desks of London, and this place is no exception. The lone man at reception glances at me as I come through into the lobby, then looks back down to his phone. That’s a relief, because it takes me at least twenty seconds to cross the huge expanse of floor towards him. As I go, I make my last adjustments to my cap and my shirt.

‘Hi. I’m here about the rats? Jackie Slater asked me to come in.’

Jackie Slater is one of the building’s management team and the person who would book a ratcatcher. Yesterday I sent out a bunch of blank emails to a range of Ballista email addresses, and Jackie’s came back as out-of-office. She’s away for a week. So my cover is: she must have booked me as a response to an office complaint, then went away on holiday. This means nobody will be quite sure whether I’m meant to be here or who’s in charge of me.

The guy behind the desk picks up the phone, presses two buttons, listens for a while, then impassively plants it back on the cradle. As I already know, Jackie’s not available. He taps his touchscreen for a bit, looking peeved.

‘Did she say you should ask for anyone in particular when you arrived?’

‘I dunno, mate. I just got the call last week.’ He looks irresolute. ‘She said there’s a problem on the eighth floor and they don’t want it spreading.’

‘Well, there’s nobody here from building management, not at this time of night. Why didn’t she book you for daytime?’

‘It’s easier to find evidence of them at night. They’re more active.’ (All true. Pro tip: half an hour of research on any subject means you’ll know more than 99 per cent of people about it. Unless this guy used to be a ratcatcher, I’m safe.)

One of the main buttons you can push in my line of work is people’s emotions. People who are upset, angry, or badly want something make poor decisions. This is all to justify why I’m about to squeeze this guy a bit, and I just want you to know it’s not the man I am. OK?

‘Look, this is fucking ridiculous, ’scuse my French.
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