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PART ONE:
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‘It’s cold out there.’



—Tom Waits, ‘Emotional Weather Report’





A Long, Long Way Away

One moment Alex is dry heaving into the West End gutter; the next it’s 1952. Grey light ripples round her face with a fizz of static. She wipes bile from her mouth, makes to stand straight, like a 1950s lady should. Too fast: the panic-monster starts hammering again inside her forehead. Sickness wells up in a dizzy fuzz and she leans forward, pressing hands against knees. She makes a couple more empty heaves but nothing comes.

She dares a look around.

She’s on a vintage railway platform. A stopping-point on some country branch line. From the steamed windows of the cafeteria, amber light seeps out into the evening gloom – though back in the real world it’s barely five a.m. The brick walls are freshly whitewashed and pastel posters promote the temptations of Buxton, the Cornish Riviera and, anachronistically, Grazia magazine. Over the surging orchestral bed a whistle shrills. Across the platform tweedy ghosts check watches, pick up leather cases and turn to face the steam train as it clanks to a halt.

Alex’s glowheart hovers by her elbow. FEAR and ANTICIPATION brim inside it in apple red and watermelon pink. She breathes with its beats until the FEAR subsides; then she stands up slowly. She doesn’t vomit or pass out, which is progress. Cheery magenta letters swoop in and jostle together.

<slap him>

they say. OK, but slap who? Alex searches face after well-rendered male face. None pay her any mind. They stub cigarettes, remove hats and open slam-doors for their pinch-waisted wives, speaking in that clipped pronunciation that only exists in black and white. So distant, so familiar.

Alex always knew she’d be at home in the 1950s. Never mind she’d have ended up a housewife, or a maiden aunt who was not the marrying kind. This is her era. Which is why, when she was on the brink of exploding with panic, the Strange has landed her here. It knows her so well now, after weeks of gnawing through her data.

<slap him>

The words edge closer. Alex scrubs at them with an unsteady hand but they’re reluctant to budge. She strokes the dragon tattooed along her scapula, silencing the fizzing embeds, but she can’t stop her heart from pounding like it’s trying to tunnel out of her ribcage. The prompt edges closer, cajoling.

<right now>



<slap him>

A stocky man in a dark green overcoat and sweet homburg steps forward from the crowd. An amber pulse traces his outline and for a second he seems to expand and contract. This is the other player.

<in the face>

He’s thirty-ish, austerity-starved but muscular, and handsome. A low-rent Cary Grant, smoking a tobacco cigarette. There’s something close and familiar about him. Something Alex wishes she could place. His glowheart bulges with PRIDE and SATISFACTION. He must have been Strange for quite some time to have a heart so fat and present. Alex still wears her own heart out of view.

The whistle shrills again and the train puffs up, preparing to depart. Steam envelops Alex and the man.

<slap him hard>

It’s a weird-ass opening cue – but the motto here is, try everything new. Before she can change her mind, she walks up and slaps the man’s cheek, hard. He shies back, cockeyed smile replaced by fury – then he gets it. Alex shakes her stinging palm.

‘Whatever you believe you saw this afternoon—’ he says.

The Strange feeds Alex her cue.

<no>



<we shall not speak of it Charles>

‘No,’ she says, surprised at the wealth of feeling ejected through that word. ‘We shall not speak of it, Charles.’

Her voice emerges in that same cut-glass vintage accent.

‘If you cared one fraction of how I care, Elyse, perhaps this might not have happened.’

Elyse? Her character’s name is Elyse? That’s interesting.

‘Of course!’ she tumbles onto the next line. ‘When a man transgresses there is always a woman to blame!’

‘I have the Morris outside. Let me take you home. Do not take an irrevocable step in anger.’

He’s actually pretty good. His ease with the scene is confidence-building.

‘And that is it? You believe you can have this both ways? Keep me with you and keep with – whoever else? Whatever else?’

‘I have truly cared for you – after my fashion. Can you not see that?’

People on the platform are starting to take notice.

‘If you expect me to speak of this here—’ she hisses.

As she turns to grasp the handle of the compartment door, real tears prickle at the corners of her eyes. A sticker on the window says SMOKING in Gill Sans capitals. Charles grabs her arm.

‘But where will you go, my darling?’ he says. ‘You cannot simply step into the unknown.’

OK, game. Very subtle. Step into the unknown? That’s exactly what Alex is supposed to do this morning, out in the real world. They want her to speak to five million people; but she can’t. That’s why she ran away. That’s why, with this challenge, the Encounter’s asking her, do you dare or don’t you? She doesn’t know the answer. Inside the Encounter, Alex is a character – and the nature of characters is, they face conflict. They get to make choices. The lady or the tiger? Fight or flight? Just like real people, characters travel down narrow forking corridors of possibility. Free will boiled down to multi-choice. Still, choices are empowering. Time to decide.

Elyse pulls her arm from Charles’s grip. and steps up into the carriage. She nods politely at a brace of elderly ladies nestled on the tartan bench seat, in identical floral flocks. Each has a basket clutched to her stomach. Elyse turns back to Charles.

‘Yet how can I stay?’ she says. ‘When it’s you, my darling, who have made that impossible?’

The whistle sounds again, more insistent. Charles turns his head away, visibly fighting tears.

‘And what of our son?’ he says.

Her view shimmers. For a moment she sees the real man, in the present day. The clothes he’s wearing – green overcoat, homburg hat – are pretty much the same as his character’s, but his profile is less honed, more vicious. His fingers tickle a spider’s web tattooed on his throat. Odd detail on such a dapper dresser. Familiar detail.

The scene reasserts. Alex wishes her cheap-arse mesh didn’t keep fritzing out like that.

‘You are strong, Elyse,’ says Charles, not looking her way. ‘Remember, it is you who are strong and I who am weak. One day you will forgive me.’

He steps back and closes the train door. Their eyes lock through smoky glass. Elyse screws up her eyes, seeking out the unaugmented man. Why does she know him?

‘Alex Kubelick!’ booms a voice.

Alex starts. That isn’t her name in here. She turns. A bulldoggy, dishevelled man has appeared on the bench seat between the two ladies, to their evident disgust. He’s dressed in a synthetic windcheater and woollen beanie, from which a low-cost Chubba mesh dangles before his eyes like chain mail. He’s eating something sticky with a great amount of finger-licking. Even so, he might fit into the scene, if he wasn’t so blue. His face, clothes, hair – all cyan. A colour that screams against the mossy fifties’ palette.

Mickey Gallant has gate-crashed Alex’s story as a ghost. He gazes around with vague interest, munching.

‘Nifty Encounter,’ he says. ‘Do you always play Martingale era?’

With two short jolts the train begins to pull away. Alex steadies herself, though the motion isn’t real. She hurries to the window and peers out through soot and condensation. Her co-star has vanished. The platform heads sideways with increasing speed. A magenta prompt rolls past.

<what is Charles’s secret?>

Whoever Charles was, he’s gone. The Encounter won’t reassert itself until Alex and he next meet in the real world. Which is probably never. Shame, but most casual Encounters end that way, unresolved. She plonks herself on the bench seat opposite Mickey. Her backside strikes something hard. Whatever she’s sitting on in the real isn’t cushioned. She glares at Mickey.

‘You can’t load anything on me,’ she says. ‘Not today.’

Mickey is transparently crestfallen.

‘You don’t know what I’ve got,’ he says in his foghorn voice.

She screws her eyes at his hazy outline.

‘Where actually are you?’

‘You’re anchoring the show this morning. Don’t you want to make a splash?’

With that simple reminder, PANIC beats against the walls of Alex’s glowheart. She stares it down until it softens to a pulse.

‘I don’t care what you have. I’m not— hold up, wait. How did you know I’m supposed to be presenting?’

‘Sources!’ says Mickey, loving whatever joke he thinks he’s made.

His booming voice draws prim glances from the ladies.

‘God, indoor voice,’ hisses Alex, though the ladies are sprites and Mickey isn’t really there. ‘Please?’

Mickey screws up his face, delighting at the attention. His cheeks are patchy with four-day stubble. He’s in as much of a mess as Alex has ever seen him; but that’s part of his schtick. This belligerent scruff gets under the skin of his targets, Columbo-style, makes them let their guards down. He has a knack for finding dirt beneath the nails of the squeakiest-clean politician, the most polished CEO. He used to toss Alex regular scoops, back when she worked outside the network. Before she broke down and vanished. She owes him, but the guy’s a walking IED.

‘Lovely as it obviously is to see you,’ she says, standing, ‘I have to get back.’

It seems she’s made a decision. She is going back. Going on air. The rattling of the train beneath her feet is astonishingly real. That’s the haptic tattoos on the soles of her feet.

‘Smint?’ says Mickey, offering a dispenser.

Alex sighs and sits back down. Be kind to an abandoned dog, it’ll only start following you around. Yet Mickey’s never let her down.

‘I’m good, Mickey. Thank you. Look, I know I’ll regret this, but tell me what you have and then, I don’t know, dematerialise. OK?’

Mickey fumbles in his satchel. Alex checks the count on her glowheart. A clump of pink-and-magenta nuggets have landed in it. Her reward from the Encounter. Forty Coin, denominated in CONTEMPT – her character’s primary emotion. Not bad. CONTEMPT is up in value this week. Is it the Coin that’s lending her this sudden bump of pride, or slapping that man? It was a fleeting cutscene but it’s wiped her away her fright. She wishes she could place the man, though.

A wheel of retro handbags carousels into Alex’s field of vision. Each bag was being carried by one of the walk-on characters in the station. Each is rated in SERENITY and ADMIRATION. She flicks the ad away and finds the train compartment gone. In its place is a deserted London street. It’s dark in the real world, where it’s five a.m. on a February morning. Alex is sitting on the bonnet of a self-driving Toyota that’s hibernating at a charging point – the real-life version of the train’s bench seat. No wonder it felt so hard. Her mesh still covers her eyes and ears – she’s still in the Strange – but the scene’s returned to the present day. Even here, though, there’s augmentation. The sodium glare of the street is dampened by a soft mist. Lamp posts twist into spiny birch trees. The shush of Oxford Street traffic comes through as a woodland rustle, cut by the chirrups of unseen birds. This wallpaper’s called Autumn Woodland. It cost Alex twenty Emoticoin and she overlays it on everything. It makes her life mellower. These days, her whole world is curated. Her colours, her soundtrack.

She slides off the bonnet of the car. The Strange’s main navigation glides in:

<REMEMBRANCE>



<ENCOUNTER>



<FAVOUR>



<GHOST>

She makes a crumpling motion with her hand, collapsing the menu, then throws it away. Mickey’s ghost is still with her, sitting in mid-air, clutching a wodge of dog-eared papers.

‘I just happen to have come across a certain item,’ he says. ‘Top-notch leak.’

Alex shakes her head. Barely ten minutes have passed since she fled from her workplace out here onto the street, and most of that time she’s spent in the 1950s. This was meant to be a training day. Like every other morning for the past three weeks, she arrived at the production office at four a.m., did her best to blend into the pre-dawn hubbub. She’s been loving her month as a trainee radio host. She wasn’t due to go on air for at least a fortnight. This morning was her chance to shadow the amazing Sally Robsart – to find out how Sally, with those doe eyes and that hot-chocolate voice, still manages to knock ten shades of shit out of every politician she interviews. Yet Sally was nowhere to be seen.

Alex found herself some busy-work to do, hacking out notes for a discussion link, until her boss, Siobhán, came over to tell her Sally was down with the vomiting alpaca flu that’s doing the rounds. Alex would need to go on air instead. Anchor this morning’s show. Speak to millions, in less than an hour and a half.

‘Amazing,’ she said, when what she meant was, No! I’m not ready.

No sooner did Siobhán swoop off than a full-blown panic roared over Alex. She barely managed to mutter ‘Cigarette’ before stumbling down to the building’s forecourt. Her only thought was escape. She’d hop into the first driverless that trundled by, make it drive until its batteries died. Before she even made it to the kerb her knees buckled and blotches of black light blinded her. She grabbed at a lamp post as her guts ejected three espressos and a slice of toasted white. She gazed into the sorry gutter-puddle. Here she was, fucking up in full view of the building. Everyone who’d ever dissed her would know they’d been dead right. She was still the gibbering fuck-up who six months before had stumbled away from journalism, vanished into a sink-pit of misery. She should never have returned.

Six months ago this would have triggered a spiralling descent, a glut of pills and an obstinate refusal to consider a talking cure. Not today. Today she has a safe place that she carries around with her. It’s called the Strange. Standing over the tidy patch of puke she put on her thrift shop tea-hat and let its mesh veil descend around her face. It shimmered into life – and dropped her onto the gamestage of the railway platform. The game has moderated her panic – until Mickey came along to remind her she’s about to go on air.

Here he is now, shaking his papers at her like a box of Kit-e-Kat.

‘I guarantee you do not want to pass on this hot little number,’ he says. ‘Guaranteed.’

‘Hot as in stolen or hot as in dangerous?’

‘That’s Siobhán talking. Did she pick you because you have a voice like a sex-chat girl or because you’re a dynamite reporter?’

‘Sex chat?’ says Alex.

‘They need you more that you need them. They’re all about fake objectivity. You’re first person.’

‘If you say so.’

Alex’s gaze dwells on the white stone frontage of the Corporation. They’ll be wondering where she is.

‘Their Rajars are through the floor,’ says Mickey. ‘Your interviews on Doorstep were super-hot.’

‘Look, Mickey, I love you to bits but they need me up there. I have a show to prepare.’

For a second or two her glowheart fizzes with fern-green FEAR; then it subsides. She starts walking.

In the movies – the flat black-and-white ones where they dress in the styles that everyone’s started wearing again today – in those movies, when a woman got ‘hysterical’, some hardboiled beefcake would slap her. Maybe shake her by the shoulders for good measure. In the Encounter, it was Alex who got to slap the beefcake. Weird, but she does feel better for it. All round the surface of her glowheart, green and orange peak in time with her beat-box heart, but since the slap they’re steadier. Another prompt appears.

<these eleven tips will make you>



<stronger and sexier at work>

She claps the blinkbait away. Ghost Mickey has followed her to the revolving doors.

‘You have Susan Harridan up,’ he says. ‘At seven fifty.’

Alex frowns at his delighted face.

‘She’s called Hardiman, you sexist twat. And how is it you know my running order better than I do?’

‘I guess someone forgot to change the passwords on the scheduler. You’re doing Hardiman.’

Alex gives him a level look.

‘All right. And?’

‘And fucking this.’

His blue hand holds up a piece of blue paper. Alex can’t stop her eyes skipping down the printed-out email. After a moment she snatches it off him. It travels with her fingers as though it were an actual piece of paper. She reads it properly. Mickey’s grin says he knows he has her.

‘How did you get ahold of this?’ she says.

He taps the soft flesh of his blue and often-broken nose.





Watering Hole

A pig’s face appears at the driver’s-side window.

— You coming with? it says.

The rubber crumples the voice of the lady behind the pig mask. She sounds like the tannoy in a supermarket. Thimblerig nods in reply but he doesn’t stop typing or shift from the passenger seat of the burned-out Prius. His feet are up on the dashboard and his crablet’s legs are clamped to his thighs. This leaves his hands free to type. He’d be sitting in the driver’s seat – which has a better view of the office building – except that this is the kind of old-style car with a steering wheel and that wouldn’t leave him room to type.

The woman waits. She’s expecting more. She peers around the charred interior of the car. At least she’s actually wearing her mask – unlike some of the demonstrators knocking round the tarmac of this light-industrial plot. Half of them have taken their masks off to sip from smart-cups of coffee.

Thimblerig types in the chat window.

Thimblerig: These people think anonymity is something you can turn on and off.

After a second Eponymous replies from wherever he is.

eponymous: *8=(:

At least none of these fair-weather hacktivists were stupid enough to wear their mesh. Also they’ve powered down their tattoos. That’s something.

The lady adjusts her mask and tries again.

— So, she says, the thread said six thirty a.m.? It was super-specific. But there’s nothing so to speak happening?

Thimblerig keeps typing. He doesn’t look at the pig-face lady. He’s already noticed how her bra is showing through the gauzy T-shirt. Now she’s leaning in through the window he could easily turn around and see the pale headlands of her breasts. These activist ladies don’t seem to care who stares at them but Thimblerig cares. Through the eye sockets of his mask his eyes bear down on the screen of his crablet. His cheeks are hot against the rubber.

— Because, says the lady, we read that Thimblerig was going to be here this morning doing some tech shit and we were wondering – since you’re – you know. Typing and so on. Are you maybe—?

Ten metres behind her the other sixteen Cockaigne activists jostle and shout in the half-light of the abandoned lot. Each has the same pink rubber mask pulled down over their heads. People always stand a few centimetres taller when they’re in the pig mask. Maybe it’s the anonymity. Maybe it’s because they know what it stands for: Cockaigne. The movement. In the masks they’re no longer a rabble of back-bedroom conspirators. they’re part of an infamous hacker network that brings down corporations. Aids rebels. Shames governments.

Though for all the noise this lot are making you’d think they were on a night out rather than prepping for a Cockaigne operation. Maybe some of them have come here from mesh clubs or whatever. Thimblerig has never been to a place like that so he has no idea what time one shuts. He can’t understand why anyone would want to wrap their head in mesh and fill it with so much sound and noise they can’t even tell what an idiot they look like as they prance around a silent dance floor. Why would anyone go to a public place just to stay wrapped in a private place? Strangers are strange.

The pig-people blow into cupped hands and lean on placards. It’s night-time chilly on the outskirts of this Swindon business park. A funny sight when you think about it. No one remembers why Cockaigne protestors wear the pig mask. The reason’s lost in the ancient history of the movement, back when it had another name.

— So are you, says the lady with a muffled sniff, actually an adult or whatever?

Thimblerig hunches further into the seat. This is the problem with IRL. People judge you because you’re seventeen. He’s been keeping his distance from the civilians by hiding in this burned-out wreck of a car but they’ve sniffed out that he knows what he’s doing. This pierced and grubby lady is their ambassador. She wants him to tell them what to do. People like this are incapable of self-organising. None of them are hackers. They’re the kind of hangers-on who want to feel part of a movement but don’t even know how to jailbreak their own mesh. That’s fine though. All they have to do is try to break into a building that’s impossible to break into. They’re here to cause as much disruption as possible before police arrive to chase them away.

Thimblerig’s the last person who would tell anybody what to do. He’s only here because he needs to get his cat within ten metres of the east wall of the Occidental Data Partnerships office building. The demo is to give him cover to get the cat close enough to connect.

The lady tuts and walks away. That’s the other thing about amateurs. No patience.

Thimblerig never runs with a crowd. He barely ever wears the pig mask. It’s not that he’s afraid exactly but at demos everyone gets shoved together, shouting and sweating, and that makes him scratchy and uncomfortable. He works best looking into a situation from outside. That way he can see how things are constructed before he takes them apart and reassembles them the way they’re meant to be.

eponymous: we good?

Thimblerig: Any second.

Eponymous is right. He needs to get up off his bottom. The sun’s already starting to rise – though shadows still lie thick across the patch of waste ground where the pig masks are mustering. He’ll move in a minute. He just needs to review the router script once more. To be certain.

The inside of his mask smells of wee or something. Also, it’s too big for his head which makes it hard to see clearly through the eye sockets – but that’s OK. He could type blindfold. Literally he sometimes does that.

OK. Nothing left to test. No more excuses. He looks up at the target. The UK headquarters of Occidental Data Partnerships is just the other side of a chain-link fence at the end of the lot. It’s a floodlit building whose fake marble cladding looks like Lego. The brown-tinted mirror glass windows make it impossible to see inside. Unless of course you hack your way in.

Cockaigne has been wanting to land a blow on Occidental for months. Thimblerig’s been working all hours to persuade them this ‘Internet security firm’ is anything but. The way Occidental makes money is by buying and selling system vulnerabilities. They buy these malicious hacks from the nastiest crackers on the planet then flip them to rogue corporations. Or to the security services of governments. They know full well these clients will use the tools to attack business rivals or oppress opposition activists. Even worse – no sooner have Occidental sold the warez to the bad guys than they contact the victims of these attacks to sell them system defences.

This is like what was happening in Thimblerig’s home country just before he was forced to leave. Out of the blue one day the extremists would move into a town.

— We’re going to protect you, they’d say to the people of the town.

— Against what? the people would reply.

— Against the infidel, du’h. And BTW to help us protect you you’re going to need to give us all your money and resources and unmarried women over the age of thirteen.

Except unlike the extremists Occidental don’t even have the courage to get their own hands dirty. They’re the worst kind of people. And their UK Chief Executive Doug Raynor is the worst of the worst.

How does Thimblerig know this? Because he has intelligence on Doug Raynor. A few months ago he came across this information and it changed his life. It gave him mission and purpose at long last. He doesn’t have proof but this morning for the very first time he’s on the point of getting it. To the rest of the Cockaigne crew this is just another corporate takedown. It’s a great deal more to Thimblerig.

He goes onto the thread where they’re organising the demo and types a single word.

Thimblerig: GO

It isn’t original but it’s clear. A ripple of movement wavers through the crowd. They pull on their masks and power down their cigarettes. Four of them jog over to the wall to gather equipment. Under cover of the pig faces they harden up and walk with straighter spines. They’re good people when they drop their pointless banter and start to act. With just two letters Thimblerig has activated a crew of men and ladies who are all at least five years older than him. It’s like remote-controlling a squad of soldiers. A shiver rattles down his spine. It’s like he’s had some kind of premonition. It’s probably just the morning cold.

Through the grime of the windscreen he watches the crew move in on the chain-link fence. At the lead two pigs have bolt cutters slung over their shoulders. Behind them three more lug an extendible ladder. At the front is the lady from the window. The one with the see-through top. The pack enters a splodge of yellow arc light by the fence. The two with the cutters start to snip a vertical slice of chain-link. Thimblerig watches as the pigs peel back a section of fence then pile inside like rice through a hole in the packet. They surge around the building towards the floodlit forecourt at its west side. Some of them raise placards while others extend the ladder. Four or five are livestreaming. Thimblerig stacks their feeds along the side of his screen. The protestors start a call-and-response.

— STOP US IF YOU’VE GOT THE SKILLS,

 — RAYNOR! RAYNOR!

— WE’VE SHOPPED YOU TO THE O-OLD BILL,

 — DOUG RAYNOR, HEY!

Even leaving aside what Raynor did to Thimblerig’s family nobody could claim he’s a good citizen. A pumped-up tech bro with a buzz cut and connections to the alt-right. His ‘private security’ work involved an awful lot of travel to the mid-east in the early 2000s. He wears narrow expensive suits and leaves too many shirt buttons open at the neck. Gym muscles bulge through the fabric.

Taking Raynor down is the goal of the present operation. As far as the chanting pigs are concerned the mission is to get something incriminating on Raynor before the demo is broken up. Behind this Thimblerig is seeking something far more specific. Something on Raynor’s activities during the civil war back home. Years ago.

As planned the chanting has drawn the attention of Occidental’s wage-slave security men. Two black uniforms emerge onto the forecourt to confront the chanting crew. This is Thimblerig’s cue. He twists around and shouts into the car’s dark footwell.

— اتحركي

A streak of gunmetal launches from the footwell and streaks out through the staved-in rear window. Thimblerig tracks the grey bolt as it pelts across the tarmac. It moves in and out of pools of sodium then through the gap in the fence where it vanishes into the shadows at the east side of the building. To the west the demonstrators run mocking circles round the guards. Thimblerig leans back into the seat and waits.

It’s better to stay on the fringes. As a child living in the camps – before the authorities broke them up – his charity caseworker used to say that he’d become an outsider as a direct result of making his own way north at such an early age. She said this was why he refused to participate in group activities. That story was rubbish. It’s true he’s an outsider. Just as it’s true he has a wavery relationship with this country and its language and its soft green gardens. But he’d have been this way however his story ran. His father was just the same. He lived his whole life on the outskirts of life. Never held down a state job for very long despite his skill at electronics. When the uprising came he rose without a thought. It was like he’d been waiting his whole life for the chance to rebel.

But that’s a whole other part of the story.

Thimblerig checks his feed. The cat is returning null pings. It’ll keep working its way through the shadows to the west of the building until it finds a signal from one specific wireless router. Once it’s logged into the router it’ll hunker down and set itself up as a bridge.

Thimblerig got the login details and location for this router from the dumbest watering-hole attack he’s ever run. A week ago Lucky Ghost tipped him off to the fact that Doug Raynor and his senior staff are addicted to a restaurant in the centre of Swindon called the Taj Garden. Somehow Lucky Ghost found out that every few nights – when Raynor and his colleagues are working late – they go online and order a delivery of macho triple-chilli dishes. Based on this information Thimblerig hacked the Taj Garden’s noddy e-commerce and planted malware. Next time one of Raynor’s team opened an SSL to pay by credit card Thimblerig punched straight onto the man’s crablet. Unfortunately the crablet was a personal device that wasn’t networked to anything in Occidental’s building but after a bit of rooting around Thimblerig uncovered a synched and unencrypted copy of the man’s email folders. It turned out he was a senior sysadmin. Thimblerig mined the mails. He found a lot of random but damaging information that he passed on to various contacts. With any luck some of those stories will have made it to the blogs. The mainstream media will take longer. So some of this stuff might land a blow on Occidental but none of this was helping Thimblerig get to Raynor. Then he found in the Sent Items folder an email containing the location and settings of a wireless router on the same subdomain as Occidental’s in-house servers. This is the router that Thimblerig’s cat is currently –



resolving . . .

host found ID F0AA139B

connecting . . .

enter username: odptmpuser03

enter password: •••••••••••••

welcome



The cat’s connected and Thimblerig’s script is running. He cracks his knuckles and opens a terminal window. It takes seven minutes to seize root under the ID of the curry-loving sysadmin. Occidental makes its money selling system vulnerabilities. It should know better than to leave its back door open like this. Thimblerig’s a decent cracker but any twelve-year old with a Raspberry Pi could’ve pulled off this exploit.

Another port opens. Eponymous – who’s been following the action remotely – has entered on Thimblerig’s coat-tails. His job is to look for evidence of the freelance contractors Occidental use to scout for bad hacks. That’ll keep the rest of Cockaigne happy while Thimblerig pursues his own goals. He starts by poking the Exchange server. He pulls up two windows. In the left-hand window he loads the past month’s worth of Doug Raynor’s email. The right-hand one he fills with a year’s worth of mails dated a decade past.

Eponymous pops up in chat.

eponymous: nicely done

Thimblerig: You on yet?

eponymous: (^ ^)b

smooth as

give me an hour ill have doxed the living shit out of every blackhat on their payroll

any smoking guns on email?

Naturally Eponymous isn’t interested in deep cuts from the decade-old mails. Thimblerig will need to give him something from the recent cache. He scans the left-hand window. He’s only gone down three scrolls when he sees something. Well – isn’t Raynor the early bird?

Thimblerig: Here’s one from Raynor to his top brass.

Sent half an hour ago.

They have a zero-day hack called Kaa.

eponymous: (-_-;

like the snake?

Thimblerig: Snake?

eponymous: idiot

Thimblerig: Best I can make out Kaa exploits a flaw in Transax

eponymous: transax?

¯\_(?)_/¯

you going to make me google everything?

Thimblerig: Moron.

eponymous: *im* the moron but *youve* never seen jungle book?

Thimblerig: Raynor sent this email to all his senior managers 

telling them

hold on

Thimblerig rereads one particular passage. Which makes no sense.

eponymous: what?

telling them what?

(C_C)

wtf is transax anyway?

In this mail Raynor contradicts himself every two lines. First he tells his managers Kaa is a vital part of ‘Monday’s big exploit’. Next he says ‘This is my hack and if those head office cucks don’t pay for it they aint getting their hands on it, simple as’. It’s like reading the email of a teen with no impulse control.

The video feeds at the side of Thimblerig’s screen are getting jolty. There are shouts. Thimblerig peers through the windscreen. Something’s kicking off at the building’s entrance. He squints against the sunlight scissoring low across the tarmac. Two ladies are climbing the ladder up the side of the building. The uniformed guards are shouting up at them. The pig-faced Cockaigners chant and buffet the guards. All as it should be. But a new variable has entered the fray. Four or five figures in what look like Spider-Man suits have materialised among the protestors. Eight or nine now. Planting their feet wide apart in hero poses they form a cordon around the guards. One of them points at the pig crew and declaims something Thimblerig can’t hear. More Spider-Men appear.

No harm some other crew joining the demo. The more chaos the better. But Thimblerig’s never heard of superhero hacktivists. Maybe Swindon locals. He goes back to the chat where Eponymous is still asking about Transax.

Thimblerig: It’s the system that manages bank-to-bank

transfers.

I did some freelance pen testing on it last year

It’s tight

Nobody’s ever got close

But apparently Kaa can take it down

eponymous: (@ @)

raynor has a hack that can take over BANKS?

srs???

must have made $$ much

any clue who he sold it to?

Thimblerig: That’s the thing

He didn’t

eponymous: oo-

makes no sense

Thimblerig: But it’s big

Maybe bigger than anything we’ve found.

More shouting. A fight has broken out by the Occidental building. The Spider-Men are striking exaggerated combat poses and throwing wild punches at the pigs. The pigs are shoving back. One has grabbed a Spider-Man and is trying to kick him. A knot of red-and-blue Lycra has got hold of the bottom of the ladder and is shaking it about. The lady in black gauze is clinging on at the top and screaming something at the people below.

The buzzing of the crablet draws Thimblerig’s attention to the screen. Eponymous has been shooting off more messages.

eponymous: shit man

then

eponymous: this isnt a smoking gun

then

eponymous: it’s a smoking bazooka

(p^-^)p

then

eponymous: we need to put this out there NOW

He’s right of course: but. Thimblerig thinks a moment before he types. How would Lucky Ghost handle this?

Thimblerig: No

eponymous: :-O

wts man we have to

Thimblerig: No, this is bigger. 

If we waste it shaming them we’ll never find out what Raynor’s planning to do with it.

eponymous: so?

Thimblerig: So you put out a dump of the dox on the blackhat hackers.

The police’ll follow that up.

Meanwhile I’ll talk to Lucky Ghost.

eponymous: (¬_¬)

aw cmon really tho

Thimblerig: The Ghost’ll know what to do.

eponymous: sure because shes working for the feds

Thimblerig: Can we not have this conversation now?

eponymous: you do know she isnt really elyse martingale

don’t you bro?

you do know saint elyse died last century?

Of course Thimblerig knows. It’s hard to overstate the importance of the late Professor Elyse Martingale to a Cockaigne hacker, especially Thimblerig. Even his handle is lifted from a passage by Elyse:

Each of us must become fully versed in the use and function of the computing machine. Else we shall be as callow bumpkins, falling victim to the three-cup thimblerig of any streetside mountebank.

He’s still deciding how to come back at Eponymous when he hears the scream and looks up. Beyond the fence the ladder is teetering away from the building. The woman in the see-through top clings to it like a sailor on the crow’s nest of a sinking ship. She makes a desperate grab at the guttering on the side of the building. Misses. The ladder sways away. At its base a tide of Spider-Men shoves against a counter-tide of pigs. The ladder wavers then twists and topples towards the fence. It lands across the top of the chain-link and bounces. The lady’s thrown up then onto the tarmac in the shadow of a giant yellow skip.

Thimblerig wrestles with the rusted catch of the car door. The lady’s body is very still. Pig-masked protestors surge through the gap in the fence and peel off hither and thither across the lot pursued by Spider-Men. Thimblerig swivels in his seat and kicks at the jammed car door. Two protestors run to the crumpled woman and kneel by her. One pulls off his mask and leans in to listen to her breath or heart. The security guards walk up and hover anxiously beside the skip.

Thimblerig kicks again and with a crack! the car door swings open and bounces back at him. He shoves it open and tumbles out of the car. The kneeling man stops listening to the woman’s heart. He sits back on his ankles and shakes his head towards the guards. Thimblerig looks around for someone to help but the lot is suddenly empty of pigs and superheroes both.

For the longest time nobody moves. Then the cat comes streaking out through the gap in the fence. It runs between the legs of one of the guards. He lifts his foot and hops around in a half-circle to watch the grey flash tear towards Thimblerig. The cat skids to a stop at his feet then coils and springs into his arms. He catches it and pulls its sturdy lightness to his chest. He and the security guard stare at one another across the abandoned lot. There’s movement at the top of the skip. A Spider-Man clambers out of it and onto the rim. He balances there and scans the gloom. His eyes fix on Thimblerig. He points at him with a big sweep of his arm.

— Hold it right there, citizen! he shouts.

Thimblerig clutches the cat to his chest and flees.





Crash the Pips

‘Thank fuck!’ says Siobhán Tooley. ‘Our young digital renegade returns.’

Alex’s boss is the Corporation’s Deputy Head of Actuality. She has a face and figure that suit the post-war style that’s so achingly hip right now. In her chevron-striped skirt-suit and matching fedora she looks like a cross between Rosalind Russell in His Girl Friday, and a Vegas magician. A couple of years ago this outfit would have looked clownish. Now it’s standard office wear, Martingale style being pretty much mainstream these days.

‘Oh,’ says Alex, attempting a smile. ‘Is that what I am?’

The production office is really just two banks of desks in the centre of a massive open-plan space outside the radio studios. All that demarcates it from HR or IT is a sign hanging from the ceiling, with the show’s logo on it. Plus the chaos of newspapers and script sheets that coat every surface, and the commotion of production staff churning round the desks.

Alex has taken off her hat and mesh, putting her back at the mercy of the blue-white strip lights. No way to overlay her gentle forest wallpaper on the office – the Strange is blocked inside the building. Allegedly it interferes with transmission, though Alex suspects it’s the Corporation’s distaste for new disruptive channels. So as soon as she entered the security gates downstairs, the ad-crawls vanished and her woodland overlay fritzed out, leaving undecorated whiteness. Anxiety descended like a bolt.

And, of course, the second she emerged onto the fifth floor, Siobhán was on her.

‘I’m hearing you’ve been – dancing around on the forecourt?’ Siobhán says now. ‘Collecting pocket monsters?’

Her voice is so loaded with vocal fry you could cook your breakfast on it, but her usual ironic tone is tinged with concern. Bless her, too, for the out-of-date pop culture reference.

‘Yeah, sorry about that,’ says Alex, gesturing vaguely towards the entrance. ‘I had a bit of a . . .’

She tails off. Siobhán smiles dimly, studying her face.

‘So,’ she says, ‘Ready to speak to the nation?’

Alex nods.

‘Or at least,’ says Siobhán conspiratorially, ‘to a few million middle-class white people who think they’re the nation?’

‘Absolutely,’ says Alex, who isn’t ready for anything.

Siobhán takes her by the arm, as though to prevent her bolting.

‘Great,’ she says. ‘Let’s get you set up.’

Siobhán must never know how bad things got for Alex six months ago. There’s no way she’d have given her this anchor job if she knew the vlog wasn’t just on ‘temporary hiatus’; if she realised Alex had had to jack it in at risk of serious collapse.

Alex only applied for this job as a crazy gambit in the hope it might offer some kind of out from her cracked and broken world. Yet against the odds, journalistic outsider as she surely was, she got the job. For a month it was a parting of the clouds. The darkness of the past half year were swept away by a fresh wind. Then reality turned about and hit her full force. This was when she started losing sleep again. National. Live. Broadcast. Radio. What the hell was she thinking? This wasn’t her. How could even greater exposure be the solution to anything? At least ten times she’d started a letter of resignation, saying how sorry she was, explaining how the whole thing was an insane mistake. Then, ten times, at Harmony’s insistence, she’d deleted the letters.

In the end it was the Strange that saved her. The immersive game that overlays your world – minding your worst feelings, fostering your best – became the answer to her rising panic. A few weeks back, her tattoos arrived by drone. She laid the dragon across her chest and the climbing roses down her forearms, letting the stalks twine round her fingers. A kvetching Harmony laid the leafless tree down the length of her back, letting its roots spread over her buttocks. The tattoos stung as they eased their tiny cilia into Alex’s skin, but only for a second.

Her mesh arrived just after. She fitted it as a veil to the brim of her favourite tea hat. When she first put on the hat, and the mesh fell around her face and ears, she tumbled forward into the Strange like Alice down the hole. At once her experience was kinder, her vision recoloured to a palette that’d been tested before on hundreds of thousands of users, to hone in on the precise shades that would foster positive emotions. Her empty glowheart appeared beside her, ready to track her feelings. The whole awful stew of her emotions lifted outside her body, where she could monitor and moderate it.

A glowheart is a glimpse into her quantified soul. Little wonder nobody ever gives up the Strange once they taste it.

Since then the mesh has been Alex’s armour against the worst her wracked emotions can throw at her. Every time the fears of the radio job have sent her to the edge, the algaerhythm has heard her silent screams and crafted an Encounter to coax her back. The most recent took place outside on the forecourt, just minutes ago. A slap, a man, a parting train. A story crafted just for Alex. She can’t figure out why it was so effective at staunching her latest panic attack, but that’s the genius of the Strange. It second-guesses the very thing you’d have asked for if you’d only thought to want it, and it finds another Stranger who’s ready to give it to you. In this case a guy she could slap. A weirdly familiar guy. Which felt good. Hear-me-roar good.

Siobhán takes Alex by the upper arm and leads her past the humming production desks towards the studio. Her heart thuds like a trashy dance track. She looks for her glowheart but of course it isn’t there.

This building is the capital city of the dying media world, yet somehow it remains the voice of the nation. In an hour, when Alex’s microphone lights up green, she’ll speak live to 5.4 million people. More than twice the visitor count of her old vlog. Her stomach turns again.

‘First stop, the green room,’ says Siobhán. ‘Coffee’s on.’

In the absence of the Strange, a coffee might just be Alex’s salvation.



Alex manages not to spit out the stewy muck. Only now does she see the clods of white gathering on its surface. But still: caffeine. She dares another sip and looks through the glass wall into the studio. A runner (Emmy? she doesn’t have all the names down yet) is setting out jugs of water and adjusting the mics on their anglepoise arms. Alex will be safe in that air- and sound-conditioned space. Back when she produced her vlog, she’d regularly put herself in the path of physical danger. It was a compulsion. Door-stepping corporate trolls, sidestepping their goons, gave her the energy to keep on fighting. Until that one last time when she finally took an actual beating. That threw her life clean off its tracks. Here, though, she’s safe and subsidised – and salaried.

Beyond the studio, through another glass wall, is the control room where Siobhán will sit to steer the broadcast. In its low light, Alex can see the engineer setting levels on the gleaming mixer desk. The Captain America mesh-mask rolled up on his forehead is the only contemporary item in the whole room.

Radio news. A dinosaur that only keeps lumbering on because its nervous system’s so slow, its brain doesn’t yet know it died five years ago. What is Alex doing here?

‘Ready for the airwaves?’

Talk about nothing changing: here’s Thomas Causey, offering a bony hand. Tom, as he is to Alex now. Her unexpected co-host this morning.

‘I guess,’ she says.

She tries to map these drawn features into the Thomas Causey she knew from the TV news when she was a kid. All the things she’s been wanting to tell this man: how he used to transfix her with his take-downs of politicians, his unstinting questions and merciless silence; how he inspired her to set out on her own journalistic course. Seeing him in the flesh reduces him – and something else is odd. Ah: no hat. Seeing anyone these days without a hat or mask is weirdly old-fashioned.

Tom’s small fierce pupils bore into her.

‘I see you’ve sampled our witch’s brew?’ he says, patting the urn.

Alex laughs.

‘It has caffeine. It’s fine.’

Thomas puts a cup under the spigot. Finding she has nothing else to say, Alex smiles and watches the tarry flow fill his cup.

‘I understand,’ he says, ‘I’m to be teamed up with our very own blogger-in-residence?’

Alex is puzzled for a moment by the third-person construction – then realised he means her.

‘Oh – we tend to call it live vlogging.’

Thomas drops two sugars into the murk.

‘I rather thought we’d been live here for some time?’

‘Yes, yes, of course. Live audio is so hot right now.’

‘I’m pleased to hear it. Though I must admit, I hadn’t previously noticed the temperature drop.’

He takes a slow sip and replaces the cup on its saucer.

‘Siobhán tells me you’re ready,’ he says. ‘It’s good to hear she has such confidence.’

Alex raises her brows.

‘Because?’ she says, knowing she’s rising to bait.

Thomas affects a moment of careful thought.

‘Online, you can do things that are frankly beyond us. While we paint in the details you ignore in search of – ah, “clickbait”.’

There is a particular kind of hell for people who put quote marks around ten-year old Internet terms as though they’re somehow exotic. Tom takes a custard cream and swallows it whole, like an anaconda taking a yearling lamb.

‘Siobhán thinks you have something,’ he says, ‘that will appeal to a younger demographic who have not yet acquired the habit of morning radio news.’

Younger demographic. Exactly what Mickey said.

‘It’s all very well,’ says Tom, ‘to ambush someone on their doorstep for a thirty-second “viral” video. Here, we favour a more forensic style of journalism. I’m sure you’ll pick it up if you follow my lead.’

He brushes crumbs from his hands. Alex has a flash of the guy in the railway scene. The man she slapped. Why is his face still nagging at her? Where has she seen those spider tattoos?



Thank the goddess for a slow-news day. The stories in the first hour read like a bullet list of the lazy boom-time the nation’s living through. Record results from Old Street tech firms; preparations for the launch of the RedShot Mars lander. The only hard-edged news a report of a fatal accident at a hacktivist demo in Swindon. Alex settles into the show’s beats: how links, tape packages and discussions bounce between her and Tom. She makes it to the first news bulletin without a glitch. When she slips off her cans and rests them around her neck, Tom gives her a thumbs up and 30 per cent of a smile. More flattered than she expects, she looks down at the stick of dynamite splaying from under her pile of script pages. The printout of Mickey’s emails.

The second hour drags. She’s itching to take her shot at Susan Hardiman. With twenty-one minutes to go, Tom intros a package about the teetering fortunes of a British retail institution – the DIY chain Handy Frank’s. They need the government to agree a bail-out package by Monday, or they go under. The mood music is that Frank’s is too big – too iconic – to fail.

Alex shudders. Why did Handy Frank’s have to bully its way into her radio debut? She knows all about that double-dealing business. Six months ago, she door-stepped its CEO for her vlog and it ended badly for both sides. She was left stumbling, shaking and bruised, from the scene; put out of action for the long haul. The tear-down interview she briefly shared played a part in the firm’s current troubles. Rightly so. She barely scraped the surface of Handy Frank’s dodgy dealings.

The next few items are wrenchingly slow. Tom leads into an item about the revival of big-band swing in East London clubs. He can’t decide whether to be chipper about the comeback of a classic art form, or sneering about the thought of lindy-hopping hipsters. As the tape package rolls, the engineer patches into Alex’s cans a press officer from the Department for Business, who hands off in turn to the minister, Susan Hardiman. Everyone says hello. To get a level, the engineer asks the minister what she had for breakfast. Home-made granola and blueberries, apparently. Alex silently calls bullshit. Even when there’s nobody listening, politicians lie.

Seven fifty on the nail, her mic lights up. She intros Hardiman, twirling a pencil and staring into the spit-guard. In response to Alex’s soft-ball opening question, Hardiman rolls off a bland statement about the morning’s growth stats. She’ll be sitting in some bunkered radio room at the ministry, with soundproof foam peeling from its walls. Opposite her will be sitting the press officer, scribbling notes to hold up should the minister stray from her lines: GROWTH; HARD-WORKING FAMILIES; PROSPERITY.

Alex needles Hardiman gently on the numbers but doesn’t put up a fight. Let her think she’s getting an easy ride from the newbie.

Then, apropos of nothing, Alex says, ‘Perhaps now we can turn the discussion towards carpets?’

The line falls silent. Alex pictures Susan and her advisers exchanging looks; but what can you do when you’re live on national radio?

‘Excuse me,’ says Hardiman, ‘I don’t—’

‘Alex?’ says Siobhán from the booth. ‘What are you—’

‘Most specifically,’ says Alex, ‘handwoven pure Dalesford wool carpets. Do you have a view on them, Minister?’

Siobhán gestures frantically through the glass.

‘Fucking muppet has the wrong script!’ she says, knowing Alex can hear.

‘The, um,’ says Hardiman. ‘The handmade carpet sector is a great example of how our resurgent manufacturing – ah—’

‘Am I right in thinking you sit on the standards committee, Minister?’

Pause.

‘Ye-es?’

‘So you’ll be able to tell me: is it normal for a professional lobbyist to pay for the refurbishment of an MP’s constituency office?’

Longer pause. Put a note in front of that, bitches.

Deep inside Alex’s cans the small voice of Siobhán says, ‘What’s happening?’

‘Last month’s necessary refurbishment,’ says Hardiman at length, ‘was funded through a donation from a generous private source. Which has been declared. The Standards office is satisfied I acted with complete probity. Now if we can return to the topic at hand—’

‘In which case you’ll have disclosed the email that I have in front of me now – sent by your constituency manager to the lobbying professional Sam Corrigan – saying, quote, I’m sure that won’t present a barrier to your making the payment. Susan is very comfortable taking a hard line on that package. She’s known as a hawk on government intervention so this will be a consistent position for her to take.’

Pause.

‘That—’ says Hardiman.

Over the crystal fidelity of her headphones Alex hears a scuffle of papers.

‘I am unaware of any such email,’ Hardiman says at last.

‘Surprising, given how carefully you looked into this matter. So you’re unaware of the package of government intervention Mr Corrigan refers to in his mail?’

There was silence.

‘Ho-ly fu-ck-king . . .’ says Siobhán into Alex’s cans.

‘You could, I’m sure,’ she says, ‘satisfy the Parliamentary Standards Office of the probity of your dealing with this lobbyist, Sam Corrigan?’

‘I am unaware of any such email. This is a matter for my constituency staff. Now if we could turn to the policy announcement I’m making today—’

‘Did you accept a bribe, Minister?’

‘Alex! SHIT!’

‘That is an outrageous—’

‘If you’d be so good as to answer the question, Minister. What was the position you were so ready to take in exchange for this money?’

‘The New Compact For Jobs is a win–win policy. It’s good for business and good for the hard-working—’

‘Did you accept a bribe, Minister?’

‘—for the hard-working families of—’

‘Well, unfortunately we’re out of time. Susan Hardiman, Minister for Competitiveness, thank you. Tom.’

Thomas, who’s been staring blankly at Alex, fumbles for his script and cues in the weather. Dan, the weatherman, who entered the studio during the interview, has been sitting hypnotised but now he stumbles through his forty seconds of spits and spots of rain, while Alex kicks back her chair and lets out a breath, exhausted by the bout. By the time Dan hands back to Tom they’re twenty seconds behind. Tom gabbles out his cue and ends by crashing into the time pips as they sound the hour.

Slowly he removes his cans, staring flatly at Alex. He probably hasn’t crashed the pips once in his whole twenty years on the show. Alex returns his stare as they go to news.



Alex gathers her papers and pushes out of the silence of the studio hallway into the open-plan cacophony. Raging with the triumph of her coup, she can barely remember the show’s final hour.

Her phone buzzes in her pocket. The sensation surprises her. These days she only uses the thing to text her mother. It’s a message from her former economics professor, Lukaš Caron.



[image: ]

The message goes below the fold but Alex doesn’t scroll. This is a taste of how things will be now. She’s an influencer. Her heart putters as she navigates a gauntlet of pats on the back and heads for the post-show huddle, which is held on the ring of uncomfortable pouffes by Siobhán’s desk. Most of the team are gathered there already. The backchat stops the second they catch sight of Alex. Siobhán is standing by her desk, jaw set, arms folded. Alex stops dead a few metres from the huddle. Siobhán calls over.

‘Do you have a minute, Alex?’

The tone is jaunty but the fury on her face is a new thing. Alex has been naive. She wasn’t seeing beyond the blow she landed on Hardiman. All the warnings she’s had – about process, about referring all decisions up to management – she just ignored, on her first morning at the mic. While she was doing her Doorstop vlog, the only point was to land a blow. She always did, at whatever cost. She had nobody to answer to but the baying appetites of her followers. At this vast and fragile institution, things are different. She knew that, but this morning she decided to forget.

‘Oh – two minutes?’ she says to Siobhán, pointing towards the ladies’.

Siobhán nods slowly and tracks Alex’s progress to the loos. Once there, Alex slams the cubicle door. Her mesh being inactive, she pulls out her phone to message Mickey.
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The message is quickly flagged as read but it takes the better part of a minute before Mickey starts typing his reply.
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Alex whitens.
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Alex smashes her fist three times into the cubicle wall. After a pause, there’s a voice from just the other side of the door.

‘Everything all right, Alex?’ says Siobhán.





Zero Day

Thimblerig runs over tarmac towards the green giant. The cat’s claws dig into his belly where he’s clutching it to him. The giant’s a glowing beacon. In the half light of early morning it hovers above the empty car park. Summoning Thimblerig to its protection.

The cat hisses. Thimblerig hears running feet to his five o’clock. Some distance away but closing in. Without turning to look he dives behind a driverless car that’s idling at a charging station. He puts his hands out to break his fall as he hits the pavement. The cat leaps free and lands in a tight crouch. The footsteps pass on the other side of the car.

He waits a while then levers himself up to his knees. The heel of his left hand stings where he landed. Probably grazed but it’s too dark to tell. The cat steps up and licks his palm with its moist tongue. The antiseptic stings a little. He pats the cat on the head and uses the wheel arch of the car to lever himself up.

<Kindly do not touch the paintwork>

says the car’s windscreen.

— Sorry, says Thimblerig, stepping back.

He scans the car park in all directions. No more Spider-Men for the moment. He can’t work out whether they’re some daft stunt by a rival hacker crew. Or something else. Either way he doesn’t care to let one catch him.

His chest burns from all the running. His sweaty T-shirt’s cold against his back – though the inside of his pig mask’s hot and damp from his frantic breath. He wiggles it back into place and trots towards the giant. The cat follows at his side. Inside her is the data he pulled from Occidental. The emails about the Kaa hack. And maybe in the older mails there’s evidence on how Occidental’s CEO Doug Raynor sealed the fate of Thimblerig’s father.

This giant is winking down from the forecourt of a warehouse store two hundred metres ahead. It’s the last in a row of seven superstores linked by an access road. The fibreglass giant is dressed in bright green dungarees and a matching cap. Emblazoned on the chest flap of his dungarees is a vast red ‘F’ for ‘Frank’. Green neon outlines his cartoon features. That winking eye and outsize thumbs-up are the trademarks of the Happy Handyman – the mascot of the Handy Frank’s DIY store. The nation’s favourite home helper it says on the ads.

By this point Thimblerig’s completely lost. The Spider-Men have chased him over what felt like a hundred office parks and ring roads. Now the green light of the Handyman is calling him in to the superstore like a lighthouse in a storm.

Thimblerig loves Handy Frank’s. He’s done so ever since he came to England with nothing to his name but a ziplock bag containing a bundle of forged
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