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            Chapter One

         

         Clifton looked down at his watch again as the delayed 17:10 train sped through the deserted platform. He noticed the merging of colours into streaks as the train sped by out of the corner of his eye. Greys, greens and blues in sweeping brush strokes as if across a canvas. Irritably he rummaged through his dispatch bag that he used for work and laid his hand on the book that he had been reading.

         Not before long his train pulled into the station, there was no screeching from the brakes which used to signal the imminent halting of the train. Today with the new modern carriages the train came to a more controlled gentle stop, there was no apparent mechanical noises only low-tone humming that was similar to the modern electrical cars promising a new way of transportation for the future. A few more people had joined him on the platform. Clifton hated train travel because of the lack of control over your destination or the timing getting there. The carriage was packed which was not unusual, which left Clifton suffering with claustrophobia. He used to stand in the alcove carved out by the doors to take full advantage of the sense of freedom from the main carriage. With each station stop he would take full benefit of the cool air that flooded onto the train as the doors parted. He sucked in as much of the fresh air that he could before being once again sealed within the tin box.

         Standing for the full thirty minute ride into Central London was not comfortable, especially when everyone was aggressively clamouring onto the already crowded train. The inevitable call sounded up and down the carriage from the doors from one disgruntled commuter, “Move down!”

         The sea of people within the carriage waddled a few inches each creating the smallest of gaps which was no larger than for a seven-year-old child, yet at least two rather slender young men in business suits managed to drive their way into the gap.

         Clifton thought to himself that this mode of transport was not even fit for cattle, let alone human beings! The alarming chimes resonated out of concealed speakers around the carriage and the doors began to slowly slide across in the hope of connecting in the middle. There was a sudden cram of people at this point as they pushed their bags into the train which had previously been hanging outside of the doors over the platform. Clifton had hated this before when he was a daily commuter, he was sophisticated and although he did not wear the sort of suits that was fashionable with the City Boys he had style but more importantly manners.

         After a while Clifton found solace in reading on his journey. This gave him the escapism he craved from the claustrophobia of the train. Since using his time on the train for reading he had discovered that he could go deeper into the jungle of the carriage and actually get a seat at the start of his journey. Here he could be anyone living the adventures he dreamed of from the comfort of his seat. The escapism allowed him to travel to places that he had never been before and evade the chaos around him. Today he was reading the George Orwell classic Nineteen Eighty-Four which he had picked up from the airport WH Smiths a short while ago.

         Clifton felt the alert vibration of his mobile phone in his right hand breast pocket. It was a text message from Philippa.

         “Really sorry to do this again but I won’t be able to make it this evening. Something at work has come up. Have a great time P.”

         Clifton returned the phone to its locked screen and replaced it to his pocket without a reply. “Fool, this is the third time she has stood you up,” he muttered to himself as he rubbed his forehead in the uncomfortable stuffiness of the train. He was annoyed as he had made special arrangements for a wine tasting evening at his club for the pair of them to enjoy.

         As the train pulled into St Pancras Station Clifton carefully placed the worn leather bookmark into the centre of the page, closed the book and prepared to leave the train. The hoard of people gathered at the base of the escalators waiting to be transported from the depths of the station to the cathedral like vaulted glass canopies which made up the roof structure. Clifton did not have the patience for the herding at the escalators, all that was missing from the station’s concourse was the sheep dog.

         It was only three flights of stairs to the surface and besides it all counted towards his daily goal of three thousand steps a day. Since starting his new job as a Project Architect for the construction of a data centre of a Social Media giant MyLife Clifton had begun to feel as though he was not as fit has he had been before where he walked nearly two hours each day to work. This was now replaced by a car and train journey. Clara had shown Clifton how to use an application on his mobile phone to calculate his walking and running distances.

         At first Clifton had been rather impressed that such a device could collate all this data but then he began to see a more sinister use for the device as he realised that it was actually tracking his movements through Global Positioning Satellite mapping. Although it was done with the best of intentions he could not help but feel as though it was just another system built to monitor people and gather data on them. Clara and Clifton had been friends for well over seventeen years and had first met at University. She was studying to become a structural engineer as Clifton had been studying to become an architect.

         In their second semester the university had thrown them together as the architects and the engineers were given joint projects so that they could experience what it was really like working collaboratively within a larger team. Clifton and Clara hit it off from the start. They shared the same principles and worked extremely well in delivering their combined projects. They often met up outside of university for exhibitions, art fairs and meals. They both found it slightly amusing that having both travelled all the way to Bath for their first picked university and ended up partnering with someone whose family home was a stone’s throw away from each other.

         As time passed after they had graduated they had drifted slightly apart. Clifton had taken a job in London following his degree and Clara had decided to stay in Bath taking up a job with a medium size practice of engineers. They had both loved and lost in life by the time they were in their early thirties.

         Clara had fallen in love with a colleague after a few years of working. They used to work late into the evening many nights and eventually started seeing one another. Over time they had purchased a small but cosy cottage together. One day returning home from a two day business trip to Belgium she found him in bed with one of her close friends.

         She had contacted Clifton and had asked him what he thought she should do. His advice had been to tell her to do what her heart and head told her to do. Whatever Clifton was he was not going to direct someone else’s life choices. They had spent about two hours on the phone talking before Clara through floods of tears finally concluded that whatever the future brought she would never be able to trust her boyfriend again. She had then left Bath and returned to her family home in Hertford.

         Clifton had met Chloe through a friend. Their first meeting was at Alexandra Palace on a warm sunny May afternoon. Clifton was sitting on one of the benches on the main terrace looking out over London twiddling with the zip on the cool bag that he had brought with him which had all of the picnic food he had made. Every time a double decker bus pulled up at the stop below he would lean forward in the chair trying to see who was getting off and if Chloe really looked like her MyLife profile account picture. He waited for about ten minutes longer than the time they had agreed over text messages. He checked his watch again and then his mobile phone. There was no clue. He began to wonder if she had come, seen him there and then decided to walk on. Anyone’s first date nightmare. 

         He was about to get up and leave when he felt two hands covering his eyes from behind. A soft voice sounded ‘Boo! I’ve got you!’ and she had got him hook line and sinker. He was bowled over by her. She could argue like no one that he knew, she was passionate but distant. He always felt as though she had been concealing something.

         As their relationship went on there were times that Clifton would ask after her sister and she would look at him confused before he would explain how he thought that it was this weekend that she had gone to visit her sister in Bristol. As time went on there seemed to be more misunderstandings over events and places which started to make Clifton suspicious until one day at a Saracens rugby match Chole told him that she had been seeing someone else and that they were going to make a go of things. Clifton felt as though the ground had been ripped out from under him. He felt angry but strangely more so with himself. He had allowed himself to be deceived all this time. Everything made sense now. The lies, the times she was away and the poor recollection of stories told.

         He did not notice when she left the seat after telling him, he was blind to the match being played out in front of him and all he could think about was how stupid he felt for loving her so much. He vowed there that he was not going to let anyone again make him look this foolish. It had cost him some short-term relationships but he felt that it was better to be direct and know where you are rather than be manipulated and fooled again.

         Clifton pulled out his phone from his pocket as he walked down the stations concourse and wrote a message to Clara, “You know what I’m going to say don’t you… You were right, Philippa has cancelled again so I have a plus one if you are up for a spell of wine tasting?” It was a long shot but everything had been pre-booked and arranged. “Sorry I would love to come but I am in Sheffield at the moment for an interview. Sorry to hear that she has let you down again.”

         Clara was moving away to Sheffield and had started the search for a new job. Clifton knew that this was a good move for her but he also felt a sense of loss that relocating friends create. It would be fine at first he thought with visits and such but like all distances they won out and in the end he would mourn the loss of one of his closest allies.

         The day wore on and at such late notice Clifton was struggling to arrange for someone else to take Philippa’s place. “Right,” he said to himself, “no more of this online dating. Next time I want to meet a real person in the traditional way. I am going to enjoy tonight regardless of who is or isn’t there.”

         Clifton got off the tube at Green Park Station and made his way out past the Ritz Hotel. He noted the glamour of the place. Freshly planted window boxes garnished the sills of the perfectly formed windows into another lavish world. Looking ahead there was a vagabond stretched out on the pavement without shoes. The soles of his feet were black. Clifton thought of him wandering the streets barefoot and how it was possible that this type of poverty was possible in the twenty-first century. He also wore a pair of tatty faded blue jeans which were stained with marks and what appeared to be dried blood. He has a black coat bleached grey by the sun. The grey scraggly bearded face looked up at him with honest green eyes. “Spare change sir?” Clifton gave an apologetic smile and while shrugging said “Sorry, I do not carry any change.”

         Like many City Dwellers Clifton no longer carried cash around with him. Everything was paid for either by cards or mobile phone touch technology. The West End was a diverse place, there were all walks of life, the young, old, the rich, poor and every type of definition or categorisation that you could imagine all was within a stone’s throw. The City certainly was an assortment of all things. Before he knew it Clifton had passed the grandeur of the Fortnum & Mason clock which he used to joke with Clara was a Waitrose for kings and queens. He was shortly standing in one of the many gem like grassed squares of London facing his Club. It was grand with its Corinthian colonnade. Regal in its appearance with the five flags raised outside with the crescendo to the Union flag at the centre. 

         Checking that his tie was straight and that his top button was not showing over above the Windsor knot, he proceeded to climb the stone staircase, climbed by so many others that they dipped slightly in the middle, to the welcoming entrance. He was greeted by the concierge as the doors were drawn open, “Good evening Sir. May I have your membership number?”

         Clifton smiled and nodded, “Good evening George, Yes I’m here for the wine tasting evening. I am very sorry but my guest will be unable to join me tonight.” As he relieved his membership card from the inside compartment of his wallet.

         Beaming back a similar smile George answered, “That is no problem at all, I will let them know in advance before you are seated. If you care to take a seat in the Library a member of Staff will let you know when we will begin.”

         He made his way up the striking staircase and wondered about the history of the place and whose footsteps he was following in of yesteryear. The library had a tall ceiling and the only gaps in the bookcases which ran around the perimeter of the room from floor to ceiling were the doors into the library and a window that overlooked the grassed square where he had been standing just a moment ago.

         How wonderful this room was with the smell of leather-bound books and the pages of knowledge contained within. He sat in one of the many green low back Winchester leather chairs feeling that they were built to tease a sense of comfort without being so. He had never really liked these types of chairs however in the library with a good bourbon these chairs were magnificent. The soft leather both supported and hugged the lucky occupant to sit in them. He began to page turn a Sam Willis book about the Glorious First of June before a friendly face appeared to let him know that they were ready to begin the wine tasting.

         Clifton made his way into the main dining room where the event was taking place and took his seat at one of the six circular tables that had been laid out in the lavish room.

         Clifton watched as others came into the room and took their seats wondering what they did and who they were with. In front of him there were three glasses, a large silver chalice-shaped table piece was placed in the centre of the table. Clifton looked at is as if to make a study of it. “That is the ‘dump bucket’, said in a kindly French accent, “it is important to expectorate when tasting wines. You want to taste the wine rather than drink it, however I suspect we will be mostly drinking tonight.”

         His features stretched and a broad smile swept his face. “I understand that your guest will not be joining us this evening?” Without waiting for a reply he continued, “That just leaves us more to taste now, no?” He gave a friendly elbow nudge.

         The tables began to slowly fill and strangers exchanged introductions and pleasantries. The French sommelier raised his glass and with great delicacy made three chimes ring out from the glass with a teaspoon.

         “Ladies and gentlemen you are most welcome. Tonight we are here to have an introduction to wine tasting. I want this to be memorable and more importantly fun! If you have experienced wine tasting before they will usually lecture you in wine and it will go, flit,” raising his hand over his head in a combine motion, “over your head. So tonight we shall play a game. Here are the rules.

         Each player will be given a series of three flights of three wines each to taste. There will be no label and the wines have been removed from their host bottles so you will be judging them purely on the appearance, age, scent, palate and quality.

         Each flight will share a common theme however one of the wines within the flight will stand out on its own for a variety of reasons.”

         Grinning in a playful way he continued, “This could be grape variety, or wine making technique. I want you all to start having a conversation about your experience, what it tastes like, how it smells, is it new world, etcetera.” Picking up a glass and raising the contents to his nose and inhaling a deep breath he resumed, “This will be a methodical assessment, one that a professional wine maker would use when tasting the wine.”

         The three uniform bottles arrived at Clifton’s table and their contents were shared out around the table, each with slightly more than necessary for the task of tasting alone. 

         “Within the first flight I would like for you to identify Les Grandes Chailées from Condrieu AC Northern Rhône Valley France, my home country,” the sommelier said, almost salivating at the thought of the taste. “The Les Granilites from Saint-Joseph AC Northern Rhône Valley France and lastly Le Cigare Blanc from the Beeswax vineyard, Arroyo Seco AVA Monterey Country Central Coast California USA.”

         Clifton swirled the glass as he had seen in films and began to inspect and interrogate each of the three glasses before him. On the sheet of paper in front of him he began to make notes about each glass, beginning with the appearance. Raising the glass up to the light and slightly tilting the glass he forensically examined the colour and fluidity of the wine in the light. Others in the room saw this and began to replicate the action. “This should not be necessary for the white wine,” the sommelier announced, gesturing with his glass imitating what was now happening around the room, “This is more for the red grape variety where you are looking for tannin. But there is no harm in appreciating the wine and its appearance.”

         The first glass that Clifton held up appeared clear and bright, it had a lemon-green colouration which reminded him of a summer trip to Regents Park with Clara some years ago. Taking in a deep breath, the wine revealed a cleansing sensation of freshness with hints of something more earthly. He closed his eyes to fully appreciate the glass and shut out other distracting sensations.

         “You may be detecting a mineral characteristic from this wine which could have something the do with a degree of reductive taint from the wine having matured in a bottle under screw cap.” The sommelier’s voice drifted around the room.

         Peter who had introduced himself earlier was sitting to Clifton’s left. “I have absolutely no idea about wine tasting, but this is jolly interesting and a great opportunity to learn before you look like a fool in a restaurant!” Clifton nodded and smiled politely without making any comment. The truth was, he thought to himself, that apart from here it was unlikely he would get the experience of such wines anywhere else. Clifton was not from Peter’s world of inheritance and title. He he worked hard to be seated at this table and although he hid it well he did sometimes feel as though he was a file and rank solider sitting in the officer’s mess. Peter enquired into what Clifton’s line of work was. “I work as a Project Architect for Mission Critical Systems buildings, data centres. Basically everything that is on the internet needs somewhere physically to exist and as businesses expand data centres offer them the ability to store large amounts of their data and systems off site.”

         Changing the subject, Peter continued with a telling slur – leaning forward in almost a conspiratorial way. “This wine is hard to identify… The fruit is there but it is rather lean. The perfume really dominates but there is certainly orange in there as well don’t you think?”

         Clifton nodded in agreement, “Yes and an undertone of thyme and beeswax, I think we have found our Californian. It tastes slightly heavier than the other two.” His eyes widened as he noticed the elegant young lady who was sitting opposite him.

         She began to speak in a soft voice with a hint of an American accent, “Yes this definitely is Le Cigare Blanc. The closure is a screw cap with metallic seal, the wine is a blend of 48% Grenache Blanc, 44% Roussanne and 8% Picpoul Blanc. You could use it as a rather fetching accompaniment to chicken or any white meat including lobster or fish in a rich beurre blanc sauce.”

         She wore a navy blue dress which wrapped itself around her bodice to her waist where the material turned vertical and cascaded down in a crescendo of pleats from the knee to her ankles. The top section was overlaid with lace detailing creating a seductive curtain to her skin beneath. The dropped neck line revealed an Amulette De Cartier necklace, the thirty-nine brilliant cut diamonds sparkled in the light with the movement of her body. Its simple elegance of its polished curves matching the wearers. The natural stone at the centre almost emulated the sun’s rays in a wavering pattern which extended to the diamond band at the perimeter. Her earrings shaded behind her soft wavy brown hair imitated the gem which hung around her slender neck. 

         Clifton gave a sideways smile and raised his glass, “It seems that you know your wine well for an introductory session?”

         She lowered her head and slightly blushed. “Yes, well you see my father owns Sandhi Wines in Santa Barbara. As a child I was brought up touring all of the different vineyards in Bordeaux and Australia.”

         She leaned into the table and lowered her voice, “Can I tell you a secret? I really came here tonight to stake out the competition! My name is Amelia, I don’t think that I have seen you here before?”

         Unbeknown to Clifton, there were other wine families in the room. The journey through the cellar continued with magnificent clarets including Vosne-Romanée Pinot noir and a Marion’s Vineyard Pinot Noir. The conclusion of the evening saw the sommelier serving dessert wines including a delightful Vin Santo from Tuscany Italy and a rather sickly sweet Château les Mingets. Swirling the final glass Clifton inhaled a honeysuckle perfume mixed with pineapple and peaches; there was a slightly lingering aftertaste of vanilla. He couldn’t help but be contented in his environment and gazed across the table at the young girl in the blue dress smiling to himself as if in a daydream fantasy. He looked down at the notes that he had been making throughout the evening. Even at this stage Clifton could clearly see how neatly the handwriting has started and how through the course of the evening the text had become more and more incomprehensible and unrecognisable against the flat edge of the lined page. “Successful evening,” Clifton coughed turning to no one in particular with a grin. He spent a further thirty minutes speaking to the others on his table while not losing eye contact with the girl in the blue dress. It was in his nature to be the last one out of a room. He had begun speaking to Peter who was explaining that he ran a small group of hardware outlets, and wished to expand but was not sure in which direction to go.

         Clifton thought about this for a moment. As a part-time job before leaving for university he had worked in a large hardware shop, which he well remembered and learnt much from. He felt slightly embarrassed in present company that stating as much would lead to ridicule. His idea was bursting out of him but he had to consider how to deliver it without revealing how he had come by the knowledge.

         “Well, have you considered leasing equipment directly to the contractors rather than selling? In a lot of instances contractors do not want to spend out the capital cost of purchasing equipment when they will only need it for a set period of time. In this you will also have some assets which you could offset to acquire further loans to expand the business.” Peter and Clifton discussed this in greater detail in the bar afterwards, although Clifton was unlikely to remember any of it. He found that he was far more sociable and alive with thought and creativity although inebriated. The only trouble was remembering it all once sober. The girl in the blue dress came into the bar area and Clifton looked over, almost forgetting Peter was standing next to him. “Will you excuse me one moment?”

         Before Peter could respond Clifton was making his way over to the girl. Their eyes met and she smiled revealing a set of perfect pearl-like teeth, “Hello again, so how did you find the wine tasting and the competition?” Clifton said.

         “Erm, very informative and interesting to see the New Zealand Marion’s Vinyard Pinot Noir.” Suddenly Clifton was looking at the back of a young City boy in a slim fit grey suit and red tie. He had short cropped hair and a poor attempt at a beard.

         “Darling, there you are! Sorry I’m so late you know how it is.”

         She looked a little hesitant, while Clifton composed himself and she introduced him.

         “This is my boyfriend Terrence,” opening her palm towards Clifton, Terrence placing his right arm around Amelia.

         Clifton extended his hand, to Terrence, “Alex Clifton, please to meet you.”

         Terrence nodded and exchanged pleasantries. Before Clifton knew it, Terrence had guided Amelia away to a more secluded section of the bar. Clifton looked over at the backwards clock, a quirk of the place that hung over the bar and decided that it was time to head home before he missed the last train. To the best of his knowledge he left very gracefully given all that he had to drink and did not stumble once, not even on the escalators which he felt that he flew down at the station at St Pancras.

         Silently, slightly swaying he looked up at the tiny illuminated orange stars that were the LED lights of the information board. He fought to make the constellations of stars form into letters, which appeared as a blur to him. In the morning of course he could read this clearly but at this time of night and with this level of intoxication the whole board seemed to be swimming in an electrical amber glow.

         He raised his hands up on his right eye as if to form a telescope, oddly this seemed to help make some sort of scene of the board. He then felt a guiding grip on his right shoulder and at the same time he recognised a familiar sounding voice from his past. “Alex, how the hell are you?” Dropping his hands to his sides as an attempt at a considered motion he turned, almost pulled around by the grip, in the same way that a kitten is plucked by the nape of its neck and freezes.

         He started to recognise the features of the face before him. “Lockridge!” Clifton exclaimed, “Crikey I have not seen you since College. I’m well thank you for asking, I have been at a wine tasting event this evening.” At this point Clifton took on the pose of someone swigging from a bottle as a visual accompaniment. “How are you? What have you been up to?” he said, extending his hand to meet Lockridge’s outstretched arm. Lockridge was a tall man with the broad shoulders of a rugby player with a wave of short cropped golden hair. He wore a suit with a green Barbour Hereford Wax Jacket which seemed a little out of the ordinary, given the time of year and the likelihood of rain. Unlike most of the other commuters standing at the platform Clifton noticed that he was not carrying any form of luggage which was the usual give away of the Financial Sector City worker, who often had no luggage or who walked around with a clutch type case. 

         “I’ve just come back from China,” Lockridge said, “I’ve been working there for the past three years with the Diplomatic Service.”

         “That must have been amazing” Clifton retorted, attempting to compose himself. “Fantastic architecture our there don’t you think? Did you manage to see the Beijing Airport? From start to finish it only took four years to build compared to six years for Terminal five at Heathrow. It was also designed by our very own Norman Foster for the 2008 Olympics. It is one of the world’s largest and most advanced airport buildings in terms of experience, operationally and sustainability. Oh and of course the ‘Bird’s Nest’ Stadium which looked phenomenal for the games however I have heard that since the Olympics it has become somewhat derelict?”

         “Yes,” said Lockridge in an almost dismissive way. “I saw plenty in China.” There was a change in the air, almost like a dormant volcano becoming active. The rails at the station became alive with the vibration and the distant clattering of the train became louder and louder as it drew into the station.

         “Ahh this is my train,” Clifton pointed in the general direction of the carriage. “Excellent,” said Lockridge, “my train also, which station are you going to?”

         “St Albans,” Clifton replied.

         “That’s mine also” Lockridge placed his hand on the small of Clifton’s back to usher him along as he boarded the train to a vacant seat. Clifton seemed enthralled at the coincidence. Within one stop at Kentish Town, Lockridge and Clifton had caught up on the latest from the old boys. “So you are reading Nineteen Eighty-four?” Lockridge queried, raising an eyebrow.

         “Yes,” Clifton replied, “I brought it at WH Smith at Stansted. It was a buy one get one half price. The Richard and Judy Book Club or something like that. I thought that it was about the Berlin wall falling but I think I was slightly confused as I was also buying a John Le Carré novel at the same time.”

         “Wait a minute,” Lockridge jumped in, “the Berlin wall came down in 1989.” 

         “Exactly, this is what happens when you try and buy books at four o’clock in the morning!” Clifton replied.

         “Listen.” Lockridge seemed to change personalities to a far more intensive character. Leaning in and lowering his voice, he said, “We know that you are working on the data centre in Ireland for the social media group MyLife.” Clifton had slightly glazed over, he was aware of what was being said to him but it was as if through a pane of frosted glass. How did – suddenly as if a hand wiping away the ice he thought to himself – how did Lockridge know what he was currently reading? It would have been unlikely that he would have mentioned it before. Clifton looked down at his brown leather dispatch bag which was secured by its buckle. He knew that he was still rather the worse for wear and that it would have been highly unlikely after attempting to read the information board that he would have taken out the book to read a few pages, especially in present company. Clearing the mist from his mind Clifton said, “Yes I’m there every other week, on site.” Now it was Clifton’s opportunity to be analytical as he began to quickly drift back into sobriety. “Who is this ‘we’? The Diplomatic Service?”

         Lockridge sat up straight, “No that was my last assignment, I am currently with the National Cyber Security Centre. You have probably heard of us from that incident with the ransomware taking over the National Health Service computers in early 2017?”

         Clifton thought for a moment, “Yes I remember that, it didn’t seem all that bad in the end.” Lockridge leaned in once more “Well, it was a bit more serious than we let the public believe. All of the medical records we duplicated and downloaded. Since then we have defeated several threats. The next generation of warfare will not be fought by troops on the ground, but in cyberspace. Every large company that you can think of has at some point been under attack by cybercriminals or State-sponsored saboteurs.”

         “Was the British Airways computer melt down that left thousands of people stranded for days really a failure of systems in India or was it cyberterrorism?” Clifton enquired. 

         “Yes that was another ransomware threat. In that instance British Airways had no choice but to pay. As it is not a publicly owned company they did not have any duty to inform its passengers the reason for the delay. It was something that they were never prepared for. Think about it with information flowing so fast, the various duplicates of information stored at various locations and with the growth of mega data centres for cloud computing the threat is substantial and growing at the same rate as data is being produced. More data has been created in the past two years than in the entire history of the human race. It is estimated that by 2020 over 6.1 billion smartphones will be used globally, each one packed with data capturing sensors.

         “There have been whispers of an extremist group who call themselves F5.”

         Clifton interjected, “Refresh?”

         “Precisely,” Lockridge continued. “They deal in the most sought after commodity.

         Information.

         Think about it, how much personal information is there about you out there online. If you have a MyLife page what details are there, birth date, occupation, photographs of you and your family, business contacts, known associates listed as ‘friends’, what you eat, your political views, where you have been and what you have recently purchased online. Now on its own these trinkets of information do not seem to mean much but when you add more of a profile to that information think what the value that would mean to businesses, governments, law enforcement agencies, political groups and fanatics.

         “It has been difficult but GCHQ believes that they have intercepted a message from F5 activating its sleeper cells within Western Europe. We have very little to go on as the messaging services are encrypted from end to end. Sometimes we get lucky and information is broadcast by accident or the encryption is broken by an algorithm.

         Think of it this way, these messages are flying from tree to tree like birds in the night. We are on the ground trying to capture the birds to hear their song but we are looking blindly up into the night’s sky. When we do succeed in breaking the encryption we are quick to analyse the communication. The problem is of course is determining the fact from fiction. As with every intercepted message its authenticity has to be ascertained by an analyst to determine if we are looking at the real thing or not. Or more to the point if we are being deliberately led to believe that this information is correct to send us on the wrong trail.”

         Clifton looked apologetic “I’m not sure that I can help you, this all seems very sophisticated and complex. I have no experience in analysing data.”

         Lockridge carried on, ignoring the comment. “As you are working on the latest MyLife data centre you will have access to the places that no one else will. You will be our fly on the wall so to speak.”

         Clifton looked Lockridge squarely “I would be extremely surprised if MyLife were at any risk from this F5 group. They have some of the most sophisticated systems around.”

         Lockridge looked at the floor of the carriage, “We have reason to suspect that F5 is a sub-set which has infiltrated MyLife. We need proof though before we can take any action, the scale of this is global, which is why we need you on the inside.”

         “And what if I say no? This could be considered a conflict of interest and I would be in breach of my non-disclosure agreement,” questioned Clifton.

         Lockridge smiled, “Think of it as services rendered to your country and every other country with the internet and if that is not enough I believe that complaints can be raised against you and your firm via the Architects Registration Board. I understand that a single complaint to your professional body could be very challenging for you and your practice?”

         Clifton narrowed his eyes, “Is that a threat?” “Think of it as encouragement. Help us help the wider society that is after all what you believe architecture is about?”

         “And where have you read that?” Clifton asked almost defeated. 

         Lockridge stuck up once again “Information is a powerful tool old boy, everyone has a digital fingerprint, even you. In your case you have a CoNet profile, a digital curriculum vitae, giving information about everything you have written, business contacts and where you graduated. I see you decided to study in Bath as opposed to studying further afield?”

         “There was more variety in courses in the UK and besides the courses have to be accredited by the Royal Institute of British Architects to be accepted, sorry, but when and if I find out anything how exactly can I pass it on? I can’t exactly email you can I?” Clifton queried.

         “You are travelling tomorrow to Dublin on flight FR203 from Stansted.” Lockridge said in a rather matter-of-fact way. “Once you clear security you will feel compelled to buy something from the Hugo Boss store in the duty free area. The less you know now the safer you will be if you are picked up.

         “I have to level with you, there is a significant risk that you may encounter counter-intelligence agents if you raise their suspicions. If you make your way onto their radar you have no links to the government or us to you, as most things in this world you will be on your own. You understand why this is necessary for us to have deniability.”

         The train began to slow as it approached the station. Clifton began to adjust himself preparing to depart the train as the tannoy sounded. “The next station is St Albans.” As Lockridge and Clifton stood in front of the doors Clifton asked over his shoulder, “Aren’t you worried that everything that you have just told me could be overheard or recorded?”

         Lockridge had switched personalities once again back to his welcoming persona. “Look around you Alex.” Examining the carriage Clifton could only see four others; a couple who could not have waited until they were home were deeply engrossed in a loving embrace, a teenager completely shut out to the world with black Beats headphones connected to a brightly illuminated iPad screen, and a businessman balancing a laptop computer on his knees attempting to reply to the deluge of emails that plagued his days and nights. 

         “A train is an ideal place to talk,” Lockridge almost whispered into Clifton’s ear. “Everyone is only interested in themselves. You are moving at approximately eighty miles per hour so any listening devices would only pick up the background noise, half the journey is underground which rules out data tracking or satellite. This is one of the few places that you can truly be off grid.”

         The train slowed and Clifton and Lockridge made their way to the doors. As they parted Clifton filled his lungs with the cool night air. He stepped down onto the platform and began to walk down towards the station exit noting the tapping sound of his own footsteps created by his black Oxford shoes. The events of the last half an hour sinking in. Turning to ask Lockridge one further question he stopped realising that he was quite alone on the platform. 

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

         

         The journey to the airport seemed almost like a daydream. It was four-fifteen and there was a blanket of mist over the ground. Trees stood tall with their branches silhouetted against the opaque background. As the morning voice softly introduced the next symphony on Classic FM, Clifton could not help but be preoccupied with the previous evening’s events.

         Dawn was breaking and there was a freshness of the pending new day ahead. Pulling up the slip road from the M11 the backdrop of screening vegetation drew back like a curtain to reveal Stansted airport rising out of the surrounding landscape.

         Clifton was not sure if this was to the credit of the architect or a fortunate result from the grading of the road. It seemed to be perfectly situated in the landscape, not of the surrounding vegetation but crafted to assimilate neatly within it. He glided the car into the orange short-stay carpark as on autopilot and parked, making sure to take a mental note of its position within the expanse of the parked cars.

         It had taken him a quarter of an hour once to find the car as it had been so well disguised amongst the rows of other parked cars. With a confirmation flash of the indicator lights he wondered when and if he would see his car again. He tried the handle of the car just to make sure that it was indeed locked before he left. Clifton made his way from the carpark into the airport through the glass tunnel which rose up to the podium level. It was much busier than usual and he quickly concluded that it must be the school’s half term holiday which would account for the number of children at the airport at this time of the morning. Clifton walked briskly through the concourse. Some children were riding on the pull along suitcases, and others were being carried on their father’s shoulders. A young couple in front were rummaging around in their backpacks attempting to separate their toiletries into a single small clear plastic bag which was now required at every airport before security.

         Clifton searched in his pocket for his mobile phone which had his boarding card saved, another thing that Clara had shown him how to do. Looking dead ahead he could see people queuing at the gates, scrambling around in bags trying to find their boarding cards, which they had left until the final moments of arriving at the barriers. To the right was another set of gates which were slightly concealed by their angle of approach. These gates had far fewer people at them which was why he always used this side to clear security. He looked down at the small screen of his phone and scrolled through the menus until he had his boarding card while he habitually followed the purple graphic line which has been stuck to the granite floor pavers. He reached the gate as an athlete reaches the finishing line. He made his way through the maze of handrails until he reached a smaller queue of people at the conveyor belt. The din of the rollers and the calls from the staff, “Please remove laptops and other electrical equipment from your bags and place them in a separate tray. If you have any liquids in your luggage please remove them and place them separately in the tray inside a sealed plastic bags provided.”

         One young family standing to his left at the conveyor belt were struggling with two young children. One of whom was starting to have a tantrum about losing his ride on suitcase to the security checks. The other was blissfully asleep in a pushchair. Their mother was trying to quickly get everything in the tray and had not put the liquids into one of the plastic bags. The older man on the opposite side of the conveyor belt wore blue plastic gloves and handed her a spare plastic bag while reciting, “All liquids into the bag and placed separately into the tray.” You could tell that he had spent most of his life at the airport as his actions and speech had become automated and almost chant like. He had black combat type trousers and a light blue shirt with epaulettes with various cards hanging around his neck on a black necklace. His hair was silvery grey and he was well tanned, indicating that he made the most of his time away from his conveyor belt. His eyes looked glazed and although he was performing a function it was clearly just that. Purely a function, the character and joy had long since left him in the years of the repetition. As the trays came around on the conveyor belt Clifton began to remove his belt and watch. This had almost become part of his airport ritual and Clifton had worked out the most efficient system for getting himself through this part of the airport. He ordered his possessions neatly in the tray before him.

         His dispatch bag placed to the left of the tray with his laptop removed, shoes to the right with belt to the furthest right and watch placed south of the shoes. His jacket was folded and then placed carefully over the top of the shoes. He pushed his tray forward onto the belt and it began to roll up the ramp towards the x-ray machine. A second tray whirled around at his knees which he took out and placed his cabin bag in taking care to remove his toiletries, which were already in an airtight plastic bag from previous trips. His laptop computer was placed at an angle leaning up against the short side of the cabin bag. He then moved the tray forward onto the conveyor belt before one final pat down to check that he had not forgotten to remove any metallic elements which would inevitably set off the alarm in the arch and lose him precious time with a more thorough search.

         The older lady on the other side of the security arch wearing the same uniform as the man behind the conveyor belt beckoned Clifton through with her blue gloved hand as his possessions made their way up the conveyor ramp. As he made his way through the arch he could not help but notice the rapid movement of blue shirts on the opposite side of the conveyor belt. 

         The child from earlier was now on the secure side and was playing with the spring gate of the further bag search area. It seemed that he had packed a plastic sword for his travels in his ride along suitcase. Whether it would be accompanying him on his forward journey was being debated between the blue shirted security officer and his mother.

         Clifton waited and looked for the trays that contained his belongings to come through the machine on the secure side. Sometimes a tray would appear and be reassigned to a second conveyor belt for further inspection, as had happened to the families cases, however Clifton’s did not seem to be appearing anywhere. There was a young woman wearing a black Bershka Gingham Cami Bralet top and tight fitting maroon trousers which matched her hair. She pushed past Clifton to retrieve her case from the tray now descending down the runners of the conveyor. He knew that she must have been behind him in the queue before as he would have definitely of noticed her in front of him. He tried to examine the line of trays on the opposite side of the plastic partition to see if any of his items were in there for further investigation. It had happened to him only once before when Clifton had accidently packed a pen which doubled as a screwdriver. On that visit the security officer had deemed that the screwdriver part could be considered as a weapon despite the head only being two centimetres long and it was disposed of to his disappointment.

         He looked down the line of trays and none of them looked familiar to him. Then he recognised his jacket in a tray that was just appearing out of the machine, followed by his cabin bag making is way down the slide. As the trays drew nearer he noticed that although everything was neatly packed into the tray the order of the articles had changed. Still the same black gloss Oxfords he was used to wearing, even worn slightly at the edge of the outside of the heel. Only he noticed that the right one was completely flat like when the shoes had been re-heeled or were new and needed breaking in. Restoring his belt, watch and shoes, which he double knotted as they would regularly come undone if he did not. He carried his jacket over his arm. The watch strap and belt seemed to have a newness rigidity about them.

         Clifton did not have time to inspect his belongings more closely and quickly went about swinging his dispatch bag over his shoulder and extended the handle of his cabin bag and headed towards the duty free area. As he walked down the hallway amidst the holiday makers and business visitors’ two people seemed to stand out to him. There was nothing physically which stood out about these two, it was more something that was missing. Who travels to an airport without any luggage? One was a male wearing a black baseball cap which had a light brown suede leather visor that had been curled and was pulled down low over his sun-glassed eyes. He had a leather jacket with a rounded high collar and a dark grey polo shirt beneath which was tucked into a pair of dark blue jeans. The shoes stood out most of all to Clifton as they were a cross trainer rather than the ‘All Star’ plimsoll shoes which were currently fashionable.

         His companion was a tall women with long blonde hair beneath a similar baseball cap, probably around thirty-five with piecing blue eyes, which Clifton found hard not to fall into. Although she was beautiful there was a Germanic hardness to her features. They seemed to be watching him but without looking directly at him. Perhaps these were his contacts?

         Clifton was not sure whether to look at them or to keep them in his peripheral vision. He remembered what Lockridge had said to him the night before, his contact was to meet him in the Hugo Boss store. After all these could be plain-clothed customs officers or worse, agents of F5. Clifton tried to push all thoughts of espionage and spies out of his mind as he knew the more he thought about it would begin to show on his face and he too would begin to look suspicious. An airport is the last place that you would want to look suspicious in this period of heightened security. With the recent cyberattacks the threat level had been raised to severe which meant that an attack was highly likely. 

         He needed to make sure that he was safe but would not allow himself to become paranoid about it. Suddenly he was swept into the rotunda which displayed all of this morning’s flights on the large curved array of screens. His flight was showing but the gate had not yet been assigned. Clifton decided to walk at the pace of the majority, knowing that any rapid movements in an ocean of wading people would draw unnecessary attention to himself.

         He wandered through into the main terminal where he was surrounded by shops and stores that he had become well acquainted with over the past year of regular travel. Only a fortnight ago he had purchased some books from the WH Smith that he was now walking past on his right hand side. So much had changed and yet stayed the same. He was now living the lifestyle of a John le Carré novel character. There was something exciting that also made Clifton’s stomach churn as he knew not all of the characters made it out at the end of the story. As he passed the newspaper stand he noticed the headline on the Independent.

         “MyLife social media giant in storm after Chinese ads revealed ahead of the forthcoming German election.” Clifton pulled out his phone from his pocket and click on the news application. The screen illuminated.

         The German Chancellor Angela Merkel gave a statement yesterday as investigations gathered pace into China’s use of MyLife to meddle in the forthcoming German elections.

         German officials have been pressuring the social media company which divulged details of more than 3,000 election advertisements apparently paid for by Chinese-linked operatives against the West.

         MyLife, used by over 70% of Germans of voting age, revealed earlier that the Chinese propagandists have spent over £100,000 on advertisements in the run-up to the German elections. It is estimated that the blanket coverage was enough to reach millions of voters. The social media giant revealed that Chinese agents assumed false online profiles on their platform to organise rallies and inspire people to vote for the Social Democratic Party who are against putting limits on social media.

         A source from MyLife publicised earlier this week that they have closed hundreds of fake Chinese-based accounts that had bought 3,000 political and social advertisements for £75,000.

         On Thursday, the social media mogul and founder of MyLife, Ethan Thomas announced that the company will share the 3,000 advertisements with the German Federal Intelligence Service investigators who are looking into allegations of Chinese meddling in the Federal elections.

         “The Party cannot accept this fabrication by the western media. This attack was definitely not carried out by China and we resent these wrongful allegations,” The Beijing spokeswoman Chen Li said on a conference call, as quoted by state-run news agency. “China would not involve itself in something like this.”

         MyLife technicians managed to locate the source of the purchased advertisements which are linked to the infamous “troll factory” based in Zhongguancun in the Haidian district.

         For more on this and other news select ‘top stories’.

         He powered down the screen and slipped his phone back into his pocket. He could see that he was gaining on the Hugo Boss store and pulled out of the crowd as if a car departing from the motorway. He wandered in casually with one hand guiding his wheeled cabin bag across the highly polished tiled floor in front of him. “Good morning sir, how can I help you today?” a cheery wide-eyed sales assistant sung. Clifton was suspicious of anyone who could be this cheerful at this time of the morning, it was not normal in his opinion.

         How do I answer that question, he thought to himself, I cannot exactly say ‘Hey I am your contact. Surprise!’ He had not been given any passwords to say or anything to identify himself to the person he was supposed to meet. Looking around there were no other customers in the shop so it seemed unlikely that it was going to be anyone else. Unless of course they had not arrived yet or had been picked up by other agents. He had no idea and was over-thinking this. The sales assistant could see the look of confusion on his face searching for an answer. Eventually he broke out into a smile and muttered something incomprehensible about ties. The assistant still with a beaming smile suggested that he looked at the cufflinks. Clifton’s shoulders dropped with relief and he confirmed with a nod making his way over to the tiered display.

         The sales assistant stood behind the display and produced a small rectangular box and, with a click, revealed two ocean blue cufflinks with a bright silver framing. “I think that these would suit you for your trip,” she said in a confident, alluring Italian accent, handing them over to Clifton to examine. “Thank you,” Clifton said looking into the blue gem of the cufflinks, “but I do not have any double cuffed shirts for my trip sadly.” Offering the small box back to the assistant.

         The assistant made no attempt to take them from Clifton. “I think that you will find that there are some double cuffed shirts packed into your cabin bag, Mr. Clifton.” She looked up at him with big brown eyes. His eyes slightly widening in confirmation that this must be his contact. She continued “Now these cufflinks are very special, along with some of your other effects that you are wearing. These cufflinks have two USB data storage devices contained within them.” She demonstrated how to pop out the blue gem to reveal the USB connection on one side. “This one has software pre-loaded onto it so all you will need to do is to find an inconspicuous USB data port within one of the cabinet’s servers in the Point of Presence colocation room. You will need to think about its hiding place carefully as there will be maintenance technicians looking at these servers all of the time. Digitally the device is camouflaged so it will not be detected by the servers systems. This is where the fibre network cable comes into the data centre. Once connected this device will be able to monitor the incoming and outgoing data packages. The other device is a clean sixty-four gigabyte device for any information that you feel will be useful to us for analysis. To conceal the device just push back into place and they are undetectable. 

         “Your watch has a homing device implanted on the back of the casing so that we can keep a track of you. I’m afraid that it is a copy of your Mondaine white and black Evo watch, not the original, which will be returned to you in all good time.”

         Instinctively Clifton looked at the recognisable face with its red second hand passing around the black rectangular lines, he could not detect any difference other than the strap that did not fit quite as comfortably as usual.

         Out of nervousness Clifton blurted out, “I’m rather disappointed it doesn’t fire a laser or something like that if I’m being honest”

         She looked at him with dead eyes. “You need to take this very seriously. There is no room for fooling around.”

         “No, of course not. I’m sorry.”

         The sales assistant continued “We have also hidden a master key which will bypass locked security doors to the data centre into the heel of your right shoe. The compartment can be opened by twisting the whole heel ninety degrees. The heel is made from solid fibreglass so that there is no sound difference from one step to another. This will also protect the key from being detected by any metal detectors. Now this is important, the key will open doors however any doors with door contacts will detect that the door has been opened and will sound an alarm. We have been unable to clone a swipe card for the security devices operating the electronic locks however at this stage of construction we are hoping that the commissioning is incomplete. This is our best opportunity to get on the inside before commissioning is complete and the site is handed over becoming one of the most powerful data centres in the world with the ability to monitor all kinds of personal data.”

         She placed the cufflink box into a Hugo Boss bag and put an imaginary item through the till so as to not raise any suspicion from anyone watching from outside of the shop. Clifton looked solemn and then smiled as he turned to leave the shop considering who might be watching. “Have a safe trip sir,” she called out after him. 

         The reality and severity of what had just been divulged to him hit him as he walked in contemplation through the departures lounge, only pausing to scroll through the departures board for the gate number for his flight. He made his way to gate fifty and sat down on the cold metal bench seating facing the stands where the planes were parked. The dawn had already broken as the warmth of the rising sun stretched across the concrete. This was not his world he thought to himself; he consoled himself that he would just get the job done, plant the device that he had been given and carry on as normal. There was no higher authority that he could go to protest about his task, no one would have believed him if he had. In any case if he did speak to anyone he knew that it would only give Lockridge the reason he needed to destroy Clifton’s career.

         It was highly unlikely that anything would come of this anyway, it was probably some analyst with an over-active imagination, he reassured himself. It was nothing to worry about. A sense of relief swept over him as he began to appreciate the grand scheme of things happening around him. Just then a voice sounded over the public address system informing passengers that the gate was now open and that boarding had commenced.

         Clifton gathered his luggage and proceeded to the Priority boarding queue that his secretary has insisted on booking for all of the office’s flights. He scanned his phone against the reader at the check-in desk and handed his passport to the Swissport receptionist. She thumbed through the pages until she found the one with the photo of Clifton. Studying the photo she scanned his face for the similar features before her. “Thank you Alex,” she said handing the passport back to him. He did not care for the familiarity of the use of his first name by someone that he had not been introduced to. Easing into his way towards the doors he made his way down the staircase where there were already a few people at the base of the stairs waiting to go airside.

         It was chilly in this waiting area and Clifton pulled his jacket closed. Another person joined the queue forming on the staircase. “Good Morning!” A deep hearty voice came out of the gloom of the enclosed staircase. Clifton looked up towards the friendly looking round face that was looking down on him over the top of some thin spectacles.

         “Good morning Jim, we have to stop meeting like this!” Clifton chuckled while offering out his hard towards the older man.

         The older gentleman took his hand in his bear-like clasp. The had met a few times before on their journeys to and from Dublin. They had first met when on a delayed flight due to a panel in the cockpit needing to be replaced. Unlike the underground trains it seemed to be quite accepted to speak to your fellow plane passengers while there was a delay. They had struck a chord with one another complaining about the lack of information and the annoyance of the delay to the day ahead. It was also this trip two months ago that they had exchanged names.

         “It’s good to see you too, how have you been?”

         “Oh you know busy as usual. I haven’t seen you the last few times?”

         “Yes I was ill towards the start of the month with this nasty tummy bug which keeps you grounded. If you catch my drift. Apart from that I have been mainly in the office covering for a colleague who caught then same bug but after I returned. I think it has been around the whole office now”

         “Goodness me. Thankfully I have been quite lucky so far. Keep taking those vitamins though! Tell me what is it that you do again?”

         “I’m in software. I go around some of the leading firms and we basically see what systems they are using, run some analysis of what they are doing with their current software and systems and see if we can make things more efficient using different strategies and software.”

         “You said software quite a few times there – I take it that your company sells software?”

         “You’ve summed it up pretty much in a nutshell. What business are you into?”

         “I’m an architect, currently my practice is engaged in the new MyLife data centre just to the west of Dublin” 
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