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​Chapter 1: Because I Spoke Out
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A million ways to say goodbye, so they said. 

Songs, some of them. 

Like, It’s a Long Way to Tipperary. Probably. Though why that - ?

God, he was hyperventilating! 

At his age, manic breathlessness might even signal a coronary. Mind you, how long since he’d felt, or even looked, forty-two? 

Some part of him definitely wanted to giggle. Stop thumping, heart! Stop!

Goodbye, Piccadilly, Farewell, Leicester Square.

Oh, they always came for the bloody blogger first, yes, yes, in every film that had ever been made. 

No, not first: that was wrong. First they came for the Socialists, then the trade unionists, then ... And no, that didn’t work. They came for me because I spoke out? Not Niemöller’s thought, no way. Sacrilege! Stop giggling! 

The hard drive, unscrewed. Fingernails both sides; shaking as he succeeded in prising it out. Momentary self-glimpse: a terrified middle-aged male in the sheen of the unplugged old-style glass monitor: clean shaven, short hair, blue eyes, chin made long by the curve of the screen, like in one of those bendy mirrors in old fashioned fun fairs, places where they commit murder for fun, like how the hero thinks he’s shot the bad guy and it turns out to be just another reflection, a menacing infinity of regress, and then the prolonged ghoulish cackling.

Scratch that magnetic platter, man! Letter-opener. Shiny surface. Make it unusable. But take it along, just in case. 

That urge to giggle again. Like none of this was real.

Stay calm. Gulp four deep breaths. 

Retch – no, no, not part of the cure.

Retch again. No, can’t help it. Don’t cry, don’t cry.

Nine hours earlier, that barrage of texts and emails. Someone in the same building, because they’d proved they were watching him. We know who you are. We know what you do in your spare time. We’re coming to get you tonight. Say goodbye. One hundred and sixty three variations on that over the space of two hours, ten minutes and twenty seconds. Then radio silence. Close of trading on the London Stock Exchange. Time to clock out from your dismal little job. Time to relax. Time to go to your little room and pray.

Because you couldn’t go home to Irma. 

Back to the present. Get a grip.  Think. Any - anything to do with his identity? 

But he’d taken care of that long ago. DNA, he couldn’t control, but they wouldn’t know what to do about that. Even if they did, he wasn’t on any database.

Turn the screwdriver inward, gash your arm. Way in, that’s it. Whoa, whoa, whoa! Coming out nicely, and not half as painful as he expected. Drip it round the room, then bandage. A long way from feeling faint! Then overturn the computer, kick the little knick-knacks shelf over. Hoped they couldn’t hear him downstairs, but in his list of concerns now, not high up. Break the chair leg for good measure. It had to look like there’d been a struggle in here.

Hard drive, what’s left of it, in a bespoke pouch inside jacket, coat on, say fare thee well to thine room. It's a long way to little Mary, to the sweetest girl I know!

Hannah would know what to do. 

Risky, but she’d get it. Definitely. She would.

In any case, what choice did he have?

One final, pointless look around before locking the door. Hardly space to move about in. A prone, gutted computer, a bare desk, a restricted view of Mansion House EC4 from behind a net curtain. 

Just a cupboard really. Even so, the landlord could probably charge top dollar for it now, City of London epicentre.

So, down the dark, rickety old staircase with the smelly carpet and the greasy walls – amazing, the dilapidation just a stone’s throw from the Bank of England – and exit through the pub lounge. The Frederick and Elizabeth, marmoreal walls, tiled floor, ornate bar, gilt-framed mirrors, everything stylishly lit. 

Eleven, the clock said. Chucking-out time. Not too many punters tonight. Eyes on him, how many? Try not to return the gazes. Put the key discreetly across the bar for Brent. Don’t walk too fast, no sudden movements. Where was Brent? Did it matter? Breathe normally. You’re just leaving after a run-of-the-mill Thursday night. You’ve had a quick few pints, that’s all, now you’re off to your nice little semi- in Belgravia. Stroll casually to the door, calmly as you can, steady on. Then walk briskly.  

They wouldn’t pounce yet. Of course they wouldn’t. They’d wait till he was alone.

Push open the door. Step out into the cool. 

Another deep breath. Nicer, much nicer. But still, the lingering taste of bile.

Not too many people out on the street. 

Good or bad? Easy to see when his attackers approached, harder to lose them.

Should have rung for a taxi or an Uber, ideally. But there’d been no phone signal, they’d seen to that.

Left or right?  

Left, towards Mansion House. The intersection. Where the traffic lights were. Easiest place to flag down a ride. Still no bloody signal! Getting quieter now. Thursday: not really a going-out night. Spooky at the best of times, round here. Right now, as deserted as any village centre in rural Nowhereshire. 

Perhaps it’d have been better to turn right.

It was starting to rain. Still no bars. 

His stomach wriggled simultaneously with the recognition of a sinister someone on the other side of the road. Same direction, same speed, same gender, recognisably the same aura of grim determination, five or six paces behind. At this time of night, the correspondence too rare to be coincidental. 

He sped up. This is it then! Almost a relief in a grotesque sort of way. Whoever they were, they’d shown themselves. They weren’t supernatural monsters any more. Just natural ones.

Two more ahead. Same side of the road. 

My God, they were wearing masks. 

Those – were masks, weren’t they?

Too much, too much. But nearly at the Royal Exchange now. Ought to be busier there. Create an almighty scene, draw attention to them. Or double-back... depending on how many of them there were. 

What if there were ten? Twenty? 

Screaming would be his best option then. Hollering blue murder in as public a place as he could find.

Had it not been for those horrible masks, he’d have just about held together. But his nerves were shot. Had been for a while now, truth be told, which he’d have known had he only stood back and taken a good look at himself. 

Too late. All his short-term plans disintegrated, but like he was watching them from so far away it didn’t feel like anything to do with him. Biology kicked in – flight because there were too many to fight, and because those masks made them too utterly repulsive - and he began to sprint.

Behind him, and around him, he could hear them yelling to each other. Perhaps they hadn’t expected this. 

And the magical thing was, he was so super-saturated with adrenalin, he was outstripping them. He felt almost like he was flying. 

That weird urge to giggle again. 

... Yet he was crying, had been all along. The only question: how long could he keep this up? The weeping Usain Bolt of Cheapside.

Then he remembered his intention to scream. Part of his pre-considered ‘effective strategy’. 

So he ran for his life and he screamed.
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​Chapter 2: Another Kind of Farewell
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It was a memorial service rather than a funeral. No coffins, because the dead bodies were already deep beneath the earth three thousand miles away, buried without a shroud, still covered in their own blood probably, because that’s what they did with martyrs over there. 

John Mordred, thirty-two, blond hair, clean shaven and a little over six foot, occupied a chair halfway up the pew-less nave, sandwiched between two strongly scented middle-aged couples. Every seat in the church was taken, and about a hundred people stood at the sides and near the exits. London’s Kurdish community was well represented, some in the front row, alongside the parents. Mordred’s MI7 colleagues were also here somewhere, probably as alone as he was: Alec Cunningham, Annabel and Tariq al-Banna, Phyllis Robinson, plus – so he’d heard - a clutch of Thelma’s former colleagues from White Department (none of whom he could be expected to identify, even by sight). They all had cover stories, because it was unthinkable anyone should ever discover the deceased couple had, until three years ago, been on British intelligence’s payroll. The entire world would draw the wrong conclusions. 

Ian’s and Thelma’s deaths had been announced a month ago by the Kurdish militia alongside whom they’d been fighting ISIS. In an online video tribute, Angela Barnes, the last surviving member of the trio who’d left Britain in 2014, spoke of her terrible sadness, the courage both her friends had repeatedly shown, the deep affection in which they’d been held by their fellow combatants, how much they’d be missed by everyone on the front line. 

Details of their last moments were sketchy, but according to their Kurdish commanders, they’d died in a rocket attack somewhere on the outskirts of Raqqa. In their last Facebook message, recorded together a few days beforehand, the pair had apologised yet again for leaving the UK without telling anyone, and expressed a desire, should things end as they had, to be buried in Syria, alongside their fallen comrades. On receiving the news, both families immediately assented.

Mordred was surprised the couple had a Facebook page. He’d never been there, not even for a look. Which made him feel doubly bad. What kind of a former friend was he? 

The vicar spoke of Ian and Thelma’s deep similarity, switching from one to the other at a point in their lives before they’d met, and their shared passion for fighting injustice. He illustrated his abstract claims with biographical anecdotes, presumably obtained from friends and relatives, and spoke without notes. He was about their age: mid-thirties. 

No one had approached Mordred in regard of stories about Ian, and no one would. After the service was over, he was supposed to make his excuses and leave. All his former colleagues were. No post-ceremony reception for them. 

Which made sense. If anyone got to hear that Ian, Thelma and Angela had once worked for MI7, they’d make the usual stupid assumption: once a spy, always a spy. Which would sully everything. Their courage, the respect in which their memories were held, their integrity. And it would put Angela in a hell of a lot of danger.

Because they hadn’t been working for MI7, any of them. Mordred remembered the icy underground meeting at which Ruby Parker had first informed her team of Ian’s departure, three years ago. Sometime yesterday evening, Ian Woodward boarded a flight from Heathrow to Ankara. An hour ago, he saw fit to inform us that he’s in northern Syria, in company with the YPG, preparing for an assault on Rojava. The YPG are the Kurdish People’s Protection Units. Rojava is held by ISIS. I’m assuming – I dearly hope - no one here knew anything about his intentions beforehand. 

At the time, she’d seemed furious. She wasn’t here today. Afterwards, they’d all had to sign formal declarations to the effect that they knew nothing of the trio’s plans. They’d been in shock for the rest of the week. And conflicted. Half-full of guilty admiration.

Probably why he’d never looked for that Facebook page. As a spy, he was spied on. All the time. Or that’s how it felt sometimes. Couldn’t afford the risk. Better just to put Ian out of your mind and get on with life. Work was like that. This morning, for example, when they’d all been given that form to fill in, accompanied by an under no circumstances discuss it. Which they all would. Especially after Ian and Thelma. Right now, they weren’t in the best mood for mindlessly obeying orders.  

It wasn’t like an old person’s funeral, where just the immediate family shed tears. The more the vicar honed his depictions of Ian and Thelma, the more intense the grief became. Mainly over the minutiae, because it was always there that people become fully human. The fact that, at university, Thelma had owned an ant farm; that, in his spare time, Ian played the oboe in a jazz band; that he complained of never being able to get a pair of shoes to fit; that he’d dressed as a giant banana to run the London marathon in 2012, which is where he’d met Thelma (who’d gone as a giant pear), and they’d both been raising cash for cancer research; that together, they’d taken six hours, ten minutes, which, they proudly acknowledged, was pretty close to the slowest time ever; that Thelma was a devoted auntie and loved to take her two nephews to Chessington. As detail piled on detail, more people’s lips trembled. Men and women you thought were relatively indifferent suddenly broke down. Tissues were produced from bags, dissolving eyeliner was wiped away, noses got blown.

Mordred wasn’t one for crying, but neither was he immune to strong emotion. When they played Ian and Thelma’s last video message on a widescreen to one side of the pulpit, he found himself struggling to remain outwardly phlegmatic. Confronted with Ian dressed all in khaki, halfway across the world, how tanned he was, how apparently at ease with that rifle, and how unaffectedly he and Thelma spoke to the camera, he began to hear a little voice: What have YOU ever done, John? What is YOUR life worth?

However, as usual, the sucker punch was dealt from afar; from thousands of years before anyone present was born. “For what shall it profit a man,” the vicar asked sonorously, “if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?”

Then silence. 

Then the organist. 

It took Mordred, as it took a lot of people, a few seconds to realise it was all over. The vicar walked solemnly through the nave and took up position by the door. A general uncertainty, then people slowly stood and began to leave, some in a semi-daze. 

He scanned the church and spotted Alec, looking pale. Phyllis was still seated, crying. An old man had his arm solicitously round her. Annabel and Tariq looked wretched. 

They were meant to be meeting in a pub, in half an hour’s time. Twenty miles from here. In just the right mood for a wake.  

The Electress Palatine was just off Cornhill, near Bank tube station. Tariq chose it because it was his turn and because, he said, it looked like the kind of place you could mourn in. Velvet curtains, ornamental coving that apparently hadn’t been painted for a decade, a bar as plain as a post office counter, lights in suburban-bedroom-style beige lampshades suspended from the ceiling, a dark carpet that probably hid a multitude of stains. Amazing such places still existed in central London, but then it was probably the same everywhere: the brewery was at fault, but it didn’t care; it just wanted to skim off the profits. (‘I didn’t know you were a Communist,’ Mordred said, when Tariq told him this). They ordered soft drinks to begin with, because they knew they’d be staying a while, and couldn’t afford to get blotto, however much it might appeal. Today was Thursday; tomorrow was back to work.

Apart from the fact that they were all dressed in black, they looked like any gathering of young professionals at the end of a working day. The women had long hair, suits, and the best shoes; the men had short hair, suits, polished brogues. All were reasonably attractive. To add to the impression of office workers set loose, they kept looking at their phones. In this part of London, that might conceivably mean you were checking the latest share prices. 

They got their drinks and Alec kicked off. His memory centred on Royal Ascot in 2011. Ian lost his top hat when Hurry Up Lazenby came in at 20-1 and the crowd surged forward in excitement. He’d retrieved it crushed to a pulp twenty minutes later, plus five hundred pounds in winnings. Later, on the way home, they’d stopped at a pub, and Alec had ritually consumed a few threads from the hat-lining along with his poached lobster, in recognition of his hackneyed promise to ‘eat his hat’ if they won. Later, they got smashed, swam in the River Cut and ate the entire thing with Heinz tomato ketchup. Neither of them ended up in hospital. 

Phyllis’s memory centred on how incredibly kind and patient Ian had been when she first arrived. Annabel spoke of his nervousness during a burglary he and she had committed in the cause of defending the realm. “I realised later that it wasn’t being caught in itself that bothered him. It was the perceived lack of respectability involved in house-breaking, the immoral appearance. He didn’t want to look bad in front of a group of police officers.”

“I happen to know he was a big fan of Inspector Morse,” Alec said, as if that explained it. “Then Lewis, after John Thaw died.”

“I knew he was heavily into Miss Marple,” Annabel replied. “What’s your favourite Ian-memory, John?”

“When we were all in Ussuriysk, in Siberia,” Mordred said. “I met him after Gina disappeared, then we lost you, Annabel, or seemed to. Ian remained calm. And when we all got together on that rooftop for a crisis-meeting, he was the one trying to forge compromises.”

“I don’t remember that much about him,” Tariq said, when the eyes turned to him. “Except he was good at CSS.”

“Which is?” Alec asked.

“A kind of computer code,” Tariq said.

They raised their glasses, whispered Ian’s name and drank. Phyllis’s phone beeped. She took it out, pressed it and listened to a voicemail. She blinked slowly as if someone had thrust a pin in her foot and she wasn’t supposed to react. “Bloody hell,” she whispered.

Time for a quip, but no one was fast enough. Phyllis pressed the screen twice, and spoke. “Hi, Mum. It’s lovely that you’re in London. I know you wanted to surprise me, but I’m with a group of friends, and we’ve just been to a funeral. Someone at the office. You didn’t know him. We’ve already ordered food and we’re planning to stay here until late. I’ll come to the hotel when I’ve finished. About eleven, maybe half past. And don’t argue. I’d love to see you both. Love you. I’ve got to go. Ciao.”

She rolled her eyes as she hung up. “Why does she always try to surprise me at the most inconvenient times?” she asked everyone. A second opportunity for a one-liner. “Don’t answer,” she said, while everyone’s brain was still working.

They talked about Ian’s and Thelma’s Facebook page, then about Angela, whom none of them had ever met, although they’d heard things about her. Their meals arrived and they ate in silence. They played American Pie for Ian – the only vaguely appropriate track the jukebox had, and that only because of its closing line, ‘This’ll be the day that I die’. Phyllis became teary again, and embarrassed by the fact. “It wouldn’t be so bad if he hadn’t been so sodding decent,” she said. “Why did he have to be such a nice guy?”

Alec bought another round of drinks. By now, they’d been talking and thinking about Ian and Thelma for so long that it was as if the grim reaper himself had pulled up a chair beside them. Each knew that, once they broke up, they’d have little option but to go home. After all, tomorrow was back to routine. And what would they do there? Too early to turn in for the night, so they’d carry on thinking about Ian. Only, alone; or relatively so: Phyllis and John were together, so were Annabel and Tariq. Everything considered, though, when you’d been touched by death’s chilly fingertip, you were best off with as many friends as you could muster. So they each had a vague, but accurate, sense of clinging to the others. They were here for the long-haul - until last orders at 10.30, or possibly even 11 - the aim being to go home, get undressed, get into bed and fall asleep, all on autopilot with no pause for thought.

It helped that, at eight, the pub began to fill up; then they could converse more freely. In the din, there was less chance of them being heard. “What did anyone make of that form this morning?” Alec asked quietly.

Everyone looked at him with you shouldn’t be discussing that in public expressions, but without facial components usually considered integral, such as anxiety and indignation.

“I don’t know,” Phyllis said. She took a sip of her drink and shrugged. “It’s got to be normal, hasn’t it?”

“Given that everyone in the building was taken aside individually - ” Mordred began.

Tariq drew his face back an inch. “The whole building?”

“You didn’t know?” Annabel asked him.

“No, I ... ”

Mordred finished his own earlier sentence. “We don’t even know whether we’ve all signed the same thing.” 

It seemed a fair point. After a second, they put their heads together in the centre of the table, and Phyllis whispered: “That we all agree to carry on working as usual in the event of a national emergency.” She paused and added: “Essentially locking us into our jobs in that event.”

“And they don’t have to pay us,” Alec said.

“Although in practice, they will have to support us,” Tariq replied. “Food and shelter, at least. They can’t let us starve.”

“Quite the contrary,” Annabel said. “We’ll become key workers. I’m not sure what the fuss is, really. It’s consistent with what I expected when I went to work there. Obviously we’d be vital in a national emergency.”

“That’s exactly the point,” Alec replied. “Don’t you think it’s odd that they’re asking us to sign up formally to that now? Why now? What are they expecting to happen?”

“I take it you’re talking about Donald Trump and Kim Jong-un,” Phyllis said in a bored tone. “It doesn’t necessarily mean anyone’s expecting a nuclear war. It may just have focussed people’s minds a bit more.”

“Alec’s got a point,” Mordred said. “If that’s all it is – just the sudden realisation of an administrative lacuna – then why would they make such a festival of it? Everyone in one day? That looks like urgent action to me.”

“Or to use another term,” Alec said, “panic.”

“Well, I don’t know what they’re panicking about,” Phyllis said. “And I’ve signed now, anyway. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what Santa brings.” 

“I can’t believe you’re so blasé,” Alec said. “Presumably, we’re allowed a ‘cooling off’ period.”

Phyllis laughed. “I don’t think consumer protection laws apply.”

“We’re not supposed to be talking about it, anyway,” Annabel said. “And we’re here to pay our respects to Ian and Thelma, remember? I’m depressed enough already, without you throwing Armageddon into the mix.”

“Just trying to prepare us all for what could be a nasty shock,” Alec said. “Remember, you heard it from me first. I’ll shut up now. Pointless speculating anyway.”

“I can’t really think of anything more to say about Ian,” Phyllis said. “Much as I loved him, I think if he was here, he’d want us to cheer up a bit. Besides anything else, and I know it sounds selfish, I can’t meet my mother tonight while I’m in this mood. It’s not as if she’s young. And any of us could die. Statistically, we’re not in the safest of jobs.”

Mordred got up and returned with a Monopoly set. No one objected: the unspoken consensus was that they’d eaten, and drunk, and now it was time to make merry in precisely the minute quantity a nineteen-hundreds board game allowed, and that, if Ian was here, he’d probably give it his blessing. When the barman announced last orders two hours later, they were still playing. 

“I don’t suppose you want to join me at the Beaumont?” Phyllis asked Mordred at 10.50, after they agreed to declare Tariq the winner, and left the pub in a group. It was cold outside. 

“I don’t think I’m invited,” he replied. “Your mum wants to see her daughter. She doesn’t want to see her daughter plus her daughter’s boyfriend. There’ll be time for that later.”

“Don’t bet on it. Are you going back to your place, or mine?”

“I’m going to walk a bit,” Mordred said. “Then I’ll toss a coin.”

A black cab pulled up. She waved discreetly to the driver, who acknowledged her with a half-smile. “This is mine,” she said. She kissed him lightly on the lips. “See you later maybe. Or tomorrow. Love you.”

“I love you too,” Mordred said.

“Can I share a taxi?” Alec asked her.

“You’ll have to squeeze in with Annabel and Tariq,” she replied. “I’m going halves with them. But I can’t see why they’d object. We’re all in roughly the same direction.”

Alec gently slapped Mordred’s upper arm. “Don’t mope too much. Remember what you’re always telling everyone: there is an afterlife. You’ve got more reason for optimism than me and Richard Dawkins. What exactly’s up, anyway, if you don’t mind me asking? I mean, apart from the obvious.”

“It hasn’t got a name.”

“Describe it then.”

“When someone you loved dies and you feel the need to re-evaluate your own life. Don’t worry, I’m not going off the rails.” 

Alec shrugged and smiled. “Hey, it used to be considered normal. So I’ve heard. See you tomorrow then.” 

“Thanks for the concern.”

“What friends are for. Call me if you get suicidal.”

“He’s more likely to call me,” Phyllis interjected. “I’m the love of his life, not you. You’re okay, aren’t you, John?”

Mordred laughed. “I’m fine. Just ... not that tired.” 

When the others left in the taxi, he set off westwards. If you wanted to walk at this time of night in London, that’s what you had to do: choose a direction and stick to it. The sky was starry, the smells of the air changed as you walked along – diesel, nothing, curry, diesel again, something putrid, then nothing again, then diesel – and, as usual in this part of the city, there was hardly anyone around. He put his head down and his hands into his trouser pockets. He hadn’t brought a coat.

Ian’s death had shocked him perhaps more than he realised when he first heard. That form filling-in this morning, just before they were allowed out to the funeral, had made things worse. As if MI7 was taking advantage of their vulnerability to get them to sign something they wouldn’t otherwise have touched. Alec was right. They didn’t know what the hell they were volunteering for. None of them had read the small print... probably. Maybe Annabel? He’d have to ask her. They were all focussed on grieving. In any sane, normal job, it could easily have waited till tomorrow. Not at Thames House.

Funny thing about Ian, though. How Mordred had hardly thought about him since he’d left. Three years ago, when he first heard he was in Syria, his immediate concern was about how he’d be treated when he got back; who would employ him; how far the intelligence services would interest themselves in his case; how he’d fit back into a civilian routine; what tales he’d have to tell. Even about whether he’d hack it over there, or whether he’d realise he’d done something stupid and quietly hop on the next plane, boat or coach home. Slink back into Britain under cover of darkness, brimful of self-contempt; get a job at Tesco, night-shift, stacking shelves.

At no point had it really occurred to him – not really: once or twice, perhaps, as an academic possibility – that Ian might not be coming back.

And now he wasn’t, ever.

He hadn’t even visited Ian and Thelma’s Facebook page; hadn’t even looked at it. 

He was a complete bastard, really. That was how Ian had probably thought of him, on the few occasions he reviewed his time as an intelligence officer. He’d probably expected his MI7 colleagues to make some sort of comment on his decision. Even just a Good luck.

But no.

In fairness, they’d been ordered not to. We were only following orders, how did that sound? And Ian must have known that would happen. 

And it could have exposed him to ungrounded suspicions.

That was the crucial thing, really. The one thing Mordred and his colleagues had to say in their defence. We’d have happily dropped you a line, Ian, but your new friends over there might have twigged we’re all spies.

How true was it? Or was it just an excuse? After all, they’d all been to his funeral, even if they hadn’t stayed to express their condolences.

The truth, if there was one, was that it wasn’t possible to know. Life can only be lived going forwards, but you only understand it looking back – who had said that? 

Whoever it was, they were wrong. You never understood it. All you did was tell yourself a story about it, loosely based on the facts – although your memory of those was never perfect, and sometimes probably not even adequate – and you filed it away somewhere in your mental hard drive, and every so often you’d bring it out and polish it up. If you were good at telling stories, you made it consistent with all the other half-arsed yarns you spun about yourself. If you weren’t, you didn’t. Either way, you got what cod psychologists called ‘closure’. Not understanding. ‘Closure’. A stupid word that no one bothered to use thirty years ago before the world got self-obsessed and soppy.

Ian was gone forever – at least from this world. This was now an Ian-less planet. Stegosaurus, Triceratops, Homo Erectus, William the Conqueror, Henry VIII, Anne Boleyn, Ian and Thelma. All equally extinct now. Equally. 

It seemed both incredible and horrible in equivalent measures.

He stopped and looked up at the stars. Normally, you couldn’t see them that well, because of the light pollution, but somehow, he’d reached a lull in the glow.

This is where you start having clichéd thoughts, he realised. The smallness of everything.

But we were small! We were nothing! And he couldn’t express it to himself in any way that hadn’t been done a million times before, in exactly the same way. Ian was gone; he and Phyllis were next. 

But the weird thing was, we’d been nothing before. Billions of years had passed during which we hadn’t been here. And that was coming back, far faster than everyone knew. Part of you thought: why isn’t everyone screaming? But you knew why. Because what would be the point? It was work tomorrow, and someone had to take the bin out. Recycling this week; waste next. 

He put both hands on his head. Don’t mope too much. Remember what you’re always telling everyone: there is an afterlife.

There was. He didn’t know how he knew it, but there was something more than this. It wasn’t even that there had to be. There didn’t have to be. But there was. Ian and Thelma weren’t dead, not in the absolute sense. He’d see them again. And he’d explain why he’d never visited their Facebook page.

He wiped the water from his eyes. 

They’d be okay with it. His phone rang. Phyllis.

“Just checking you’re okay again,” she said. “I didn’t like to do it while the others were there. Are you on your way home yet?”

“Just about to flag down a taxi. I love you, Phyllis.”

He heard her chuckle. “Two specks of life holding on to each other in a cold, indifferent universe. That’s what something like today does to you. Forces you to think. And it’s not unhealthy. Makes you realise what you’ve got. I love you too.”

“Good luck with your mum.”

“Thanks. Now go home and get some sleep.” She hung up. 

Probably best place to find a taxi this time of night would be the crossroads at the Royal Exchange, where the traffic lights were. Two seconds away. If that didn’t work, he’d call one. It was starting to rain.

He was about to put his phone back in his pocket when he heard it. It took him a moment to realise what it was, then his brain went into recognition mode. A middle-aged man, running and screaming for help, being pursued by others – two, three, four, maybe more – in some kind of... dragon masks? 

Because he was attuned to the complex nuances of speech and behaviour – part of his job as Red Department’s expert linguist – he immediately grasped what the few other passers-by apparently couldn’t: that this wasn’t some kind of prank. Here was a man in desperate fear of his life. Probably about to be assaulted or worse.

Where the hell were the police when you needed them?

But he was already running, pursuing the pursuers and accelerating fast.

Five of them, all in masks, shouting encouragement to each other. They more or less herded him into Princes Street, with its huge blank wall on one side and the offices on the other: at this time of night, about as deserted a spot as you could hope for anywhere in London. The timbre of their voices confirmed what Mordred already knew: this was a deadly hunt, nothing frivolous about it. Whoever these men were, they were intent on murder.

His one advantage lay in the element of surprise. He came up behind the last chaser, grabbed his collar and braked hard, yanking him off his feet. No time for explanations. He pulled the mask off in one motion – it was rubber, enclosed the whole head, and clearly designed to resemble a griffin – and punched the man hard in the face. Then, painfully conscious that he was already losing the others, he rived the mask over his own head and resumed chasing.

Whatever was happening, it had reached the last act. The victim had collapsed in exhaustion against the wall. He hugged himself and whimpered as the rain thundered down on and around him. 

The others looked in no hurry. They gathered round him and took out knives. Mordred ran up and inserted himself amongst them. No idea what he’d do yet, but two versus four could just work. And the police might conceivably be on their way. Or not. Perhaps he could give them a call. The emergency button on his phone. He’d never yet used it, but -  

It was gone. It must have missed his pocket in the mayhem. 

Then something happened that changed everything. The man Mordred thought he’d punched unconscious staggered up behind him, looking like a blood-soaked monster yes, but also gasping and pointing. 

Too late Mordred realised he’d walked into a locked room. If he hadn’t been dressed for a funeral, perhaps he wouldn’t have stood out so starkly. But the mask was no disguise now its original owner was back on the scene. His black suit and tie marked him out as blatantly as if someone had painted a target on his chest.

Which is where the knife went in. 

He gasped and looked down at himself, like an idiot. 

His shirt was... red. Boy, it had gone in quite a long way!  

So why didn’t it feel like anything? 

He was cold. His head seemed to float away. He thought of Ian.
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​Chapter 3: Good Knife and Sweet Dreams
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Meadows laughed when he saw what had happened. The way the blond guy went down, like a sack of coal. The funniest thing wasn’t that, though, but the look in his eyes when he realised he was dead. Spaced out, man. Not your usual, by any stretch. And of course, the way Paul was freaking out, that was also hilarious: laughing and crying, a bit of both, yet weirdly, neither. He wasn’t used to stabbing people to death. Not in the least. He carried the knife as an ornament, essentially. 

No undoing it now, though. And Paul looked awful, poor guy. Like his entire face was gushing blood. 

On the other hand, he’d done well. One thrust, straight in. A natural, you’d think, if he hadn’t immediately lost control of his reactions. Still, over time, he might get used to a little recreational killing. They’d see.

The blood thing was good. His mask had been removed, so the CCTV would probably have picked him up. But looking like that, identification would be impossible. And it was raining. If he’d left a trail – as he almost certainly had – it’d be washed away.

No time to dwell, though. They still had the blogger to deal with. 

Theoretically, they could take their time over him. They had him surrounded. He’d dropped to his arse next to the wall and he was trying to make himself small, hands over head, curling up, like he thought a good kicking might be all that was on the cards. But, not so deep down, he must know it’d be more than that. Crucial thing was, he’d stopped believing he could escape.

But it wasn’t a pretty sight, Paul and the blogger blubbing like babies, and it was sapping the others’ morale. Meadows got his own knife out, grabbed the blogger’s hair, raised him from the ground like a wounded animal, and thrust the blade into his chest. He died with a little whimper, like a gasp. No point in prolonging it.

The expected Ford Fiesta with blanked-out number plates pulled up. Its driver, a young male hipster with a plaited beard and wraparound sunglasses, got out and opened the boot. Tony and Hilldy took the canister of acid out and administered it slowly and methodically, like the corpse was a potted plant that required sensitive watering. Calm, professional; beautiful in a way. 

Paul lit a cigarette. He shook.

“You did well,” Meadows told him, putting a supportive hand on his back. “No need to look so cut up about it.” He laughed. 

“Good knife and sweet dreams,” Hilldy said.

Tony threw the plastic canister away like he might as well give the police a little something. And they were all wearing gloves, so no worries. “I bet he’s sorry you holed him up,” he said, giving Paul’s shoulder a supportive squeeze.

Meadows roared with laughter. They were probably out of the CCTV range here, which was almost a shame. The murders had both been clean as a whistle, not a trace of sadism, hardly even enough to frighten the kiddies, and this was top-level banter. They should be on TV, really. Five clean-cut early-thirtysomething guys, handsome as hell, rich, athletic, lethal in a corner, and great company. Like Fight Club, but better.

Meadows took his own knife, put it in the blond guy’s hand and squeezed the limp fingers to the handle just long enough to leave prints. It wouldn’t fool the police for long, but it would buy a little time.  

He had the sudden feeling the blond guy wasn’t dead.

If so, pulling Paul’s knife from his chest would finish the job.

But why bother? If he lived, he wouldn’t be available for interview for some time. Unconsciously, the police would pin their hopes on him, which meant they’d be just a tiny bit less punctilious in other crucial areas. Which could be very useful. After all, Mystery Guy hadn’t seen anything the CCTV hadn’t, and what he had seen, he probably wouldn’t remember. When they finally got round to questioning him, he’d likely be the biggest dud since Jell-o Salad.

And the police too might actually be completely useless. It did happen. They might even swallow the fit-up. 

“Leave it,” he said, stopping Paul as he leaned down to retrieve his knife. “It’s better where it is, believe me. I’ll explain later. Get in the car.”

They had to split, pronto. This might be a deserted part of the city, especially at this time of night, but someone would have seen. The police would be on their way. 

A siren in the distance, right on cue. 

They piled into the car. It pulled away at a respectable, non-suspicious speed. 
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​Chapter 4: Scene of the Murder
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Nicholas Fleming was at home in bed when he received the call. He got up without disturbing his wife, and dressed quickly in the bathroom where he could check his appearance in the mirror before leaving, ensure there was no hint of sleepiness such as might undermine anyone’s confidence in him: tall, dark eyes, dark eyebrows, firm jawline, all alert. He descended the stairs, closed the front door quietly and drove to Princes Street in the heart of London’s Square Mile. Four police cars had already arrived. The area had been cordoned off and floodlit with moveable arc lamps so Forensics could collect samples. It rained heavily. Detective Sergeant Ava Bach – almost as tall as he was, thin, with a habitually serious expression and blonde hair almost entirely tucked beneath her hat – stood ready to brief him. He put on his police coat and showed his Met ID as he got out of the car. He raised his umbrella.
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