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Note on Language

This novel was produced in the UK and uses British-English language conventions (‘authorise’ instead of ‘authorize’, ‘The government are’ instead of ‘the government is’, etc.)

Chapter 1: Everything You Never Wanted To Know About Alec

Alec stirred his tea twice, put the spoon on the saucer and leaned back. “You’ll be coming to Turkey with us,” he said.

“She’d just call us all together if it was that,” Mordred replied. “She wouldn’t tell us one by one. It’d be a waste of her time and ours.”

“Not if we’re all going over there to fulfil slightly different roles. Anyway, her office isn’t big enough.”

They sat in the first-floor staff canteen in Thames House. 10.40. Most people were busy downstairs this time in the morning, either examining intelligence files or filling in reports on real or virtual investigations, but Alec Cunningham and John Mordred’s schedules had been cleared to make room for individual meetings. Without titles or agendas.

“She wouldn’t need to announce it in her office,” Mordred said. “There are plenty of seminar rooms.”

Alec sighed, as if it was like talking to an idiot. “With something like this, you need to impress upon each individual member the importance of him or her fulfilling his or her role exactly as specified. Put it another way: Annabel’s going to Turkey, she was interviewed alone; Gina’s going to Turkey, she was interviewed alone; Phyllis is going to Turkey, she was interviewed alone; Ian’s going - ”

“Yes, yes, get the picture.”

“I’ve been here longer than you, John. Much longer. I think I know what I’m talking about.”

Mordred had the universally recognisable ‘depressed by waiting’ look: he was tall, blond, bulky, and wore a white shirt, and he was staring at the floor, slouching in his seat and had both arms extended uselessly on the table. By contrast, Alec, ten years older at thirty-nine, had the universally recognisable ‘ready for action’ appearance. He wore a short coat and a blue shirt; his features were sharp, his expression serious, and his hair jet black, where it wasn’t retreating, but he sat up like he’d just been complimented, looked around himself frequently with a satisfied air, and had one hand flat on his chair, ready to spring up and walk to Istanbul, if necessary, at a moment’s notice. 

“There’s no point in speculating,” Mordred said. “I could even be about to be sacked.”

“Who knows?”

“Not that it’d necessarily be a disaster if I was. Maybe I need a change of direction in life.”

“Go and be a social worker, you mean.”

“Why not?”

Alec took a deep ‘superior wisdom’ breath. “Shortly after I first came to work here, there was an agent in Red department, name of Jonathan Hartley-Brown. He wanted to be a social worker. He ended up getting killed by a foreign agent.”

Mordred smiled. “So?”

“What do you mean, ‘so’?”

“So ... what’s the moral?”

“Prevarication, stupid. It’s not good for your health.”

“Silly me. Of course, yes.”

They sat without speaking for several minutes. Alec finished his tea. Mordred’s arrived. Two more agents – a man and a woman – came in and occupied opposite seats four tables away. Someone in the serving area shouted something about the lunch menu. A smell of frying onions filled the air. Rain assaulted the windows. Mordred wondered which of them – he or Alec – was the most boring.

“What’s so bad about MI7?” Alec said.

He shrugged. “I can’t put my finger on it. The meetings probably. Sometimes it seems like I’m always either in a meeting, or awaiting one.”

Alec scoffed. “At least they’re interesting, most of them. Take the one you’re about to go into: you’re going to Turkey. Probably. Most people’s meetings aren’t like that.”

“No, I accept that.”

“My brother, for example. He works in a primary school. The only meetings he ever has are prepare-for-OFSTED meetings. It’s like that in most jobs, from what I’ve heard. All about inspectors and how to survive them.”

“I guess so.”

“It used to be that you were doing a good job if the organisation you worked for was making a profit. Nowadays, it’s all individual. You’ve got to be minutely scrutinised to make sure you’ve got your nose to the grindstone.”

“Big Brother’s watching you.”

“And he wants you to complete this self-appraisal form. It never used to exist. Not in my dad’s day. I sometimes wonder how we got from there to here.”

Mordred looked around him and shook his head. “If I do go to Turkey, it’ll be just the same as here. An endless succession of different offices and computer screens.”

“Bloody hell, what’s wrong with you today? Why are you feeling so sorry for yourself?”

“Between-assignments syndrome, maybe.” 

“When’s your appointment with Ruby Parker?”

“Noon.”

“That’s nearly an hour away. I’m not going to sit and keep you company for that long, not unless you make some sort of effort to cheer up.”

“Sorry.”

“Look, John, I’m the one that should be depressed. Let me tell you something. I really hope you are coming to Turkey with us. I’m going to need a very good reason to care a fig once we get out there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Looking high and low for some teenage girl who’s run away to join ISIS. She’s fourteen. Old enough, you’d think, to understand the difference between right and wrong.”

“Probably.” 

“I could just about get my head round someone making off to join the so-called Islamic State if, say, he or she didn’t know it was fond of beheading aid-workers – aid-workers, for God’s sake! – and genocide, and slavery, and mass rape, and burning POWs alive. But the fact is, you’d have to have lived on the moon for the last eighteen months not to know about those things!”

Mordred shrugged. “Granted.” 

“So here we’ve got a girl who not only knows about these things – she must do – but also thinks, ‘Hey, I should really help these guys out. They might not triumph if someone doesn’t support them’. Even at fourteen, you’ve got to think: that’s pretty sick in the head. It’s almost impossible to feel sorry for her. It’s quite easy to go the other way. Imagine you’re the parent of one of their victims!”

“She’s been brainwashed. It happens all the time.”

“There’s no such thing as ‘brainwashing’. It’s been proved. The CIA invented it to explain why some POWs returned from the Korean war sympathising with Communism.”

“There is for kids. We don’t call it that, but it’s what parents and teachers do with their children every day.”

Alec grimaced. “Typical leftie bullshit.”

“I’m not saying it’s a bad thing.”

“So what are you saying? It’s good to brainwash kids?”

“You’re a parent, for God’s sake. You must teach them values. And you must teach them that your values are true. You don’t teach them all the values in the world, then sit back and go, ‘Hey, you make your own choice’. That’d be a disaster.”

“I impose my values on them. So what?”

Mordred sat forward. “You don’t give them a choice. Because you’re not supposed to, clot. It’s called, ‘being a good parent’.” 

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying, one day your kids will be teenagers. Then they’ll visit the supermarket of new values. They all do. They might get in with a bad crowd. You’re not going to go, ‘That’s fine. There’s no such thing as brainwashing. Forensic psychologist Dick Anthony disproved it in 1999. Let’s just let her go with the bad crowd’s values if she wants to.’ It’s your duty to intervene. That’s not ‘leftie bullshit’. It’s the opposite. After all, no one loves your daughter more than you do.”

Alec drew a breath and blew it out. “Yes, okay.”

“And anyway, getting back to the actual kid in question, it’s not just about her. It’s about her parents. Do they really deserve what their daughter might be about to inflict on them? I admit, they don’t sound like the world’s greatest mum and dad, but hey.” 

They sat in silence for a while longer. It was obvious Alec was thinking. He had his I-need-to-say-something-sensitive-but-I’m-worried-you-might-not-see-me-as-James-Bond-any-more face on. He kept looking at different parts of the canteen, glazing into a hard stare and sighing. 

“You and I make a good team,” he said at last, “and after what you’ve just said, I want to get to the bottom of this one. I’m prepared to work twenty-four-seven if need be. You’re right: probably Turkey will be a parade of desks and laptops, but we stand to do some good. We can get to the truth if we can stop that girl crossing the Syrian border.”

“Which, given that no one’s allowed to tell the media, seems unlikely.”

“They’re putting her photo out. Not over here, of course, but in Turkey, where it matters. No one on the ground there will make the connection.”

“I’m sure her parents will be hugely relieved. Thanks to our discretion, their reputations will probably survive the family crisis unblemished.”

“It’s not chiefly about them. You’re right, I can see that now. It’s about her.”

“So you won’t be dragging me round the meyhanes?”

“Not after the conversation we’ve just had. It’s funny you should mention her parents, too. I’m telling you, John, when Ruby Parker showed me that girl’s photograph, I almost passed out. She looks just like my Sophie. A few years older, obviously. My eldest. I don’t mind saying, I felt very equivocal. Deep paternal affection mixed with revulsion for ISIS. Weird. I don’t recommend it.”

“Sophie’s mother’s Kenyan, right?”

Alec nodded. “My second wife, yes. Cecily. The one I’m still in love with.”

“The one you cheated on with that company director.”

“The biggest mistake of my life. But she’s praying for me, and I’ve started going to church.” He laughed. “I’m literally begging God for a second chance, and I don’t even believe in Him!”

“What does your third wife think?”

“Happy as pie. Rosaura was always far too young for me, and the culture leap was too big: from Kenyan to Guatemalan in under a decade: too much. Gastronomically, as much as anything. I’ve grown up. I’m almost as old and wise as you. Anyway, Rosie’s moved in with a builder. Everyone wins, because it’s Cecily I’m really in love with.”

“And she’s ... five years older than you. Sorry, I have difficulty keeping up.”

“I’m over obsessing about age and looks. They’re meaningless. Anyway, I don’t want to sound racist, but black people age better than white. Look at Ruby Parker. Has to be fifty-something, doesn’t look more than forty. Cecily still looks like she’s thirty. I don’t care about that, though. It’s what’s inside that counts. Listen to me. I’m turning into you.”

“And I’m becoming you, apparently.”

Alec shrugged. “Call me selfish, but that’s a price I’m willing to pay. Before you disappear completely into the abyss, though, thank you. I’m very grateful for how you’ve transformed me.”

Mordred smiled. “Well, I’m quite looking forward to Turkey now I know we’ve a chance of doing something vaguely worthwhile.”

“Attaboy.” He held up his palm. 

Mordred high-fived him. “Just out of interest, what does your first wife think of all this?”

“Jean? Oh, she passed away two years ago. Cancer of the spleen.”

“Sorry to hear that. I didn’t know.” 

“Marriage number one was a long time ago and a big mistake. Heady combination of infatuation and impulse. Credit to Jean, she realised that first. I was twenty, she was fifty-four. Too little in common once the sex stopped sizzling. The language-barrier didn’t help. They played Mother’s Little Helper as her coffin went through the curtains. It was surprisingly moving.”

Mordred took a sip of his tea. “Complicated life, you’ve got.”

“If I could go back and change it, I would. Bits of it. But I can’t. No one can.”

Alec divulged more in thirty minutes than he had in three years. Vague outlines were filled in, stories aired and names revealed. Maybe it was just the mood Mordred was in, but that little jest about them swapping lives gave it a morbid twist. He didn’t want Alec’s life. His own wasn’t brilliant, but it was relatively guilt-free. He drank his tea and went to tidy his desk and surf the net. Saturday was his youngest sister’s birthday. He spent ten minutes designing an online card for her: ‘Happy Birthday, Mabel’ spelt out in bunches of flowers. Then he noticed it looked like a funeral wreath. Delete. 11.55. Time to do up his top button, tighten his tie and get moving.

He knocked on Ruby Parker’s door and put his ear an inch closer so he could hear her reply. Once certain, he let himself in. She sat behind her desk, a small black woman in a suit, reading a document. “Apologies,” she said. “Give me three seconds. Do sit down.” The tropical fish tank on her right buzzed slightly. He liked that about her, her guppies. He wondered if they had names. Probably not, just codes.

She put the document to one side. “Has Alec told you about Aisha Sharif?”

“Not everything.”

“Remind yourself out loud. We may save time.” 

“She ran away to Syria. Her father’s one of four Parliamentary Under Secretaries of State in the Department for Communities and Local Government. He doesn’t want anyone knowing until they absolutely have to.”

“Anyone in the media,” she corrected him.

“In practice, that means virtually everyone,” he replied, “since, once they find out who she is, most people are likely to tweet it, or know someone who will.”

She passed a photograph across. A head and shoulders of a young girl in school uniform. Long hair, wide smile, light make up, intelligent-looking.

“No hijab,” he remarked.

“She’s a recent convert,” Ruby Parker replied.

“To Islam?”

“To Islamism. ‘Islamofascism’, as some of my older colleagues would call it.”

“Do we know that for certain, or is it just speculation consistent with her behaviour?”

“She posted an update on her Facebook page two days ago. By ‘recent’, I mean extremely sudden. Up till Tuesday evening, she hated what she called ‘brain-dead fundamentalism’. She seems to have had a Road to Damascus experience.”

“Unfortunate turn of phrase.”

She ignored him. “Take a good look at her face. I want you to remember it. There’s a very small possibility you may see her on your travels.”

“I very much hope so.”

“In Southwark.”

It took a second for this to sink in. “So I’m not going to Turkey.”

“Not yet. And I don’t want you to take that the wrong way. The fact is, I’ve another job needs doing, and it requires someone with good interpersonal skills. No one else here fits the bill as well as you do. In any case, we’ve no reason to think it’s going to take more than a day or two, so I’d advise you to pack your bags for Istanbul anyway.” 

“I was recruited to MI7 for my language skills, as I remember. And I don’t think my interpersonal skills are a patch on Gina’s. Wouldn’t I be better employed in Turkey? I’m not trying to get out of what you’re proposing, by the way. It’s just, I can capture precise nuances of local accents. I can pass myself off as a local. I might be able to get something - ”

“Everyone knows you’re MI7’s greatest linguist, but Gina’s already out there, and it so happens you have a multiplicity of skills, of which approachability isn’t the least.”

“What’s going on in Southwark?”

“Another disappeared teenager.”

He tried to conceal a groan. “Another Islamist?”

“The son of the founder and director of Chewton Black, the private security company.”

“The Chewton Black? One of MI7’s biggest rivals?” 

She laughed. “Yes, that Chewton Black. ‘Chewblacca’ as I believe Phyllis calls it. One of our insignificant imitators.”

“Sir Ronald Chewton’s son’s an Islamist?”

“No, I didn’t say that. Perhaps let me explain your assignment, John, then you can ask questions? That’s how it usually works.”

“Apologies. Yes, go ahead.” 

She leaned back. “We don’t know precisely why Chewton Junior disappeared, but we do know that, until a few days ago, he was engaged in sixth-form work experience with his father’s outfit. CB was contracted to launch a mock cyber-attack on the private equity company, JM Cranenburgh Bradley, with a view to testing its digital defences. Sebastian’s viruses penetrated the system, then he removed them. Now he’s vanished.”

“He didn’t leave a note or anything?”

“No.”

“I assume they’ve called the police.” 

“Of course, but they’re not taking it terribly seriously just yet. The point is, however, it does have a national security connection, however tenuous. I’ve assigned you because Sir Ronald’s an old friend of mine, and his son’s disappearance falls within the letter of our remit. My guess is he’s gone off to some pop festival or other, or he’s staying at a friend’s, and it’s nothing to worry about. Finding him’s hardly going to be any skin off our noses, and one day, we may need the favour returned. It pays to stay in credit.”

“What could Chewton Black conceivably do for us?”

“I don’t know yet, but it’s unwise to be arrogant. I’m not going to tell you any more, because I don’t know an awful lot, and since you’re in charge of the investigation, you need to get as much as you can from the horse’s mouth. Pick up the address from Amber on the way out. Grab a sandwich on your way over. I told Mr and Mrs Chewton you’d be there no later than two o’clock. With luck, he might even have returned home by the time you arrive.”

He bumped into Alec on the way out. The entranceway was full of secretaries, guests and civil servants coming or going during lunch hour. The high ceilings and the glass doors gave everything a cold look. Colin Bale stood behind the reception desk looking dour.

“Well?” Alec said.

“I’m not going to Turkey,” Mordred replied.

“You really know how to play an April fool’s trick, has anyone ever told you that? Except: well, it needs to be before twelve o’clock, and on the first day of the month, and in April. Otherwise, John, it’s just not funny. Now, shall we start again? What time does your plane leave?”  

“I’ve just said: I’m not going. At least not yet.”

He frowned slightly. “You’re not joking, are you? You’re actually not joking. Well, where the hell are you going? I was looking forward to us working together.”

“I’ve been promoted.”

“What?”

“That’s right. Station controller, Budapest.”

The bottom seemed to drop out of Alec’s world for a moment, then he grabbed hold of it and rammed it back into place. “Wait a minute. This is your standard witticism, isn’t it? We’ve been here before. I - ”

“I’m going to Southwark to look for a missing teenager. Not an Islamist, just a wayward white boy who’s probably a bit footloose. Satisfied?”

They were walking at speed now, exiting the building. “Is this the truth, John? Because no one can ever tell with you.”

“Cross my heart and hope to die. Anyway, I told you the truth first time round, and you refused to believe me. You accused me of playing a prank.”

“But that’s the point with J. Mordred esquire. Sometimes, it’s impossible to tell what’s true and what isn’t. I don’t think you even know yourself, most days.”

“That’s why I’m such a bloody good spy.”

“Really? Is that the reason you’ve been assigned to look after a rebellious teenager? Is that what spies do? Listen, John, it sounds to me rather as if Ruby Parker may have overheard you angling for a job in Social Services. I think she’s decided to give you a taste of your own medicine.” 

“You really think so?”

Alec slapped him on the shoulder. “Best of luck, dunce. I’ve a plane to catch.”
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Chapter 2: At Home With the Chewtons
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The Chewtons lived in a small Edwardian detached house, surrounded by other similar buildings, just west of One Tree Hill. It abutted onto a narrow pavement and sat behind railings with a black bin discreetly tucked to one side. The upstairs room had a well-stocked window box. A faded ‘Vote UKIP’ sign clung to the inside front window of the house opposite. He knocked.

Mrs Chewton – he assumed it was her: she looked distressed enough – admitted him after he showed his card. As far as the police were concerned, he was a private detective hired by the family. The Chewtons knew the truth. The case wasn’t expected to last long enough for complications to occur.

Mrs Chewton looked to be in her mid-forties. She had long dark hair, brown eyes, a small nose and big lips made even more prominent with scarlet gloss. She wore a navy blue skirt and blouse. She led him through into the living room - essentially a sofa and TV space with antiques for the edification of guests - and asked him gloomily to sit down. On one of the two armchairs, a young WPC in full uniform sat with a notebook. She stood up when Mordred entered, smiled and offered a handshake. 

“I’m WPC Goodchild. I was just taking the details of Sebastian’s disappearance.” 

“John Mordred, private detective.”

Mrs Chewton flopped down on the sofa and looked at her knees, as if she’d forgotten either of her visitors existed.

“There, there,” Goodchild said loudly, as if she was addressing a geriatric, “I’m sure he’ll be home soon. He’s probably just gone off for a bit of an adventure. Teenagers do these things. We’re keeping a beady eye out, though. We’ll find him, don’t you worry.”

“Do you mind if I listen in to your questions?” Mordred asked.

“I’m just about done, actually,” Goodchild replied.

“What have you got?”

“Sorry, data protection. You need to ask Mrs Chewton yourself. I’ve got to go.”

“Yes, go,” Mrs Chewton said softly and firmly, the first words Mordred had heard her utter since she came in. 

Had he been alone with Goodchild, he’d probably have offered some advice along the lines of ‘don’t make promises’ – We’ll find him, don’t you worry was surely tempting fate - but it didn’t seem appropriate with Mrs Chewton present. “Nice to have met you,” he said.

“I’ll let myself out,” Goodchild said.

“May I sit down?” Mordred asked, when he heard her close the front door.

“Please do,” Mrs Chewton replied mordantly. “I’m forgetting my manners. Even in my state of mind, there’s no excuse for that. Can I get you anything? Tea? Coffee?”

“I’m fine.”

“My husband tells me you’re a ‘spook’.”

“I’ve been called worse. What can you tell me about Sebastian? If you could repeat what you just told WPC Goodchild, it should save time, then I can ask any further questions of my own. Will I ... have a chance to speak to Mr Chewton?”

“I would imagine Ronald’s banging his secretary. It’s how he copes when events run beyond his control.” 

“I see.” He swallowed. “Maybe I’ll speak to him later.”

“Or maybe I’m just imagining it. Ronald and Sheila, Sheila and Ronald, ever one body in the beast with two backs.”

The door opened and a man of about sixty strode in with a tumblerful of whisky. He wore a grey suit and tie. His face was ruddy, his hair thin and ginger, and he had a well-trimmed moustache. His feet were bare. “Has she gone?” he asked. He spotted Mordred. “You – are you the man from MI5? It’s gone two. You must be.”

Mordred stood up. “Sir Ronald?” Obviously. “I’m agent John Mordred. Pleased to meet you.”

“I told him you were off with Sheila,” Mrs Chewton said. “In bed.”

Sir Ronald scowled and closed his eyes. “I told you thirty minutes ago before I went,” he said, “I was going upstairs to get out of the way while the WPC was here!”

“Upstairs, to give Sheila a good seeing-to,” Mrs Chewton said.

He seemed torn between mortification and rage. “Excuse me,” he said under his breath. 

He strode out of the room in the same determined way he’d entered it, and left the door open. 

“In flagrante,” Mrs Chewton whispered, apparently to herself.

They heard cupboard doors banging. Mrs Chewton sat immobile and looked at her thighs. Finally, they heard a tap roar, and Sir Ronald returned with a glass of water and a wet hand and sleeve, and some tablets. “Here, Elaine, my sweet,” he said, kneeling down before her, “take these.”

She took the pills on her palm, but hesitated to take the glass. “Do you still love me, Ronald?” she asked.

“Only you, darling. I’ve never loved anyone else.”

She shook her head like a little girl. “And not Sheila?”

“Never. You know that. You do. Really, you do.”

She put the tablets in her mouth and washed them down. She cried. He looked at her for a few moments, stroking her hair, then he began to cry too.

“Where’s Sebastian?” she asked.

“We’ll find him, darling. He’ll come back. You’ve had a hard day today. I didn’t know you’d forgotten to take your tablets. If I had, I’d never have left you with that wretched woman.” He turned to Mordred. “Young man, would you do me the favour of picking my wife up, and depositing her in the bedroom? And don’t get any ideas.”

Mordred put one arm under her back and another beneath her knees. She was almost asleep now. He carried her upstairs and laid her gently on their four-poster, then retired and went back to the lounge. He sat down and waited nearly three-quarters of an hour. Eventually, Sir Ronald reappeared.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “I, er, had to console her. She takes on the persona of this ‘Sheila’ from time to time, usually before she falls unconscious. The irony is, I’ve never even known a woman called Sheila, and I’ve never had a secretary.” He sighed bitterly. “Anyway, you may be able to speak to her tomorrow. With the tablets, she has days, sometimes weeks, of perfect lucidity. Without them ... well, I’m afraid you saw.”

“I’ll keep it entirely to myself, obviously.”

“I’m very grateful you arrived when you did. If WPC Whatshername had seen what you just did, there’s no telling where it would have ended. Data protection, my arse. It’d have been all over the Met.”

“Could I ask you about Sebastian?”

“How about I tell you what I know, and you can ask any questions to fill in the gaps?”

“Sounds like a good idea.”

“Whisky?” Sir Ronald asked. “I’m having one.”

“Not for me.”

“You’re driving?”

“No, I came by taxi. I’ll be returning that way.”

“Then you’ll have a whisky, young man, and like it. Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. I won’t tell Priggy Parker.”

“I - ”

“Put it this way. If we share two tumblerfuls of scotch, I’ll know I’ve something on you. Something you don’t want people to know. Just as you’ve now got something on me, regarding Elaine. We’ll be quits, and more than that, we’ll be partners in crime. Friends, almost. Now, surely I’m much more likely to open up to a friend than some Johnny-come-lately from the City? It’s your duty, John.”

Mordred laughed. “You do realise that if I’m found out, I can just use that argument to prove it was all in the line of work? Which means you’d have nothing ‘on me’.” But he already had a tumbler in his hand and his host was already filling it.

“Say when,” Sir Ronald said.

“That’s enough.”

“What? I’m deaf.”

No point in protesting. Mordred waited till it was full to the brim and resigned himself to drinking it. This was worse than a bar crawl with Alec. 

“That’s a good fellow,” Sir Ronald said. “Put hairs on your chest.”

It seemed odd he wasn’t more concerned about getting his son back. As if the real problem was Elaine and people finding out about her; as if he thought he was doing Mordred a favour by helping his investigation forward. Didn’t he care about Sebastian? Or did he believe, like nearly everyone else, that his son would be home in a jiffy? Maybe Sebastian had done it before. Maybe he did it to get away from the Ronald-Elaine-Sheila love triangle. Teenagers absconded daily for lesser reasons. 

“Sebastian’s at sixth form, as you probably know,” Sir Ronald said. “Rheeming Hall, one of the most expensive and prestigious institutions in the south east. Anyway, they have a ‘work experience’ week. All schools do it, nowadays, apparently. Sebastian’s never been a very outgoing child, so he couldn’t bring himself to ring round the local employers and arrange a placement – well, that’s not true: he could, but only to idiotic places: corner shops, delivery companies, Lidl. The other students were doing theirs in Threadneedle Street or New York or bloody Washington or Toronto. I didn’t want my son driving a sodding milk float for a week. I decided I had to save him from himself, so I offered him a placement with us. He wasn’t keen, but I insisted. You’ve got to be cruel to be kind as a parent, sometimes. Everyone knows that.

“In any case, I genuinely thought Sebastian could be useful to us. He’s something of a computer whizz-kid, you see. Exactly what Chewton Black’s looking for. And of course, he’s the company heir. There is no ‘Black’, you see. I just added that because it sounded good. It just so happened he started at a very good time. We’d just been contracted to launch a pretend cyber-assault on the private equity firm, JM Cranenburgh Bradley, see if we could get past their security firewalls. Sebastian devised something of his own. Melted their defences like butter. In and out before they knew what had hit them.

“We gave them enough information back to prove we’d done the job, and destroyed everything else. That’s normal, of course, but when I looked in the contract, it didn’t require such a thing. I still can’t see why not. After all, as a cautious company, you only need to know whether your system’s been penetrated and how deeply. You shouldn’t need a copy of all the accessed files. If we’ve got them – if we’ve unzipped them, let’s say – who’s to say we’re not going to keep them on our computers, even accidentally? No, it’s standard practice to require a blanket destruction.

“Anyway, we had a little disagreement over price. They’d paid half upfront, and it seemed obvious we’d struggle to get the rest – rare, but it happens - but they may have worried about us leaking their precious information, because it arrived Sunday evening, just as Sebastian was due back at school.”

“When did you last see him?” Mordred asked.

“Sunday afternoon. Elaine took him to the station that evening. Rheeming’s in Kent, near Margate. He caught the 19.15 from Victoria – she watched as he got on – and that was the last anyone we know saw of him.”

“When did you first realise he was missing?”

“Monday morning, when the school contacted us.”

“It’s a boarding school?”

“Yes. Does that make a difference?”

“I’m assuming they’ve done their own internal investigation: questioned his friends, that sort of thing?”

“So they say. I’ve no idea how thorough they were, but the police have been in touch with them, so I’m sure they’re treating it pretty seriously.”

“I’d like to go over there at some point. If you could let them know I’m coming, that would smooth my path.”

“Of course.”

“How did he seem when he was doing work experience?”

“Do you mean, ‘did he seem resentful’?”

“You said parents sometimes have to be cruel to be kind. I’m sure you’re right, but I’m equally certain the thoughtfulness isn’t always perceived as such.”  

“I appreciate that, yes. No. he seemed okay with it. Mind you, he’s never been very communicative.”

“How does he feel about Mrs Chewton’s illness? Generally?”

“He doesn’t really have to cope with it most of the time. That’s one of the reasons we sent him off to boarding school. During the holidays, he spends a good bit of time at my sister’s, for the same reason. We’ve been in touch with her, before you ask. She knows nothing. Mind you, Elaine’s all right when she’s taking her tablets. That’s most of the time.”

“Where do you think he is? You must have a theory.”

“I believe he ran away because he thought he’d let me down. Bloody Cranenburgh Bradley quibbling over money. Came as a bit of a shock to all of us. Maybe he misinterpreted it, assumed it was his fault. If so, my guess is he’s begging on the streets somewhere.”

“Why call MI5 in then?”

“Because the other possibility’s that he’s been nobbled. Someone thinks he’s got secrets to sell, and they want them. One of JMCB’s rivals.”

“Does he?”

“It’s possible. He dipped his line deep in the well of that company and I imagine he came up with some pretty strange fish. Like I say, I didn’t ask, because the company policy is destruction of anything that might compromise our clients. In all the wrangling over payments due, I lost sight of what Sebastian might have discovered.”

“Did his behaviour seem different in any way, after he’d been into JMCB’s secure areas?”

“I don’t know. Yes, maybe. The truth is, we see him so seldom, it’s difficult to judge. But perhaps, yes.”

“In what way?”  

Sir Ronald laughed humourlessly. “You’ve just heard how hesitant I am about the fact that he even was different, and now you want me to tell you precisely how?” 

“Just try, please.”

“Very well. Quieter. Elaine might not agree, though. She knows him better than me. She might not have noticed a thing.”

“Different people latch onto different things. How soon before I can speak to your wife?”

“If you come back tomorrow morning, I’ll make sure she’s fully dosed up and lucid.”

“I’m sure the police are onto this as we speak, but what about Sebastian’s Facebook page? What about Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, etcetera?”

“I don’t know the passwords, but I run a private security firm, so I’m familiar with the territory. There have been no updates.”

“Send the links to my phone. What about his friends’ Facebook accounts?”

“I hadn’t thought of that. Should have done. Mind you, I don’t actually know he’s got any. Must have, though. Everyone’s got friends. A problem shared is a problem halved.”  

“What do you mean?”

“I think he’s perceived over there – at school - as a bit of a loser.” He blushed and looked at the floor. “Pardon my French, but you might as well have the full picture.”

Mordred let it pass. “Final question: is there a picture of him I could have? Obviously, I’ll bring it back once we’ve taken a copy.”

“We don’t take that many photos in our family, but I’m sure I can find something.”

“I’d like to look at a few, if you don’t mind. You see a person from three or four different angles, you get more of a sense of how they probably look in the flesh. I don’t suppose you’ve any videos?”

“Of Sebastian?” He laughed. “Not likely. He didn’t even like having his photo taken. Perhaps when you see him, you’ll appreciate why.”

He left the room again. Mordred looked at the whisky he’d been given. He hadn’t touched it yet, and Sir Ronald hadn’t insisted. If this had been a sitcom, he’d have looked round for a potted plant and poured it away. But there weren’t any plants in here. Could he pour it out of the window? Not in the time he probably had. His fate seemed sealed.

“Here we are, here we are,” Sir Ronald said from somewhere outside. He came in shuffling three or four photos, apparently examining them to judge their suitability. He sat down opposite Mordred and handed them all over at once. 

Sebastian Chewton was very tall and thin with a stoop. His hands and feet were large, his hair unruly and he had buck teeth and his mother’s big lips. In each photo, he was alone, and looked as if he expected to be hit by an iron girder.

“Ugly, I’m afraid,” Sir Ronald said. “Which matters a lot when you’re his age. When he gets older, he’ll come into money, and his personality will count for a lot more, as of course, it always does in the adult world. We tried taking him to the orthodontist.” 

It seemed an odd point with which to conclude, but it was clear Sir Ronald was embarrassed by his son now in a way he hadn’t been previously. 

“Which photo would you like me to take?”

“Take your pick. Have all of them if you like.”

Even odder. But then, he had been drinking. His tumbler was empty and he was eyeing Mordred’s greedily. Nothing to worry about then.

“I’ll follow up the leads you’ve given me,” he told Sir Ronald, “and I’ll get back to you. If – when - I need to speak to your wife, as I’m sure I will unless we hear from Sebastian pretty soon, I’ll ring ahead to let you know. That’ll be two days at the outside.”

“You’ve been very helpful, young man. Allow me to show you out. Are you sure you won’t finish your whisky?”

“It’s a lovely gesture, but no, thank you.”

Sir Ronald shrugged as if the ways of the young were truly unfathomable. “As you wish then.” 
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Chapter 3: I Spy Iblis’s Stooges
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When Mordred got back to Thames House, he found a request from Ruby Parker waiting for him at reception. Another meeting. It couldn’t be that urgent or she’d have rung him, but it wasn’t good to go home with that hanging over your head. Either in a meeting or awaiting one. 5pm. Clocking-out time in thirty minutes ... in the usual course of things. But you could never tell in this job. He had a sinking feeling this was going to be one of those 8, 9, 10pm days.

He took the lift to the first floor underground and knocked on her door. She looked exactly the same as she had at noon. Nothing of the this-has-been-a-long-day about her. There never was. She was feeding her fish. He knew from what others had told him that this probably meant she was about to go home.

They sat down on opposite sides of the desk. “Two things,” she said. “Firstly, I’m not sending you to Turkey after all. Not even if – or when – Sebastian Chewton turns up. There’s been a sinister development in the Aisha Sharif case. It appears she's been making regular guest-appearances on the dark web.”

“Never good news.”

“My initial reaction exactly. But it turns out I was wrong.” She picked up a document. “I quote: ‘where do you get off being such a fat-headed loser, SuperBeliever01? Just because a girl does a bit of modelling doesn’t make her a “whore”. Newsflash: you ain’t even a real Muslim.’ That was on the second of April. Then, twelve days later, ‘Yet another brilliant triumph for internationally-famous cavemen with guns outfit, Incredibly Stupid in Iraq and Syria: brackets: ISIS. I really hope one day you saddos meet a real army. You won’t last five minutes.’ April the seventeenth: ‘Do you want to know what ISIS stands for, dumbass? I Spy Iblis’s Stooges. Go figure.’” 

“That puts a very different slant on matters.”

“Forum comments, almost instantly deleted by the moderator, but we used her computer to retrieve them and also to penetrate that little bit of the darkness. We’ve got the site administrator coming in shortly for interview. Not here, of course: at the police station on the embankment by Waterloo Bridge. I’d like you to be present. You’ve a talent for spotting micro-expressions. You might see something we don’t.”

“What are we trying to find out?”

“You’ll recall I said this was a ‘sinister’ development. Given the strength of her aversion to ISIS, it seems unlikely she’s gone to Syria willingly. Even if she’d had a blinding conversion, one that persuaded her to reverse her previous beliefs, she’d have to know she’d passed the point of no return with that lot. Public repentance doesn’t usually cut the mustard,”

“Did she specifically say she was going to join ISIS?”

“No. but that’s irrelevant. Most of the opposition groups out there are Islamist now.” 

“So we think she’s a kidnap victim? And that’s how we’d account for the final message on her Facebook page? What did it actually say?”

Ruby Parker picked up another document and read: “‘Allah Akbar, I’ve seen the error of my ways. Forgive my sins, O believers, and may I atone for my shirk with a martyr’s blood’ – ‘martyr’ spelt M-A-R-T-E-R.”

“Martyr. Has she ever used that word before in writing?”

“Not that we know of. We’ve trawled her school notepads, web pages, e-mails, everything. But of course she sounds far too articulate, and much too well-informed, to make such an egregious error. One of the reasons I read you some excerpts.”

“If she has been kidnapped, that would make our job much more difficult.”

“Which is why time’s of the essence. I don’t know if you’ve plans for tonight, because I’d like you to cancel them, please.”

They sat in silence for a split second longer than was normal.

“What’s the matter, John?” she asked tetchily.

“I’m just trying to get my head round the course of events. Aisha Sharif leaves a number of hostile messages on Islamist forums. The moderators delete them, but they also want to know the identity of the culprit. After some time – this was April, right? – they locate her. Then there must have been a moment of shock. Astonishment that she’s the daughter of a prominent politician. Only that would explain why they went to all the trouble of dragging her across the continent rather than killing her on the spot. Her publicity value to ISIS.”

“Sorry, I can’t see where you’re going with this.”  

“Something here doesn’t add up. Firstly, why delete the messages if you want to discover their source? That would probably make your job more difficult. Secondly, why did it take them so long? Thirdly, I just called her father a ‘prominent politician’, but he’s not. He’s one of four Parliamentary Under Secretaries of State in the Department for Communities and Local Government. That’s not going to mean anything to your average Islamist. It doesn’t even mean much to me. And how do they even find out who he is? He doesn’t live in an unusual house in a strange location, he’s probably not followed about by the media; he probably gets on the tube every morning just like any other commuter. And finally, if you’re going to take the risk of kidnapping her, why leave a message on her Facebook page that very day saying she’s gone to Syria? Why take the risk? Why not wait till you’ve got her there and then update it? Not that you would update it. You wouldn’t want people thinking you were beheading a sincere convert. No, you’d want them thinking you were executing a Kufrul-Istihzaha, a disbelieving mocker.”  

Ruby Parker was kneading her chin. “This is why I always ask for a face-to-face meeting with you, John. You’re good at making connections ... and spotting disconnections.” She sighed. “The question is, where does it leave us?”

“Perhaps we should go back a bit.”

“I’m still listening.”

“That ‘moment of shock’ that she’s the daughter of a prominent politician. Let’s assume, for the sake of argument, that’s what happened. At that point, whoever was out to get her must have changed his assassination-plot into a kidnap-plot. Which would require a lot of networking.” 

“Okay.”

“The other possibility is that she genuinely has had a religious conversion, and she’s gone with them willingly. But that requires the independent, highly unlikely conjunction of two major events: them finding her and her having a blinding religious experience.”

“Remind me: why can’t she just have gone on her own? That way, you’ve only got one event: the conversion.”

“She’d have needed to prepare. Even if she was going with friends. Just leaving a farewell note on Facebook and setting off into the sunset wouldn’t get her very far.”

“Her passport’s gone, her bank account’s been cleared, and she’s taken several changes of clothes.”

“How much money did she take altogether?”

“Including the money she removed from her father’s account, about five thousand pounds. We’ve CCTV footage of her at the local cashpoint.” 

“And no one’s with her?”

“Not in shot.”

“Do we have any bureau de change report of a fourteen year-old girl swapping pounds sterling for Turkish lira? Or footage of her at the airport? Or of any lone fourteen year-old girl?”

“No, but ...”

“Either she had accomplices, or she’s still in this country. Once I’ve met this forum moderator, I should know which of those alternatives is true.”

“Optimistic. I’ll let it ride for now. He’s due to arrive in about thirty minutes. That’s not all, John.”

He successfully suppressed a deafening groan. “Fire away.” 

“We’ve had a notification from the National Fraud Intelligence Bureau about JM Cranenburgh Bradley. They believe their systems may have been compromised from abroad. I had a word with a Detective Inspector Collingdale this afternoon. It turns out JMCB didn’t request a mock cyber-attack from Chewton Black. They knew nothing about it. Obviously, we haven’t told them yet. They still think Chewton Black’s little incursion came from overseas somewhere. I’d like you to go and see them, disabuse them as gently as you can.”

He grinned. “In all honesty, I’m not sure I can cope with Sebastian Chewton and Aisha Sharif and this. Know your limits: the first rule of good spycraft. Isn’t there someone else we can assign to one or the other?”

“I only want you to go and see this moderator, then you’re back with the Chewton boy. We’ve got too many agents in Turkey, John. Prime Minister’s insistence, unfortunately: he and Yousaf Sharif are good friends as well as work colleagues. You might as well cancel tomorrow night’s plans too. I know I have. We’re seriously overstretched.”

“Am I seeing the moderator and JMCB-whoever tonight?”

“You might as well. If that’s okay. Amber will set up the introductions. Read the file on Terence Dimbleton, JMCB’s chairman, before you leave the building. I’ve told her to have it ready and waiting for you. On no account are you to divulge its contents anywhere at any time, even to Amber herself. Understood?”

“What’s in it?”

She looked at him expressionlessly. “Dirt,” she said. 
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Chapter 4: Two Baddies in One Chapter
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Thirty minutes just wasn’t long enough to read a file as fat as the one on Terence Dimbleton and get over to Waterloo police station in time to meet the man he was already beginning to think of as ‘The Moderator’, as if that was his handle in a team for a heist. However, he got the gist. Dimbleton was a man given to sexual violence, some of it against children. Owing, the report strongly implied, to his wealth and connections, it was never possible to prove anything significant against him, but he was on a to-watch list in twelve different countries, half of them in Southeast Asia.

Mordred entered the police station at six-thirty and was shown to an interview room on the first floor. Outside, four uniformed officers awaited him, three men and a woman. They shook hands. Mordred was tactfully reminded he was only there to observe. He asked for a seat facing the suspect.

Inside, an Asian man in his early thirties sat at a table beside an elderly white man in a suit, obviously his lawyer. Two empty seats faced him and a cassette recorder lay to one side. Mordred took his chair, and the woman and one of her colleagues sat down facing the suspect and his lawyer. The two other officers stood at sufficient proximity to prevent an outbreak of violence if necessary. She switched the tape on.

“Sergeant Aadila Aziz and Constable Ben Sykes,” she said. “Interview with Mohammad Ali Abdullah, twentieth September, 6.50pm. Now, Mr Abdullah, you do know why you’re here, don’t you?”

“What do you want me to say?” Abdullah asked. “It wasn’t me! I don’t know who put up that website! I swear on my mother’s grave!”

“We’ve got your hard drive,” the male policeman said. “We’ve looked in your folders. We’ve got a list of texts that were copied and pasted into the forum, with matching dates.”
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