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​Chapter 1: The Room above the Pub
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Patrick Atherton didn’t like wearing jeans and he despised hoodies and hats - especially indoors – but he had to admit, they’d served their purpose. They’d made a nondescript-looking man in his mid-fifties invisible. He got on the tube train at Hounslow West and slipped into the seat nearest the door. Eight o’clock on a Monday night: possibly the quietest time of the week. He glanced furtively at his fellow passengers. No one seemed to have noticed him. Or if they had, they’d already lost interest. It made perfect sense: even apart from the disguise, he didn’t live around here. No reason for anyone to care a jot about him. 

He opened his Evening Standard and lowered his head. Reading about the general election was calculated to lower his spirits, but it couldn’t be helped. If he became depressed, God help him he certainly wasn’t alone at the moment. A mendacious egomaniac versus an evangelical revolutionary: difficult to see how things could have reached such a pass, but, as Howells said, maybe it was inevitable. Perhaps it happened to all societies in the end. And of course, without it, he wouldn’t even be here. Monday night, he’d probably be at home, watching TV. 

An hour later, he disembarked at Westminster and went straight to The Column, a long narrow pub with maroon wallpaper and brass sconces, tucked away in a side street two minutes from Whitehall. He ordered half a Guinness. The chances of him being recognised here were much higher than on the tube, but the bar was virtually empty, and once again, he saw no one he recognised, or who appeared to recognise him. It was only the beginning of December, but the bar was decorated in tinsel and holly. Cliff Richard quietly sang Saviour’s Day in the background.

A young woman of about thirty, as shabbily dressed as he was, came in from the street, took off her beanie, shook her hair out, then sat on the stool next to his and ordered a vodka and orange. When the barman went to get it, she turned to him. “Give it five minutes,” she said, “then go through the door to the gents’, turn left and go upstairs.” She turned back, took out a mirror and looked at herself. Her drink arrived. She paid, drank it in one draught, and ordered another.

He finished his stout as if he was in no particular hurry. When the time came, he set off to follow her instructions. But he took a detour. He went into the toilet, locked himself in a cubicle and vomited.

Afterwards, he felt no better. He went to the hand basin, splashed his face with water from the sink and ate two mints, crunching them with his molars and swirling the bits round his mouth with his tongue. He looked at himself in the mirror. He hadn’t shaved since Friday – all part of his ‘disguise’: God, the lengths these people expected him to go to! – and he looked awful. 

And now he was late. They’d already be asking where he was. They might even be panicking. Amazing, when he thought about it, that they hadn’t already sent someone down. God, he felt washed out. Puking did that to you, though. At its glorious best, it could even stop you caring for a few minutes. 

Maybe he could just walk out. Through the bar, onto the street, not look back.

But no, too late for that.

The door opened. Keith Howells burst in. Tall, wiry, a shrunken-looking face like a ghoul’s, big hairy hands. He looked around for fraction of a second, then beamed.

“Patrick! What the hell? We’ve been waiting for you!”   

“I’ve only been a few seconds. A minute. Give me a chance.”

Howells laid a disingenuously affectionate hand on his shoulder. “You’re a bit nervous, I take it.”

“I’m fine. A pint of beer goes straight through me these days.”

“I don’t know what that even means. Let’s get you upstairs. Come on.”

The door opened again. A stout, white-haired man in a grey suit entered in the same way Keith Howells had a few minutes ago. Dramatic. Paul Chalmers.

“He’s here,” Keith said.

“Bloody hell,” Chalmers said. “You okay, Atherton? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

“He’s been urinating,” Keith said. He grinned. “Apparently.”

“Smells a lot like puke to me,” Chalmers said. “Not a bad sign. There’s a lot at stake. Don’t worry, Patrick. We’ve all got your back. And you’re serving your country.”

“I think we need to continue this discussion upstairs,” Keith said tersely: the tone of one who fears listening devices.

“Understood,” Chalmers said. “Come on, Patrick.”

Atherton ascended the stairs between the two men, one in front, the other behind. The light seemed to slowly disappear as they got further up. They came to a halt on a landing with bare wooden floorboards. Chalmers opened the single grey door in front and stood aside for Atherton to enter.

Roughly thirty people wore Venetian masks and held drinks and canapes. At first glance, they resembled conventional partygoers, yet this was anything but a frivolous occasion, and many of them genuinely wouldn’t want to be recognised. At the opposite end of the room, the Great Horned God and the Moon Goddess perched on a podium. Their presence was supposed to represent the future, but someone hadn’t done their research: they looked more like something from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, or even worse, from a pantomime. PA speakers, playing chamber music, were chiefly designed to supplement the conceit that this was just another seasonal celebration. Gate-crashers were never an impossibility, so it was important to produce the right impression. 

Everyone turned infinitesimally to look at him, which wasn’t unexpected. Davood Ramachandran from the Joint Intelligence Committee came forward: avuncular, barrel-chested, with short legs and a pointed nose. He shook Atherton’s hand heartily, slipped his arm through his and introduced him one-by-one to the convocation, precisely twelve men and eight women, all middle-aged or late-middle-aged. He shook hand after hand as Ramachandran repeatedly announced his name in a low voice. It felt like a dream, but that was really all this meeting was about: introductions. They all wanted to meet him; reassure themselves he existed probably. That’s all it could be, because his appearance definitely wasn’t reassuring.

Yet, reassuring or not, he was the lynchpin. Britain was about to enter a new era, and thanks to him, it was due to go in with a bang. Only, he was the sacrificial lamb, the consensus being that he couldn’t possibly survive the next few weeks. And that’s also why they wanted to meet him. Sacrificial lambs, if they knew what was going to happen to them, generally tried to wriggle out of it. They needed to know he wasn’t in that category.

He wasn’t. He was a man of honour, and utterly devoted to his country. By the time he was publicly exposed and possibly on his way to prison, it’d be too late for all the nay-saying liberal doormats. They’d be living in a new world then, with Britain on its way back to the top. They’d just have to get used to it. 

In the short term, of course, he’d be out on his ear, a pariah. But when everyone acclimatised, he’d be reinstated. How long would that take? A decade, maybe two. Zero to hero. The man who saved Britain in its hour of need. Nelson, Wellington, Montgomery, Churchill... Patrick Atherton.

When, after an hour, everyone was suitably calmed and the party was drawing to a close, Ramachandran gestured for Atherton to follow him through a low door at the far end of the room. They ascended a spiral staircase encased by smooth wooden walls. Ramachandran went in front this time, with Chalmers and Howells taking the rear. It seemed to take forever and there was no handrail. Eventually, they came to a landing and a small windowless room, no bigger than a larder, hung with antique watercolours depicting scenes from the Book of Revelation. Four chairs had been set out. In between stood a bare table with four glasses and a bottle of City of London No. 5 Gin. They sat. Ramachandran gave Atherton the agreed twenty thousand pounds, in a holdall, ‘for use in emergency purposes only’, then poured four drinks. 

“There’s been a slight modification to the plan,” Ramachandran told Atherton. 

“To give you more time,” Howells said. “We’ve put all the necessary steps in place to take Ruby Parker out of the picture, but, having thought about it, we agree with you that her suspension might not be enough, given how resourceful she is.”

“She’s on her way out of Thames House as of today,” Atherton said. “It wasn’t easy. She put up fight after fight, but we nailed her eventually. In the end, she agreed to step down voluntarily on a temporary basis, just to avoid suspension pending the inquiry.” 

“We’ve just bought you a little more time,” Chalmers said. “We’ve assigned someone to break into her home. Tonight. He’ll put her in hospital, just for a while. He’s an expert and he knows exactly what he’s doing, so there’s virtually no chance of a mishap. I think we’re agreed on how much we all admire her. We certainly don’t want to go down in history as her murderers. But we need to get your men abroad as quickly as possible. Tomorrow, ideally.”

“I’m sure that shouldn’t be a problem,” Atherton said. He didn’t mention that he wasn’t in charge of that: it was being taken care of by others, on his behalf. He felt relaxed now. He couldn’t understand why he’d been so jumpy earlier. Everything seemed so natural. He was mad, they were mad. This drink, these colleagues, this breathtakingly audacious plot to change the world for the better. Literally insane, nineteenth century institution stuff. 

Even so, he couldn’t wait to get home. He badly needed a shave and a shower. 

Three and a half miles southeast of The Column, Ruby Parker turned off the TV, switched out the lights, went upstairs, got into her single bed, and wrapped herself in the tartan duvet her mother had given her four years ago. She checked her phone one last time. No messages from work, but then she didn’t expect any: she was essentially persona non grata for a week or two now. But no personal messages either. The closest she’d come to that today was an automated email from Microsoft wishing her a happy birthday. 

Some hope. 

Hers was a small house, but by London standards, gigantic: terraced, a single living room downstairs with a view of the street, a kitchen, two bedrooms, a bathroom and a small back yard dotted with container pots. She’d bought it in the 1980s when property wasn’t so exorbitant. She’d known from the start that she’d never leave. Her ‘forever’ home, as it would be called nowadays. 

Right now, she felt more yoked to it than ever. It was only ten o’clock, but she was tired. Weary, more like; worn down. This had been a long day, full of acrimonious meetings with nonentities, and she wasn’t young anymore. She didn’t have the same ferocity she’d had even five years ago. Let them have their way. She’d probably get a peerage, for what that was worth. Then people would prick up their ears when she spoke. God help the media: they listened to anyone who’d ever been anything in Secret Intelligence Service. No wonder so many of her best young agents were lining up CVs preparatory to becoming ex-SIS novelists. Or so they hoped; fat chance, really.  

It took the single birthday card on her bedside table - she was sixty-four today - to remind her someone still recognised her as a flesh-and-blood human being. She reread the greeting for the fourteenth time: a centred block of print - ¡Que tengas un cumpleaños fabuloso! - and underneath, in crabby handwriting, Un fuerte abrazo, Vilma.  It had arrived from Cuba four days ago.

Not much of a salutation, and it lacked the usual accompanying letter. And there’d been no Many Happy Returns text message today, despite the fact that Ruby, careful to pretend the card had arrived exactly, magically on time – such things generally took a fortnight, so targeting it at any specific day was hopeful, to say the least - had sent a ‘Thank you for the card’ nearly twelve hours ago. No reply. Was that a bad sign? 

She should call her. Since Ruby’s mother had died two years ago, each was all the other had. And Vilma was approaching seventy now.  

Mind you, that wasn’t old nowadays. In Cuba, definitely not: a woman’s life-expectancy there was nearly eighty. 

Still, averages meant precisely nothing when all you were interested in was a single individual. It’d be six o’clock in the evening in Havana now. Yes, she should phone her, check she was okay.

Only, this time, someone would be listening in. Some spy. Because the irony was, it was partly Vilma that had caused the present, pathetic rumpus with Atherton’s White Department. Lots of phone calls to Cuba, naughty, naughty. Not that they hadn’t all been declared; not that Cuba was any kind of threat nowadays. But it had been, supposedly, once, in a different era. 

Vilma plus the Russians. Vilma alone would have been okay. The Russians, ditto. In combination, well, one and one usually made two, but ‘Vilma’ added to ‘the Russians’ made five. Or maybe ten, depending on who was wielding White’s insidious little pocket calculator.

It was another plot to oust her, that was all. She’d spent her whole life fending off challenges from Eton-educated nobodies like Patrick Atherton, and that wasn’t set to change any time soon. She’d see him off in the same way she’d done the others. Forty years ago, when she’d started, it was because they didn’t like having a black person in charge and somehow, because that person was female, it was worse. 

Nowadays, that wasn’t the main issue. The problem, even from their point of view, wasn’t her. It was them: their insatiable appetites. 

But they were addicted to power because they didn’t have anything else in their lives. They were natural-born mediocrities. When, after a certain point, they’d used up all the conventional opportunities for advancement, they inevitably began looking for ways to land-grab: retire others’ job descriptions, or merge departments with them, or ‘rationalise’ them. And then they’d get old, enjoy a bitter retirement, die, and finally achieve immortality: a paragraph in some minor academic’s ‘Unauthorised History of MI7’.  

She switched off her bedside lamp. She lay on her back for ten minutes, trying to clear her mind and make way for sleep. 

But she couldn’t. The more she thought about it – and she was trying hard not to – the more it became obvious that Atherton had a hidden agenda. He wanted her job, yes, but not for the usual reasons. There was something above and beyond the predictable self-aggrandisement. Yes, he was vain, and yet...  

Ten minutes later, she was wide awake. Despite what she’d imagined, sleep was a million miles away. She switched the bedside lamp back on. She needed her book: Zadie Smith’s Grand Union. 

Which was downstairs, in the living room. Too far away, and it was cold. 

Never mind, there was her mother’s Thomas à Kempis in the bedside drawer.

Suddenly, her phone rang. She jumped and looked at the screen. Vilma.

She picked up. “Are you okay?” she said.

“Hola, Ruby, nice to speak to you too. Happy birthday. Did you get my card?”

Pause while she caught her breath. “I texted you to say thank you,” she blurted out. “Hours ago. It arrived exactly on time.”

Vilma chuckled. “Liar. In answer to your question, yes, I’m fine. How are you?”

“I’m fine. It’s lovely to hear from you. I mean, really lovely. I was just thinking about you.”

“I realise this is a late phone call, but I wanted to surprise you. I’m in London. That’s why I didn’t text back.”

“London? Good God, what are you here for?” A thousand thoughts rushed through her head: principally about how this would look, just as the internal inquiry was about to get under way. Suspicious, and it might even be useful in tipping the scales against her. 

Then she remembered how nothing work-related really mattered. Friendship was the only important thing; and at sixty-four, you couldn’t put a price on it. She laughed.

“Because you come to see me every year in Havana without fail,” Vilma went on, “and I thought it was about time I did the work. I’ve got money. I thought we might go out a bit. You could show me some of the sights: Buckingham Palace, Highgate Cemetery. I know you’ve got your spy-thing going on, which we never talk about, and no, I don’t expect you to, but I do appreciate that, since you’ve been at it all these years, you must be pretty much a jefe superior by now, so I won’t complain if you have to zoom off somewhere at short notice. Alternatively, you don’t have to see me at all, if it’s inconvenient. I won’t hold it against you.”

“Where are you? I’ll come and get you. You can stay with me.”

“I’m in a hotel. I’d have rung earlier. It was never my plan to ring at ten twenty-five, when you’re almost certainly going to be in bed. My flight was delayed three hours, Ruby. Three hours, can you believe that? I was hoping to catch you at seven. By that time, you’d have enjoyed a few drinks at work, maybe been out for a celebratory dinner with your friends, got home, and we could have met up and gone to a bar maybe, assuming you weren’t too hung over. We both know what you’re like.”

“Come and stay at mine. Please. Now mother’s no longer with us, I’ve got a spare bedroom.”

“I know. We’ll talk about it tomorrow. It’s too late now. Happy sixty-fourth. How was it? The office get you a cake? Sing The Beatles to you? You been out anywhere?”

“Vilma, I haven’t got any friends. I keep telling you that. Only you.”

“Sure.”

“Anyway, it so happens I’ve got a week or two’s paid holiday. So we can do whatever you like.”

“You don’t have to pretend. I know you’ve got a good career. You don’t have to down tools on my account. I’ll regret coming if you do. No, I’ll work around you. I imagine you’ll be retiring in a year or two. We can have adventures then. Call me tomorrow. We’ll meet up and make a plan.”

“You win, then. I meant what I said: it’s lovely to hear your voice.”

“Are you okay? You sound a bit sad.”

Ruby chuckled. “Getting older, that’s all.”

“The best’s yet to come. I love you, Ruby. Speak to you in the morning.”

“I love you too.”

As she hung up, Ruby remembered: someone faceless was listening in. What would they make of that last exchange? 

Since they almost certainly lacked an imagination, they’d read it in the only way they could: they’re lesbians. Which would give them a motive. She’s obedient to the former Soviets because...

Not that it mattered, but nothing could be further from the truth. Vilma had somehow inherited her mother’s mantle shortly after her actual mother passed away. It seemed natural. They each represented lots of intangible things to each other now, people and objects that were precious in memory but no longer existed in this world. You couldn’t explain that to someone who didn’t already get it. Whoever was listening in wouldn’t belong in that category. They’d see ‘I love you’ as semantically monolithic.

There was a sudden crash downstairs. She froze, switched off the light, then picked up her phone and went to the front window. 

She could see the car on the opposite kerb. Tim and Maryam, her security for the night, in the front seats, both wide awake. Why wouldn’t they be?

She pressed ‘call’. “Tim?” she said, when it picked up.

“Ma’am? Is everything okay?”

“I think there’s someone in the house. I need you to come over quickly.”

She saw both agents exit the car at speed.

The bedroom door opened. In the half-light of the yellow street-lamp, a hulking figure entered the room. It looked diffidently around, then fixed on her and lunged forward.
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Chapter 2: The Signing-In Book Anomaly
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The first thing John Mordred noticed when he arrived that morning was that there were lots of new people in the book. He signed in at 8.50 each day, and while the names around his varied a bit from day to day, over the years he’d got used to a certain duplication. There were over three thousand people working here, but mostly, humans were creatures of habit. 

Colin Bale, the chief receptionist, looked a little on edge too. A tall dignified man in a suit, stout, forty, he had the demeanour of someone who suspects something unsavoury, but has yet to get to the bottom of it.

“Good morning, John,” he said.

“I don’t recognise any of these guys,” Mordred replied. “They’ve all got a little red dot next to them. I assume that means they’re my department?”

“It’s a big organisation. And I’m only a receptionist.”

“Of course. Only asking.”

Bloody hell, talk about grouchy. Mordred crossed to the stairs and ascended the single flight to the first floor. Something was definitely up, and he wanted to learn what it was before it surprised him at his desk. A presentiment of doom, maybe. Over the years, he’d learned not to suppress such feelings, but they weren’t infallible.

And thinking about it rationally, what could be up?  

In the middle of the open-plan office – big as a football pitch, but it didn’t look it - Alec Cunningham sat impassively in John’s chair, apparently waiting for him. Dark hair – what was left of it - tall, athletic-looking, mid-forties. He didn’t look happy, but then, did he ever? 

“You’re in my chair,” Mordred told him.

“Good morning to you too,” Alec said, standing up. “Sleep well? I haven’t been going through your personal effects.”

“I didn’t mean it like that. Sorry, I was miles away. How can I help?”

“I’d like to chat. Maybe meet up in the canteen later? I’ve got a fairly light morning. Mainly carousels.”

“I’ve a meeting with Ruby Parker in about ten minutes. I don’t know how long it’ll take, or even what it’s about. It’ll probably be quick, though. We both know she doesn’t usually waste words.”

“Give her my love,” Alec said. “And let me know when you’re next free.”

“I hope you don’t mind me remarking, but the way you’re talking, it sounds urgent.”

“It is.”

“Could I have a potted version? Just to be going on with?”

“I’ve proposed marriage. And I’ve been accepted. I’d like you to be my best man. Much as it pains me to admit it, I’m excited, so I need to talk to someone, preferably someone who’s got both feet on the ground.”

Mordred shook Alec’s hand and slapped him on the arm. “Congratulations. I’m assuming it’s ...”

“Valentina, yes. Ex-FSB, so that’s why I’d particularly like you to give Ruby Parker my love. I’ll have to ask her permission, of course.”

“She gave you the all-clear last year, as I recall. She’s pretty much of the sensible opinion that none of those Russians are a threat. They only ever worked for the FSB on an external contractual basis, and they’ve been given lots of reasons not to want to go home.”

“Times change. Especially at the moment. People’s opinions move on. I’m assuming Ruby Parker won’t have altered, but I’m taking nothing for granted. Something new might have been ‘discovered’. I mean, I’m as convinced as possible that Valentina’s no spy, but you know what this country’s like. It’s full of jobsworths with a brief to stop you being happy.”

“I think if Ruby Parker had been briefed that Valentina was a threat, she’d have called you into her office and told you. She knows the state of play. And it’s not as if you’re the only one. There’s Roman and Suki.”

“I’ve heard they’re no longer an item, but I’m not sure.”

Mordred switched his computer on and logged on. “What about Kseniya and Bruce?”

“I don’t know.”

“Anyway, you’re the senior agent. If there was anything to tell, you’d have been the first Ruby Parker would have called in.”

“I hope so.”

“You’re quite nervous about this, aren’t you?”

“Sad to say, I’m in love. You know what that’s like. Where is your wife, by the way?”

“Phyllis has the day off. She worked from eight in the morning till ten at night yesterday. Fourteen hours, not counting the commute. I guess she’s still in bed.”

“It’s nine o’clock, John. No one stays in bed that late. Not when they’ve been in the army, anyway. She’s not a teenager. Obviously, she’s invited to the wedding too. It’s just a question of finding some role for her. That’s partly what I want to talk to you about.”

“Why does she need a role? Hang on, that’s funny.”

“What is?”

“There’s a message here from Ruby Parker. It says: ‘Apologies, your meeting is cancelled.’”

Alec shrugged. “I admit, that’s not like her. Hard luck. Maybe.”

“It’s the wording. Very impersonal and a bit brusque.”

“Perhaps she’s got some sort of absent-bot. Like a message that gets activated whenever the system knows she’s going to be out of office. I wouldn’t know. I don’t think I’ve ever been in the happy position of having one of my meetings with her scratched.”

“I’ve a weird feeling, that’s all. I arrived here this morning, and I noticed all these strange – names in the signing-in book. And now Ruby Parker’s cancelled. I know that sounds completely paranoid.”

“And of course, I was sitting in your chair when you arrived. That probably didn’t help.”

“Thanks for being so understanding.”

“Not like me, I know. Back a bit. What do you mean, ‘strange names’?”  

“I normally get here one side or another of about twenty or thirty employees. Over the years, I’ve learnt to recognise their names and signatures.”

“We’ll make a spy of you yet. Not sure it proves anything, although - ”

“I’m not really suggesting it does. Not proves, anyway.” 

On the far side of the office, the door to the east corridor opened. Phyllis entered, carrying a briefcase. Immaculately dressed as usual, only her expression betrayed the fact that she’d been summoned at short notice. Her eyes locked with Mordred’s in a way that half reassured him that, whatever had happened, it wasn’t his fault, but also suggested she needed someone to bawl at, and he was first in the queue.

“I thought you said your wife was off work,” Alec said. 

By the time he’d finished speaking, she’d crossed the floor. “Hi,” she said tersely.

“John said you were on holiday today,” Alec said.

She unbuttoned her coat, and swept her long hair behind her. “Called in at the last minute. Of course, it had to wait till thirty seconds after you’d left the flat,” she told John. “I was forced to get a taxi. Don’t be late, they said.”

“Who said?” Alec asked. “Colin?”

“It wasn’t Colin,” she replied. “I don’t know who it was. They didn’t give a name, and I didn’t recognise the voice. But they called me on the super-duper top secret hotline that only Thames House is supposed to know about.”

“Colin would be normal for that sort of job,” Alec said. “Anything else means something’s going on. John, tell Phyllis about the ‘strange names’.”

“I had a meeting with Ruby Parker at nine-ten this morning,” Mordred said, ignoring his instruction. “I’ve just had an impersonal-type message saying it’s been cancelled.”

“Oh my God,” Phyllis said. She sat in his seat and half swivelled. “Something’s happened to her. What ‘strange names’? You mean, in the signing-in book? I noticed that too. But then, I was a bit later than you, and there are several thousand people working here.”

“They don’t all have to sign in manually,” Alec said. “I was about to say that earlier. Signing in by hand’s reserved for officers. One of the many perks of the job; not. Which probably does mean something strange is going on.”

“Did you notice they all had red dots beside them?” Phyllis asked John. “I assumed we must have some kind of visiting delegation. Maybe all hands on deck by way of impressing them?”

“They’d have to have arrived out of the ether for you to have been called out of bed like that,” John said. 

“An Ofsted inspection,” Alec put in facetiously.

“Alec’s getting married,” John said. “That’s presumably why he’s a bit out of it.”

“I’m not ‘out of it’,” Alec said.

“To Valentina Leontievna,” John continued. “I know it’s irrelevant to the discussion, but I thought I’d better mention it before we get any further.”

Phyllis was already beaming. She said whoa, then congratulations, and hugged him. “Have you set a date?” 

“Not yet,” Alec said. “I’ve still to clear it with Ruby Parker. I’m hoping she’ll say yes and I won’t have to hand in my notice.”

“She gave you the green light ages ago,” Phyllis said. “She’s not going to backtrack now. Although having said that...”

“What?” Alec said.

“I am still worried about why I’ve been called in, and those names, and the fact that John’s meeting’s been cancelled. Put those three things together, and there’s justification for at least a slight case of the jitters.”

Annabel and Edna were coming over. A petite blonde white woman with a severe face, and a tall black woman, both in their thirties. They perfunctorily said their hellos and good mornings.

“Something’s going on,” Annabel said. “You must have noticed.”

“What have you noticed?” Alec asked.

“Furtive meetings in corridors between people we’ve not seen before,” Edna said. “Two, to be precise. They looked at Annabel and I as if they knew exactly who we were.”

“Then they stopped talking,” Annabel said, “till we’d gone past. That’s the point. Until we were safely out of earshot. So what’s going on? Do any of you know?”

“John’s had his meeting with Ruby Parker cancelled,” Alec said.

“Do you think something could have happened to her?” Edna asked.

At the far end of the floor, four men in suits came through the fire-exit doors, deep in discussion. Mordred couldn’t remember ever seeing them before, but it was possible they belonged to a different department. They seemed to know where they were headed. One of them stopped to look at him with a mildly indignant expression, as if to ask him why he was standing idly chatting to four others when he must have work to do. He seemed to think better of articulating the thought, and anyway, his colleagues had continued walking. He put on a spurt to catch up with them, and they left together through another set of double doors.

“Did you see that look he gave you, John?” Phyllis said.

“Hard not to,” he replied. “I wonder who he is.” 

“He certainly seemed to feel at home here,” Annabel said. “You don’t look at an officer like that unless you’re pretty sure of yourself.”

“On the other hand, he did stop short of actually saying anything,” Phyllis said. “He can’t have been that confident.”

“The reason I think he didn’t,” John said, “is because he’d have had to introduce himself. You’re right: something’s going on.” He turned to face Annabel and Edna. “Incidentally, Alec’s got great news.”

“I’m getting married,” Alec said. “Valentina Leontievna Morozova.”

“Congratulations,” Annabel said distantly. Edna shook his hand then hugged him.

A little bell dinged on Mordred’s PC. Everyone turned to look at his screen. By the time he relayed the news that they all had a meeting in Lecture Room One, they’d seen. They looked at each other ominously, all thinking the same thing.

“Nothing in the message about who’s actually called the meeting,” Annabel said.

“Maybe it’s good news,” Alec said, as they strode towards the lift. 

Edna laughed and apologised.

“Forget it,” Alec told her grimly. “John’s right: I’m totally out of it.” 

There wasn’t room in the lift, so they double-backed and took the stairs. Lecture Room One was only a quarter full. A quick scan of the faces told John those present were entirely made up of the middle and higher ranks. No one spoke or shuffled. The silence was total and the stage empty.

Alec led them into and along the middle row. They sat down in a group, and became part of the general hush.

Two self-important looking tall men in their fifties entered stage-left with clipboards. They exchanged mutters. The thinner of the pair – steely-haired and serious-looking with tinted glasses – strode to the reading desk and opened a large notebook.

“My name’s Patrick Atherton,” he said. “For those of you who don’t know me, which is probably most of you, I was, until a few hours ago, Head of White Department, across the river. That’s now changed, or rather, expanded. As of today, I’m also the interim head of your department. Last night, an unarmed intruder somehow got past Ruby Parker’s security team, knocked her unconscious, and carried out - or attempted to - a burglary. Although her condition was critical for a while, I’m happy to report that she’s presently out of danger, and expected to make a recovery – although how full, I’m not in a position to say. We’ve been working closely with the police since early this morning, and we’re still undecided as to whether what happened was a simple burglary or whether it had national security implications. We’re assuming the latter until we know otherwise.”

He paused portentously and grabbed the reading desk on either side as if preparing himself to release further bombs. “I realise all that is likely to come as a shock to most of you,” he continued, “but I’m afraid it doesn’t end there. The fact is, White Department had just launched an investigation into Ruby Parker’s handling of the recent Kuznetsov Case; specifically into allegations that her downgrading of the threat to MI7 posed by a group of nine FSB agents formerly known as ‘the Novelists’, currently resident in this country with exceptional leave to remain, was negligent at best, and may even have been... corrupt.”

A roomful of indignant gasps throttled his next sentence at birth. He tightened his grip on the lectern and pushed his glasses further up his nose, though they didn’t need it. He looked down at his notes.

“As I said,” he went on, “I fully realise the effect all this is likely to have on you all, and I regret that. Although, at the same time, I hope you appreciate my being straight with you all and not mincing my words. The investigation hadn’t yet officially begun, though its launch was imminent. The point is, she would have been asked to step down as department head for its duration, probably for no more than a week to ten days. While we interviewed you people, amongst other things. As matters stand, we now need to get things moving. I’m pretty confident we can clear her of all suspicion, and it would be good for everyone if she could return to her post ready to carry on where she left off – always hoping and praying, of course, that she makes a full recovery. You’ve been specially summoned to this briefing because you’re the very people we need to talk to. We’ll do that today, all being well. As you leave, you’ll be given the exact time and place of your interview. Until then, you’ll be accompanied everywhere by an agent from White. You’re not to talk to each other, you can’t leave the building, and you’ll need to surrender your phone, but within those limits, you’re free to do as you like. For those of you that haven’t eaten breakfast, or even if you have, the canteen will serve you free of charge. Thank you in advance, everyone, for your forbearance and your cooperation.”

He gathered his notes and exited swiftly, the same way he’d come in, accompanied by two colleagues, a man and a woman, both around his age and dressed in suits. Mordred had been expecting to be able to ask questions, but that clearly wasn’t on the agenda. 

While Atherton had been speaking, the walls had filled up with men and women in suits, presumably White Department’s appointed minders. For a few seconds, no one moved. Mordred scanned the room for the second time since he’d come in.

What he saw on all the faces there this time was principally shock. 
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Chapter 3: Judy the Quite Nice
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On his way out of Lecture Room One, Mordred handed his phone over to be labelled. A twentysomething man sitting at a desk too small for him gave him the time and location of his interview in neat handwriting on a slip of paper: 10.55, Seminar Room E14. A woman of about thirty appeared at his side: brown hair in a tight bun, a blue trouser suit and a small leather shoulder-bag. “I’m your minder, Mr Mordred,” she said. She didn’t smile. “Judy, I’m called. You can go wherever you want within the parameters Patrick just specified. We’re not allowed to have a conversation. I’ll just follow you. Try not to mind me being here.”

He nodded. He didn’t feel like talking anyway, not after Patrick Atherton’s briefing. He’d had a bad feeling about today from the moment he arrived. The way White personnel had just shown up, held clandestine meetings in corridors, shuffled furtively in and out through doors; the way they’d each assigned themselves a red dot in the signing-in book, the way Atherton had conducted himself in delivering his message, as if he couldn’t wait to get the looking-sorry-and-shocked bit done with so he could resume normal service (whatever that was). It felt very much like a coup.

And obviously, there was Ruby Parker to worry about. She might be the boss, but some bosses are good, and one or two are excellent. He’d got to know her over the years, and being told she’d been attacked was rather like hearing a favourite auntie had been mugged. You wanted to do more than just hear the news and go to the bloody canteen. You had questions. You felt angry. With the burglar, in this instance. But also with Patrick bloody Atherton for his insensitivity. Difficult to tell which of the two you disliked more at this point, when everything was still raw.  

And obviously, ‘Patrick’ was on first name terms with his minions. Since his bedside manner left just about everything to be desired, that was probably a token attempt to compensate, or even persuade himself that, hey, he was a pretty well-liked guy really. Patently, if people called you by your first name, it had to be because they liked you, even if they were simply obeying orders.

Mordred would go to the canteen. Atherton had said he could. If the others were as smart as he knew they were, they’d do the same. They’d be forced to sit apart, yes, but they’d be together, and there was nothing to stop them looking at each other. You could tell a lot from someone’s facial expressions and even more from their body-language. He could, anyway: it was one of his chief areas of expertise. It might not be as revealing as a conversation, but it was the next best thing. And after awful news, you needed to be with others who’d been identically affected. 

Judy followed him into the lift, and they ascended. The smell of fried bacon and freshly baked bread met them as soon as they opened the canteen’s double doors. The queue was always minimal at this time in the morning, so it only took a few seconds for them to be served. Mordred asked Judy if she wanted anything. She said no thank you, she’d just had breakfast and she was trying to lose weight; which was a sentence more than Atherton would probably have rubber-stamped. He bought a cup of Lady Grey tea into which he emptied five sachets of sugar – good for shock - and a Wagon Wheel. He sat down in his usual seat, by the river-view window. He was facing Phyllis, two tables away, And Annabel, two more again. Both had minders. Both looked emotional. They each made eye contact with him and gave him a ‘What the hell?’ shrug. He responded with a ‘God only knows’ flick of the eyebrows.

“I need you not to look at your colleagues,” Judy said, resting her hand on his arm. “Maybe we should face the other direction.”

She spoke gently, but it was clear she was issuing an order, not a request. He did as he was told. Pointless making her life difficult. 

Maybe he should go to the library, find a book to read.

But he couldn’t do that. None of what was happening was normal, and he didn’t feel relaxed enough to imbibe information from any piece of text unless it happened to relate to what had happened to Ruby Parker. He should just look out of the window. Judy couldn’t stop him doing that, surely. And he was always entitled to argue with her, if she did. Atherton had laid down the rules. He hadn’t said anything about minders’ interpretations of those rules taking precedence. He looked at his watch. 9.55. Bloody hell, another hour.

He watched the pavement in front of the building, then the river, then the birds in the plane trees, then the slow progress of the clouds from north to south. At 10.30, he gave a start. 

Alec. That was Alec down there on the pavement, presumably having just exited through the front door. He walked briskly away, and it was obvious from his bearing he was seriously riled. He put his head down, thrust his hands in his pockets, and accelerated slightly, as if he had adrenalin to burn off, and it was going to poison him if he didn’t get it out of his system. The body language of someone who’d just had a blazing row, and possibly handed in his notice.

Something to do with Valentina. Must be. 

Any more than that?

Yes, of course. Atherton had called Alec in first because Alec was at the sharp end of contact with the Russians, being about to marry one. Also, Alec was, to all appearances, the most senior officer here: the oldest, and longest-serving. If Atherton was looking to replace Ruby Parker with himself, Alec was the individual most likely to mount a challenge. A saboteur, or even a potential competitor: either way, a threat. It was therefore crucial to alienate him early on; the more brutally, the better. Ideally, make him walk out. Mordred could guess what had happened. Somehow, Atherton had found out about Valentina. He’d demanded that Alec break with her and, in a separate line of attack, hinted that Ruby Parker’s loyalties were suspect. Alec was in shock, so he’d taken the bait. Of course he had. He’d snapped. So what Mordred was witnessing as Alec disappeared from view was a box satisfyingly ticked.

It really was a coup, therefore. Which meant that, likely, Atherton’s people were behind the so-called burglary.

Possibly, he, John Mordred, was in for similar treatment. ‘The great John Mordred’ some people called him. Dolts, obviously, but he definitely had an enviable reputation: the guy who’d foiled Viktor Yulyanov and Charles Planchart and prevented all that bloodshed in Tanarej. Luck, nearly all of it, plus teamwork, but men like Atherton couldn’t be expected to see that.

The point was, if Alec was the guy to oust, Mordred was definitely the guy to co-opt. At least, initially. Ousting him too soon would raise too many eyebrows in all the wrong offices in Whitehall.  

He drained his tea and stood up, making Judy jump slightly. “Bye.”

“Where are you going?” she said.

“I’m leaving.” 

He just had time to see her blanch. She grabbed her bag, got up hurriedly and followed him into the lift.

“It’s only twenty minutes till your interview,” she said. “You’re pressing Ground. Sorry, I don’t understand. What are you doing?”

“I’m pressing Ground.”

She smiled artificially. She was scared now. “I mean, yes, I saw that, like I said. But what I mean is, what’s on the ground floor?”

“The signing-out book, and ultimately, the exit.”

“But you can’t leave!”

She took out her phone and pressed call. “Hi, Judy here,” she said breathlessly. She gripped her phone against one ear and put a finger in her other, as if she was in a noisy street. “Judy Mangan. I’m with Officer John Mordred. He’s attempting to leave the building. I need you to get someone to the ground floor now. Urgent. Repeat, urgent.”

The doors swished open. The ground floor, and Colin’s desk, slightly to the right. No guards he could see. Typical White, if their reputation was anything to go by. Any outfit with an ounce of foresight would have had security at the exit from the outset. Obviously, that was their Achilles Heel: they took it for granted that everyone would fall under Atherton’s spell as surely as they, themselves, had. If ‘Patrick’ told them to stay here, they’d stay here. Anything else was inconceivable.

In any case, there wasn’t the slightest chance anyone would make it in time to stop him now, which actually made it all the more enjoyable. He could even add a pièce de résistance by taking his time signing out.

“Stop, John, please,” Judy said, tugging at his sleeve. “I’m begging you. I mean, I’m ordering you - to stop. For your own good!”

“What do you think you’re doing, John?” came a different voice. Suddenly, Phyllis, stood in front of him, her hands on her hips like she was up for a fight. It wasn’t clear whose side she’d be on if one started.

“I’m leaving,” he said.

Judy turned to her. “Tell him he can’t leave!”

“John, don’t be stupid,” Phyllis said. “What the hell do you think you exiting the building’s going to achieve?”

Suddenly, Atherton appeared on the stairway, like it was some eighteenth century farce where all the characters had to be on stage at once, waving their arms about and shouting. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I’ve just told him he can’t leave,” Judy said. “I did actually say ‘don’t leave’, several times!”

Reality dropped in on John unannounced. Exiting the building really wouldn’t achieve anything; wherever Alec was, he could take care of himself; storming out would look, and probably was, petulant. For a split second, he considered asking Atherton where Alec had gone. But that would be another surrender of the moral ground: God knows, he’d lost most of it already, coming down here. Atherton would simply claim it was none of his business, and he’d be right.

He turned to Atherton. “Please excuse me,” he said. “I felt nauseous. It’s gone now.” He turned to Judy. “Sorry if I alarmed you.”

She touched his arm and seemed to melt. “I’m sorry too, John. You’ve had a shock, I imagine. Look, you didn’t even touch your big biscuit.” She reached into her bag and produced his Wagon Wheel.

“Thanks,” he said. Despite all the panic, on some level she’d been thinking about his welfare. Suddenly, he too felt quite emotional.

“All’s well that ends well,” Phyllis remarked witheringly. 
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Chapter 4: Interview with Patrick
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Judy accompanied John back up to the canteen. Since he needed to stretch his legs, they took the stairs.

“I’m not allowed to have a conversation,” she repeated, when they returned to the seats they’d vacated not more than five minutes ago, “but I think you did the right thing there. Well done for coming back.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m proud of you.”

He laughed, despite himself. “Thanks.”

They looked out at the river and the clouds again. He’d been told not to make eye contact with Phyllis, but he couldn’t help it. She still didn’t look pleased. A few minutes afterwards, a woman in a suit came to speak to her. Phyllis looked surprised but not overly, then she got up and followed her out of the canteen.

Judy’s phone dinged in her bag. She took it out and swiped it. 

“Ten-fifty,” she announced. “Come on, John, we’d better get going. Are you still feeling okay? We could stop off at the toilet, if you’re nervous or ill. I could ring down to Patrick. He won’t mind, I’m sure.”

“I’m fine.” He quite liked her now.

They took the lift to the basement, walked along the corridor and stopped in front of what had been Ruby Parker’s office. Judy knocked. A long pause. Patrick opened the door. He stood to one side with an ingratiating smile. He offered a handshake, which Mordred accepted.

“Come in, John. I hope you don’t mind me calling you that. I prefer first names. I’m Patrick, of course. Thank you for your help, Judy.”

Two seats had been set out. To Mordred’s mild astonishment, one was occupied by Phyllis. She acknowledged him with a nod, then gave his hand a surreptitious squeeze as he sat down. Forgiven. For now. Atherton went behind his desk and seemed to fold himself into his chair.

“I’m very sorry to have been the bearer of bad news this morning,” he said, “and I fully appreciate that, emotionally speaking, you’re probably still digesting it, but, well, we’re spies and we’re supposed to get over that sort of thing fairly quickly, so I’ll proceed on that understanding, if you don’t mind. No beating about the bush.”
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