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Chapter 1: Plucked from Obscurity
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Pavel Nikolayevich Alikhanov was a quiet young man, and for a long time, his only ambition in life was to be a serial killer. Growing up in Noyabrsk, in the northern Russian district of Yamalo-Nenets, he first noticed that he was nothing like his peers just after his fourteenth birthday. For example, he experienced inexplicable hatreds for his classmates; he had a strong sense of his own superior uniqueness somehow inseparable from the urge to destroy other, less worthy lives, even those of passing strangers; he strongly preferred his own company; he continually fantasised about killing young women.

After a few years, and an increasingly focussed programme of reading and surfing the internet, he realised others had trodden the same dark path before him. Not only his mental outlook, but also his upbringing - he was an only child, his mother had left home when he was five, his father was an alcoholic, subject to random fits of extreme violence - matched the blueprint: he was a budding repeat-murderer, someone very like Ted Bundy and Jeffrey Dahmer. His relief was so strong, he almost cried. After all, lots of people grudgingly admired serial killers: they bought and read books about them, they spent hours watching documentaries about them, they made movies about them, they even paid to go on ‘tours’ themed around particular perpetrators. He had a vocation and, at least in terms of forebears, he wasn’t alone. 

He travelled twenty miles from home for his first killing – of a shop assistant from Labytnangi called Anna Klimova – when he was just eighteen. He’d never been to that part of Noyabrsk before, and he had no idea he was going to commit murder until the victim appeared from around the corner of a concrete warehouse by the Ob River. The conditions were perfect: the melancholy orange of the sunset, the thick falling snow, the comprehensive wistful solitude. He strangled her with intensity and vigour and dumped her body in the reeds. On the way home, an hour later, he felt elated. The whole thing seemed like a work of art.

He used knives for his next three murders, and by the third, he’d begun to tire of killing young women relatively spontaneously. To evolve, he needed to add kidnap and torture, and possibly throw in the odd male, just to confuse the investigators. 

Such was his development-plan at the time the police intervened. The way they caught him – storming the building in the middle of the night while he was asleep – was unfair enough to verge on the obscene, especially since he was only twenty-two and his career had hardly begun. And as the papers commented, he didn’t look like a brute, nor even as if he had sufficient strength to kill a person: he was thin and gangly with the hollow cheeks, sunken grey eyes and anaemic skin of an artist fallen on hard times.  

It transpired that he hadn’t been particularly careful about clearing up after each killing, and he learned an awful lot, during his trial, about how to commit a murder and get away with it. All too late, though. The judge handed down a sentence of life imprisonment and pronounced no possibility of appeal. He’d killed four women in all, and he still showed no inkling of remorse. 

Although four victims wasn’t nearly enough to make him legendary, he’d clearly obtained the lower status of interesting, because lots of people came to analyse him. They talked about his background, his feelings, his tastes, and weird things like what sort of music he liked, whether he believed in God, his knowledge of politics. They got him to fill in questionnaires.

After about a month of twice-weekly interviews, he noticed that not all the interviewers looked like health professionals. Increasingly, they came to resemble minor politicians, civil servants, even military officials. One actually turned up in an army uniform, and since he had silver hair, perhaps he was important.   

At the end of a month, two warders came to get him from his cell at 8am. He dressed, showered and changed into the two-piece suit they gave him. They transferred him to a limousine outside the prison gates, curiously without handcuffing him. He sat in silence between two grim-looking heavies for three hours while the car travelled north at a steady 110 kilometres per hour.  

They pulled up in front of a low grey brick building on a completely flat, bare landscape. Inside, he was asked to sit at a desk. The silver-haired officer who’d come to see him in prison sat down opposite him. Two other army officers sat on either side. They reminded him of the seriousness of his crimes, but said that his profile suggested something very unusual: that he wasn’t mad, far from it: apart from the ‘one little vice’ of femicide, he was completely normal. They even hinted that he might some day grow out of it. The upshot was, he deserved another chance, and, as luck would have it, they were in a position to make him an offer.

The premise of the offer was that Russia was at war. Not with overseas powers – although that, too, in a low-key way – but with its own citizens. Not with all of its citizens, obviously – most were dedicated, loyal and hard-working – but with dissenters, ‘rights seekers’ and inveterate critics of the government. A list ‘had been compiled’ (the passive tense clearly intentional) of recidivous men and women whose activity was seriously damaging the state. Those persons needed to be liquidated, ideally in a messy way, as a warning to others. In short, Pavel Nikolayevich Alikhanov could be very useful to his country, and he need never, ever go back to prison.

Of course, one of the officers pointed out, as a kind of aside, he’d have no reason to do a runner. Firstly, where would he go? He had no assets. But secondly, his country was giving him an opportunity to fulfil what he’d explicitly stated was his vocation: to kill enough people to become ‘legendary’. And it was offering him much more than that. He’d so far outstrip the ‘greats’ that historians would have to invent a new category for him. Because obviously, his new sponsors would make sure he was never caught.

Thus began a long and fruitful relationship between killer and state. Over the next two years, Pavel Nikolayevich Alikhanov killed fourteen people, mostly feminists and radicals, but also a few right-wingers from The Liberal Democratic Party and two bothersome regional journalists. He lived alone in a wood cabin in a forest in Krasnoyarsk Krai, in central Russia. He received assassination orders and finance via the internet, to which he had his own private connection. He never travelled outside Russia. 

Over the same time-period, he gradually clarified his ideas about serial killing. When he’d gone to prison, he’d been full of regret that he’d never managed to torture, mutilate or eat anyone, and probably never would. But that changed. Serial killing, he realised, was a sport, closely related to trophy hunting and bullfighting, in which a powerful predator tried to kill a significantly weaker victim in a ritualised setting where risk to the former was low, but never non-existent. In some ways, it was a natural human activity. And that was why his interviewers had adjudged him ‘normal’. Because he really was normal. Meanwhile, mutilation and torture played no part in sport. Eating the victim, yes, maybe sometimes, though he wasn’t personally obliged to try it.

His days passed chopping wood, building fires, cooking, sleeping, reading, surfing the internet, and occasionally travelling to interesting new places to kill people. Then one day, out of the blue, he received a summons to Moscow.

He packed his bags and a car arrived the next morning at 7am. The journey took nearly three days, with two overnight stops.

When he arrived, he was taken straight to meet two civilian officials in a poky office in the Kremlin. How would he like to go abroad, they asked him, just for a few years?

He said he wasn’t keen. He knew no foreign languages, and even in Russia his strong regional accent occasionally made it difficult for him to blend in. Often when he’d committed a murder, there were a number of people who probably suspected him. Some of them likely even went to the police. In Russia, that didn’t matter. Abroad, however, would be different.

In response, they made it obvious he had no choice. They’d recently been watching a British TV programme called Killing Eve, in which a serial killer gets remoulded into an international assassin. And they weren’t its only fans. Officials at the very highest level – including, rumours suggested, the President himself – were converts to what they insisted was its central conceit: that transforming a serial killer into a state-controlled murderer, and putting that person to work abroad, was possible in both theory and practice. Why such a great TV show had taken nearly two years to reach Russia, no one knew, but, anyway, it was here now – at least, for selected individuals cleared by the censors - and Pavel Nikolayevich was the lucky beneficiary. He wasn’t as good-looking or stylish as Villanelle, but no one would hold that against him! In the meantime, he should mentally adjust himself to a wholly new, much wider field of operations. 

He consoled himself with the thought that, since he’d now killed seventeen people in all, his place in history was probably assured. More, he’d written everything down and saved it securely on the internet. If anything happened to him, he’d no longer be able to keep extending the digital countdown, and eventually it would all be released into the public domain. From posterity’s point of view, he had nothing to lose. And he was being forced. So he said yes. 

But it turned out to be far more grating a matter than he’d bargained for. To begin with, he needed to be trained and, irritatingly, his trainers kept referring to him as a ‘hit man’ or occasionally an ‘international assassin.’ They encouraged him to emulate ‘Vasily Grigoryevich Zaytsev’, a sniper from Stalingrad in World War Two, even though he’d never previously heard of ‘Vasily Grigoryevich Zaytsev’ and had no interest whatsoever in copying him. I’m a serial killer! he wanted to tell them. I’m just a simple serial killer! 

Yet it was obvious they admired him. They spoke in hushed tones about his recent exploits and, in a moment of unguarded enthusiasm, one of them even declared him, ‘wholly symbolic of Putin’s Russia’ - almost certainly a huge compliment in their world.

What they envisaged for him was nothing like what he’d been doing previously. He would have three ‘contacts’: one American, one British and one Turkish - known to him only by the definite article and their nationalities - who were collaborating to advance their own countries’ interests, but who, to the extent that they were successful, would be helping Russia even more. Of course, their own governments had no idea what they were doing, otherwise they’d put an immediate stop to it.

Pavel Nikolayevich’s job was to liaise with the three men and kill anyone they needed killing. The Russian embassy in each country would give him some support in emergencies, but his first port of call when he needed assistance should be one of the three collaborators. They’d give him anything he might need: accommodation, a false passport, food, phones, even weapons. He could expect to do a lot of killing along the way.

On the plane to Istanbul, he finally saw that the whole thing would be very good indeed for his CV. He could add it to his online journal, and it would give him an increased roundedness in the eyes of future readers. No longer exclusively the killer of Russians, now he was going after... well, the world was his oyster, really. Obviously, he had to kill the official targets, but he didn’t have to kill just them. A German or two would be nice, maybe a Pole, or an Austrian. But he’d have to be careful not to overdo it. There could be no second release from prison. Not abroad.

Although prison did have its attractions. It consolidated your fame, for a start. And you always had a structure to your day. On the negative side, if you were young and good-looking, like he was, you’d be raped on a twice-daily basis, and one night, after lights-out, you might even get beaten to death.

It was while he was in Turkey that he met the woman he quickly came to consider the love of his life. To begin with, he didn’t actually know her name. His American contact wanted her frightened – not killed, unfortunately – and the best way of achieving that was probably at close quarters, with a knife. One gloomy Tuesday afternoon, he followed her into Istanbul’s Grand Bazaar. He grabbed her hand as she passed a rug seller’s stall, and raised the weapon. She screamed. The rug seller yelled and advanced. Pavel Nikolayevich ran away.

He’d been following her since she came out of the CIA substation on the waterfront, but it was only when he saw the terror in her face that she became a powerful object of desire for him. She was about his age, tall, slim, well-dressed, with pale skin and piercing brown eyes. He thought about her constantly after that, and the next time he was asked to ‘frighten’ her, he managed to grab her bag for long enough to look inside. Daisy Hallenbeck. And she had an asthma inhaler in there too, which melted his heart: underneath her steely American exterior, she was clearly fragile and vulnerable. 

And then things took a turn for the frantic. A British woman everyone had apparently been looking for suddenly arrived in London. His instructions came with an ‘urgent’ tag, and they were unambiguous. He had to kill her immediately, precise instructions to be issued after he’d arrived in Folkestone. According to the brief, she had to look as if she’d been shot, but only to the untrained eye. 

It didn’t feel right to be leaving beautiful Daisy in Istanbul, but then he received a message from the goddess of good fortune. Don’t worry, Pavel Nikolayevich, I’m sending her ahead of you! For some reason, she was going to England too. 

Killing the Englishwoman was no trouble at all, especially with the streets depleted thanks to coronavirus: he followed her into a Soho side alley and inserted a long blade into her chest, then he twisted it and thrust it through her back as she lay on the ground. Tricky, but she probably didn’t feel anything. Others – friends of ‘The Brit’ – were on hand to dispose of the body. He went back to his hotel room, washed his hands for a long time to get rid of the blood, and reduce his chances of contracting the virus, and lay on the bed. 

Just as he was dropping to sleep, ‘The American’ contacted him to disclose that the reason Daisy Hallenbeck had come to Britain was to meet the Englishwoman. Which meant she might be at the funeral. If so, it was just a question of following her afterwards. 

And the time for merely frightening her had long passed.
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Chapter 2: Not the Retiring Type?
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Ruby Parker sat alone at her desk in her small, neat office in Basement One, Thames House, with the Queen’s portrait behind her and a variety of house plants against the wall on one side, reading the email about Angela Barnes. A depressing end to something she’d fully understood, and even secretly admired at the time. She deleted it, as per protocol. She’d never personally known the woman, nor even met her; she’d been informed of her death solely as a formality. 

It segued – as everything seemed to at the moment – into thoughts of her own mortality, more specifically the now visible road to it that began with her retirement; how for decades now, she’d hardly had a private life, and in her professional capacity, she’d been someone to be reckoned with. 

That wasn’t just going to change. It was going to do a complete about-turn. In two months, she’d be just another old black woman, living alone, probably, in Brixton.  

It didn’t have to be that way. She’d already been given to understand, in the peculiarly oblique way British civil servants and cabinet ministers had of intimating confidences, that a damehood awaited her when her contract of employment ran out; that, in fact, honours of all kinds were little more than a formality, including, possibly, an invitation to join the Privy Council. The Queen herself wanted her, so she’d been told. Dame Ruby Parker, former Head of Red Department MI7. Oh, that would sustain her someone-ness! There would be literary agents clamouring for her memoirs! 

And yet the proximity of retirement had brought a bitterness whose principal symptom was an aggressive bloody-mindedness. She didn’t want any of these things. She wanted to be an old woman in Brixton. She wanted to sit at home, reading most days, go to communion every Sunday morning 8am, shop in Iceland, collect her old age pension, get up at six, do the chores, go to bed at ten, get a cat. She wanted a complete break from spies and international subterfuge. Neither social standing nor civic responsibility meant anything. Not really. Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth...

The trouble was, Dame Ruby Parker, former Head of Red Department MI7 wasn’t a detachable element of her identity. It was who she was. And that might mean her little house in Brixton was a no go. She’d be a target for foreign governments and terrorists. She’d need protection. And she’d get it, whether she wanted it or not. Along with reaching the job’s end, that was another fixed parameter.

But there was a third option, if one could call it that. Only looked at close to, it seemed to evaporate like it had never been there. She could leave the country for good, and go and live in Havana with Vilma.

About two decades ago, she’d actually believed that might be a practical possibility. But as the years went by, it became less and less conceivable, until now it scarcely registered at all. It raised all the problems of a life of fantastical obscurity in Brixton – predatory personages in the shadows, hence the need for some sort of personal protection (or at the very least, external oversight of her movements) – only more so, and without compensations. She’d be in a foreign country, not even a particularly friendly one, and on the other side of the world. There was undoubtedly some committee in Whitehall with the power to forbid it and, if not, someone would quickly convene one.

Which simply added to her bitterness. Or did until, as soon as she’d begun re-entertaining the idea, she recalled its stupidity independently, without any sense that invisible others were constraining her future choices. Like it or not, she’d be the former Head of Red Department MI7 until she died. Entirely her doing: it was what she’d chosen when she took the job. In becoming an x of any species, you necessarily committed yourself to one day becoming a former x. In that regard, the only real question was whether she wanted the add-ons.

The second question, though – by no means minor – was how she was going to tell Vilma that Cuba was out of the question, and that, if she wanted them to spend the rest of their lives together, they’d have to live in Britain. ‘Rainy Britain’, as Vilma rightly called it. Getting to the House of Lords – if it came to that – would probably mean living in London rather than anywhere provincial. Which, for convenience’s sake, would probably mean staying in Brixton.

Problems, problems. And then there was the anger. Did everyone feel angry when they were about to retire, or was it just her? The sense of a job you’d subconsciously considered doable, years ago, being just as challenging now as when you first took it. Fresh threats to national security, unresolved threats, threats returned from the dead, and everyone in governments everywhere getting seemingly less capable and more complacent. 

She signed a batch of forms, put the lid on her fountain pen, and looked at the clock. 5.30. The phone rang. 

Colin, the receptionist. “Your car’s ready, ma’am.”

As she put her coat on and switched out the lights, she thought of Angela Barnes again. On the surface, a life worth living, albeit a short one. 

But who could really know that? Call no man happy until he is dead: that was the ancient wisdom. Of all the enterprises known to humanity, war was the one most susceptible to moral bad luck: chiefly, the people you thought you could have saved, but hadn’t. Poor Angela.

Still, brave Angela.

John Mordred looked in the window of another closed bookshop on his way to work that afternoon – coronavirus was beginning to recede now, but lots of businesses had still to emerge from lockdown – and accidentally caught sight of his own reflection. Tall, blond haired, muscular, no one to write home about. He recoiled from the self-ghostliness and carried on walking. Soon he’d be in Millbank and looking at the mysterious ‘letter’ that had arrived for him at reception. 

On reflection, at least he didn’t look like a lot of spies his age: older than he was, stressed out and greying at the temples. He was thirty-five now, the prime of his life really, so why did it feel like he was about to fall off a cliff? 

Because once Ruby Parker was gone, that would be – well, what? Black’s offer still stood, although he’d heard no more about it. No news was supposed to be good news, he wasn’t even sure he wanted to work in Basement Ten alongside the likes of Jessie Sekuda and Nolan Carver. 

On the other hand, staying in Red was probably a bad idea. Phyllis was on her way to the top job: she’d had the second of three interviews yesterday, and she’d seemed pretty optimistic. She’d want a new set of paints on her palette, one that didn’t include her own husband. Alec was on his way out: major promotion, probably. He hadn’t said anything for a while, but his body-language perpetually betrayed him. Edna too, so they said, and Annabel.

He remembered Jessie’s assessment, last time he’d spoken to her, over coffee in the canteen, about two months ago.

“Alec Cunningham’s probably bound for Head of Grey, as you already know. Marciella Hartley-Brown’s likely a shoo-in for Head of White - she’s been very active in Syria and Yemen in the last three or four years - though she might set her sights on something a little more prestigious, in which case, theoretically, she could give your wife a run for her money. But if she does look that way inclined, Stella will probably offer her Head of Blue. As I’m sure you know better than me, Phyllis is sentimentally attached to Red. If she doesn’t get it, I can’t see her accepting Blue, and White would be a step down. She’d leave, in other words, and she’s got lots of other strings to her bow: she could easily make an excellent career for herself outside MI7. Edna Watson’s due a significant promotion, so she may follow suit, or she may get Assistant Head of White – she’s still very young. As for Annabel al-Banna, you’d think she’d deserve Head of Something-stroke-Anything – a new department, in other words: Purple or Indigo - but I doubt that’ll happen. Not yet. It’d be a bit like taking Pele, or Johan Cruyff, at the height of their powers, and making them a manager. I think she’ll follow you down to Black for the time being. Five or six years down the line: Head of Turquoise, if Stella’s still there. Which I’m sure she will be.”  

He’d not seen Jessie since, and he was left with the impression that this was no idle speculation, rather it was a communique from the top about the rough state of play. Stella’s way of keeping him informed.

But that had been eight weeks ago. 

Edna was the surprise. The fact that she’d been active in Kenya, Somalia and Uganda almost since joining MI7 three or four years ago, had been completely concealed, even within the department, on the usual worn-out ‘need to know’ grounds. A shame, in some ways, that she was going places. For him, not her. They shared the sort of sense of humour that Assistant Heads of Things can’t usually afford to indulge. Ho, ho, very droll, John was what she’d henceforth have to say, and even though she might be laughing inside, she’d never be able to let him know. And that would, in any case, decline with the years, as she gradually grew to resemble her role, and that alone, as everyone always did. 

He couldn’t believe he was going in to work just to get a letter: this was supposed to be his day off. And he’d be surprised if it hadn’t already been opened, though Colin claimed otherwise. They must know what was inside. And it must be important for them not to want to forward it. He wouldn’t normally be curious enough to make a special trip. This was a measure of how dispirited he’d become: the whole ‘changing of the guard’ thing was making him desperate enough to come all the way from Camden to pick up a letter when he could easily have asked Phyllis to get it for him on her way out of the building.

Maybe he’d won something. A cash prize of some sort, or a holiday. Maybe it was a letter from an old foe, one of those although-I’m-in-jail-now missives that never failed to lift his spirits. Because they weren’t allowed to send nasty ones, only nice ones. ‘I’ve forgiven you, even though I sold a lot of secrets to the Russians and that was entirely my own fault’, that sort of thing. He’d call Phyllis afterwards, and they could go home together. Pointless trying to go for a meal in what was still effectively Virus City. 

He crossed Horseferry Road, sped up slightly as he entered Millbank, skipped up the steps to Thames House and crossed the floor to reception. Colin Bale, bald, forty-ish, and remarkably thin after having lost several stone in a particularly nasty bout of the infection, stood with both hands on the desk, and a mask over his face, presumably for others’ benefit. 

Mordred took his mask out and put it on by way of expressing solidarity. “I believe you’ve got a letter for me,” he said, as he wrote his name in the signing-in book.

Colin retrieved it from beneath the desk. “Nice to see you, John.”

Now that they were closer, Mordred could see that Colin’s mask had a cartoon elephant on.

“I know what you’re going to say, John,” Colin said. “What’s the significance of the elephant?”

“I wasn’t - ”

“No significance at all. I bought this mask here, in Thames House. While I was away, Shawna – that’s Shawna Seydoux, who filled in for me: I believe you met her once or twice, you must have – made these from scratch, using nothing but a roll of fabric, an old-fashioned sewing-machine, and her own unlimited talent. Five pounds each, and all the profits go to our wonderful NHS. Each one’s different. They make wearing masks fun, and they save lives. Would you like one? Astonishingly, there’s more than enough for everyone in the building. Shawna’s been very busy indeed. Saving lives. Or that’s how she likes to see it.”

Mordred shrugged. “Okay. Can I see the range?”

“I’m afraid not. You’ve got to select one at random from a big box, using a litter-picking tool, and you’ve got to sanitise your hand before operating the tool’s handle. That’s what makes it fun. The random element, I mean. Not the tool or the hand-sanitisation.”

“What if I get one I don’t like?”

“You mean, one with an elephant on?”

“Not necessarily. I mean - ”

“With the greatest respect, John, what’s the chance that someone as nice as Shawna is going to put something unpalatable in there? Just to set your mind at rest, though: if you get a phallus or a swastika, you can have another pick.”

“Fair enough.” He tore his letter open, while Colin reached beneath the desk to produce the picking-tool and a large bucket, but he didn’t get a chance to look at it before Colin advanced the hand sanitiser across the desk with a pen. He cleansed his hands, then dipped in and fished a mask out, wrapped in a brown paper bag.

“Open it then,” Colin said.

“I already have.”

“I meant the mask, silly, not the letter.”

Mordred removed it from its bag. It was identical to Colin’s except, instead of an elephant, it had a big yellow smiley face.

“You’ve won the jackpot!” Colin said. “That’s probably the best one in there! Oh my God, put it on!”

“I’ll just have a look at my letter.”

“Maybe that’s good news too. You never know. Perhaps you’re on a roll, John!”

Mordred looked at it. A single card with a heavy black border. “It’s an invitation to a funeral.”

A moment’s silence, as this permeated the surrounding air.

Colin took a deep breath. His eyes wobbled, apparently looking for something to fix on. He puckered his lips. “Maybe take another pick.”

Half an hour later, he sat two metres apart from Alec Cunningham in the canteen, next to the window. Alec was ten years his senior and resembled a latter-day Sexton Blake: tall with receding black hair and a habitual glower like he was eternally displeased with the way ‘the investigation’ was going. Both men had a coffee and a chocolate éclair.

“Well, that’s the last of the Famous Three,” Alec said. “Ian, Thelma, now Angela. I actually thought Angela would make it out. I mean, ISIS are finished now. She could have come home.”

“That would have been complicated.”

“If we can let Shamima Begum back in, I’m pretty sure Angela Barnes wouldn’t have been a problem. And she’d have been a hero in most people’s eyes.”

“I don’t really know anything about Angela. I never met her. To my knowledge, I’d never even seen her until I went to Ian and Thelma’s funeral; that video message she sent.”

“And that’s what confuses you, yes?”

“Her parents sent me the invitation, at least that’s what it says on the card. Maybe they thought we were friends. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to express my condolences to them in person, but I don’t want to be there under false pretences. What if I’m asked to say something about her?”

“Why would you be?”

“That’s what happens at funerals nowadays. People are asked to get up and pay personal tributes. Again, I’ve no problem with the custom. But I can’t participate in it if I never met her.”

“Under normal circumstances, I’d be tempted to say you’re overthinking this. We know Angela used to work for MI7. You’re the semi-public face of MI7, especially with Knebworth Jannison – your ‘novelised’ incarnation, courtesy of Smarmy Steven – running away up the bestseller charts. I’d normally imagine they want some representative of Angela’s old workplace at the ceremony, and yours is the only name they know. Hobson’s choice.”

“But?”

“These aren’t normal circumstances,” Alec went on. “With the virus still watching our every move, you’re only allowed a certain, very limited number of people at most funerals. Of course, one possibility is that Angela didn’t know that many people – although given how well she came across in that video message, I’d say that’s unlikely. Another possibility is that most of her friends and family are unavailable or uncontactable. Which seems equally improbable. The third possibility is that the parents have something very specific to say to MI7, and yours is the only name they have. They’ve invited you as our representative, and they have an agenda. If RP gives you the green light, I’d advise you to go in there with both eyes open. I’m sure she’ll counsel the same thing.”

“Yes, I see your point. I’d forgotten how restricted these things are at the moment.”

Alec sipped his coffee. “Do we know how she died?”

“I don’t. Ruby Parker might know something more.”

“Apart from that, how’s life?”

“So-so,” Mordred said. “Been on any more demonstrations recently?”

“Sadly not.”

“‘Sadly’? Last time we met, as I remember, you were torturing yourself. Should I Shouldn’t I? What if it - ” 

“Well, I’m glad I went. It’s about getting, and keeping, your daughters’ respect. Doing the right thing. Obviously, I’m totally opposed to pulling Nelson and Churchill down, but I can see there’s an issue there. And like you said, why should that affect my job prospects here? We need forward thinkers, not reactionaries. In any case, my duty as a parent is to build a better world for my girls, and if I can show them that’s what I truly believe, then so much the better. Yes, I’m a saint now.”

“Did Valentina go?”

“Well, that was the lovely thing. She did. And now we’re all one big happy family. Me, Valentina, Cecily, Sophie, Estella. I almost couldn’t care less about the greasy pole.”

Mordred raised his cup. “Cheers.”

“To Angela.”

“To Angela.” 
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Chapter 3: Not the Best Ever Commemoration
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Mordred arrived at the church early so he could speak to Angela’s parents before the service, if that’s what they wanted. He noticed a loudspeaker above the porch. Presumably, some mourners would be standing outside, so possibly there had never been an artificial cap on invitations. Even so, the fact that he was inside made all the difference. 

A man of about his own age greeted him sombrely at the entrance, checked his invitation as if it was a ticket – which, in the present circumstances, it effectively was - fixed him with an earnest expression, and expressed the hope that he would join the family for a brief reception afterwards. He didn’t break eye-contact until he’d secured an affirmative. He indicated the reserved pew. Mordred said sorry for your loss, then walked halfway down the nave to where his exact seating position had been marked with masking tape and a name-plate. He said a brief prayer asking God to look after Angela’s soul, then read the custom-made service sheet, a gold-embossed card with a paper insert.

His interview with Ruby Parker, two days earlier, had been perfunctory. She saw no objection to him attending, but she agreed with Alec: the present restrictions on numbers at formal gatherings made the invitation ominous. Possibly, someone in the family wanted him to investigate the circumstances of Angela’s death, which were currently ‘obscure’ in the official jargon. “You need to be prepared for that,” she’d told him, “and have a tactful way of declining to hand.” Unconfirmed reports said she’d been killed somewhere near the Iraqi-Turkish border during a recent skirmish between Turkish troops and Kurdish YPG fighters, but that might just be informed conjecture. Her body had been flown back to Britain and now lay in the closed coffin just in front of the lectern. It would be buried outside in the churchyard immediately after the service. 

The building gradually admitted mourners until it was about a quarter full with the deceased’s immediate family sitting together at the front, and everyone else socially distanced and looking straight ahead. The equidistance and deliberate avoidance of eye-contact gave it a slightly dystopian aura. 

The vicar, an old man with a double chin and woolly grey sideburns, spoke ineffectually about Angela’s life, foregrounding her most public achievements – school in Watford, university in Edinburgh, job in London – and skipping over the idiosyncratic details. He referred so obliquely to her time in Syria that probably the only people who grasped his meaning were those who already knew where she’d been for the last four years. Four people – two men, two women – came to the lectern to speak about her. All were former university friends. All had lost contact with her after she’d left Scotland. Singing was prohibited, so the congregation silently read Nearer, My God, to Thee, the vicar read from 1 Timothy 6: “We brought nothing into this world...” The pallbearers carried the coffin outside to the sound of a pre-recorded song, a young woman singing what it took Mordred a few moments to recognise as Ey Reqîb, the Kurdish national anthem. The congregation, most of whom had remained relatively impassive up to this point, suddenly seemed to break down simultaneously.
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