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Let’s hope you’re better served.
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  Preface



It’s 2037.




Britain remains outside the EU since its exit on 31 January 2020.




England last won the World Cup in 1966.




All road cars are electric.




The National Health Service still exists. Just…













630 MPs sit in the House of Commons.




New Tory Party (NTP) Prime Minister: Gordon Atkinson

Total MPs: 324




Labour Party (Leader: Jack McDonald)

Total MPs: 235




Liberal Democrats (Leader: Scott Everard)

Total MPs: 55




Conservative Party (Leader: Eleanor Field)

Total MPs: 8




Greens (Leader: Francesca Di Vaio)

Total MPs: 7




Independents: 1
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Writing your first novel is a little like setting foot outside your front door, not knowing when you’ll be back, or even if you’ll ever return. And while writing is an incredible thrill, it is often a lonely road. The journey is made easier in the company of friends: some share a few steps, some long stretches. I am grateful to you all.

Thank you to Lisa Doctor and Hannah Huber who encouraged me to leave the house in the first place. Thank you to my beta readers: Hannah Huber, Hayley Rose, Poppy Carnell and Dan McGowan – each of them gave me sage advice and the encouragement I needed to carry on.

Special mention must go to my editor, Anna Trapmore, who diligently untied all the knots and who then expertly wove all the threads back together again. I am grateful for her patience and tenacity, and her unwavering support.

The world of British politics is an insider’s game, a club which only periodically replenishes itself by democratic lottery. I received valuable insight into its workings from a former Home Office Minister and now Lord, Timothy Kirkhope. I am also indebted to several authors who illuminated obscure parts of the political process and shed light on the culture of Westminster decision-making. Ian Dunt’s How Westminster Works… and Why It Doesn’t was a particularly useful work of reference, as was the excellent Politics on the Edge by Rory Stewart. I admit to being entertained by David Cameron’s For The Record, and Beyond A Fringe by Andrew Mitchell. Of course, one writer blazed a trail more than any other when it comes to fictionalising the dark world of British politics: I took great inspiration from Michael Dobbs and his House of Cards series. I am no expert on AI, but books such as Nexus by Noah Yuval Harari, and Nigel Toon’s How AI Works were excellent introductions to the field.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




There are any number of ways a letter can find its way onto the Prime Minister’s desk. Some arrive in the Number 10 post box. Some are couriered over from departments. Some are hand-delivered from the Palace of Westminster. A few arrive in musty briefcases, or the warmth of breast pockets. Increasingly, they make their way down fibre-optic cables and are printed and stuffed sur place – or not at all, as the gospel of paperless communication slowly continues to pervade Britain’s centres of power.

There are letters of complaint, letters of resignation, letters of congratulation. There are invitations to state dinners, red carpet premieres and constituency events. Others demand action, urge caution or offer advice on behalf of corporations, pressure groups and lobbying associations. There are rants from little old ladies in Worthing and polite missives from underlings at Buckingham Palace. And then there are the letters that accompany internal memos: policy briefings, white papers, risk assessments, legal notices, whips’ briefings and MI5 reports.

Much of this correspondence is never read by the man it is addressed to. It is screened by an army of strong-jawed secretaries, who wield letter-openers with the efficiency of a herring filleter (snip, snip, snip), or practice message management with the ferocious dedication of Amazonian loggers (delete, delete, delete), or who feed it up the food chain, to be managed, massaged and moderated by press officers, private secretaries and undersecretaries – or to special advisers, who run in trepidation to Ministers, who in turn stare wide-eyed or with smug satisfaction, or, on the odd occasion, with barely concealed incomprehension, at the words in front of them. A thousand different fingers, hundreds of eyes, one pulsing interconnected brain anticipating what he might think, what information he might need, what the consequences of his decision might be.

But this one had escaped all of that. It hadn’t been opened, filtered out or pushed up the hierarchy of Number 10’s creaking human infrastructure – it had just appeared on his desk. His eyes found it lying there and his fingers picked it up. He opened the drawer of his mahogany desk to find the letter opener he rarely used, and with a swift swipe he gutted the top of the envelope before lifting out a single sheet of thick, lined card. His eyes widened as they alighted on a typed list of three names, accompanied by a single, handwritten line:







Stephen Green

Dan Hunter

Oliver Frith

They are not to be trusted…
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The Mystery of the Machine




Monday 20 July, 2037







The tourists were lining up against the black fences bordering Parliament Square as the morning sun played peek-a-boo behind the famous clock tower. Striding towards them was a smartly dressed man in his mid-thirties. He was holding a red suitcase and had just turned the corner from Bridge Street when a fleet of three black cars sped past him. An excited hush descended as the gates into New Palace Yard swung open. The cars slowed, and those at the front of the crowd caught a glimpse through the car window of a serious face and a raised hand, before the most famous silhouette in England was lost behind iron and concrete.

The tourists took up their awed babbling again, and barely anyone noticed the approaching man. He made his way through the narrow pedestrian gate as Big Ben chimed half past the hour. His retina flashed, and then came the first human layer of the parliamentary estate’s security apparatus. He managed a smile as they came face to face.

‘Good morning, sir.’ At least the duty policeman had recognised him. There was a cursory look at his badge.

‘Morning officer. And do me a favour. It’s Sean.’ The bobby nodded as if he’d heard the refrain a thousand times.

‘Right you are, Minister Leigh.’

‘Quite an entrance the boss just made. Why did he need three cars this morning?’

‘Beats me!’ replied the policeman.

‘Well, if you can’t take being upstaged by the Prime Minister, you’re in the wrong job!’

Safely through the checkpoint, Sean strolled towards the Palace of Westminster. He was determined to savour the next few moments – they had become the favourite part of his week. He saw it as the finger hovering over the play button, an exquisite pause of anticipation before the sordid political games began.

Then he spotted them, his ministerial staff, waiting for him as they did every Monday morning. They chirruped their greetings as he approached, and he found himself frowning slightly as he tried to remember the pep-talk he had formulated on the train.

‘This is the week when things start to pay off,’ he announced. ‘We’ve put in the hard hours as a team, and we need to see it through. That means total discipline!’

As he talked, the four of them headed towards the entrance to Westminster Hall. He noticed Charlotte, his Special Adviser, avoiding his eye, while Colin, his Principal Private Secretary, was waiting for the end of his little speech, as if he had something he needed to get off his chest. Jill, his Diary Secretary, wore her usual quizzical expression. He always marvelled at how deferential they were in these opening moments, as if none of them wanted to be the first to trigger the week’s avalanche of decisions. He found the enforced hierarchy a little absurd, and he thought back to his first week as an MP: how he had keenly observed the way other members treated their staff. He had copied and pasted that approach and it had stuck, but now he craved the informality he might have established had he been more assertive.

They were inside now. A crowd of visitors went from gazing up at the vaulted ceiling to looking at him. They’d seen his face before, but he’d wager none of them knew his name. He was an unlabelled photograph in the scrapbook of their memory. The flicker of recognition on their faces now glazed into indifference before their attention was recaptured by their tour guide. Did he resent their lack of interest? Not really. Well, maybe a little.

Jill, in her flats, was bobbing up and down alongside him, a little out of breath.

‘You’re in the House till 10.30, then back in the office with calls till lunchtime. After that, you’re briefing the PM on the Data Protection and Digital Information Bill over lunch.’

‘Great,’ he said. ‘Anything else?’

‘Slightly unusual – don’t kill me. James Preston’s new Senior Parliamentary Assistant wants to see you for half an hour.’

‘Half an hour?’

‘She said it would be worth it.’

‘Fifteen minutes. Max.’

‘But—’

‘If Preston can’t walk up a flight of stairs to see me himself, that’s all his assistant is getting. And in any case…—’. He stopped in his tracks. ‘What’s that?’

Several dozen tourists were crowded around a figure made of metal gauze and white plastic. It looked like a statue, set up on a broad pedestal in the far corner of the Hall. He wondered how he had missed it and suspected his team had angled him away from it deliberately. Colin was shifting from one foot to the other. Next to him, Charlotte was looking sheepish.

‘Ah. Yes. Clearly a robot of some kind,’ Colin said.

‘What’s it doing here?’ Sean asked.

‘It was delivered early this morning. By one of the AI groups?’

Sean was soon gently pushing his way past the small crowd for a better look. It was just as he suspected: a humanoid. It stood, gazing down at them through startlingly lifelike eyes. Every now and then its fingers twitched, as if it was bored. Sean could feel the anger rising in his chest. He felt almost hoarse with it. He looked for Colin above the heads of the onlookers.

‘We have to get this out!’

‘What?’ It was one of the visitors; the crowd was mumbling its disapproval.

He leapt onto the pedestal and found himself alongside the machine, which arched its neck to look at him, before resuming its benign pose. Sean’s every move was greeted by a drove of clicking tongues.

‘Aren’t you a Luddite in a suit?’ someone called out sarcastically.

‘I happen to be the Secretary of State for Science, Innovation and Technology,’ Sean smiled. ‘You, Sir – yes, you. Could you do me a favour?’

Several devices were clicking record. More visitors were approaching. Behind them, Colin was having a coronary. Sean pointed at the heckler, who was wearing a t-shirt emblazoned with the word ‘HARDWARE’ and addressed him directly.

‘What is democracy?’ The man was mute. ‘Is it this place, this ancient hall, adorned by history?’ Sean asked, spreading out his arms, his voice echoing off the stone walls.

A young woman standing near the front swallowed, and meekly said, ‘No.’

‘Is it the law, the reams of printed words that make up the business of Parliament? Is that democracy?’

Again, the women mumbled, ‘No’. She was now joined by several bystanders.

‘Or is it us – the politicians who gather to discuss and make decisions? Or the people outside these debating halls, the men and women of this country, who every five years consent to entrust their gram of power to a chosen few? Are they democracy? Are we democracy?’

There was silence, and then heads started to nod. Even the man in the t-shirt, his jaw twisted and clenched in a kind of grudging acceptance, began to mumble, quietly at first, and then the chorus responded with a newfound collective confidence: ‘Yes!’

‘And if democracy is of the people, by the people, for the people,’ Sean continued, ‘do you not see how this sentinel beside me represents a tacit threat to us, the people? A humanoid, a mechanical being, powered by Artificial Intelligence − a towering feat of innovation, yes, but not a person: a machine!’ Sean let the words hang in the air a moment, before launching into his conclusion. ‘Should machines participate in democracy? That’s the question. After all, they’re far more intelligent than us. But they’re not us, are they? So does this robot get a vote?’

Sean paused, allowing the crowd to cotton on. This was followed by a short discussion. The citizen assembly had soon reached its verdict: ‘No.’

‘Then it has no more place in here than a tank or a gun! You must understand, an AI-powered humanoid has access to every word ever recorded. When it learns, so does every other humanoid. We may never know how much more powerful its intelligence is than our individual brains. A million times? A trillion? But it has no place in Parliament. You should want it removed just as much as me!’

‘What are you going to do about it?’ a voice asked.

‘It just so happens we’re voting on legislation this week,’ replied Sean. ‘There’s even an amendment in the new Bill that aims to prevent interference from AI in politics, so it couldn’t be more topical.’

Sean jumped down from his impromptu podium and began to wade back towards Colin through his new fan club. There was some clapping and backslapping. A young woman thrust a notebook and a pen at him, and it took him a second to realise she wanted his autograph. As he stopped, the crowd circled around him once more. One question cut through the compliments:

‘Which amendment?’

The anonymous statement came from his right. He pretended to ignore it, beaming at another autograph hunter in front of him.

It came again: ‘Which amendment?’ Louder, more insistent this time.

The crowd noticed it too and fell silent. Sean was straining, trying to put a face to the voice, but no-one stepped forward.

‘Amendment Twelve,’ Sean said in an offhand way.

Immediately the crowd was chattering away again. Sean was on the move, but the mysterious voice continued to hound him: ‘A Labour Party Amendment!’ it boomed. ‘Will you back it, Minister?’

Sean ignored the challenge and soon lost the mob with his quick, easy strides. As he arrived at the foot of the steps at the far end of the Hall, Colin and Charlotte were staring at him.

‘Stop gawping, both of you!’

‘That was quite something,’ said Colin.

‘Listen Col, you need to find out who delivered that machine – and, more importantly, who gave permission for it to be placed there. Find out why I wasn’t informed.’

‘Right,’ said Colin. ‘And in the meantime, you’ve got to give a speech on the AI language – the now infamous Amendment Twelve. Here are some suggestions.’

Sean took the papers.

‘Thanks, Col.’

He turned and took the steps two by two, leaving his staff to gaze up at him as he climbed.




* * *




‘I say, Simms. You’re looking rather smart!’

Sean was striding towards a man who exhibited a similar sartorial style to his own. Carl Simms was his shadow, MP for Manchester South and Labour’s leader on all things ‘I’ and ‘T’.

‘Morning, Leigh. Big week!’ Simms replied. The Labour man broke off a conversation with two staff members and approached him, smiling. Of course he was. The two of them were playing a little game with each other.

‘Indeed. Still on for “Twelve”?’ said Sean, with the barest hint of a question. It was more of a statement.

‘We’re with you all the way,’ Simms replied. ‘How are the votes coming from your side?’

‘I’ve done a deal,’ Sean said, his voice suddenly a whisper.

Simms’ eyes widened. ‘With them? With him?’

‘The devil in human form,’ Sean said, nodding. ‘With his thirty-odd votes, all your lot − plus the Lib Dems – “Twelve” gets over the line.’

Simms’ lips puckered and he emitted a brief whistle. ‘It’s going to be tight!’

‘Oh, come on, Carl! We’ll be fine.’

‘What did you give him? Preston’s promises don’t usually come cheap.’

‘Nothing!’ Sean felt a hot, prickly sensation inching around his neck. He hated lying, but there was no way he was going to spill the beans on the grubby deal he’d made.

‘I hope you haven’t made a mistake,’ Simms was saying. ‘You couldn’t convince any of your lot?’

It had not gone unnoticed that the main stumbling block to the success of Amendment Twelve was his own party, The New Tories: the phoenix that had materialised from the flaming carcass of the Conservative Party more than a decade ago. They had eventually managed to capture the public’s imagination by dint of centrist policies and personalities, but Sean knew that the demagoguery and reactionary instincts that had led to the self-destruction of the ‘old’ Tories also lurked within the genetic code of its successor.

‘I have two days to turn them around. I’m meeting the PM and the whips about it later today,’ said Sean, puffing out his cheeks.

‘That’s your best bet. Aye, well, good luck.’

Simms wandered off. This was Westminster business: a gentle stroll through power and procedure. Sean strode on, taking out the papers that Colin had given him and pretending to give them his full attention. He came to a stop under the statue of William Gladstone and surveyed the Central Lobby. It was almost 9.30 a.m., and he surmised that Oral Questions were about to begin. He had two minutes.

He looked at the notes again. What if he just didn’t show up? What if he went for a coffee? How long would it take for the whips to find him?

‘They’re ready for you, Minister.’ It was one of the clerks.

He put his papers away, silently asked the Grand Old Man to look out for him and headed for the Chamber. Usually, he would reach it via the Ministers’ Rooms, but today he wanted to enter from the Commons Lobby. There was someone he wanted to ‘bump into’. Someone hard to miss. Someone who didn’t fare well when there was nowhere to run. Sure enough, there was James Preston MP, deep in conversation with a young woman.

‘James…’

Preston spun his portly frame around and beamed at him. That was unexpected. He had anticipated seeing the septuagenarian scamper into an adjacent corridor like a guilty rat. But Preston stuck out a hand and looked up at him with genuine amusement.

‘Leigh! Just the fellow I wanted to see!’

This was a joke, surely. You’re supposed to be avoiding me like the plague because you’ve been a high-key sus… Sean stopped dead. Beside Preston was a face he recognised, and the sight of it had caused everything to slow down and blur. Someone had poured glue into his lungs.

‘Mol…?’

The woman staring up at him had stepped beyond Preston and was now taking up most of the viewfinder. Her determined mouth and jaw, those fierce, blue eyes – it was a face that he had pushed to the bottom of his memory, a face he had studied a million times, and its eyes knew him better than anyone on Earth. He took a big gulp of air.

‘Molly Campbell, Sean Leigh. I’ll let you two get reacquainted.’ Preston had the smug air of a pimp as he wandered away.

‘Hi,’ she said, the merest hint of a smile settling in at the corner of her lips.

For years her voice had fallen silent, but a single word had thrown him back in time. He was a thirteen-year-old boy again, having to think very hard about what words to say and in what order, his heart in overdrive and blood whooshing across his ears.

‘What the…?’ was all he could muster.

‘I just started. Preston had to fire most of his staff to afford me. How are you?’

The clerk coughed.

‘I’m fine,’ Sean blurted.

He was about to launch into an explanation for the near decade of silence that had built up between them when the clerk cleared his throat again.

‘They’re expecting you, Minister.’

Sean looked at Molly. He could have filled a library with what he wanted to say, but the man’s eyes were pleading with him, darting so far to one side that that they were in danger of disappearing into his head.

‘Sorry, I have to, you know…’ Sean said, as he retreated towards the Chamber.

He would not notice the Speaker’s glare or hear the tutting of frustrated colleagues as he entered.




* * *




It had become de rigueur during Arthur Breckenridge’s tenure as Chief Whip that there were severe consequences should any junior whips or party staff still be in the vicinity of the cubby hole come 9.30 on a Monday morning.

‘Shouldn’t you be elsewhere?’ he would say, glaring at those he caught idling. During his first few months in the job, he had even been known to chase any unwitting unfortunates away, waving an improvised weapon or a fist. These days, the mere threat of violence was enough.

Arthur enjoyed the calm that followed: his early-morning schedule was over; the House was in session, and he could begin to relax into the day. He would allow himself to stretch out behind his small desk, hands clasped behind his head, chin jutting forwards. It would usually be Quintin Stryde, the Chancellor, who discovered him – and, each week, it would be Stryde who found a humorous reason for why Arthur was staring up at the ceiling.

‘Mulling over the offer to play the Dame in this year’s Blackpool pantomime, eh Arthur?’

‘No,’ grumbled Arthur, not renowned for his sense of humour.

‘Pity. You’d scrub up well in drag. Military men always do.’

‘Knock it off, Quintin.’

‘Stephen late as usual?’

This awkward small talk would continue while they waited, Arthur in the role of bristling legislative thug, and Stryde as the witty economics professor. Their relationship had evolved from its original mutual suspicion and had progressed, via intrigued incomprehension, to a kind of prickly tolerance, laced with occasional warmth. There were moments when Arthur thought they might even be friends.

‘Chaps!’

‘Ah, Stephen. You’re here,’ Stryde said, standing as Green entered the room. Arthur levered his tall, wiry frame across his desk to shake hands with his Party Chairman. While Arthur respected his political instincts, he was often bewildered at the number of media bookings that Green managed to secure. You couldn’t find a more average-looking fifty-year-old white male: the waistline was expanding as fast as the hairline receded.

Stryde, senior in rank, would always kick off their weekly meetings with the same question:

‘Arthur, any pressing concerns this week?’

‘It’s all about the reform of the Data Protection and Digital Information Bill,’ Arthur intoned in his Lancastrian growl. ‘We might as well call it the AI Reform Bill, because that’s the main thrust of the matter.’

‘I advised the PM to give Leigh a bop on the nose,’ said Green.

‘Really?’ said Stryde.

‘This Labour Amendment…’

‘“Twelve”,’ Arthur interjected.

‘Yes, Amendment Twelve,’ Green continued. ‘Leigh has been tempting us to back it. But we are not convinced.’

‘We?’ asked Arthur. Green pointed up – the man upstairs. The Prime Minister.

‘Why are we not enthused?’ asked Stryde.

‘It’s taking a very hard line on so-called AI interference into politics,’ Green explained. ‘Full of nannying ideas. And the danger is, if we back it, Labour will spin this as their Bill.’

‘I’ll whip accordingly. Most of our lot are fairly indifferent. But people feel it trespasses into issues around transparency,’ added Arthur calmly.

‘So, Leigh’s a bad dancer – stepping on toes?’ remarked Stryde.

‘This is where it gets slightly suspicious,’ said Green, leaning forward conspiratorially. ‘Not long after the PM first asked Leigh to drop it, Labour mysteriously tabled “Twelve”. The wording is eerily similar.’

‘It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to work out what’s going on,’ said Arthur. ‘Leigh is working with the opposition to get his ideas back into the Bill.’

‘Ah,’ muttered Stryde, looking pained. ‘He’s already anticipated the PM’s “bop on the nose”.’

Arthur, who had already been working on this particular problem, launched into his theory: ‘If you take Labour and Lib Dem support as a given, he still needs two dozen rebels from our lot to get “Twelve” over the line.’ He left the answer hanging just long enough: ‘Preston and his gang.’

Green’s sharp eyes looked from Stryde to Arthur. He grunted. ‘I think you’re right, Arthur. Good spot, old chap! That’s how he’s going to do it.’

‘I wonder what deal he’s done with the old bastard,’ mused Arthur. ‘That’s what I want to know.’

‘Preston’s not long for this world. I wonder what he’s got to gain from…’ Green trailed off as a look of realisation and admiration emulsified on his face. Arthur couldn’t believe he had taken so long to work it all out. Green was often seven steps ahead on these things.

‘And if Leigh is working with Labour, then that’s another black mark against him,’ said Stryde. ‘I agree. We need to send a message. He might be the PM’s blue-eyed boy, but he should know there are consequences for pulling a fast one like that.’

Arthur smiled. He always liked taking someone down a peg or two.




* * *




‘Order, order. We start with questions to the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology.’

‘Madam Speaker, Question Number One!’

Sean stood up and leaned towards the microphone.

‘Madam Speaker, I have held meetings with relevant bodies and interest groups, and indeed with colleagues of this House, on the subject of the Data Protection and Digital Information Bill. A list of those meetings has been sent to The Right Honourable Gentleman, and I look forward to working with him and others this week to complete our work on this crucial piece of reform.’

There were barely twenty members in the Chamber. Simms, sitting opposite him, nodded. Sean sat down again and did his best to look bored. His heart was racing. Molly was working for James Preston? You had to hand it to the old dog – he’d pulled off a masterstroke. But Preston? What was the attraction? His career surely only had months to live, weeks perhaps. It was on life support, and Sean had assumed that his job was to switch off the machines. Did Preston really think a bit of emotional blackmail was going to do the trick?

His colleague on the bench behind him was finishing his follow-up question, and Sean rose to the despatch box. He checked with the Speaker, who nodded.

‘Madam Speaker, I may not be long in charge of the DSIT, but I commend the work of the Committee and my predecessor for launching the Data Protection and Digital Information Bill. I thank my Right Honourable Friend for keeping us honest, and for examining the crucial question of how decision-making is scrutinised in the context of AI. I have seen with my own eyes the exponential development of technology in this domain, how it presents many opportunities. But dangers too.’

Sean turned and half-glared at the colleague who had questioned the Bill.

‘I want to congratulate my Right Honourable Friend for his constructive attention to these matters.’ Aye, you made it ten times harder. ‘For all that, I’m sure he understands the Government has a duty to ensure that democracy can continue unimpinged, that the members of this House can go about their work securely, and that any external scrutiny does not unduly distort the legislative process. I urge my Right Honourable Friend to support this tremendously consequential Bill.’

Sean thought that might put the cat among the pigeons. His ‘friend’, a fellow New Tory, shook his head in disgust. Not a good sign. Time for a coffee.

He started looking for her as soon as he left the Chamber. She wasn’t in the lobby, and he sauntered back down the steps of St. Stephen’s Hall towards the coffee shop. She wasn’t there either. A colleague waved at him, and his heart sank at the prospect of fifteen minutes of small talk. He grimaced and pointed at his watch and spun around, crashing into someone who let out a muffled cry. Molly.

‘Damn! Are you alright?’

She picked up her handbag and ran a hand through her hair. He remembered her habit of hooking it behind her ear.

‘What’s the great hurry?’ she said, still flustered.

‘I was looking for you. Sorry.’

She smiled. ‘It’s fine. You didn’t hit any vital organs.’

‘I was actually wondering whether you were free for coffee.’

‘I’m not, but your office just scheduled fifteen minutes before lunch.’

Sean looked at her. He hadn’t studied this face in almost ten years − a decade of quickening heartbeats every time he had let himself imagine her in his life.

‘It’s amazing to see you. I hope we can properly catch up soon.’

He left her in the queue and headed to the office. There was a secret tunnel that ran under Bridge Street, and, whenever he took it, he allowed himself to mutter, ‘Bond, James Bond’. This was another aspect of the fraud he was perpetrating on the British people: he could be fundamentally unserious. From time to time, he craved a good lash-up with the rugby lads.

He shared the lift up to his office with a young Conservative MP, who was using the mirror to adjust her make-up. She paused for a moment and looked at him.

‘You look a bit flushed,’ she said. ‘Everything OK?’

He rolled his eyes, trying to look annoyed about something. He couldn’t resist a quick peek and, yes, his face was shining. He found himself adjusting his hair – a disturbing amount of his blonde barnet had flopped out of position.

Colin hurriedly stood to attention as Sean arrived. The aide opened his mouth to speak, but Sean held up his hand as he slid on his glasses, launching the calendar app and scrolling through to the day’s schedule, hologrammed in front of him. Even as a neophobe, Sean was grudgingly impressed with how his agenda seemed to hover in the room in front of him.

There was hardly ever a gap in his week. From 9.30 on Monday morning till 6.30 on Thursday evening, almost every waking hour was accounted for – and Jill would howl as if maimed by a bear if he moved one single appointment. He had long since accepted that Jill exerted more control on him than any other human on Earth.

‘Jill!’

He heard her chair squeak, and she padded into his office, wearing a frown that could cause the tides to change.

‘We need to move this.’

He was pointing at Wednesday’s lunch reception. ‘The UK Research & Innovation lunch,’ he said. His staff members’ expressions changed from curiosity to shock. Jill looked like she might have a heart attack. Colin sucked in a gallon of air.

‘That’s just before the vote. It’s designed to get the last remaining stragglers onside.’

‘Right now, every appearance I make seems to be doing the opposite.’

‘If you would just follow the script. You know, total discipline and all that…’ Colin realised too late that he might have gone too far and braced himself for impact. Sean decided to ignore his insubordination; he had just had a brainwave.

‘OK. Scrap that. It is important. But could we change the seating plan? I’d like to invite Preston’s Parliamentary Assistant, and I want her sitting next to me.’

Colin looked at Jill. Jill looked at Sean.

‘We can do that,’ she said. Anything to avoid the cataclysm of calling off the lunch reception.

‘Good. Now, hand me my call sheet. I want to get through these as fast as possible,’ he said.

‘You’re meeting her at noon, by the way. Her name’s—’

‘Molly Campbell.’

‘You know her?’

Sean shook his head. How the hell had Preston found out about Molly? He had so many questions he wanted to ask her. He looked up to find Jill handing him his call sheet, and Colin offering to stay with him. He nodded. He felt tempted to daydream during the calls, and Colin’s presence might keep him focused.

He clicked through to the conferencing app and pressed the call button. The conversations would generally go the same way: his colleague would express doubt about how it would work practically, which Sean would explain with reassuring ease. Then they would query how it was all to be funded – Sean had sound answers for that as well. And, lastly, they would then come back to general concerns: ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t make such a big change’ or ‘Do you think now is the best time?’ He had answers for everything – and the callers tended to acknowledge that – but he couldn’t budge the sensation that they were all looking for excuses not to support the Bill. As well as frustration, he began to feel a nibbling doubt – doubt over whether he had missed some intangible argument; whether indeed this was the best time; whether he was the best person to get the whole thing over the line.

As the last call ended, Sean leaned back and stretched. He felt empty. Colin had been variously pacing and sitting, and now leaned over the desk looking at him.

‘Unless the PM changes his mind, I fear we may be in for a rough ride on Wednesday.’

‘Yep,’ was all Sean could say.

Colin looked at his watch.

‘Five to. I’ll leave you to it.’

Colin grunted and left his office. Jill arrived with a cup of coffee, looking matronly. She handed him a chocolate biscuit.

‘You know, Minister. There’s nothing that can’t be solved by a good chocolate Hobnob.’

She left swiftly, knowing he needed some thinking time. Sean tried to go to his happy place: Kate and their two dogs strolling along the pebbles. Launching flotsam into the sea and watching the dogs charge in to fetch it. Kate’s smile as the low sun made everything glow. Usually, he flew here. Today it seemed harder to reach, as if someone had a hand on his shoulder, just out of eye-line, watching his ritual. There was a soft rap on the door.

‘She’s here,’ Jill whispered.
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Sean stood up, then sat down. As Molly walked in, he rose stiffly to greet her. Jill closed the door as Molly put her handbag on the desk and stepped towards him, her eyes asking for permission. He smiled. She stepped forward again and hugged him.

He showed her to the sofa and asked whether she wanted a coffee, which she didn’t. He wondered whether to begin with business, or whether business could ever happen without getting ‘life’ out of the way first. But how could you do ‘life’ in – he checked his watch – fourteen minutes? It was impossible.

‘You’ll be getting an invite to my lunch on Wednesday. I need you there.’

‘Yes, Minister.’ A flicker of a smile.

‘We haven’t got enough time…’

‘I requested half an hour, but your office—’

‘I apologise. What can I say? My staff are incompetent fools.’ He heard Jill cough through the wall. ‘Can we just tackle the Preston thing first?’

‘Fire away,’ she said, sitting back.

‘I respect James, and his long career—’

‘No, you don’t,’ she chuckled.

‘I do! I…’ He felt it distasteful to rehash the Preston scandal, but he needed to claim the moral high ground. ‘Preston stood down as Minister when we found out that he had been influencing pension legislation on behalf of a network of wealthy businessmen. The public knows half the story, but with the Committee report imminent, he soon won’t have anywhere to hide…’

Thirteen minutes.

Molly looked pained. ‘I’m here about the deal.’ He didn’t like where this was heading.

‘Preston secures support for Amendment Twelve,’ he said. ‘And I soften the blow after the report comes out. James can’t back out now.’

‘He wants any charges dropped – the report buried,’ said Molly grimly.

He puffed out his cheeks. A tiny balloon was beginning to inflate inside his head. It grew, accompanied by a menacing hiss. Once tiny letters were now starting to loom over everything, like one of those unavoidable billboards that screamed headlines such as ‘Friend Torpedoes Minister’s Career!’

‘In return, he delivers the votes you need…’ she said eventually.

‘I have the votes.’ A bluff.

She shook her head. ‘Count them again.’

A vein in his forehead was starting to dance the rumba. This wasn’t a deal, it was blackmail. Delivered on a silver platter by a nostalgic mirage. Twelve minutes. Time to get answers.

‘So, you’ve decided to save an old man’s career. And the way you’re going to do that is by… ruining mine?’

For the first time, Molly looked down at the floor. He felt a prickle of remorse, but what else could he say? It was the truth.

‘We don’t have time now, but it’s more complicated. As an old friend, I advise you to take the deal.’

‘And if I don’t?’

‘Then “Twelve” goes down the drain.’ The thing he had spent six months working on, skewered.

‘And what if I leak it to the press?’

‘What? And in the process reveal that you’ve been secretly working with Labour on Amendment Twelve? Not a good look, Sean. Plus, he knows everything.’

Sean didn’t understand what that last bit meant. What could she possibly be referring to? He thought back to his Oxford days. There had been drinking. There were some silly student scrapes that he had got into. But everyone had vomited in the Dean’s rose bushes. Eleven minutes.

‘Your father-in-law, Mr Frank,’ Molly clarified. ‘I’m putting two and two together here, but his company conducted polling on risk mitigation and crisis communication…’

Ay, there’s the rub, thought Sean. The implication was clear: Kate’s father was involved in Preston’s corrupt little scheme. And now Molly was quietly suggesting Preston was willing to make that public.

‘I suspect he lobbied the PM to get you in so that he could hold it over you,’ she continued. ‘That’s my hunch.’

‘That’s quite a hunch.’

Sean felt his career’s heartbeat slow and its breath rattle. Just another scandal. Just another greedy Tory, looking out for Number One. Just another story of nepotism, the back-scratching inevitability of corruption, a Minister helping his father-in-law with his snout in the trough. Think, Sean. Think! Ten minutes.

‘I’m not sure how much Preston could have influenced his replacement, Molly. When I first arrived, the PM said he’d promote me if I kept my powder dry.’

‘So that’s what you want? Promotion?’

‘If you’re not climbing, everyone assumes you’re on your way down.’

She nodded as if she had realised something. She leaned forward slightly and looked at her hands.

‘You should take the deal. That gets you the votes you need for Wednesday. After that, Preston will expect a favourable result from the Standards Committee.’

‘Am I supposed to lean on the Committee?’ He was a schoolboy again, hoping she would just tell him the answer, rather than having to work it out for himself. But wait – here it was: ‘Preston thinks I’m in with the PM, does he? He thinks I’ll put in a good word?’

Wow, Preston really was a sly one.

‘From what I hear,’ Molly said slowly, ‘Atkinson rates you.’

‘Not enough to support my Amendment,’ said Sean bitterly.

Nine minutes.

‘When the Data Protection and Digital Information Bill goes through, you’ll be the only recognisable Tory doing a good job. The “right” will love you because you’re getting stuff done. The “left” will love you because the Bill is unashamedly progressive. The press will hang on your every word. You’ll be the Sun King, and all Preston wants is to be reintegrated into the fold. You could even spin the fact that he voted for the Labour Amendment as a sign that James Preston is a true progressive.’

It dawned on Sean that James Preston was a fine strategist. He had been several moves ahead. But Preston had fallen into the trap of many seasoned politicians: he knew the system so well that he was now more concerned with milking it than serving his constituents. Preston was spending his final years leeching Parliament, his network and colleagues like Sean.

‘Do you really think the Committee will bend in the light of my reflected glory?’ Sean said clumsily.

‘In many eyes, he’s already served time for the crime. He’ll be a progressive who genuinely cares about democracy and data.’

‘So, all I have to do is confirm I’ll help with the Committee report, and he delivers all the votes?’ he asked.

‘All of them.’

‘How can he guarantee them?’

Molly shrugged. Eight minutes.

Sean waved a hand in approval. He didn’t like it, but right now he couldn’t see any other way past the Preston conundrum.

‘What is it you want?’ he asked. That caught her off guard. There was a new look in her eye. Harder. Like something inside had just been switched on.

‘I want to get into the Party.’ She paused. ‘I don’t want to stand. I want to be behind the scenes. But I want to climb too.’

‘Why didn’t you call me?’

‘Listen, Sean. Nepotism has worked well for you, but it’s not how I do things.’

‘It’s hardly nepotism! We’re not even related!’

They looked hard at each other for a second. They could have been though, couldn’t they? In another reality, maybe. Sean wondered what would have happened had Molly not disappeared down a Cambridge alleyway. Up to that point in his perfectly planned existence, he had always assumed that he’d see Molly walking down the aisle towards him. Now here she was. He could feel his brain turn to sludge as he thought of the questions he wanted to ask her. If each question spawned several new ones, perhaps her answers would too. He decided to serve up a dolly – get her talking.

‘So why Preston? Why now?’ Seven minutes.

‘You looked like you could use some help.’

‘Help?’

Sean felt that he had been sucked into a wormhole and that he had reappeared in his teenage bedroom. The statuesque sporting stars posted on his wall stared forlornly down, as he struggled to give meaning to numbers, his study partner (and saviour) scrunching her forehead at his boneheaded inability to understand. There were times when Molly would simply stare at him, not comprehending his own incomprehension. She had a gift, and he had vowed to soldier on in her wake, gleaning as much as he could in the process.

As he grew up, he realised his brain worked differently to hers. She had always understood numbers, but now he was beginning to harness the power of words. His mother had let out a sigh of relief at the dinner table when he had started to express his love of literature, and he would forever remember his father’s smile when he had bored his family to tears explaining structuralism. His father, not known for physical expressions of affection, had hugged him when he announced that he wanted to study law.

Molly had begun speaking again, and Sean fought to block out the flood of memories from his childhood. One last thought popped into his mind: regret that Molly hadn’t experienced his academic phase. She had only ever seen him as the impressionable boy, the rugby-obsessed, slightly shy, yet often ebullient and boisterous country lad. The court jester to her queen.

‘…storm brewing in the Party which is only going to hamper any legislative opportunities. Sean, are you listening?’

‘So, Preston was just a way in?’

She blinked. She took a deep breath. Six minutes.

‘If it’s a question of loyalty, I can assure you, Minister, that I will always be loyal to one person.’ She smiled. ‘You.’ This was delivered with a smoothness befitting a party-political broadcast. He was impressed. She had always been bright, but the Molly he knew had rough edges. She had learned to disguise them in the intervening years.

‘Preston was a way in – I need to hear you say it.’

‘Yes. Preston gets me in the door.’

‘For Pete’s sake, Molly! Why didn’t you just say that?’

‘Because, Sean, even though it’s been several years since we saw each other, I haven’t changed! I don’t know if you remember, but we made a pact…’ She was looking at him with raised eyebrows, a little movement of her head challenging him to remember.

‘What?’

‘You don’t recall our pact?’

He forced his mind back to the past, and now it was desperately scouring for any file containing “pact”. Nothing was popping up. He added “games room” to the search criteria because he surmised that any pact might have been convened there. There was nothing for it, he would have to admit that he didn’t remember. She was smiling again. He buried his face in his hands in mock relief.

‘But if there had been a pact, Sean, it would have been something like: “the parties here gathered are instructed to go out into the world, acquire knowledge and experience, and reconvene at an unspecified date to pool said knowledge and experience, in order to achieve world domination.” Right?’

‘World domination. Right.’

‘So, here we are. You’re a lawyer and Government Minister – our legal brain. My background is in economics and polling – analysis and policy. You have the political contacts; I know all the consultants and the think tanks, and people in the City. You have the platform and the voice – I saw your little stunt this morning! But I can help with the strategy.’

Several explosions were erupting in the deepest corners of his head. Synapses were crackling. Brain cells were experiencing nuclear fusion. Sean felt the hairs on the top of his head stand upright from the electrical overload. Something was happening in his body too: his gut seemed to briefly glow, as if he had absorbed a bowlful of chillies. He needed to steady himself, so he looked at his watch – five minutes. Could time really be moving that fast?




* * *




Arthur Breckenridge took pride in being able to locate anyone in five minutes. He assumed that two decades of striding through the corridors of the Palace of Westminster – watching people as they went about their business, monitoring their habits and tracking their routines – had honed his hawk-like instinct. Chief Whip wasn’t an office job; you had to be constantly on the move, roving, looming over the place. Corralling members during division wasn’t even the half of it. A good whip was a spook, except most of the time you were spying on your own side.

Arthur knocked gently on the door. Tap, tap, tap. No answer. He pushed it open, and James Preston’s outer office revealed itself to be empty. In fact, it was bare. Only recently, this place had been a refuge for a boatload of pale researchers. So, the old dog had decided to pack up his political sweatshop – intriguing. Preston, who for so long had been an integral cog in the New Tory machine, had finally read the writing on the wall.

The only sign of life was at the workstation by the window: a cup of cold coffee, a pair of digi-glasses and a notepad and pen. Arthur picked up the book and opened it. Its owner, a Miss Molly Campbell, had an attractive hand. Most of the book was filled with the contact details of people Arthur had never heard of, but the last few pages contained notes on the AI Reform Bill.

‘Checking up on me?’

Arthur spun round. Preston was hovering in the doorway. Arthur slowly placed the notebook back on the desk.

‘I like your new minimalist approach, Jim,’ said Arthur. ‘Good to see you’ve accepted your fate.’

‘I haven’t,’ Preston said defiantly. ‘In fact, my new girl is key to my bright future.’

‘The public sector?’

Preston moved towards the door to his office and held his watch against the keypad until the door opened. He had a grim smile on his face as he stepped inside. Arthur calmly followed him in.

‘You know, Arthur,’ Preston said, regaining his composure. ‘I always wondered why Atkinson rated you, why he wanted someone like you in the Whip’s Office. I’ve suddenly realised what it is.’

‘He values style, I suppose.’

‘I can assure you, that’s not it.’

‘People say I’m a Rolex watch in the Augmented Age,’ Arthur theorised.

‘More like a sundial, Arthur. I know why you’re here.’ Preston was shuffling through some of the clutter on his desk.

‘Oh yeah? Why am I here Preston?’

‘You’ve heard rumours ahead of the big vote on Wednesday. Am I right?’

‘Go on.’

Preston chuckled and Arthur’s hackles rose.

‘You’re concerned my pals and I might not vote the right way.’

‘On the Labour Amendment,’ said Breckenridge.

‘Amendment Twelve.’

Arthur took a step forward and clenched his fists. Preston noticed.

‘There’s no need for that, Arthur.’

‘Reassure me.’

‘You’ll get what you want on “Twelve”.’

‘You and your lot had better fall in line, Jim.’

‘We will. We were going to all along.’

Arthur straightened his fingers and crossed his arms.

‘That means you’ll break your deal with Leigh?’

Preston’s head jerked up.

‘Either that,’ Arthur continued, ‘Or I’ll break your legs.’

Arthur experienced a frisson of pleasure as the electric realisation landed – the realisation that, in here, amongst the gargoyles (stone and living), Arthur Breckenridge was – and always would be – master of all he surveyed.




* * *




‘A year. That’s all you have. Less, really, because we have recess coming up. And this Prime Minister is winding down. I’m guessing that’s how high you’re aiming?’

‘Jesus, Molly…’

‘You’ve never thought about it?’

‘I have, it’s just…’

He hated ambitious politicians. He hated the ones whose lust for power was visible on every cell of their pock-marked skin. He prided himself on not being one of those. He had promised himself that he wouldn’t let personal achievement trump legislative achievement, and he had only recently begun to exert influence on the law. Every time someone asked whether he wanted the keys to Number 10, he had rattled off a stock answer – something like: ‘Now is not the time to be thinking of these things’.

The trouble was, nobody believed his abstention was genuine. The more he pleaded indifference, the more craven they judged him to be. It was the only question to which he physically squirmed.

‘It’s quite a hard question to answer,’ he mumbled. ‘If I say that I’m determined to be Prime Minister, I’m expressing an ambition that I don’t feel comfortable with. I usually just fob it off.’

‘All you need to say is that you have concrete goals, like helping people, fixing things. Being Prime Minister isn’t a goal you have, but if it helps you achieve the others, then so be it.’

‘That’s a good answer.’

‘So, tell me. What are your goals?’ Four minutes.

‘You’re my new strategist, apparently. You tell me.’

‘I need to hear your ideas,’ she replied insistently.

‘OK. After AI reform, I thought I might tackle two things. The Party has — had — a plan for education, but it’s been completely forgotten about. Mike seems to be perpetually bogged down with teachers’ strikes or on holiday with his mistress…’

‘What’s the other thing?’

‘Oh. That bad, huh?’

‘No, it’s just fixing education costs money, which we don’t have. So, next?’

‘Implementing the Climate Bill. Fleshing out how we reach the targets and embedding them in all sectors…’

Molly was making a face.

‘What?’

‘You’ve got less than a year!’

‘I care about climate change!’

Three minutes. They were running out of time. He started thinking of ways to prolong the meeting. Could he turn up late for his lunch? Could he ditch it altogether? Then he remembered that it was with the Prime Minister.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I have been a bit conflicted about this week: both excited about and dreading the end to the Data Protection and Digital Information Bill. I don’t have a good answer for the ‘What next?’ question.’

‘From afar, I think you’ve done a really good job,’ she said, smiling. ‘You’ve kept it positive. That’s been the key. You’ve made it attractive for people to jump on board the Bill.’

‘Except my side. They’re jumping off the Bill.’

‘For now, you need to start thinking about what’s next.’

It was Sean’s turn to smile. ‘So, what’s my answer? What do I say when they ask?’

Molly’s face hardened again. This was what she was here for, he realised. Molly had come all this way: through the back lanes of her childhood, the chicanes of adolescence, the highways of early adulthood, all the way to this point. He found himself leaning forward, anticipating her response – but before Molly could say anything there was a soft rap at the door. Jill’s face appeared.

‘Two minutes,’ she said, in her soft secretarial whisper. The door closed again without a sound.

‘Financial transparency,’ Molly said, at last.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Financial transparency.’

‘Huh. That is what you said.’ Once again, he was a beagle running after Molly the hare. ‘General financial transparency, or just MPs?’

‘Both.’

‘Is that what your folks in the City want?’

‘God no! They need transparency like they need a hole in the head!’

‘Mol, I’m still not getting it.’

She took a deep breath. ‘Your Data Protection and Digital Information Bill protects this precious system of government, and democracy. But only for a while.’

‘I see.’

‘Democracy is under threat from all angles, particularly through dark money. I’ve seen it, Sean. The country isn’t working for its people. That speech you gave alongside that…’ she seemed to fumble for an appropriate word, ‘That thing – that could be just the start of your campaign!’

Molly’s eyes were blazing. Something had happened to her face. He imagined her dressed up in bleu, blanc, rouge on some Parisian barricade, declaiming that the world’s injustice could burn in hell. He felt alive and intimidated, inspired and alarmed. There were smouldering cinders floating amid the smoky air.

A handle was being turned. Jill was standing in the doorway looking expectant. Molly rose and started gathering her things, but Sean couldn’t think of anything to say. That was the problem with this job: everyone assumed you were thinking, but nobody gave you the time. It was three minutes here, five minutes there. It was go, go, go. It was instinct and hurry on to the next one. You ended up blurting out any old claptrap just to make them stop.

‘Right, well, see you on Wednesday, Miss Campbell…’

Molly turned to face him and nodded her head slightly, spun on her heels and disappeared. The acrid smell of burning rubble followed her out of the room. Sean took a few seconds to compose himself, knowing that another clock had started ticking, one that not only answered the “What next?” riddle but had also launched the timer on the next phase of his life. He wanted to wallow in that thought, swill it around his mouth and savour it.

But a resolute figure was tutting. Every feature on Jill’s face seemed to be judging him. The thin lips, the arched eyebrow, the puckered chin. There were times when Sean felt naked in her presence. It was like the matron walking in while his boxers were round his ankles.

‘Let’s not keep the Prime Minister waiting, shall we?’
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