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Chapter 1: So Where Exactly Have You Been?
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As he entered Thames House, he caught sight of himself in the glass of the interior door: a blond, curly-haired, stocky guy in his early thirties. Not everyone’s idea of the ultimate Londoner, but hey. 

He brushed his lapels and walked into the lobby. Colin Bale, the chief receptionist, stood in his regular position behind the far desk. He seemed momentarily wrong-footed, then regarded the new arrival with his chin drawn back. “My God,” he said. “You’ve returned.”

“A bit late for you to be on duty, isn’t it?” 

But Colin had turned away. He was on the phone, speaking energetically. He swivelled back. “Stay there,” he commanded. Then he faced the other way and continued talking.

Soundproofing-wise, it was a failure. He’d make a terrible spy. To make matters worse, he’d raised his voice, like he was agitated.

“Yes, John Mordred,” he was saying. “Him. He’s here, ma’am, in reception. Just arrived, just now, this very moment. No, he looks fine, ma’am! He actually told me it was a bit late for me to be on duty, as if he’d simply strolled in casually with a view to doing a bit of overtime!” He giggled slightly. “No, ma’am, as I’ve just said: he looks well. He does, er – how can I put it? - smell a little? Yes, of course I’ll keep him here, ma’am. No problem. Absolutely.”

He hung up and gave the security guards a non-verbal signal whose meaning was all too obvious. Don’t let him leave. 

“I’ll just stand here then, shall I?” Mordred said.

Colin swallowed. “Yes, please, John. Sorry. Ruby Parker’s, er, she’s coming up from the basement.”

“I gathered that. Am I in trouble?”

“I don’t know.”

Mordred chuckled. “Nor do I, actually. I’ve no idea about anything that’s happened to me in the last hour.”

Suddenly, the lift in the recess behind the desk pinged. Its doors swished open revealing a small black woman in a skirt-suit, flanked by a tall, long-haired white woman of about Mordred’s age, plus a man perhaps ten years his senior with a widow’s peak and a frown. Ruby Parker, Phyllis Robinson and Alec Cunningham. They considered Mordred with roughly the same expression Colin had, earlier. Then Phyllis ran over and wrapped her arms round him.

“Oh my God,” she said. “John, we were so worried! Where the hell have you been?” 

“I don’t know,” he replied hoarsely, as she squeezed the air from his lungs. “I vaguely remember leaving here at five - ”

“Five?” She held him at arm’s length, wiped her eyes and laughed manically. “Five o’clock?”

“It’s been three days, John,” Ruby Parker said gently. “I need you to take a moment and think very hard. Where exactly were you?”

Three days? The floor lurched unpleasantly. He suddenly felt as dislocated as everyone else looked.

“I – I’ve no idea,” he said. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Unlegendary
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Four days earlier.

3.20pm. Mordred logged off, rose from his desk and strode across the open-plan office to meet Alec, already standing by the exit. A handful of others were slipping jackets on, taking last mouthfuls of coffee, standing impatiently by monitors to make sure they’d properly shut down. The eighteen or twenty who’d chosen to stay in the office carried on as if nothing was happening.

Thames House lectures always began like this. Some people were required to attend because their job descriptions entailed it. They always looked self-important and disgruntled as they got up, like they had better things to do. 

Others had arrived at work the day before to find formal invites in their inboxes. These tended to look more enthusiastic as they stood up to leave because they were the accepters. The decliners had already bowed out. A variety of things might be behind an invitation, including – so some cynics said - the fact that you were deemed capable of sitting up straight for two hours, making a few notes, and asking at least one coherent question at the end. Still, an invitation was an invitation. Not everyone got one.

The third category of attendees was the most interesting. These were people who’d opted in after the first two categories were confirmed. Because the remaining places were offered on a first-come-first-served basis. 

You might opt in for several reasons. Most trivially, that sitting in a lecture theatre with a notepad was vastly preferable to poring through files relating to phone taps. Equally inconsequentially, that you stood a chance of leaving work early, if, say, questions from the floor dried up before 5.30. 

But these were the opt-in motivations of a small minority. They were dwarfed by another, much stronger. That your muse had flown and you didn’t anticipate finding her in encrypted reports about comings and goings at provincial mosques, or the ruminations of extremist right-wing bloggers. In short, that you planned to publish an espionage novel when you left the service.

The novelists also looked self-important and disgruntled as they got up to attend. They too had better things to be getting on with. But in their case, it was the next chapter of Forces of Destruction or The Spy who Grew Orchids.

As for the quality of the lectures themselves, it varied. Sometimes they were as engaging as TED talks. But at worst, the speaker read from his or her notes in a monotone, sometimes stopping mid-sentence to take a long sip of water. Today’s was entitled, ‘Quantum Computing and Other Fabulous Beasts’. Which boded well. If you could be bothered to devise a quirky heading, you probably cared about entertaining the troops. 

Mordred and Cunningham entered the lecture theatre without talking and sat down at the far end of the middle row. The speaker, a slim middle-aged woman with black hair in a ponytail and an expensive suit, sat on a chair on the podium. She was trying to make eye contact with every new arrival in order to cast them a little smile. Perhaps they did that sort of thing in Nottingham, where she’d come from. Mordred smiled back at her, and upped the stakes with a small wave.

“Do you two know each other?” Cunningham asked as they sat down. The room was half-full and people chatted quietly. Still six minutes to kick-off.

“I don’t think so,” Mordred said.

“The way you gave her that wave.”

“People do that sort of thing sometimes. It’s called ‘being friendly’.”

“Were you invited, by the way, or did you opt in?”

“The latter. You?”

“Same. Apparently, this is the most popular lecture this year. They’re thinking of asking her back in a few weeks’ time, to do the same talk. Assuming she at least half-crushes it, of course. Do you actually know anything about quantum computing?”

“I’ve read about it,” Mordred replied. “A quantum computer would be good at optimisation, among other things.”

“Is your wife here?”

“Phyllis? Somewhere, I believe. I don’t recall actually marrying her.”

“Maybe you should ask her.”

“Thanks for the highly random advice. I have. She said no, remember?”

Cunningham shrugged. “I mean, again.”

“We’ve had this conversation.” 

“Everyone knows she regrets turning you down. And it was yonks ago. Surely you can ask her again. Look, there she is. Two rows back from the front, with Suki. Wow. On the other hand, why bother? As I see it, you’ve already got a perfect relationship. Separate flats but somehow still living together. Both worlds. Marriage is just a word nowadays.”

“Remind me how we got onto this subject. Valentine’s Day’s been and gone.”

“I’m just trying to make conversation. It’s called ‘being friendly’, John. More specifically than that, though, I asked if Phyllis was here. I’m just trying to give you the benefit of my worldly wisdom, that’s all. What do you want to talk about?”

“Hang on. When you said ‘everyone’ knows she regrets turning me down - ”

“It was just a turn of phrase,” Cunningham replied. “What I meant is, I know that.”

“Er, how?”

“From Annabel.”

“I see. Where is Annabel today, by the way?”

“Cyprus, apparently. Phyllis told Annabel, Annabel told me, now I’m telling you.”

“This is what I’d call a teenage conversation,” Mordred said.

“Granted. Just one more thing. If I were you, I wouldn’t ask her. You’re better off as you are. Let sleeping dogs lie, that’s my advice.”

“Thanks for nothing. Oh-oh, here we go.”

Another middle-aged woman had appeared at the front of the room, someone Mordred recognised from the canteen, although they’d never spoken: a mid-level section officer in another department. She introduced the speaker – Professor Camilla Burkewitz from Nottingham University – and said how important it was to know something about quantum computing in today’s world. Then she went to sit on the end of the front row. The novelists shifted tetchily along to make room for her.

Camilla Burkewitz spoke for fifty-five minutes about cryptanalysis, quantum supremacy, decoherence, complexity theory and the Church-Turing hypothesis. She didn’t pause once to sip her water. After twenty minutes, Mordred lost the thread and couldn’t get it back. Afterwards, he felt increasingly stupid. He guessed he wasn’t alone. When Burkewitz finished her talk, the chairwoman returned to the podium to supervise a Q&A. The novelists all put their hands up. Alec sighed miserably.

After four questions, it was obvious the novelists were much more interested in artificial intelligence than they were in quantum computing. As a sneaky way of signalling the fact, they began by asking about the connection. Where were the other ‘fabulous beasts’ of the lecture title? one guy, an MI7 probationer with a goatee, demanded. So far she’d only talked about quantum computers.

Camilla Burkewitz did her best to respond, but, fatally, she lapsed into opacity again, and the novelists spotted an easy kill. One of their number, a twentysomething woman in a pinafore frock, declared confidently that quantum computing would eventually lead to super-human consciousness, because consciousness was merely lots of deep, quick, interconnected calculations constrained by a programmable feedback loop. Some of her fellow authors murmured their agreement; others groaned. Then they argued heatedly amongst themselves. It wasn’t clear what Camilla Burkewitz thought, or even whether she’d ever want to come back. The chairwoman raised both arms in a vain plea for calm. 

“Bloody hippies,” Alec grumbled. “What the hell’s artificial intelligence got to do with anything?”

“Didn’t you once write a novel?” Mordred asked.

“No, John, I didn’t. It was a screenplay. And I didn’t finish it. I grew up instead.” 

The noise gradually abated. The chairwoman thanked Camilla Burkewitz while she still had the chance, and there were twenty seconds of applause. The novelists continued to argue vehemently as they left.

“Maybe we should follow them,” Mordred said. “They’ll probably be going round the corner. The Marquis of Granby or the Regency Café.”

“What for? You’re not writing a novel, are you?”

“Absolutely not, no, but - ”

Alec shook his head. “If you think they’ll be having an interesting discussion, forget it. There’s no reason to believe any of them actually know anything.” 

“What about that woman who said artificial intelligence was just millions of calculations feeding back on themselves?”

“I’d say she’s mastered the art of turning tripe into soundbites. Let’s take the stairs. Did you see the look Camilla Burkewitz gave her? Like, who let the loonies in?”

“She probably knew exactly what she was talking about. The whole of MI7’s full of computer experts. It’s mainly what we do nowadays.”

“Knowing how to troubleshoot Microsoft Word and zap the Melissa Virus is a far cry from building Hal 9000.”

“Which sounds more than a bit patronising.”

Alec scoffed. 

They’d stopped between two flights of stairs to continue the discussion. As far as Mordred could tell, they were alone. Whatever happened now, they’d probably lost the novelists. Still, the principle was worth fighting for. 

“All right, put it another way then,” Alec said. “You’re right. Seriously, you are. All sarcasm aside for a moment, I’m being far too negative. Probably a fair number of the novelists down in the front row were computer experts.”

“Bit of an about turn. So should we follow them? Or try to?”

“Nope.”

“Okay. Not a complete about turn then.” 

“What sort of a conversation do you think I’m likely to have with a bunch of IT boffins? I quite liked Professor Burkewitz. She had a passion for her subject and obviously didn’t realise she was incomprehensible to mortals. But an hour of feeling like the class dunce is more than I’m used to. I don’t want to add to it by feeling like the pub or the café dunce too. Some of those guys actually look up to me. And they look up to you a hell of a lot more - ”

“Me?”

“‘There goes the legendary John Mordred.’ That’s what they say.”

“Right.”

“If you go to a pub with them, it’ll take a mere thirty minutes for the Mordie Magic to dissipate. You’ll become permanently unlegendary.”

Mordred laughed. “Not sure that’s a word.” 

“It will be.”

“So effectively, we’re not going to follow them because we’re scared.”

Alec drew his chin back and flicked his eyebrows. He emitted a little ‘whoa’. “I see what you mean,” he said. “Well spotted.”

“If we’re so legendary, surely we can exert our combined charisma to change the subject if the going gets tough.”

Alec nodded sceptically. “We can, but they’ll probably twig. Look, John, you’ve got to choose your battles. ‘Never allow the enemy to meet you on his own territory’: Sun Tzu, The Art of War.” 

“We’re overthinking this. They know we’re not computer experts. When we show our ignorance, that’s not going to influence their opinion of us. Anyway, why do we have to engage them in discussion? Why can’t we just sit and listen?”

“A bit like sitting and listening to Camilla Burkewitz, you mean? But with beer? Not even that if we go to the Regency? No thanks.”

“We might learn something.”

“That’s what I love about you, John. You’re a child of the light; I’m a wizened old man of the darkness. Your Dartington crystal wine glass is forever half full; my Poundshop ale tankard’s always completely empty.”

“So shall we follow them, or not?”

Alec sighed. “Okay, you win. Even I’m beginning to despise my curmudgeonly attitude now. I half wish we’d met twenty years ago, and you’d been a woman, and we’d struck up a relationship. I might have turned out completely differently.”

“I’d have been a twelve-year-old girl.”

“Let’s not go there. Forget I ever spoke.”

They went to reception to sign out. As expected, the novelists were nowhere in sight. Mordred’s assumption that they were headed either for the Marquis or the Regency wasn’t underpinned by any evidence, and actually, there were a large number of places they could have repaired to. They might even have gone for a meal together. Novelists sometimes did that. ‘Having a literary supper’, they called it.  

Luckily, Colin was on duty.

“Did you see where the novelists went?” Alec asked him.

“Er, who are ‘the novelists’?” Colin replied, nervously. He was oddly afraid of Alec in a way he didn’t appear to be of anyone else, certainly not John Mordred.

“Don’t give me that,” Alec said. “You know exactly who I mean.”

“A group of men and women from the lecture, arguing about artificial intelligence,” Mordred put in gently. “Four women and about seven or eight men. Mostly young. Probably IT personnel.”

“I, er – they left by the front door,” Colin said.

“Did you hear them say where they were going?” Alec demanded.

“I, um, heard someone mention the ... Barley Mow? I, er - ”

“Thanks,” Alec said. He was already on his way to the exit. Mordred skipped to catch up. 

Outside, they turned left, and did another left turn at Horseferry Road. It rained and a cold wind blew from the river. The traffic was dense, buses and taxis and vans packed together like they were sheltering from the sky in each other’s company. 

The Barley Mow was just before the turn on the corner with Arneway Street, a three minute walk. The décor was one variety of olde-traditional: dark wood with a narrow tiled area round the bar, rustic chairs, plain circular tables. When they entered, the novelists had already taken up residence on the other side of the room; they’d already bought drinks and snacks. They were still arguing. A few of them looked up. One waved at Mordred. For the first time, he noticed what Alec had intimated: they regarded him as a person of interest.  

“So now what?” Alec whispered.

A rhetorical question. Answer: so now nothing at all. They could hardly stride over and say, ‘Mind if we join your discussion?’ They were experienced intelligence officers; the novelists, by the look of them, were all relatively new recruits. The way MI7 worked, it would look like a clumsy attempt to put a pair of spies among fledgling pigeons. It would give entirely the wrong impression, in other words, and might even lead to a few people resigning. Not everyone enjoyed working at Thames House, and sometimes a straw inadvertently broke a camel’s back.

“Let’s just get a pint each,” Mordred said. “We’ll drink it quickly, and get out of here.”

“Look at the way they’re staring at you. I knew you were legendary, but I didn’t realise how much.”

“I don’t call those admiring stares.”

“What’s your interpretation? Two pints of Satan’s Pelvis, please,” he told the barman. 

“I’d say they’re willing us not to approach. They’re having an enjoyable discussion and they don’t want it ruined by a pair of arses.”

“Check. They’re snobs, in a word.”

“Anti-arse snobs.”

Their craft beers arrived. Alec paid. They drank up without saying anything more and left.

“Makes you realise you’re getting old,” Mordred said, when they were outside again. “When young people spurn your company.”

The rain suddenly switched to a deluge. Both men realised their coats were completely ineffective. They silently resigned themselves to the prospect of a swift and thorough soaking. 

“I’m ten years older than you,” Alec said, raising his voice slightly so he could be heard above the mingled noise of traffic and hard rain on the pavement. “If this was a BBC drama, I’d be your stereotypical male bemoaning my diminished ability to ‘pull’. But the truth is, I don’t care, and neither do you. Youth’s rubbish. It took at least twelve of them to get anywhere near making their contempt known to us, whereas we effectively despised them without even trying.”

“You say ‘effectively’.”

“They knew exactly what we thought of them and their literary pretensions.”

“I think they were probably just shy.”

“Look, John, you’re a great guy and everything, but sometimes your tendency to see the best in everyone, no matter how repellent, really does grate. And it’s not good for you either. Spies are supposed to be cynical. We’re not meant to err on the side of generosity. They weren’t ‘shy’. They were up themselves. There’s a big difference.”

The door behind them creaked open and they knew to stop speaking. “Excuse me,” a timid voice said. 

They turned round to find a young bearded man in a pale blue crew-neck jumper and chinos, standing under a huge black umbrella. He smiled awkwardly.

“We, er, saw you at the lecture,” he said. “We wondered if you’d like to come and join us. We’re just having a few drinks and a bit of a discussion. We think the next big thing in espionage won’t be spy versus spy, it’ll be spy versus computer. It’s already happening. The drinks are on us, by the way.” 

How to reply to that sort of invitation when your face was covered in rain; when you were blinking rapidly from the effort of keeping your eyes open; when your clothes were soaked through, and all of those things must be obvious to anyone within twenty paces?

“Thanks for the invite,” Mordred said. “We’ve just been called back to base.”

“Really kind,” Alec assented miserably.

“Would you like to borrow my umbrella?” the young man asked. “The rain seems to have come out of nowhere. It wasn’t like this an hour ago. And the forecast didn’t say anything.”

“No, thanks,” they replied together.

“But thanks,” Mordred added. “Really kind.”

“If it’s a false alarm, feel free to come back and find us,” the man said. “Well done on your nomination, by the way,” he told Mordred. “I hope it goes well.” He went back inside.

“I wonder what Sun Tzu would say,” Mordred said when he was sure they were alone again.

They turned east in the pretence of heading back to Thames House. 

“We should call it a night,” Alec said levelly. “How are you getting home?”

“Tube.”

“Westminster okay? We could walk there together, get another drink on the way. I could do with one. Or three.”

“What do you think he meant, Well done on my nomination?” 

“‘Congratulations on the fact that you’ve been summoned by your boss to deal with a national emergency’,” Alec said. “God, how embarrassing. We looked stupid. We might as well have joined them in their discussion. It couldn’t have ended any more badly than that.”

“Un-legended.”

“The gods must love you, John. You never lose any arguments with me, you make me feel bad about myself, and worst of all, something mortifying always happens when I slate you. On the other hand, I was right.”

“Comforting. For you.”

“If we’d gone home like I suggested, instead of coming here, we’d have been spared everything. And we wouldn’t be walking along now like two sodden man-sponges.”

“The reason it all went wrong is because we made allowances for your hyper-caution. If we’d simply followed them to begin with, we’d be in the Barley Mow now with free drinks and good company.”

“So what’s the moral of the story? Have a bit more faith in human nature?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing,” Alec said sulkily. He suddenly looked completely defeated. “Nothing at all.” 

Mordred’s phone rang. Phyllis.

“Hi, Phyll,” he said.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“Horseferry Road. With Alec. We’re on our way to get the tube at Westminster. We might call in at St Stephen’s for a drink in a moment. Assuming it’s not jam-packed. Fancy meeting us there?”

“I have to go home. I mean home home. My parents’, in Donnington.”

“Bloody hell, that’s a bit sudden. Is everything okay?”

“As far as I know, fine. I can be back by tomorrow morning, of course. They’re being very mysterious about it, but apparently it’s ‘something good’ and it requires my presence in person. I’ve been trying to think what it could be.”

“Something that might involve a solicitor. Or a large gift of some sort. Or both.”

“Roughly what I thought. Which leaves me very ‘hmm’. I’ll keep you posted.”

“Enjoy the lecture, by the way?”

“It was outstanding. Afterwards, I went up to the canteen with Suki for a coffee. We’ve just been talking about it.”

“About quantum computing or artificial intelligence?”

“Both. Hey, look, no one knows whether they’re connected. Scientists can’t even build a decent quantum machine yet, but Suki says Roger Penrose’s view about quantum gravity effects in microtubules... ”

“Hello? Are you still there?”

“Apparently, my taxi’s arrived. I love you, John. I’ll call you later tonight.”

“Have a good journey.”

She hung up. 

“That was Phyllis right?” Alec said. “Is she okay? I mean, I heard you ask.”

“She’s fine. Her parents have called her back to the ancestral home for reasons unknown. But they’re fine too.”

Alec nodded. “St Stephen’s Tavern, then?”

“If we can get in. Mind you, it should be okay, this time of night.”

“Quick pint, then home. I apologise for what I said earlier. It wasn’t your fault. It was mine.”

“To be fair, the way it panned out was a lot funnier than if we’d just done the common sense thing. Therefore, a better evening, in a strange sort of way.”

“On the surface,” Alec said, “that doesn’t make any sense whatsoever, but strangely, I know what you mean. Agreed.”

Ten minutes later, they called into St Stephen’s. Mordred ordered two pints of Dung Beetle. They stood in silence, drank, slowly deposited two pools of rainwater on the floor, then used the toilets.

“Did you see the way everyone looked at us?” Alec said indignantly, as they came out. “Like they’d never seen two wet people before.”

“See you tomorrow.”

They’d reached the tube station now. And they were feeling the cold. They descended the steps together and parted without further dialogue. Mordred picked up an Evening Standard from the metal dispenser, and made for the Circle line. He looked at his phone. 6.20.

When he reached the platform, he became conscious for the first time that some people were looking at him. 

He was wet. So what? A lot of people down here were. It was raining. 

Strangely, though, these were roughly the same looks the novelists had turned on him in The Barley Mow. They were the same glares he’d stood through in St Stephen’s Tavern. For some reason, he’d become generally worthy of note. 

It couldn’t just be that he was wet. There were all sorts of peculiar-looking people in London – in every big city, for that matter – and, on the spectrum of interestingness, wet clothes must surely be fairly near the bottom.

Maybe they thought he was getting a cold.

Possibly, yes. They were looking at him because they thought he might be infectious.

Yet their body language wasn’t consistent with that. There wasn’t much room to give any one person wide-berth down here, but still, under the right circumstances, it’d be natural to at least try. 

Yet no one was. 

On the contrary, some of them seemed infinitesimally drawn to him.

He should probably try to ignore it. He’d be home soon. He could shower and warm up. He’d eat dinner - some kind of mushroom thing with cheese and tagliatelle he’d bought from Tesco - then wait for Phyllis to call.

On the other hand, it wasn’t always wise for a spy to try and ignore things.

But it couldn’t possibly be prearranged, all this staring. It would have to involve the novelists, the punters in St Stephen’s and a clutch of would-be passengers in Westminster tube station. People who couldn’t conceivably be related. Much less in any plot against him.

Maybe he was cold, and coming down with something like the flu, and feeling subtly paranoid. That would explain it.

Not very well, though, because they really were staring at him. 

But it would explain it. And it was probably the best explanation on offer.

Unless some prankster had attached something to his back. He took his jacket off.

Nope.

The train arrived. He sat down on one of the middle seats, leaving his jacket off, since the seat of his trousers was relatively dry and he didn’t want to wet the upholstery for the next passenger. 

Again, though, the odd way the seat seemed to be left for him, like he was silently being invited to take it, so people could have a better gawp at him. 

He leaned forward. His jumper was wet and he didn’t want to flatten it against the chair. He looked at the floor. Ten or twelve pairs of feet beside his.

He unfolded his Standard. Time to find out what Rihanna had been doing lately.

He suddenly became aware of an intensification of the interest in him. People leaned forward a little more, a little less unguardedly.

My God, it was something in here, in the paper! They were looking to see his reaction to something in the Standard. 

How could that be? Could he be dreaming? Could he have fallen asleep somewhere between Thames House and Westminster?

No, because he hadn’t sat down anywhere else. And you knew when you were awake. You just did. This wasn’t a dream.

He turned each page as fast as was consistent with scanning it for clues. A couple of whales had swum into the Thames – pretty amazing, but it couldn’t be that - the Mayor had attended a charity ball in Regent Street, an MP had been knocked off his bike in Hounslow. 

It wasn’t until he came to the centre that he saw.

He was looking at a picture of himself.

Himself. John Mordred. With his name written beneath it. And a paragraph about him.

It was him. It was his name. My God, he was floating, like it had filled him with helium. 

He looked up and around the carriage apologetically. All the stares turned quickly, ashamedly away. 

I can see why you’ve all been looking at me now, his helium self announced from the ceiling, and you’ve no idea how sorry I am, but I promise you I didn’t put it there. I’ve no idea how it got there. Hey, I’m really sorry, everyone.

He closed the paper. He needed to get off the train. He had to get back to Thames House. Apart from anything else, this was a major breach of security.

Who’d put it there? Why? 

Actually, what was it?

He opened the paper again, flicked through to the centre. He was shaking. Not much – as much as was consistent with being a legendary spy – but enough to augment his self-consciousness. If that were possible. 

The heading: The Ultimate Londoner! And right at the bottom of the page, beneath ten photographs in two rows of five: Shortlist!

Shortlist? When had the longlist gone up? And where? It couldn’t have been in The Evening Standard. Even if he hadn’t noticed, someone connected to him would have.

His phone was ringing. Ruby Parker.

He picked up. “Hello?”

“John,” she said, “have you by any chance seen tonight’s Evening Standard?”

“I’m looking at it right now.”

“And?”

“I’ve no idea how it got there. Or what it is.”

“Where are you?”

“On the tube. About to double back and return to base.”

“Good.” She hung up.

The train was coming in to Embankment now. He needed to get off and find a taxi, pronto.

Before he closed his newspaper, he noticed the sentence immediately beneath the heading. First prize: FIVE MILLION POUNDS!

For a hallucinogenic-type moment, he knew exactly who was behind it. 

Five MILLION pounds was exactly the sort of sum Dr Evil might have come up with.  
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Chapter 3: In a Nutshell, No One Knows
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Mordred stepped off the train at Embankment, and climbed the escalator two steps at a time. He swiped his Oyster card on the exit barrier. His phone rang. Phyllis.

“I know what you’re about to say,” he told her, “and I’ve no idea.”

“The ... ‘competition’?”

“In The Evening Standard.”

“We’re both on the same wavelength then,” she said. “I’m on the train to Newbury now. Would you like me to come back? You’re going to be in big trouble when Ruby Parker finds out.”

“She already has. I’m not sure what use your returning would be. Don’t take that the wrong way. If you’re as much in the dark as me. You - ”

“Moral support?”

“You’re giving me that now. No, your parents have something important to say. That’s your priority.”

“Have you any theories? I mean, about who’s responsible?”

“I’ve only just seen it. Hang on.” He was on the street now. He flagged down a crawling taxi, and got awkwardly onto the back seat. “Lambeth Bridge, please,” he told the driver. “Millbank end.” 

The car pulled enthusiastically out into the traffic. 

“Everyone’s been looking at me since I left the lecture,” he continued, “like I’m some kind of – Good God.”

“What is it? Are you okay?”

“Alec and I followed some of the junior staff to the Barley Mow, hoping to join their discussion about artificial intelligence - ”

Phyllis chuckled. “The novelists?”

“That’s right. And we shied off at the last minute. But one of them followed us outside, and he congratulated me on my ‘nomination’. I had no idea what he was talking about.”

“But it makes sense now.”

“I haven’t even read the details. I’m in shock. Have you read it?”

“It says you’re from the North East, you’re a Magpies supporter and you live in Islington. You’re a civil servant in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and you’re known for your vegetarianism and incredible support for good causes.”  

“Bloody hell. That’s a lot of information. Even the FCO bit’s not that far off. And it definitely says ‘vegetarian’, not ‘vegan’? Because that’s quite rare nowadays.”

“I’m looking at it now. And yep, that’s what it says. Haven’t you got a copy?”

“I can’t read and talk to you at the same time. And I’d much prefer to talk to you.”

“That’s sweet. Still, five million pounds, eh? Quite a nest egg, if you’re sacked.”

“Let’s not joke, eh?”

“Words I never thought I’d hear John Mordred utter. And you say you’ve no idea who might be behind it? Because I have.”

“Really? Go on.”

“Hannah Lexingwood, née Mordred. Your sister. An internationally famous rock impresario who feels deeply sorry for her runt of a brother, and would probably do anything to give him kudos and a bit of a leg up the social ladder. Only, he’s so damned independent he won’t accept help by any normal channels - ”

His stomach plunged, like it recognised the description. “Bloody hell, that sounds disturbingly plausible.”

“And it hadn’t occurred to you? Who else knows that much about you?”

“You think she could be behind the entire competition?”

“Or she merely nominated you,” Phyllis said. “But I’d imagine it’s the former. It would be a very good way of slipping you a cool five million – a drop in the ocean to her – without the messy complication of you feeling indebted. Don’t tell her I said any of this, by the way.”

“Obviously not. Who are the other shortlisted candidates?”

“I see your reasoning. If they’re all duds, we’ve got her bang to rights. A Russian oligarch, a pub landlord, a female retiree, a female DJ, a parliamentary intern, a community worker, a comedian, a former conservative councillor, a novelist.”

“Difficult to see how I might be the clear front-runner in that sort of field. And there’ll be rioting in the streets of London if a Magpies supporter wins its ultimate citizen award.”

“True, it would have been in her interests to play down your North Eastern connections. And you’re not much of a football fan, are you? I’ve never heard you drone on about it. And you don’t go to matches. Only when your dad’s around. I don’t even think you’ve got a replica shirt, have you?” 

“One. About two sizes too small, with ‘Shearer’ written on the back.”

“Means nothing to me. I’m a Donnington supporter. But you’re right. Maybe your sister isn’t behind it. If it was six fabulously wealthy rogues versus you, or if there was less about your connection to the so-called beautiful game, I’d be convinced. But a female DJ, a community worker, a pub landlord? Where’s the glory in raising their hopes only to dash them? It certainly doesn’t sound like her.”

“There’s no second prize?”

“Nothing. Only the five million, ‘to be awarded in a special ceremony on the top floor of 30 St Mary Axe’ – the Gherkin – ‘in exactly twenty-eight days from now.’ Which means, aha! all we have to do is find out who booked it! I genuinely don’t think it is her, now we’ve talked. I might ring Ruby Parker and ask if I can spearhead the investigation.”

“Good luck with that. She’s not keen on people working cases they’ve a personal involvement in.”

“You and me, you mean? Oh, I think that would work in my favour. Me investigating you, when you’re a suspect in something: no. Me trying to help you when you’re in trouble: obviously, yes. I’d be doubly effective. Who else could be relied on to give a hundred per cent round the clock?”

“How do I win? If people have to vote for me, I’ve no chance.”

“They don’t. It’s - ”

“Whereabouts would you like dropping?” the taxi driver asked as they crossed Lambeth Bridge.

“I’d better go,” Mordred told Phyllis. “We’ve arrived. I’ll talk to you later. Horseferry Road,” he told the driver. “Corner of Thorney Street.”

“Best of luck,” Phyllis said. 

She hung up. She was obviously overflowing with ideas about how to ride to his rescue, and talking to him in person had served all the use it was going to.

He looked at his phone as the car pulled to a halt. 43 missed calls. Bloody hell.

He paid the driver, got out and scanned the list as he walked. Six from his sisters – including two from Hannah - four from Alec, two from his parents. Good God, there were people he hadn’t spoken to in years here. And sixty-two texts, all, by the looks of them, variations on ‘Congratulations!’

Alec had left a voicemail. “John, if you haven’t yet seen tonight’s Evening Standard, I strongly advise you to get hold of a copy – even if you have to pick one out of a bin – and turn to the centre pages. You’ve been shortlisted for some sort of competition. If you’re not responsible – and I hardly think you’d put a hole in your own head – perhaps think about who might be. My guess is, your big sister. Failing that, Soraya Snow. If you need help fending off Ruby Parker, give me a call. Remember that guy outside the Barley Mow who said - ”

Mordred hung up and climbed the steps to the front door of Thames House. Colin Bale stood in his usual place, his face completely unreadable. “Er, are congratulations in order, John?” he asked, as Mordred signed the register.

“Commiserations more like.”

“Ruby Parker’s expecting you. I imagine you already know that. She’s in her office.”

“Thanks.”

He took the lift to Basement One, walked the short distance to her door and knocked. Her ‘Enter’ was usually a good indicator of how your meeting was likely to go. This one didn’t sound half as apoplectic as he expected. 

He obeyed to find her sitting behind her desk. She had a copy of The Evening Standard open at the centre pages. “Sit down, John,” she said neutrally. “I’ve just been speaking to Phyllis. She’s just about managed to persuade me that your sister’s not behind this. You do realise that, professionally, it could be bad for you? Not as bad as retirement, but at the very least it would mean you having to take lessons on how to spy in plain sight.”  

“I’m already a tiny bit famous,” he replied. “We’ve always recognised that.”

“You exhausted Andy Warhol’s five minutes a few years ago,” she said. “I don’t think many people today would recognise your face on the strength of your family connections, impressive though they are. No, before this came up, you were making a very satisfactory return to obscurity.”

“I’ve no idea where it came from,” he said. 

“I’ve been on the phone to The Evening Standard, and interestingly, they don’t know either. You’ll notice it’s a sponsored pull-out. A glorified advert, in other words, and not actually the Standard itself. Evgeny Lebedev’s a big supporter of press freedom. Providing advertisers don’t breach his paper’s policies prohibiting promotion of inequality, racism, illegal activity, etcetera, they’ll usually find ready acceptance. Don’t forget, this is a free newspaper: advertising’s how it makes its revenue.”

“You mention ‘illegal activity’. What about breaching the data protection act?”

“You mean, the Standard? From their point of view, ‘shortlist’ implies prior rounds, at which the candidates’ consent would already have been procured. And, of course, there’s supposedly five million pounds on offer. Who wouldn’t want a one in ten chance of that? On this occasion, a certain incautiousness on its part was probably to be expected. It’s certainly understandable.”

“Were there any prior rounds?”

“Not that we’ve so far been able to discover. You’ve got to remember, MI7 found out about this at roughly the same time you did, about an hour ago. We’ve had very little time to dig, but we’ve a lot of people working on it.”

“Someone at the Standard must have taken a name when they accepted the advert? And what about bank account details? Whoever placed the ad must have paid up front.”

“As I say, John, we’re working on it. But we need you to do something as a matter of urgency.”

“Call Hannah.”

“The fact is, all Phyllis’s arguments to the effect that your sister’s not behind this only merely add up to a convincing case that she didn’t micro-manage it. But Hannah may be responsible for the overall idea. She might have hired others to flesh out the details.”

“We’re running a big risk of making this all about me. There are nine other candidates.”

“From our point of view, and until we discover otherwise, it is all about you. Granted, we’ve no idea who might benefit from exposing you to public scrutiny in this way, or why they’ve chosen such a roundabout way of going about it, but we can’t afford to be complacent. Now, stop prevaricating. I need you to ring your sister. I want you to record your conversation, and then I want you to send the MP3 to Tariq for analysis. I need you to ask her directly whether she’s responsible for the Ultimate Londoner competition, and, if not, whether she nominated you. And if the answer to both those questions is no, whether she knows who did. If at all possible, ask to speak to Soraya Snow, and ask her the same questions. And put it on speakerphone. I need to hear what she has to say. Afterwards, I may have to ask you your opinion: whether you think your sister was lying at any point in your conversation. You’re good at detecting telling voice modulations. But I won’t take your verdict as final. Are you happy with all that?”

Mordred sighed. “Probably not in the Pharrell Williams sense, but I can live with it.”

“In your own time then.”

He went to Contacts and pressed Call. It rang four times, then Hannah’s voice. “John! Oh my God! Did you get my text? Congratulations!”

“Thank you. I - ”

“You’ll have to keep the paper. I haven’t got a copy. I’m in Berlin now, with the band. Tim sent me a photo. Bloody hell, you’re a dark horse! I don’t even know what it is. What is it? ‘Ultimate Londoner’: what do you have to do? How did you get nominated? It says ‘shortlist’!”

“I know. I - ”

“Mum and Dad are over the moon. Mind you, you shouldn’t have told them you’re a bloody Newcastle fan. Couldn’t you have said Arsenal or Tottenham, or West Ham? Even bloody Leyton Orient would have been better than Newcastle! You do realise you’ve thrown it away, don’t you? Anyway, well done. It’s still a fantastic achievement. And at least you’ve been true to your roots. Even though you’re not what I’d call a proper football fan. You’re an idiot, really.”

“Thanks.”

“Still, good for your CV. And a swanky dinner at the Gherkin, eh?”

“Listen, Hannah, I - ”

“Are you okay? You don’t sound as over the moon as you should be. Sorry, I probably shouldn’t have said all that stuff about Newcastle. Look, it won’t necessarily scupper you. What the hell do I know? I should just keep my big trap shut. Anyway, it must be working for you. You wouldn’t have got this far otherwise.”
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