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​Chapter 1: The Mystery of the Grumpy Parker
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The most memorable thing about the drive to the Shard came just as they left Thames House. A dishevelled man of about sixty came out of nowhere and hammered on the car window.

“John Mordred! I need to speak to you, John!”

Mordred, blond, thirty-two and clean-shaven, sat on the back seat next to his boss, Ruby Parker, a small black woman with a severe expression and her hair in a bun. Both jumped at the interruption. A couple of policemen rushed in, dragged the interloper away, and the car resumed its journey. Kevin, the driver, made momentary eye-contact with Mordred via the rear-view mirror. He didn’t look pleased, but then, he never did.

“What was that?” Ruby Parker said. 

“No idea,” Mordred replied. “And I’ve no idea how he knew my name.”

But she was on the phone. “Colin, the police have just picked up a - man outside the vehicle entrance. Tell them to hang on to him until I return. And find out how on earth he managed to get within ten yards of us.” She hung up and turned back to face Mordred. “You’ve never seen him before? He seemed to know you.”

She surely couldn’t expect him to repeat that he didn’t know whoever it was? “I tend not to keep company with the kind of people who throw themselves at cars shouting my name. There are lots of ways he might have looked me up. I’m pretty much MI7’s agent in plain sight nowadays. My feeling is he’s a journalist of some kind.”

“What makes you say that?”

“The way he addressed me. My full name to attract my attention, then that pleading tone when he repeated my Christian name alone.” 

“Assuming you’re right, it simply begs the question.”

“I don’t know what a journalist would want with me. We’ll have to ask him. Later.”

They lapsed into silence. Ruby Parker had become increasingly irritable lately - something to do with encroaching old age and the proximity of retirement perhaps – and he’d followed suit as a defensive measure. Right now, they were on their way to the Shard to discuss disinformation with some of the country’s top newspaper editors. It wasn’t a meeting she considered worth the journey. Roger Crittle, Chair of The Culture, Media and Sport Committee’s Inquiry into ‘fake news’, had insisted she go and, by all accounts, she’d felt tempted to tender notice of her retirement/resignation there and then. It was a nonsense engagement.

Which entailed that taking Mordred was equally pointless. “I want you to observe their body language,” she’d told him lamely. “See if they’ve a hidden agenda of any kind. If you’re lucky, and it comes to an investigation, I’ll put you in charge. But don’t build your hopes up.”

Build his hopes up: about heading a probe into more up-to-date, specifically British versions of Pizzagate and the transgender tampon. She wasn’t the only one who’d felt momentarily tempted to resign.

Not that it would come to that. She was going to take an awful lot of convincing by men and women she normally held in contempt. In fact, given her general approach to life nowadays, it would be a miracle if it didn’t all end in tears.

Rain drove through the streets. The Thames was brown and restless. Beyond its banks, commuters battled with umbrellas and copies of Metro on their heads, keeping close to the buildings and trying to forge ahead at the usual speed. An old man in a cloth cap dropped a purple folder and stopped suddenly to retrieve it. A woman in a Burberry mac bumped into him and spilt her coffee. They shouted at each other. She disappeared into the crowd. A seagull half-swooped on something that wasn’t there.

What if it wasn’t Ruby Parker, but him? He mentally reviewed their conversation. How he’d said, We’ll have to ask him. Later. Brusque? Yes. A bit sarcastic-sounding even. 

And yet she hadn’t risen to the challenge. She’d just gone quiet.

A year ago, he’d never have spoken to her – or anyone – like that. Who did he think he was?

“I didn’t mean to sound offhand,” he told her. 

“Understood,” she said without interest. “Kevin, would you mind switching the radio on, please? I’d like to hear the news.”

Mordred contained a sigh, breathing in sharply but exhaling in silence so she wouldn’t notice. They took a right turn at Big Ben and crossed Westminster Bridge. The number of men and women in suits seemed to increase for a moment, then everything went back to normal: the same old shabby, shambolic mix of people with no apparent long-term reason for being here, and who looked miserable. The car was soundproofed, so everything outside happened in silence like some sort of lacklustre documentary on mute. Then the radio came on.

“... Former Holby City actress, Dinah Qureshi, is to stand as Labour candidate in the Stoke by-election, it was announced today. Ms Qureshi, forty-two, said she intends to work hard to protect the interests of vulnerable and marginalised people from what she called, ‘the continual onslaughts of government policy’. Locally, she is expected to face opposition over Labour’s plans to ....” 

Still, it was a trip to the Shard. Hannah, his sister, regularly paid twenty-five pounds just to get through the front door, and that was in advance. Here, he was getting in for free, with a meal into the bargain. Probably quite a good one, since if Roger Crittle knew what he was doing, he’d have broadcast that Ruby Parker was no pushover; that a cheeseburger and a Diet Coke just wouldn’t cut it.

“In Washington, earlier today, the FBI released a picture of a man they urgently want to question in connection with the Wikileaks disclosures into Hillary Clinton’s hacked email account: Swedish national, Marit Olofsson. Deputy Director of the CIA, Marton Hamilton, said...” 

Of course, no matter how good the food, if the company wasn’t congenial, it was never that enjoyable. At best, you ended up not hungry any more. 

He’d already looked over the dramatis personae. Some of them he knew from Private Eye’s regular ‘Street of Shame’ section: Colum Palingrove, editor of The Daily Express; ‘Mad’ Mike Grimes, of The Daily Mail; Sheila ‘on holiday’ Cleese, The Star; Dermot Forsyth, The Sun, and one or two others. Private Eye didn’t make them sound very congenial.

Which of them had sent the man who’d hammered on the car? 

It probably didn’t work like that any more, editors despatching journalists to cover specific stories. Probably everyone was freelance nowadays. Crossed lines, most likely. A badly misjudged attempt at a scoop. He’d probably be in big trouble when he got back to the office.

Ruby Parker’s phone dinged. She took it out, looked at it, and showed it to Mordred. A head and shoulders photo of the culprit himself. Shoulder-length greasy hair, bulbous nose and a touch of strabismus – eyes pointing in different directions.  “You were quite right,” she said: “he is a journalist, although he doesn’t look much like one. Older than your average, for a start. Roy Bardsley, he’s called. You’re absolutely certain you don’t recognise him?”

It was a sincere question so he took a sincere look at the picture. “I’m pretty sure I’ve never clapped eyes on him before. I’ve certainly never met him to talk to, although ...”

“Although what?”

“He does look like he’s pretty much fallen on hard times lately. Even taking a possible rapid deterioration into account, though, I’m still ninety-nine per cent confident.”

She returned the phone to her pocket. “Let’s not overcomplicate matters then.”

She folded her hands in her lap and turned to look out of the window. He heard her exhale a small sigh.

At least she hadn’t gone: ninety-nine isn’t good enough, John; I need you to be a hundred! like some people might have.  No way of responding to that, except with a long argument full of arcane examples. Presumably, she no more wanted to go down that road than he did.

The car took a left turn and accelerated slightly. The radio spoke of Donald Trump, Theresa May and the NHS. Then travel bans, repression in Turkey, Russian military manoeuvres in the Pacific, Alexei Navalny, car bombs in Iraq, North Korean long-range missiles, another dead celebrity.

No wonder everyone out on the streets looked so depressed. In the canteen, some people said they couldn’t remember feeling this pessimistic about the world. Brian, Lord of Powerpoint, claimed he hadn’t known anything like it since the Winter of Discontent in ‘78, but that had been specifically British: today was international and more like the 1930s. To cap it all, Phyllis claimed it was actually his fault – or that of people exactly like him. Always railing at the corruption of ‘the political class’, Mordred and his clones had effectively cleared the road for a bunch of boorish dilettantes. 

Still, she loved him.

The car purred to a halt. The Shard towered above them like a thin, glass Mount Everest, its top actually enshrouded in mist. Kevin jumped out, unfurled an umbrella and opened Ruby Parker’s door for her. He followed her round and handed Mordred the umbrella.

“I take it this isn’t for me?” Mordred said ironically.

As usual, Kevin ignored him. He got back in the car and drove away. Ruby Parker was already on her way inside the building. She’d tied a clear plastic rain bonnet over her hair. She removed it when they reached the entrance. Now that they’d left the car, their height differential became obvious. He was at least a foot taller than her. 

So why did he feel so much smaller?

A guide – male, late-thirties, thin moustache and Armani suit - was waiting to meet them at reception. He checked them in, fawned over them – so sorry about the weather, I hope you had a pleasant journey notwithstanding, on behalf of everyone here welcome to the Shard - and escorted them to the lift. They ascended to floor forty-four and stepped out into a plush corridor of immaculate wallpaper, barely visible spotlights and gold-framed oil paintings. 

The guide walked forward ten paces and stopped before one of the doors on the left. He waited till his two charges were stationary behind him, smiled at them and knocked. He put his head close so he could hear even the faintest call to enter.

The door opened. A red-faced man of about fifty with a comb-over and a crumpled suit stood facing them with a defiant grin, just as if he’d done something wrong and dared them to say anything. “Welcome,” he said. “We’ve been waiting. Come in. We didn’t expect you to be this long.”

He stood aside. The Armani guide reversed, turned, and left them. Ruby Parker led the way into the room.

For some reason, the blinds were closed. There were half-full bowls of crisps and nuts dotted on the low surfaces, along with six empty cans of lager and a half-empty bottle of Bordeaux. Six lugubrious men in suits sat on two sofas, their feet planted on the carpet, legs apart and leaning forward with a somehow disreputable, irate air. On a third settee, a middle-aged woman in a designer jacket sat nursing a glass of wine. Everyone looked at Ruby Parker as if she was already trying their patience. The woman swilled her wine round and downed it. The room smelt of alcohol and sweat. So much for the great meal.

The man who’d ushered them in closed the door and came to stand beside Ruby Parker. He ignored Mordred as if he were a mere handbag-carrier.

“Now, Ruby,” he said pointing to his chest, “I’m Dermot Forsyth, Sun.” Pointing again: “Colum Palingrove, Daily Express; Mike Grimes, Daily Mail; Chapman Paine, Sunday Times; the lovely, lovely Sheila Cleese, of the Star; Tim Chambers, Evening Standard; Robin Goode, Metro; Lucien Haq, Independent. Everyone: meet Ruby Parker, the lovely Ruby of MI5. Or six.” He tapped his nose and laughed. “If I told you which one – five or six - I’d have to kill you, eh? Sit down, sit down – if you can find a place to park. Move up, Sheila, you fat cow!” He laughed again. “Just joking. Sheila’s lovely, really. Absolutely lovely. We all are. And she’s not at all fat. Or a cow.”

“Piss off,” Sheila said, in such a way as to suggest she wasn’t really offended. She moved up and patted the seat next to her.

“Who are you, by the way?” Forsyth asked Mordred.

“I’m simply here in a secretarial capacity,” Mordred replied.

Forsyth laughed and patted his shoulder. “If you told me your name, you’d have to kill me, eh? Sit down. Sit next to your boss. Drink? We’ve got everything: lager, bitter, even Bordeaux – if you can prise it off the lovely Sheila. And if you’re hungry, there’s nuts and crisps. Nuts, three types of Walker’s – salt ‘n vinegar, cheese ‘n onion, ready salted - Stella, John Smith’s, table red: that’s as fancy as it gets with us. We’re straightforward men and women, deep down. Plain speaking, and in touch with the masses. No pretentions here.”  

As he sat down, Mordred suddenly noticed a man sitting alone on a dining chair in the corner of the room. About sixty, dark hair, pinstripe suit and spectacles, slightly Gestapo-looking. Forsyth apparently noticed him looking.

“I see you’ve noticed one of our owners. The reclusive Lord Westmere. Mostly lives in France for tax reasons. Bit of a - ”

“I’m bloody warning you, Dermot,” Robin Goode said, standing up. “I’ll bloody punch your bloody lights out if - ” 

Everyone got to their feet and began remonstrating. Goode and Forsyth were mock-restrained by the others and ended up laughing and sitting next to each other with their hands on each other’s thighs. 

Mordred noticed that Ruby Parker was subtly aghast and apparently looking for a way to back out. Sitting next to Sheila Cleese would trap her for the foreseeable future. At the very least, she wanted to remain standing; that was obvious. But how – without giving offence? Perhaps this was what she’d brought him along for? To save her?

She drew herself to her full height, which wasn’t very tall, but still seemingly above everyone else in the room, Mordred included. 

“I’m very much afraid I didn’t expect the meeting to be this informal,” she said. She had turned to face Lord Westmere, and her remark was addressed exclusively to him. She made no move to sit down, and no one looking at her would have said she had any intention of doing so.

Suddenly, she had control. A kind of chill silence fell on the room like an adult had entered and caught the occupants doing something shameful. Mordred saw Westmere’s body-language change. From detached superiority, it expressed mortification and even deference. He squirmed slightly and stood up.  

“Maybe we should get to the point,” he said. His voice was high-pitched, and hoarse enough to suggest he hadn’t expected to use it. He trembled a little, almost certainly in the knowledge that he’d deliberately let things get out of hand. He came to stand next to Ruby Parker like he was joining forces with her, and when he continued, it was to the editors. 

“You should all be aware that I’m friends with Rupert and Evgeny and Jonathan,” he said. “We tend to think alike. I’m sure we’d all want you to show Ms Parker all due respect as a senior member of Her Majesty’s Security Services. Dermot, I think you agreed to act as spokesperson?”

Sheila Cleese groaned. Forsyth cleared his throat and got up as if he was about to sing.

“I – we - can’t reveal our sources,” he said, in a serious tone as if nothing discourteous or ostentatious had ever happened. “But we’ve strong evidence the Russians are planning a fake news campaign with the goal of getting their candidate into ten Downing Street. Their principal outlet, at least in the early stages, will be The Daily Messenger, a new kid on the block, bought via a tortuous connection of shell companies going fifteen, twenty, a hundred times through Luxembourg, the Cayman Islands and the Crown Dependency of Jersey in a zillion different directions: anyone who knows, knows it’s owned by Russia. I don’t just mean Russians. I mean, Russia. Moscow. The Kremlin.”

“Their candidate is Dinah Qureshi,” Mike Grimes said. “Former Holby City actress and prospective Labour MP for Stoke. A black Brexiteer with a populist touch and outspoken views on national security, as I’m sure you know. It’s early days, but the next election isn’t till 2020.”

“Which is time enough,” Tim Chambers said. “Especially when you consider that no one likes the Tories any more, yet Labour’s as much use as an ashtray on a motorbike. All it needs is someone a bit more credible to take over from Corbyn. Nobody currently inside the Parliamentary party fits the bill. They’re tramps and misfits.”

“We didn’t bring you here to do anything about it,” Forsyth said. “We don’t expect you to believe us, especially since we’re pledged to protect our sources. But watch it happen. Just watch it happen. If you don’t believe us, which you won’t, just wait and see. That’s all I’ll say.”

Ruby Parker turned to Mordred. “John, fetch me a chair from the table, would you?”

He obliged and she sat down and Sheila Cleese laughed. “Good God, don’t tell me she’s actually taking us seriously!” 

“It’s not a bloody joke, Sheila,” Tim Chambers said. “You probably think this is utter overkill, Ms Parker: eight of the country’s most senior media executives – nine, counting Lord W - in the same room just to tell you something that could probably be passed on in a two-minute phone call by an intern, but the fact is, we don’t fully trust each other.”

“We all need to know that you’ve been told,” Forsyth said. “We need to see it, feel it, touch it, taste it.”

“Actually told,” Mike Grimes added. “So there’s no doubt in any of our minds. And so we all told you together. Now, if we later publish fake news by mistake – any of us – we’ll know that we did our best to alert you to the problem at source.”

Sheila Cleese poured herself another glass of wine. “It’ll be your fault,” she said. “And having said that, I’m done. Time to head back to the office.”

“Can I ask, do you think Dinah Qureshi herself is aware of any of this?” Ruby Parker asked.

Everyone had gathered their coats. Mike Grimes picked up an umbrella. “Shouldn’t think so,” he said, as if it was none of his business any more. “You let them get a nibble of power, get a taste for it, then you reel ‘em in with the promise of more. Difficult to know what real power’s like till you’ve had a bit. Then you’re usually hooked. Dinah Qureshi will be. She likes sounding off, and she’s got a pretty high opinion of herself. Both good qualifications. When the Russians come knocking, say a year from now, she’ll wrestle with her conscience for... oh, I don’t know: ten minutes? – then she’ll choose the lovely, lovely Dinah Qureshi, and it’ll be a done deal.”

“We know she’s super-confident,” Forsyth added. “According to what we’ve all heard, she likes to live life on the edge. Done things I wouldn’t have published, but the red-tops over here might have. Except she knows what strings to pull, super-injunction-wise. Given one indiscretion, you might say she’s slippery; given two, careless; any more, that she truly believes she’s Teflon-plated. Thanks for listening. It’s goodnight from me and it’s goodnight from him. Have a nice journey back.”

The door was open. The editors piled out like they’d emerged from a sleepwalk and couldn’t imagine what they were doing here. In the corridor, Mordred heard the lift ping, then a collective shuffle forward, a little jostling, and then the sealing of the doors and silence. He and Ruby Parker were alone with Lord Westmere.

“John, would you mind closing the door, please?” Ruby Parker said, without getting up. “I take it you’ve no objection to me asking a few further questions, Lord Westmere?”

“Call me Clarence,” he said like he was issuing a command.

“Sit down,” she told him in the same tone.

He made the mistake of sitting on the sofa, which put him several inches beneath her relatively high dining chair, and three feet beneath Mordred, who was still standing. Prime position for a bollocking, except he probably wouldn’t get one. One of the many perks of a peerage.

She took out her phone and looked at it. It was the photo of the man who’d banged on the car, earlier. She showed it to Westmere.

“Do you recognise this man?” 

Westmere took a close look. “No. Should I?”

She said nothing, but looked again at her phone and swiped. A slab of text, which she skim-read before switching it off and returning it to her bag.

“If the trail that leads from The Daily Messenger to the Kremlin is so incredibly ‘tortuous’,” she said, “how do you know there weren’t planted diversions? With respect, it would certainly serve your interests to see one of your competitors suppressed.”

“I’m not asking you to ‘suppress’ it, nor any such thing. We don’t live in a police state. Not yet, anyway. I’m just serving a warning. As my patriotic duty.”

“I repeat: how can you be so sure you’ve followed the right trail?”

He shifted uncomfortably in his seat and gave an awkward smile. “Very well. I thought you might ask that. I’m what’s sometimes called a ‘tax avoider’. Not an evader, an avoider. Entirely legal - and sensible. But I have some very creative accountants. And that’s how I know.”

“You’re saying they also work for The Messenger?”

“My knowledge is based on the fact that they told me. No more than that. They’re one hundred per cent reliable, so I believe them. I’ve also been assured that there’s nothing illegal involved – I mean in terms of criminal wrongdoing by The Messenger. I only thought it as well to let you know.”

Ruby Parker shook her head. “Sorry, that doesn’t make sense.”  

He frowned. “What part?”

“Your accountants told you, and that’s how you knew.”

He chuckled. “Now I’m the one who’s baffled. What’s wrong with that?”

“It fails to account for everyone else in the room until a few moments ago. Unless your accountants told the entire Fourth Estate.”

“The chain of events went like this. My accountants told me. I passed it on to the other media proprietors, my professional friends and rivals, as a warning of kinds – partly patriotic, as now, partly pragmatic: fake news tends to spiral out of control: if everyone gets caught up in it, and it’s selling – and we all know sensation sells – then you feel tempted to get in on the act. Of course you do. You put your qualms on the back burner when there’s money to be made and a newspaper to keep afloat. Well, anyway, the owners passed it on to their editors, and the editors did a little asking about and they connected it to Dinah Qureshi. I don’t know how. Off the record, I suspect they may have infiltrated The Messenger, journalistically speaking. Anyway, it’s not implausible. As a favour, they allowed me to attend their little ‘brief the spies’ meeting. But I wasn’t expected to speak.”

“Am I permitted to talk to your accountants?”

“I won’t give you their names. Even at my level, ‘protection of sources’ has a certain moral currency. Of course, you can probably discover their names for yourself, especially with all the new powers Theresa May’s given you. I’m pretty sure you can discover anything you want nowadays, within reason. Which is why I came to you, of course. But given all that, I very much hope you can get to the bottom of things without metaphorically subpoenaing my poor bookkeepers.”

“They must have known what they were letting themselves in for when they informed you.”

“Equally, you must have people at Thames House, or even Vauxhall Cross, who can do the same thing? It would need cross-checking anyway.”

She sighed. “I’ll do my best. I can’t promise anything.”

“Of course not. Can I ask that you let me know what you find?”

“Unless you hear back from us: nothing.”

“Put it another way, then. How long would you expect that to take?”

“A week, perhaps. Two, at the outside. But I’ll be brutally honest, it strikes me as exceptionally unlikely that we’d discover that The Kremlin owned anything of the sort you’ve described. If it was cautious enough to set up a labyrinth of subsidiary owners, the whole thing would almost certainly terminate with a proxy. Just in case someone did manage to follow Ariadne’s thread.”

“In which case, you may be reduced to doing what Mr Forsyth envisaged a moment ago: watching and waiting.”

She stood up. “Thank you for your time, Lord – er, Clarence.”

“A pleasure.”

He held the door for her and waited till she and Mordred had exited before accompanying them to the lift and the ground floor. They separated at reception with a handshake and a few other conventional courtesies. Westmere’s car was waiting for him outside and when he got in and left, Kevin pulled up. Ruby Parker re-tied her rain-bonnet, Mordred raised the umbrella and Kevin got out in readiness to hold her door. 

“Well, John,” she said a few minutes’ later, when they joined the traffic on Borough High Street, “I’m sorry, but it looks as if you probably are going to have to head an investigation into this. Now Lord Westmere’s involved, the Home Secretary will almost certainly insist on playing the ‘better safe than sorry’ card. I didn’t tell you earlier, because I didn’t think we’d reach this point, but this is the third claim about an impending fake news campaign we’ve had in the last ten days. They all point the finger at Russia, as, of course, they would. I think it’ll be a simple matter of debunking. It needn’t take long.”

“That’s okay,” he replied.

“I had no idea Lord Westmere would be there. I was told it was simply an editors’ meeting. Those people are usually easy to manage. A conspiracy of owners is a different matter. Politically, much more highly charged.”

“No matter. It should be a simple matter of ticking boxes. I’ll get someone qualified to look into The Messenger – offshore finance isn’t my strong point – and I’ll see what else I can dig up. Have the police found anything out about Roy Bardsley, our journalist, yet?”

“It turns out he’s working for The Daily Messenger. So a possible lead, at least.”

“Any idea what he wanted with me?”

“He won’t say. He may not even know. I understand he’d been drinking. In any case, the police have ruled out violent intent of any kind. I instructed them to release him on the understanding that you’ll catch up with him later. We’ve got virtually no grounds for holding him and if we keep his goodwill, he might be more helpful: that’s your usual approach, isn’t it?”

She and he were apparently friends again. Handing him a duff investigation made her somehow feel indebted to him. But he could live with that. It was important for people to get along. Especially employees and their bosses. It might not necessarily last... 

He noticed Kevin looking daggers at him in the rear-view. 

He smiled in return. “Pretty much my usual approach, yes,” he said. 
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Chapter 2: Dinner and Death
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That evening, he took Phyllis out to an MI7 ‘approved’ Turkish restaurant on Ark of the Covenant Street, four doors down from the Roundhead Club in Whitehall. Phyllis was his girlfriend of a year. They were about the same age, and they worked in the same building at the same rank, which some people held spelt doom for a relationship, but, well, it hadn’t so far. Phyllis was tall, slim and always well-dressed. She’d been a model in a previous life. Before that, she’d done a spell in the army. 

She wore a lilac dress beneath a suede overcoat. He’d dressed in his black suit and put a flowery tie on. They sat at the back of the room, as always, despite the waiter’s best efforts to put them beside the window. ‘Approved’ notwithstanding, you never knew who might be watching a couple of spies from across the street. In any case, the front window was too small for a human advertisement, and this part of the city was too out-of-the-way, and it was too cold. Mordred ate zeytinyaglilar - braised vegetables - and Phyllis had fried mussels. 

“I’ve spent nearly all morning looking into top-secret stuff that I can’t possibly tell you about,” she said. “So don’t ask. I’m wearing my grandmother’s earrings: a topic for neutral conversation.” She pushed back her hair and turned her head both ways so he could see.  

“Very nice,” he replied. “What other jewellery of hers do you have?”

“A brooch. Wedgewood. I rarely put it on.”

“Grandmother on which side of the family?”

“My mum’s.”

“And did she give you her jewellery in person, or is she ...?”

“She’s still in the land of the living, thank you. She gave me it when I was a girl, I think to keep me quiet during a particularly boring visit sometime one evening, midwinter. I was about eight. It’s got very little sentimental value. Of course, that’ll change when she...”

“Dies, yes. And did you have pierced ears when you were eight?”

“She gave me the earrings much later. The brooch came first.” 

“Cool.”

“So how was your day?”

“That’s classified information,” he replied. 

“I understand you’re going to be heading the fake news investigation.”

“Er, how did you find that out?”

“I’m a spy, remember,” she said, lowering her voice even further.

“So am I, but I didn’t know what you were doing today!”

“Because you’re not really interested, John, that’s the truth.” She waved her fork in a circle. “Joke. It was a joke. Alec thinks it’s hilarious, by the way. He can’t wait to find you in the canteen.”

“Does everyone know?”

“Only very important people. Me, Annabel, Alec, Edna, maybe Ian. Men and women with great hairstyles and top-level clearance.” 

“What else do you know?”

“I’ve no idea how to answer that question,” she said airily. “It’s too wide.”

“‘The fake news investigation’. ‘The’, not ‘a’. It implies you know something about it in itself, quite apart from my involvement. Like it was a done deal before my arrival.”

She sat up, apparently taken aback, and grinned. “That’s very observant of you, John. Most people wouldn’t have noticed so apparently insignificant a slip of the tongue, but you didn’t even have to think about it. That’s why I love you. Apart from your masculine physique, of course. You’re clever.”

“And so?”

“You’re mainly right. It probably wasn’t a ‘done deal’, however. More like an ever increasing likelihood. I’ll tell you what: you tell me about your day, and I’ll tell you what I know about your investigation. I promise you’ll like it. It involves Nigel Farage and JK Rowling.” 

They went silent to allow the waiter to take their plates away. They ordered main courses, relinquished their menus and drank the white wine. Mordred told her about his visit to the Shard, removing the names of actors and locations and leaving the conclusion vague. She nodded as she read between the lines.

“Last week, we had a Russian ‘defector’,” she said. “Minor diplomat, active in the technological section of the London embassy. Could be a ‘double-agent’ – talk about echoes of the Cold War, my God! We – Me, Annabel, Alec - rendezvoused with him at The Bangor Elite Hotel in Knightsbridge. His story: Moscow’s set to manoeuvre an unlikely candidate into 10 Downing Street in 2020. Naturally, fake news is set to play a big part.” 

“I take it this is the Nigel Farage story.”

“Correct.”

“You’d need some pretty spectacular fake-newsery. He couldn’t even win in South Thanet.”

“That was different. In general elections, most people in this country only know two parties, and neither is UKIP. Let’s say he does a bit of an ideological about-turn, oh, I don’t know, about this time next year? Not much of one. After all, most people know nothing about his economic thinking. Say he joins the Labour party. Then he starts banker-bashing and sounding off about ‘draining the swamp’ – not those exact words, of course – and Tory-baiting and so on. Yes, he’d have to eat a bit of humble pie, obviously. But half the Labour rank and file – the working-class, northern half – probably quite like him already. The middle-class, southern metropolitan half might well come round, especially if he was riling Theresa May and David Davis sufficiently. Nowadays, you need less than forty per cent of the popular vote to get an overall majority in Parliament. Do you think he could do that?”

“It’s a scenario.”

“I certainly wouldn’t bet against it.”

“What about JK Rowling? Where does she come into this?”

“Intercepted communiques, this time: Russia’s embassy in Washington. And much less reliable. Instead of Nigel Farage, Russia backs JK Rowling. She’s already a member of the Labour Party, of course, and a vocal critic of Jeremy Corbyn. In this version of the future, she stands for Parliament, rejuvenates the Socialist movement with her magnetic personality and forthright speaking, supplants Jezza, cashes in on the unalloyed devotion of every literate Brit under thirty-five, and sweeps to victory.”

“I can’t see her being Russia’s puppet.”

“That’s partly why it’s such a stupid canard. I might write to the Kremlin and tell it to get its act together. If it’s going to come up with stories, at least make them plausible. I mean, what are the chances of you getting to interview JK Rowling on a pretext that flimsy?” 

“Or you being invited along.”

“I wouldn’t let you go alone. What if she had a knife?”

“You’re a conservative and a spy. Probably two of her least favourite things.”

“Yes, but when she got to know me... ”

“Perhaps we can talk about the situation when it arises.”

She shrugged and drank her wine. “We women tend to see past superficialities. She and I would get along like a house on fire, I’m telling you.”

Their mains arrived. As before, they stopped talking. The waiter asked them if they wanted anything else. They said no. He smiled, bowed curtly from the neck and left. 

“Wouldn’t Nigel Farage work better as a Conservative?” Mordred asked.

“Come on, John. As things stand, the Conservatives are a shoo-in for 2020. The whole I’ll-scratch-your-back thing’s only going to work for the Russians if they’re perceived to be doing someone’s party a big, big favour.”

“So it’s Nigel Farage or JK Rowling or Dinah Qureshi.”

“Theresa May doesn’t look so bad now, eh? At least she’s all British.”

“So is JK Rowling.”

“Except she only gets in after she accepts Moscow gold.”

He laughed. “Crazy alternative universe you’ve created.”

“It’s your investigation. You’d better get inside it.”

He drained his glass and poured another. He cut a slice of aubergine in two and dipped it in sauce. He looked at his plate.

“Something wrong?” she asked.

“Joking aside - I think it’s all nonsense, really, but I’m willing to play along with it for the sake of argument and a speedy ‘investigation’ – the Russians would need more than a pliable candidate. They’d need a means to smear their opponents. Where are they going to get that?”

“Now you’re thinking like a true detective.”

“Have you asked your ‘defector’?”

“No, but you can. At least you’ve got a start-point now.”

“It would be nice if I could ask Marit Olofsson.”

“The Swedish Wikileaks guy? Good luck with that. About a million people want to question him and you’d be right at the back of the queue. So unless you’ve got a plan... How are your sisters, by the way? Any chance of an imminent visit?”

“I hope not. Bit of a drastic change of subject.”

“It’s called ‘keeping the conversation alive’. I don’t want to talk about work all night. I just thought you needed cheering up. And I’d heard about your new responsibility. And obviously, I assumed – correctly – that they were connected.”

“I feel we should talk about you now. It seems selfish to keep talking about me.”

“Your sisters aren’t you.”

“Hannah’s in New York with Fully Magic Coal Tar Lounge. They’re appearing at Madison Square Garden tomorrow night. Charlotte’s in Devon making candles. Mabel’s somewhere in the Mediterranean. Julia’s in Norway. We’re quite safe here in London. Let’s talk about you now.”

“What would you like to know?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you could tell me about you and Harry Potter.”

She laughed, reached across and put her hand on his. “What a nice thing to say, John. You must really, really love me. I’m so lucky I met you.”

He realised she wasn’t joking.

One hour and another bottle of wine later, they took a taxi home. They hadn’t quite moved in together yet – he had his place, she had hers – but most nights they stayed together at one or the other. Tonight, it was his. They went in, undressed, washed, watched an episode of Midnight Diner: Tokyo Stories, had sex and slept. Sometime later, his phone rang. Unknown Caller. 2am. He got out of bed so as not to wake Phyllis, and took it through into the other room.

“Who is this?” he said.

“We met briefly outside Thames House this morning,” the voice said. “Roy Bardsley, journalist extraordinaire. Get dressed. I’ll meet you on the other side of the road.”

Mordred went to the window and looked out, staying where he knew he couldn’t be seen in return. 

It was. Or at least it looked like him. He stood beneath a street lamp, presumably so he could be identified, show he wasn’t hiding anything. He stayed there for a second, then moved into the shadows.

“What do you want that can’t be said on the phone?” Mordred asked, trying to make it sound like he was just too tired and not at all curious.

“I think I might be able to help you with this fake news investigation of yours.”

“Er ...”

Bardsley laughed. “‘Er’, how did I know? Why don’t you come down and meet me? I’ll tell you.”

“Why so insistent about the face-to-face?”

“Put it this way. If I was going to kill you, I’d hardly have accosted you outside your place of work earlier. I wouldn’t be ringing you now. I assume you have got a recording device inside your phone? Most members of the security services have.”

“How do I know you’re actually Roy Bardsley?”

“Geez, are you expecting to be bumped off or something?” 

Mordred didn’t know how to answer this. Sometime, one day, yes, he was. And he wouldn’t see it coming. 

Unintentionally, he paused long enough to provoke a continuation from Bardsley: “Firstly, you know it’s me because you saw me. Not for very long, I grant you, but you’re trained to use your eyes in MI5. Secondly, if I wanted to drag you out here, I’d probably pretend to be someone else. Hi, John, it’s your sister, Hannah, here,” he went on in a pitch-perfect imitation of Mordred’s older sister. “I was on my way to see you and I’ve just dropped my keys down a drain. Could you come out and help me retrieve them? Something like that.”  

“That’s actually very good.”

Phyllis emerged from the bedroom. “What’s going on, John? Who are you talking to?”

“Who’s that?” Bardsley said. He hung up. 

“I’ve got to go out,” Mordred said. “Sorry, Phyll. That was a certain ‘Roy Bardsley’. It’s a long story. He works for The Daily Messenger. As Ruby Parker and I were leaving Thames House this morning, he banged on the car window and called my name - ”

“Your actual name? First and second?”

He began putting his clothes on. “Yes, I know. I’m also astonished I wasn’t sacked on the spot, but after the business with Chapman Hill and then Hannah’s World War in Jersey, I’ve become a bit of a Z-list celebrity in some quarters. I think Ruby Parker accepts it. I’m a kind of midway-point between you and Alec – deliberately anon – and Edna: world famous. More towards your end of the spectrum, obviously, but still, it doesn’t completely invalidate me.”

“Would you like me to come with you? Back up?”

“Thanks, but go and get some sleep. I think Roy Bardsley’s easily scared.”

“He doesn’t have to know I’m there. And ‘Roy Bardsley’ could be anyone.”

“I know him. I saw him this morning.”

“Famous last words.” She was putting her clothes on, probably even more quickly than him. “I’ll keep out of sight.”

“I think he’ll probably be long gone by now. The Lesser Spotted Bardsley is, by nature, a timid species, and an unambiguous sighting requires much stealth and patience. I-Spy Book of Birds, page twenty-one.”

“Stop pratting around. This isn’t funny. And it’s a bad habit, always joking when you’re in danger.”

“It made me laugh.” 

“No, it didn’t.”

He picked up his keys and left the flat a second ahead of her. He sensed her descend the stairs behind him, but when he emerged onto the street, she’d vanished. 

He had to hand it to her: she was good. 

Assuming she hadn’t gone back inside. 

He recalled Bardsley veering off to the right, which was consistent with a sensible choice. That’s where most of the shops were, and your most likely chance of getting a taxi, assuming you wanted to make a quick getaway. Maybe he’d just backed up out of sight, see if he’d actually succeeded in luring Mordred outside. He must have known his chances were at least reasonable.

But if he had lingered, he wasn’t showing up. He’d gone. Mordred kept walking. 

Then he noticed someone coming towards him – at speed. And it bloody well wasn’t Bardsley.  

Mordred stopped. He didn’t know how he knew, but a fight was on the cards. Not a random one either - say a bloke from a pub, or a druggie - but a targeted one. The man before him was coming to kill him. Not just because he happened to be there. Him specifically: John Mordred.

The man stopped, slightly out of breath, when he was about five feet in front of him. He grinned. He was tall and unusually broad and if he’d been advised to choose a combat sport, it would probably have been Sumo. He had a straggly beard and eyes that seemed narrow as a result of lying behind several folds of muscle. He looked to be in his late twenties. His hands were tattooed and he wore a black satin jacket, workmen’s trousers and heavy boots.

“John Mordred,” he said in a foreign accent. Russian.

“Hi,” Mordred replied. 

Little point in asking what he wanted. Especially as he pounced almost as soon as the greeting hit the air.

Mordred dodged and turned on his heel. He stood little chance of winning a fight with this man, but outrunning him was a real possibility.

However, the man caught his belt. He was about to lose balance. He planted his left foot as firmly on the ground as he could and kicked the man’s knee, aiming for a point six inches behind it. He heard it crunch and the man buckled in pain. But he didn’t release Mordred’s belt, and the two of them fell to the floor. The man grabbed Mordred’s hair with his free hand and smashed his forehead onto the pavement. Blood appeared like it always did when you’d been seriously damaged: as a kind of impersonal apparition – it couldn’t possibly be your own. He rolled over twice, twisting the man’s hand free of his belt.

Suddenly, the man roared in agony. Although it might make him fatally vulnerable, Mordred turned onto his back to see what had happened. Instinct and curiosity made it irresistible.

Phyllis. She’d kicked the man’s legs from under him and planted two knives deep into his shoulders from behind, where he couldn’t reach them. As Mordred watched, she inserted a third, very small, one into the flesh behind his left kneecap. There was nothing frantic about her comportment; she was as clinical as an acupuncturist looking for meridians.  

She still had one knife left. He probably wasn’t going to die as a result of his injuries, but he was utterly finished as a fighter. He staggered backwards in an attempt to escape. He pulled the knife out from behind his knee and winced. Theoretically, he now had a weapon, but he was in no condition to use it. Besides, Phyllis’s body language showed him a battle could have only one outcome.

When he’d created a space of about ten yards, the man turned his back on them and hobbled away as fast as he could. Phyllis knelt down next to Mordred and took out a phone. He was very light-headed now, in a way he probably wouldn’t have been had the fight still been in progress. 

But who was he kidding? He’d be dead by now, had it not been for his wonderful girlfriend. He managed to raise himself on his elbows. A broken nose – that was the blood – and a bit of concussion. For a moment, he thought she was calling an ambulance, but it went on a bit too long for that and when he listened, it was clear she was speaking to Annabel. “Yes, the same guy,” he heard her say.  

The attacker got as far as the junction where the close met the main road, about a quarter of a mile away, where the bright lights were. They could see him clearly now, and he obviously thought he was safe, which was both correct and incorrect. Correct in that his victims weren’t after him any more; incorrect in that he’d left quite a trail of blood; enough to suggest he might die of haemorrhaging.

Out of nowhere, a 4x4 mounted the pavement at speed and rammed him. He disappeared as completely as if he’d been pinned to the front of a runaway train. The squeal of brakes, then another bang, and the 4x4 left the way it had come at the same furious velocity. People somewhere in the distance screamed.

“Scratch that,” Phyllis told Annabel, as if she’d half-expected this outcome.

Mordred closed his eyes, then opened them again and twigged. She knew exactly what was going on in a way he didn’t and couldn’t. When she’d insisted on following him outside, she’d done so in the certain knowledge that something like this was a likely prospect. Somewhere along the line, maybe yesterday, maybe a month ago, he’d been excluded from whatever loop was now dangling a bit like a noose.

Not that it mattered. They were spies. Hadn’t she told him earlier in the evening that she was working on something she couldn’t discuss? 

Still. Even so. 
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Chapter 3: Little War in London
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All the rest of that night and the whole of the succeeding morning: strange. When Herculean Assassin Man got run over, Mordred and Phyllis didn’t stick around waiting for the police. They didn’t even wait for an ambulance. They went back indoors. 

God knows what the neighbours thought. But this was Islington, and violence occasionally happened outside your front window. Mostly, you turned a blind eye. Especially two men in the middle of the night. A woman in the mix wielding a set of Sabatier Classic kitchen knives probably made you more likely to pick up the phone, but then there was always that nagging fear: what if it was a gangland feud? What if the gang members took exception to being hauled off by the police and, next evening, came knocking on your front door? Bad things went on in London. They didn’t always get reported in the papers.

Anyway, the police didn’t come. Annabel had almost certainly fired off a top-priority something or other, forestalling them at source. The weirdness arose from the fact that Mordred knew that Phyllis knew what had just happened, and why, and that she knew he knew. And that he couldn’t ask her, and she wasn’t allowed to explain.

His nose probably wasn’t broken. She sat him on a kitchen chair and put TCP on the bridge, plus a plaster. His eye was badly bruised. They didn’t say much. Mordred took out his phone and rang Roy Bardsley, but he wasn’t answering. Likely he was dead. 

“I feel bad about what just happened,” Phyllis said when they were getting back into bed. 3am. How one hour could change things. “Sometimes, I wish we weren’t spies.”

“It’s not your fault,” he said. “He came after me. He didn’t come after you. He said my name. If you hadn’t been there, I’d be kaput.”

“They were bloody brilliant knives. Excellent choice of kitchenware.”

“And I’ve still got one left.”

“I’ll buy you a new set in the morning. I mean, not that you need that many for cutting vegetables. One would probably do.”

“Better safe than sorry. With vegetables, I mean. Not with assassins.”

She sat up and punched the bed between her knees. “I’m so bloody frustrated!”

He sat up. “About what?”

“I’m sorry, but I really, really want to tell you what’s going on!”

“I like a woman who’s devoted to her duty.”

“I’m going in early tomorrow morning. I’ll need to speak to Ruby Parker, get the necessary clearance.”  

“Will you marry me?”

“What?”

“It’s just a question. I was just thinking, maybe it would be nice if I was to ask you to tie the knot and you were to say yes. I mean, nice for me. Hopefully for you too, but I don’t really care about that.”

She laughed. “How long have you been planning this?”

“Ten minutes. Five, perhaps. Thirty seconds. I don’t know. What’s it matter? It’s a genuine question.”

“You’re concussed. We’ll talk about it another time.”  

“I think - ”

“Go to sleep. And thank you.” She kissed his shoulder. “And I love you. And I’m not saying no. Stay in bed in the morning. I’ll tell everyone what happened and that I instructed you to have a rest. I want to straighten things out at work before you come in.” 

“Annabel’s probably already told Ruby Parker. You know what she’s like. She’ll have written it up in triplicate.” 

“And smoothed every complication, probably. Bless her.”
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