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THE OWL FLEW SCREAMING from the barn, its wingtips bright with flame. For a moment, silhouetted against the blank sky, it was a dying angel, scorched by its own divinity, and then it was just a sooty husk, dropping like an anvil into the nearby trees. He wondered if it would set the wood ablaze. But the trees were thickly layered with snow, and any spark that survived the fall would be smothered on contact. He turned back to the barn in time to see the roof collapse, and a cloud of dust burst upwards. Kind of beautiful, if you liked that sort of thing. This must be what got arsonists stoked.


But he was no arsonist; just following instructions. They’d burned the barn to erase their recent presence, and it hadn’t occurred to either of them that this was an extermination; that there’d be an owl inside, plus any number of mice, rats, spiders, whatever. Not that it mattered. But he should have been aware of the possibility. That way, his heart wouldn’t have leaped up his throat when the burning bird emerged, desperately hunting the last few seconds of its life.


It had found them now. Up there in the great grey yonder, while its one-time home was transformed by the miracle of flame into a smoky mass.


Something gave with a crash and a heave of sparks, and that was as good a signal as any. Time to leave.


‘We done?’ he said.


‘Not as done as that bird. What was it, a chicken or something?’


‘… That’s right. A chicken.’


Jesus Christ.


He checked the straps on his backpack, tightened the cuffs of his quilted jacket, pulled his hood up, and led the way to the footpath. Behind them smoke curled upwards, while the falling snow grew lumpier, and the world flattened to a single tone. The barn hadn’t been in use, and was miles from anywhere. The pillar of smoke would rouse attention, but they’d be long gone, their tracks covered, before any professional response arrived, and there was a ready-made scapegoat here in the wilderness: kids. Country life wasn’t all driving tractors and shovelling shit with happy grins. They’d be doing meth, white cider and setting fire to barns. That’s what he’d have done, if forced to grow up round here.


Once the bodies were found there’d be a circus, of course, but that wouldn’t happen until the flames died down. And the blood on the snow would be a muddy mess by then, trampled by the first responders.


His right cuff was too tight, so he adjusted the Velcro fastener. Better. Good jacket: kept the weather out. The woman had been wearing one similar. New-looking, though she’d managed to rip it scrambling over a fence or something, leaving a triangular tear on the right breast; a flap of fabric hanging loose, showing the spongy material beneath. As for the man, he hadn’t been dressed for the cold, and would have caught his death even without intervention.


The footpath left the cover of the trees, and they were out in the open again. The weather was coming in from the coast and they were walking towards it: on the way he’d call the boss, arrange a meeting point. With any luck, the boss would have found and killed the kid this morning, but they were boots up now anyway. Sometimes jobs went south, that was all. Sometimes colleagues got killed. When it happened you chalked it down to life-lessons, then went home and waited for the bruises to heal.


His companion spoke. ‘I could murder a drink.’


‘Not until we’re back among the lights.’


By which he meant England, obviously. There might be lights in Wales, but he wasn’t convinced they weren’t powered by hamsters on wheels.


A black shape flitted overhead, a bird heading home, and he thought about the owl again; how the flames were already consuming it as it fled the barn. He had a memory about owls: that they were omens of something, probably death. Most omens had to do with death, if horror movies were anything to go by.


He reached a stile and clambered over it. Behind them lay a few complicated days and a black curl of smoke etching an ideogram in the sky; ahead, a whitening landscape, and beyond that the sea. As he set off to meet it, he thought: that owl had been right on the money, even if late with its prediction. Death had visited the area, making a collection. It had had a tougher job than it might have expected, given that the opposition had been from some rejects’ department: Slade House? No, Slough House … Slough House, because the boss had called them ‘slow horses’. A harder job than expected, but it made no lasting difference.


The man was dead. The woman was dead.


Slough House was going to need some new slow horses.




Part One


Lame Ducks
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CITIES SLEEP WITH THEIR lights on, as if they’re afraid of the dark. Up and down their roads, clustering at junctions, streetlights make daisy chains out of the night, illuminating pavements and hiding the stars. And if, from above – from the perspective of an astronaut, say, or a reader – these chains resemble neural pathways, forging connections between a city’s hemispheres, that seems an accurate picture. For a city is made of memories, stored recollections packed into boxes of stone and metal, brick and glass, and the brighter its pathways pulse with light, the stronger those memories are. On its wider, busier thoroughfares the traces of grand events linger – royal progressions, wartime rallies, victory celebrations – while the circuses where its big roads meet nurture shades of less seemly occasions: riots and lynchings and public executions. Along its riverbanks, quiet moments promenade – a hundred thousand engagements and cuckoldings – and in the explosive glow of its transport terminals, a billion arrivals and a billion departures are recalled one by one. Some of these have left scars on its memory, others a faint graze, but all contribute to the whole, for this is what makes a city: the slow accumulation of history, of a near-infinite number of happenings in a network of streets that light up at night.


But if the grandest of these memories warrant plaques and statuary, the more private are kept out of view; or at least, stored in such plain sight that they’re unseen. Take Aldersgate Street, in the London borough of Finsbury, upon which the gross bulk of the Barbican squats like a toad. Even on the main drag, the dull weight of mediocrity hangs heavy: of all London’s memories, this undistinguished array of shops and offices is least likely to ring bells; those bright connections, firing through the night, are at their weakest here. But briefly lit by their flare, not far from the entrance to the underground, is a block four storeys tall, though it appears shorter. Its pavement-level frontage comprises a black door dusty with neglect, sandwiched between a newsagent’s and a Chinese restaurant; its facade is distempered, its guttering a mess, and the local pigeons have shown their contempt for it in the traditional manner. The one stab at respectability – the legend W. W. HENDERSON, SOLICITOR AND COMMISSIONER FOR OATHS tattooed in gilt on a second-storey window – has long since started to peel, and the unlettered windows above and below it are smeary and grey. The building is a bad tooth set in a failing mouth. Here is where nothing happens: nothing to see here. Move along.


Which is how it’s supposed to be, for this is Slough House, and Slough House deserves no attention. Should a historian attempt to penetrate its mysteries, she’d first have to negotiate a back door which sticks in all weathers, then a staircase whose creaking suggests imminent collapse, but having done so, she’d find little to exercise her notebook: just a succession of offices equipped to face the 1990s, crumbling plasterwork, and rotting splinters in the window frames. The metallic odour of an overused kettle will taint the air, and in the corners of the flaking ceilings, mould spores congregate. She’ll creep from room to room on carpets thin as motel bedsheets, place a hopeful hand on radiators that are lumps of unresponsive steel, and find no history but the desultory kind, which carries on happening out of habit alone. So she’ll pack her pen away and head back down the rackety staircase, through the mildewed yard where the dustbins live, and out into the alley, then the street, then London beyond. There’s plenty of history elsewhere. There are memories minted every minute in the wider world. There’s no reason to waste her time on this.


And once she’s gone a sigh will pass through the building, a barely noticeable exhalation that rustles papers and wobbles doors, and Slough House will know its secrets remain intact. For it has secrets: like every building in every city, Slough House is a neuron in an urban hippocampus, and retains the echo of all it’s seen and heard. Memories have stained its walls and seeped into its stairwell; they reek of failure, and have been scrubbed from the public record, but they persist, and they’re not for intruders’ eyes. Deep within the building’s bones is the knowledge that some of its rooms that held two characters now hold only one; that formerly familiar impressions – the weight of a shadow on a wall; the pressure of a foot on a staircase – occur no more. This is what memory is: an abiding awareness that some things have vanished. And this is what consciousness is: the knowledge that more absences will come.


Time passes, and the city’s lights wink out as it heaves itself awake. Memories, stirred by sleep, subside with the dawn. Snow will arrive before the week’s end, but today there is only cold grey normality. Soon the slow horses will troop in, and settle to the mind-numbing grind; mental forced marches through a landscape undistinguished by points of interest. With such tasks in front of them, the real challenge is remembering why they bother.


And while they do, Slough House goes about the daily chore of trying to forget.


The thing to remember about Roddy Ho – Roddy Ho remembered – was that Roddy was a spook, a spy, an agent. Roddy was a player.


This was why he was rustling through someone else’s wastepaper bin.


True, he’d had a bad year. Kim, his girlfriend, had turned out not to be his girlfriend, and while that particular rock had been a long time falling down the well, the splash it eventually made wasn’t one he’d forget in a hurry. He’d felt betrayed. Hurt. Had felt, moreover, unnerved when it had been pointed out how very nearly treasonous his actions had been – good job Lamb wasn’t going to see his trusted lieutenant flushed down the pipe without a fight. But now the waters were calmer two things were certain: Kim – his girlfriend – was history, and he, the Rodster, was still the brain pumping Clever through Slough House.


… while the charges pertaining to your behaviour are fully investigated you will remain assigned to …


But for a while, man, he’d gone to pieces. He’d let his beard go to hell, from soul patch to hipster mess. He’d crashed out of TerraWar VII on level two, so knew how Andy Murray had felt catching the early bus home from Wimbledon. And he’d barely bothered to bring the outrage when it was announced that the new Doctor would be a woman: let others fight the good fight. The RodMan had hung up his cape.


… shall not, until investigations have been completed to the satisfaction of this department, have contact with colleagues …


And if he’d been waiting for someone – probably Louisa; he’d have settled for Catherine – to take him aside and say concerned and soothing things, that hadn’t happened either. Then again, this made sense. You had a wounded lion in your pack – the king of the pride; your alpha beast – you didn’t fuss about it while it healed. You waited until it was strong again was what you did. And then heaved a sigh of relief that order had been restored. So that was what had been happening lately: a quiet period of recovery, respected by all around him—


… your salary and benefits to be frozen at their current …


—which was now over: he was back in the game. Women could hurt you, but they couldn’t break you. Ask Batman. Walking alone was the warrior’s way. And besides, in the days of Mama Internet, anyone can get laid – or at the very least, anyone had access to many vivid pictures of what getting laid looked like. So it could have been worse.


And what he was doing now, part of his recovery if you like, was regaining control of his environment. Because although a warrior walked alone, Ho had been assigned a stablemate. Alec Wicinski, the new guy’s name was, or Leck – Lek? – which sounded like Star Wars. Two days he’d been here, and already he’d insisted Roddy move his stuff to ‘his own side of the room’, muttering about how this was his desk, ‘for the time being’. Yeah, right. Evidently he needed a lesson about respecting his betters, which meant Roddy had to do what Roddy did best, which was saddle up, ride the Wild Web, and find out who this Wicinski guy was, and what he’d done to warrant gatecrashing Roddy’s manor.


So he’d done the obvious and dived into Service records, looking for the back story on this new comedian; info not open to casual viewers, but there was no firewall the RodMan couldn’t walk through … Except the info didn’t exist. Not just the redacted chatter about whatever mess he’d left on Regent’s Park’s carpet, but anything at all – no date of hire, no job description, no photo; nothing. It was like Alec (Lech?) Wicinski didn’t exist, or at least, hadn’t existed before setting foot in Slough House.


Which was interesting. And Roderick Ho didn’t like interesting.


What Roddy Ho liked was things done properly.


But Wicinski had been getting letters, so at least somebody thought he existed. He’d sat at Roddy’s other desk and read them sourly, as if they weren’t just bad news but confirmation of something worse, then torn them up and tossed the bits in his wastepaper basket.


You didn’t, Roderick Ho sneered, have to be Sherlock Holmes.


So he’d waited until Wicinski cleared off for the day, collected the scraps and pieced them together. Only took him forty minutes. And what he’d got was evidence, no doubt about it: a letter from HR. Stuff about not setting foot in Regent’s Park, not contacting colleagues; about ‘ongoing investigation’. ‘Charges’. That shit sounded serious. But no clues had been offered as to the nature of his sins.


Still interesting, then. Not orderly yet.


Roddy had put the pieces back in the bin, or most of them. He was on the case now. And there’d be no stopping the Rodster, now he was back in the game.


Anyway, that had been yesterday. This morning, Wicinski had sat drinking black tea, scowling and reading another letter, pages long. You could almost feel sorry for him, if that was your bag – up to the moment, anyway, that he scrumpled the pages, tossed them into the wastebasket, and stormed out the room like a monkey with a rage on.


Ho waited, but he didn’t storm back.


The pages had all landed cleanly in the basket, so props for that, but seriously, Roddy thought: the dude had looked undignified, stamping out. Gotta have respect for yourself, he thought, getting down on his knees by the bin. Gotta keep your standards up, as he started rifling through it.


He pulled out the first page, uncrumpled it.


Blank.


Odd.


He pulled out another, did the same thing.


Blank.


… What was Wicinski, some kind of fucked-up origami artist? Was that why he’d been sent to Slough House, for wasting paper? It took all kinds, Roddy would be first to admit, but seriously: this was weird shit and he didn’t like it.


Another one.


Blank.


And then another. It wasn’t until he got to the seventh sheet that Roddy found one with actual words on, and this rocked him back on his haunches a second, while he took them in.


Fuck you, you little snoop.


Now what the hell was that about?


But before he could decipher it there were other pages to uncrumple, so he plunged his hand back into the bin, touched something solid and snap – Roderick Ho screamed as pain ate him from the fingers up, Jesus, what just happened? He pulled his hand clear, throbbing in agony, and when he saw through a curtain of tears what was dangling from it, another puzzle joined the cryptic message he’d just uncovered.


Why the hell had the stupid bastard thrown away a perfectly good mousetrap?


It was funny, Louisa Guy later thought, how unused she’d become to the sound of a phone. Not a mobile, obviously, but a landline, which, with its limited repertoire, was like something from a black and white movie, in which phones were sturdy works of art, all rotary dials and clumsy black receivers. The two in her office weren’t like that, were grey push-buttons, but still: it was months since her own had uttered a peep, let alone the one on the unused companion desk. She hadn’t been expecting it. Apart from anything else, that desk belonged to a dead man.


The dead man was Min Harper.


The day, not halfway done, had already offered surprises, but even when new things happened in Slough House, they felt like old things. There’d been a text from River, bad news, but news that had been coming for a while, and no reply she could make could prevent its arrival. And then the new guy, Lech – Alec? – had been in the kitchen earlier. He’d looked the way any slow horse did the first few days; like someone had slapped him with a shovel. Last week, he’d been at Regent’s Park, and now he was here, and the distance between the two was the kind that, if you stared into it, it stared back. Nothing she could do about that even if she’d wanted to – and there was reason to feel wary around new intake – but her inability to do anything for River Cartwright maybe softened her a bit, enough to offer advice. Not because the new guy was about to step into deep shit, but because even shallow shit got everywhere if you didn’t watch what you were doing.


So she said, ‘Not that one.’


‘… Huh?’


‘Not that mug.’


He’d been reaching for Clint Eastwood, which wasn’t going to make anyone’s day if Roderick Ho found out.


‘Your office-mate gets touchy if other people use his stuff.’


‘… Seriously?’


‘Famous for it.’


‘Talk about anal.’


‘… Yeah, a word to the wise? Don’t say that in front of Lamb. He’ll take it as an invitation.’


Which was enough to be getting on with. Any more would count as spoilers. So she just added, ‘Good luck,’ and carried her coffee to her office. On the way she heard a shriek from Ho’s room and wondered what that was about, but not enough to go and find out.


And twenty minutes after that, the phone had rung.


For a while – five rings – she stared at the offending instrument, its drring-drrings churning the office air. Wrong number? She hoped so. In the animal centre of herself, was certain that no good would come of picking up. Until, from somewhere overhead, a familiar note of irritation, Will somebody answer that fucking phone?, so she stood at last, crossed to the other desk, and lifted the receiver.


‘… Henderson’s.’


‘Is that … Is this Min Harper’s office?’


Something inside Louisa uncurled and shivered.


‘Hello?’


‘Mr Harper doesn’t work here any more,’ she said. The words, her tone of voice, came laced with black crêpe.


‘I know, I know … I just …’


Louisa waited. It was a woman’s voice, about her own age, far as she could tell. Unsure of herself. Min had been dead a while. Louisa was over it, in the way you got over a childhood illness; some part of you would always be weaker, but you’d never get ill in the same way again. That was the theory, anyway. And whether it was true or not, Min wasn’t coming back.


‘Could you tell me why you’re calling?’ Louisa found herself reaching for a pen, like anybody else, in any office anywhere. A pen, a pad, the usual tools. ‘Let’s start with who you are.’


‘My name’s Clare Addison. That’s my name now, I mean. But I’m Clare Harper as was.’


Louisa’s pen made no mark on the paper.


‘Min was my husband,’ the woman said.


With power comes responsibility, along with the opportunity to stick it to those who’ve annoyed you on your way up. Diana Taverner wasn’t gauche enough to have compiled an actual list, but like any competent First Desk, her mental envelope had several names scrawled on the back of it.


First Desk … Even thinking it made her smile.


When Claude Whelan had opted for retirement rather than one of the alternatives on offer – among them, the chance to be taken outside and shot – there’d been no obvious candidate for the role; or none that had survived Diana Taverner’s vetting, which in at least one instance had come close to being the surgical procedure its name suggested, rather than the background check that protocol required. A potentially messy business, but as the individual in question had attended the same prep school as Oliver Nash, and had, on two occasions, attempted to flush Oliver Nash down a toilet on the grounds that Oliver Nash was a sneak and a drongo and a tool, and as Oliver Nash was now chair of the Limitations Committee, which was responsible for putting a list of potential appointees for the role of head of the Service in front of the prime minister, the whole thing was a rare example of the old boy network paying off in a woman’s favour, and could be cited as progress if it weren’t, obviously, never to be spoken of again. But as it was, everything had worked out to the satisfaction of all important parties, these being Taverner herself and Oliver Nash. Taverner had been put forward as the only available candidate in the circumstances, and the newly appointed prime minister – herself a needs-must choice, though she appeared to be the only person in the country unaware of the fact – had bestowed her blessing, and Taverner now held the office from which lesser talents had conspired to keep her for too long. And yes, of course she had a mental list of those awaiting retribution, and if some were currently off-limits, that situation would resolve itself in time. For now, she’d make do with those within reach. Hence this morning’s treat: an audience with Emma Flyte, head Dog.


‘This won’t come as a surprise.’


Flyte gave not a flicker in response.


This was happening in Regent’s Park, which was not, as the crow flies, a huge distance from Slough House, but by any other metaphor was a lifetime away. The Park was the Service’s headquarters; it was where baby spooks learned their ABCs, and where flyaway spooks returned, once their missions were complete. It was where you didn’t get to visit if you’d been exiled to Slough House. Once that had happened, it might as well be Oz: ruby slippers not included.


‘This, ah, reappraisal of your performance.’


‘My last appraisal scored me as way above satisfactory.’


‘Yes, well. My predecessor was a great admirer of yours.’ Lady Di let that hang for a moment. Claude Whelan had been a great admirer of a number of people, but if you were offering marks, only Emma Flyte would have scored a perfect ten. There was a girl on the hub he’d kept an eye on too – Josie, her name was – but where she scored highest was in proximity. That and the T-shirts. He’d been a good man, Claude Whelan, but thank God he’d had his flaws, else he’d still have his hand on the tiller. ‘So much so, he may have allowed himself a little … bias.’


‘And you plan to redress the balance.’


‘Fair and transparent,’ said Taverner. ‘That’s how our processes should be. Apart from all the classified stuff, obviously.’


‘I was brought in because the Dogs were being used for First Desk’s private purposes,’ Flyte said. ‘Under my watch, that’s been stopped. Are you sure it’s fairness and transparency you’re keen on?’


Her refusal to allow the Dogs to become Taverner’s poodles was the basis of the women’s antagonism. That and her being younger than Taverner. Sisterhood might be powerful, but Anno Domini was a bitch.


‘Let’s not get bogged down in detail,’ said Taverner. ‘Every First Desk is a new broom, that should be obvious. And the qualities I’m looking for in the head of the internal security section aren’t necessarily going to match those that so, ah, charmed dear Claude. That’s all.’


‘So you want rid of me. On what grounds?’


Beauty alone ought to do it, thought Taverner. The fact that there was no actual regulation outlawing Flyte’s kind of looks didn’t mean there shouldn’t be: at best it was a distraction; at worst, there’d be duels fought and blood shed. Not that Flyte had ever capitalised on her appearance, but then, an elephant didn’t capitalise on its size. Which didn’t mean it didn’t knock trees down.


‘Nobody’s said anything about getting rid.’


‘And yet you want my performance reappraised.’


‘To take recent developments into account.’


‘These being …?’


That I’m fucking First Desk now. Did Flyte really need that said out loud?


Taverner glanced around. She hadn’t changed rooms since her elevation; was still on the hub. Her predecessors had mostly occupied an upstairs office, with views of the park: sunlight and gardens, and a neverending procession of au pairs trying not to lose the kids; down here, through her glass wall, Lady Di could watch the boys and girls as they monitored the hotspots and kept the world on track. This was where the job got done. And part of the job, now, was consolidating her own position; not for the purposes of petty revenge, but to ensure that when tough decisions were needed, she could take them without a chorus of dissent in the background. That, and also for the purposes of petty revenge. Because it would be foolish to deny the satisfaction involved.


It turned out, anyway, that actual words weren’t required. The look on her face was all the response Emma Flyte needed.


‘Perhaps it would be simpler if I just cleared out my locker.’


‘Good heavens, no,’ said Taverner. ‘Nobody’s talking about dismissal. No, what I had in mind was a role more in keeping with our revised sense of your abilities. And not a demotion. More of a … sideways move.’


The glimmer of understanding in Flyte’s eyes was worth more to Taverner than a new pair of shoes.


‘You’ve got to be kidding.’


‘Oh, I don’t think I am,’ said Taverner. ‘No, I think Slough House is the perfect place for you, in the circumstances.’


And was pleased to imagine that no hint of her triumph showed itself on her face.


Her coat had faded to the colour of dust, and wrapped within it, she might disappear on the staircase of Slough House; grow invisible against a tired carpet and age-stained walls. Did this happen to everyone? Or only to women?


rioja cabernet merlot shiraz


She wore a hat too. Not many people did these days. Hers was a dull purple – dulled by time, because it had seemed deeper, more vibrant, when she’d bought it. But maybe it was the eyes that faded, diluting all they viewed to feeble ghosts. Maybe she was wrong about her hat and coat; maybe she dazzled without knowing it. That thought almost produced laughter, an impulse easily stifled, here on the staircase. These walls had heard a lot of things, but laughter didn’t figure high on the list.


burgundy barolo beaujolais


(These weren’t colours, of course. Except that they were; they were reds, the colour of blood.)


Her gloves were black, mind, and her shoes. Not everything faded. But her hair had been blonde once, and while – strand by strand – it perhaps still was, when she looked in the mirror it was grey. This seemed proof enough. It had been a long time since anyone came closer to her than her own reflection.


All my colours, thought Catherine Standish. All those primary splashes life was once drenched in; it was down to shoes and gloves now. Everything else lay in shadow.


She reached her office. The room was cold, though the arthritic wheezing of the pipes meant the heating was technically on. Her radiator needed bleeding – and there it was again, blood, though this would be a watery substitute; a rusty trickle. Coat off, hat off, computer on. There were reports from Louisa Guy and River Cartwright to evaluate: Louisa’s would be sketchy – she was compiling names of those who’d borrowed ‘suspect texts’ from public libraries – but otherwise reliable; River, on the other hand, seemed to have embarked on a work of fiction, even if that fiction was just a list of addresses. Identifying properties that were potentially hostile safe houses was his current task. The methodology involved cross-checking Council Tax payments against census forms, though the practice seemed to be that once a week River would download a bunch of random addresses and shuffle them for authenticity. Sooner or later Lamb was going to notice.


And then there was the new boy: Lech Wicinski. Also went by Alec. She wondered what mind-numbing task Lamb would find for him to do.


And wondered why she bothered wondering.


Every night for weeks she had broken her journey home to St John’s Wood; had lit from the Tube one stop early, despite the chill. Snow was forecast, and the pavements were hard as iron. You felt it in each step, the bone-cold stones hammering through your frame, because this was what London did, when the weather reminded the city it was temporary: it hunched down tight. Sensible folk didn’t linger when this happened. But every night Catherine braved the cold one stop early, because this way she could call in to the Wine Citadel, and buy a bottle.


sangiovese pinot noir syrah zinfandel


It wasn’t really, when you got down to it, about the colour.


And it had been years since she’d enjoyed this freedom allowed most everyone else. The apparently casual nature of the transaction thrilled her. You chose your bottle and swiped your card. People did it every day, a lot of them more than once. She’d done it herself times out of mind, in the olden golden days. She’d been at Regent’s Park then, a functioning alcoholic, following which, for a rather shorter period, she’d been a dysfunctional alcoholic, and then – after drying out in a Service sanatorium, courtesy of her boss, Charles Partner – a recovering alcoholic. And then that same boss, First Desk at Regent’s Park, had blown his brains out in his bathtub, or that had been the story at the time.


But like a wine stain the story wouldn’t go away, and every time she scrubbed it it re-emerged, its pattern different. Partner, it turned out, had been a traitor. The man who’d led the Service, and pulled Catherine back from her downward spiral, had spent a decade committing treason. This, it felt to her now, had been both a shock and a confirmation of something she’d always known: that all joes go to the well in the end. Charles’s well, it seemed, had been full of money … What had been slower to come to light was this: that Partner had kept her on because of what, not who, she was. She’d thought herself his dedicated helper; the ever-efficient PA whose own life might have been a mess, but who ensured that his ran along straight lines. But it turned out that her chief qualification, in his eyes, was that she was a drunk, and could be trusted not to see what was happening in front of her. Every secret he ever sold had passed across her desk, her fingerprints smeared on all his crimes. Had he faced trial, she’d have been standing next to him. Her fledgling sobriety would have taken wing at that.


But he had killed himself, and here she was in Slough House, and while the other inhabitants saw it as torture, for Catherine it was a penance. Being an alcoholic was part of her make-up, its seed inside her since her teens, but she hated having been a fool. Even mindless drudgery was better than running that risk again. Even Jackson Lamb was better – his endless crudity, his animal habits.


And then the stain changed shape once more.


amarone bardolino montepulciano


It had been Diana Taverner who had told her: There’s something you really ought to know. You had to hand it to Lady Di; when it came to breaking news, she could leave the jagged part sticking in your back. Did you really think he’d killed himself? Surely you’ve worked it out by now …


And of course she had; she’d known for years. Known, but never allowed the knowledge to harden and take root.


Jackson Lamb had killed Charles Partner. He’d been Partner’s joe, back in the day; Partner his handler, his mentor, the maypole around which he’d danced. But he’d killed him; had shot him in his bathtub, where Catherine had found him. So there was no trial, no trauma in the tabloids; just another Service suicide, a few mumbled words, and a trip to the Spooks’ Graveyard. As payment or punishment, she didn’t know which, Lamb had been given Slough House, and had been squatting here since, a grim overlord to the Service’s washouts; those whose careers might not have peaked with a bullet in a bathtub, but had reached a full stop nevertheless. And here she was too, every day; delivering reports to Lamb’s desk, making him cups of tea; sitting with him in the dark hours sometimes, for reasons she’d never understood. She did not like him, but was bonded to him: her bogeyman and occasional saviour; and now, it turned out, the man who’d murdered her former boss. How was she supposed to feel about that?


She was supposed to keep on keeping on. She was supposed to do that one day at a time.


Catherine began going through the reports, River’s and Louisa’s. She’d tidy them up, print them out, staple them neatly, slide them into a folder. Sooner or later they’d wind up in Regent’s Park, where for all she knew, they’d be shredded unread. Just one of the many things outside her control.


But later, on her way home, she’d buy a bottle.


If you like school you’ll love work, the old line went. And it was true, thought Shirley Dander, that the one was good training for the other. If you could handle the tantrums, the malice and the potty rage in the office, education would be a breeze.


Case in point. J. K. Coe.


Coe was three-quarters psycho, if you wanted Shirley’s opinion. And documented fact bore her out: he’d deliberately killed at least two people, not counting whatever he did in his free time; one of them (unarmed, manacled) here in the building; the other an admittedly harder target: a bad actor, spraying bullets from an automatic weapon. Coe had walked up and put a bullet in his head at point-blank range. Even with a handgun, there’d have been a mess. With a police-issue rifle, it was modern art. Take those things, then factor in the time he’d held a blade to Shirley’s own throat, and she wasn’t sure why she was downgrading him to three-quarter status, unless it was professional courtesy. Most offices, a record like that, you’d be out on your arse by lunchtime. Most schools too, she hoped.


But this was Slough House, where Jackson Lamb made the rules, and provided you didn’t hide his lunch or steal his whisky, you could get away with murder. There’d been at least four corpses within these walls she knew of, and she didn’t work weekends. And this was the Service’s backwater, where they sent you when they wanted to bore you to death. God knew what went on in Regent’s Park.


So anyway, J. K. Coe and Shirley had history, which should have made it easier to have a conversation with him. As it was, it made it simple enough to find him – he was in his office – but after that it was uphill all the way.


‘Quiet round here.’


If nothing else, his lack of response proved her point.


‘Where’s River?’


He shrugged.


When he’d first turned up, Coe had had the irritating habit of playing an invisible keyboard. He’d be at his desk, or any flat surface, and his fingers would be tapping away, spelling out whatever he was hearing in his head, which was usually piped there by iPod, but she suspected might echo round his brain regardless. He didn’t do that so much any more. But he was still pretty vacant; a charisma vacuum. Didn’t mean he didn’t pick up information, though.


‘Spoken to the new guy?’


Coe shook his head.


‘You heard what he’s in for?’


They always made it sound like a conviction, because that’s what it was. Something that got you hard time.


But Coe shook his head again.


Shirley shook hers too: waste of fucking breath. Coe made a shoehorn look chatty. It wasn’t like she wanted to be best buddies or anything. But they’d taken down bad guys together, and that should at least be worth idle conversation.


Pickings elsewhere were slim. River wasn’t around, they’d established that; Louisa had made it clear she didn’t want to talk; Ho was Ho; and Catherine had been strange lately, not given to chat. Sometimes, new people had that effect. They had you remembering a time when you still had hope. When you thought some mistake had been made, which might yet be rectified; that, given time, you could haul yourself out of the pit, to general applause.


After a while, you realised that all that would happen was you’d be thrown back in again.


Shirley said, ‘Good talk. Let’s do this again,’ and left Coe to it.


Back in her own room, she had another look at her latest assignment. Lamb had had an idea not long ago; this particular gem being that your average bomb-chucking numpty (his words) was unlikely to observe the social niceties.


‘This might just be me being harsh, but if your mission in life is to indiscriminately massacre your neighbours, you’re probably not that bothered about paying your TV licence. Right?’


Shirley had said, ‘Yeah, but don’t they get taught to blend in? At terrorist school?’


‘Oh, good. A volunteer.’


‘No, I was just—’


‘See, what I’m suggesting, by which I mean what you will henceforth dedicate your life to until I say stop, is what I’m going to call … Operation Scofflaw.’


Meaning Shirley’s daylight hours were now taken up by cross-referring a register of TV licence defaulters against lists of those who’d failed to pay parking fines, child support and a million other minor offences …


(‘Wouldn’t it be quicker to just take the population of Liverpool and start from there?’


‘And they say I teach you nothing.’)


… the whole shebang then, for want of a less inflammatory description, ethnically profiled. It was, essentially, classic Lamb: pointless, time-wasting and tit-blisteringly boring, with a dash of offensiveness chucked in. If it was happening to anyone else, it would be funny.


She wondered what task Lamb would find for the new guy.


And she wondered what the new guy had done to wind up in Slough House.


And then she wondered how come River was nowhere to be seen, the jammy skiver.


Good job some of us have a work ethic, she decided, making sure her office door was shut before she closed her eyes.


His grandfather was fading with the day.


River had been at his bedside since the early hours, summoned by a kind voice on his mobile: It would be wise to get here soon. For minutes afterwards he’d lain unhearing the words, running back the clock. He was twelve, and helping in the garden; watching worms at their incomprehensible work. On his head, the O.B.’s hat. Don’t want you catching sunstroke. Your grandmother’d have my guts. Or twice that age and sitting in the study, rain lashing the windows, the O.B. talking him through the dark days of the Cold War. Over the years, the old man’s chair had moulded itself to hold him like a hammock. River’s chair was a work in progress … On their own darkest day, none colder, they’d buried his grandmother, Rose, and it had been the first and only time he’d seen the O.B. cry.


You built a life the way you’d build a wall, one brick on top of the other, but sooner or later, those first bricks were taken away.


He had thought about calling his mother, but for no longer than it took to shake his head. Then he’d willed himself up and into yesterday’s clothes, arriving at Skylarks, the nursing home, before the sun. His grandfather had been moved into a room that was purpose-built to die in, though nobody actually said so. The lighting was gentle, and the view through the window of winter hills, their treeline a skeleton chorus. The bed the O.B. would never leave was a clinical, robust device, with upright panels to prevent him from rolling off, and various machines monitoring his progress. On one, his pulse echoed, a signal tapped out from a wavering source. A last border crossing, thought River. His grandfather was entering joe country.


Twice he took his phone out, to ring his mother. Twice he didn’t. He texted Louisa, though; let her know where he was. She texted back: So sorry. He’d have called Catherine, but Catherine had changed lately, reverting to how she’d been in his early days at Slough House: a pale ghost, who moved through the rooms leaving no trace behind her. The previous day, alone with her in the kitchen, he’d stood close by her, reaching for milk from the fridge, and breathed in deeply: could he smell alcohol? But he caught only the herbal mix of the soap she favoured, the scent she wore.


Besides, if she’d fallen off the wagon, they’d all know about it, surely? A crash like that. Unless Catherine had done what Catherine would do, which was fall so slowly, fall so deep, that no one would notice and no one would hear.


From the bed, calm breathing.


He stood and paced the room, to keep his blood flowing. That’s the kind of thought you have in a hospital room. The O.B.’s gentle exhalations, his secret murmuring, didn’t waver, and seemed no different from anyone else asleep. But those familiar with death had picked up on signs River couldn’t decrypt. When life was entering the final straight there were signals to read, codes to break. It was a language he didn’t know yet. All the deaths he’d witnessed had happened suddenly, to healthy people.


Every fifteen minutes a nurse came in and assessed the situation. She brought River a cup of tea and a sandwich, patted his shoulder. Are you the only family? How long have you got? There was a mother, Isobel Dunstable, née Cartwright, who had given the Old Bastard his name, and meant it; and a father, the renegade American spook Frank Harkness, who had seduced Isobel not for love, nor even for pleasure, but to bend the O.B. to his will, perhaps the only time in his life the O.B. had been outfoxed. And never spoken a word of it, either. By the time River came to learn the truth, the old man had been lost in the twilight, unable to tell the difference between trees and shadows.


Meanwhile, Frank was in the wind, and his mother hadn’t spoken to her father in years.


I just want him to be unhappy, she’d told River once. Behind the brittle levity, he’d sensed a wound still pulsing.


He dozed, so that when at last it happened, it happened without his knowing. His eyes had closed, and the images that scampered through his mind were a confused welter of loss and unhappiness. It was a noise from the corridor that brought him back, a jostled trolley, and he started at the sound, his heart hammering. It was another moment or two before he realised that the machines had changed their tune, and instead of charting progress, were transmitting the news from the other side. His grandfather had crossed the border.


River rose and kissed the old man’s forehead moments before the nurse arrived.


Emma said, ‘You’re kidding, right?’


‘Do I look like I’m kidding?’


‘No offence, but it’s hard to tell.’


This was true. It wasn’t that Lady Di was a stoneface, and if she ever took to pulling the legs of her subordinates it would likely be in controlled conditions, with the subject fixed to a rack, but in the time Emma Flyte had been running the Dogs, she’d heard a lot of instructions that might easily have been a piss-take. It turned out that in the governance of a nation’s security, many absurd situations had to be worked around: a toxic clown in the Foreign Office, a state visit by a narcissistic bed-wetter, the tendency of the electorate to jump off the occasional cliff. So sometimes a First Desk would outline an agenda and your first thought would be Yeah, as if.


But not this time.


‘I’d have thought Slough House was on your list,’ she said.


‘I have a list?’


‘Oh, I think we both know you have a list. And Slough House has been a thorn in your side for years, right? So here you are at last, top of the monkey puzzle tree, I’d have thought your first move would be to raze that place to the ground.’


And sow salt where it had stood. You couldn’t be too careful, where Jackson Lamb was concerned.


‘And instead, you’re embracing its potential – oh, don’t tell me. You made a deal with Lamb.’


‘I’m First Desk, Ms Flyte. I don’t have to make deals with anyone.’


‘And I used to be a copper, Ms Taverner, and I recognise bullshit when I hear it. That’s how you got rid of Whelan, isn’t it? You had Lamb’s help, and in return Slough House is off the hook.’


She only had to say the words aloud to recognise their truth. Back-room politics was Diana Taverner’s natural habitat, and as for Lamb, he’d deal with the devil if circumstances required. Whether the devil would shake hands with Lamb was a different question. Even Satan has standards.


Lady Di had leaned back. Not a great sign. Taverner was a prowler. When someone else was in charge, she’d move around rather than sit in one place; ever-conscious, Emma supposed, of how warm flesh could be a target.


She was speaking now. ‘Let’s just say,’ she said, ‘that the higher up you move, the more your perspective changes. Slough House has been a nuisance in the past, yes. And may be again in the future, in which case I won’t hesitate to trim its sails. But for the time being – let’s call this a transitional phase – there are certain uses to which it can be put. Not least of which is, solving the problem of your career trajectory.’ For a moment, her gaze shifted; she was looking beyond Emma, through the glass wall, at the boys and girls on the hub. A target-rich environment, Emma assumed. There were so many ways you could disappoint Diana Taverner, some of which you wouldn’t know about until your head was rolling on the sand. ‘So yes, as you put it, I’m embracing its potential. That’s what leaders do.’


Emma shook her head.


‘Something to add?’


‘The Met was bad enough,’ said Emma. ‘But this, Jesus. You’d burn a city down to save face.’


‘It would depend on the city.’


‘I wish I thought you were joking.’


‘This meeting seems to have become all about my sense of humour. If it’ll save you time, here’s my tell. When I think something’s funny, I laugh. With me?’


‘You remind me of someone from my old job.’


‘The Commissioner, I hope.’


‘No, this was a serial offender. Must have arrested him a dozen times, mostly for punching out strangers. But he never copped on that he was the one with the problem.’


‘I’m going to miss our little chats,’ said Diana Taverner. ‘I don’t often get across that end of town. It’s not that the journey’s tricky, it’s just that it’s awfully shitty over there. Unless you’ve a thing for street food?’


Emma Flyte smiled. ‘I’ve eaten enough of it in my time to learn one thing. That I’ll decide where I buy it.’


‘That sounds like you’re rejecting my proposal. But would you like to make it clearer?’


‘Of course,’ said Emma. ‘With the greatest lack of respect, ma’am, fuck you. And fuck your job.’


And as there didn’t seem much point prolonging the interview, she left.


So the day passes, as most days do, and the city sinks nightwards once more. On the guttering of Slough House, on its windowpanes, on the frame of the black front door which never opens, never closes, thin ice forms, and the building’s only contribution to the lights that guide the city through the small hours is a laterally sliced yellow square on its upmost storey, tilted to the sky. But even as this catches the attention it winks off, and some minutes later – just enough time to allow a whisky-impaired navigation of six half-staircases, with an interval to make use of what appears from a damaged perspective to be a mobile lavatory – a heavy-coated shape emerges from the adjacent alleyway, crosses the road and disappears into the Barbican shadows, which was not the route it took the night before, and will not be its route tomorrow.


And now the building subsides, the effect of shadows cast by a passing bus. Memories stir, the residue of long brooding – the stains people leave on the spaces they’ve occupied – but these will be gone by morning, leaving in their place the usual vacancies, into which new sorrows and frustrations will be poured. Soon winter will shake its big stick again, not only at London but at everything in its path, and great swathes of the country will be swallowed by snow. By the time it melts, Slough House will have new ghosts.


Until then, it will do its best to forget those it already has.
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ON SATURDAY MORNING LECH Wicinski left the basement flat in Crouch End that he shared with his fiancée, intending to buy a pint of milk. There was a corner shop not two hundred yards away, but for some reason he fished his car keys from their hook in passing, and about the time he should have been sitting down to scrambled eggs he was leaving the city, heading westward, though it was some while before his destination revealed itself. For that first half hour he was driving blind, trying to reverse the clock, as if in an as yet unknown direction he’d find the misstep he’d made and untake it; return home to find everything as it ought to be, his career on track, a fresh pint of milk in the fridge. He was way too much the rationalist to think that might happen. But a human being, so, you know: Christ.


Traffic was sluggish: the usual weekend exodus. London’s pull was a weekday force. It evened out after an hour, though, and he found himself at a stable seventy-five. It was cold and dry, the motorway verges, the fields beyond, brittle and uncared for. The cows in the fields were motionless; placeholders for actual cattle.


The previous evening he’d called Josie, one of the hub crew, and asked if she fancied a quick drink. There’d been forced cheer in his voice, a Lech Wicinski neither recognised. But it didn’t matter, because all she’d said was, ‘Sorry, Lech. I can’t.’


… shall not, until investigations have been completed to the satisfaction of this department, have contact with colleagues …


He felt his teeth grinding. Forced himself to stop.


Lech had torn that letter up, dumped it in his office bin, where the prick whose office he now shared had found it. A swift lesson: life in Slough House. In the mean little shopping arcade opposite was a hardware store that sold mousetraps. Fuck you, you little snoop. That should lighten the atmosphere.


And just to keep things rolling along, he’d snapped the handle off Ho’s Clint Eastwood mug and dumped the parts on the kitchen counter.


After skirting Oxford he left the motorway. The road narrowed, and would be leafy in summertime, but at the moment the overhead branches resembled old scars. It was potholed too, and speed-bumped where it wound through villages. The cottages here enjoyed valley views and well-kept gardens, as if those who chose to live in the countryside liked to tame those parts they could. But then, who wouldn’t? It was when things slipped out of control that everything went crazy.


They had found pornography on his Service laptop – child pornography.


‘It wasn’t me.’


Richard Pynne, his line manager – Dick the Prick, obviously, but he’d earned it – had bowed a sceptical head. ‘Yes well but, Alec. There it is. For all to see.’ That required a codicil: ‘Or not.’


‘How did you even—?’


‘There are sweeps, we do sweeps. Remote sweeps. You must know about that. We issue enough warnings.’


We don’t care how you get your rocks off, his words implied. Just don’t be doing it with Service kit.


That had been the first he’d known of it: the Dogs arriving at his workstation, in full view of the hub, disconnecting his hardware, going through his desk. Packing everything onto those plastic trays they use at airports. What did they think he’d done? Leaked a secret, blown a whistle … It had taken Dick the Prick to teach him, in one of the smaller, windowless interview rooms; the kind to which you were summoned when coffee wasn’t on the agenda.


Pynne was large, and going to be larger still if he didn’t start doing something about it; had long declared victory over male-pattern baldness by shaving his head, and wore thick-framed spectacles, which was all Lech was willing to admit they shared in common, though Lech himself only wore his for close-up work. Pynne was a year or two younger but on a faster track, which might have been the Cambridge degree, and might just have been that he wanted it more. Don’t be fooled by the speech patterns, Lech reminded himself. That hesitancy, the repetition. He was sharp enough, Pynne the prick. One of Di Taverner’s protégés.


But that was all white noise. What mattered was the impossibility of it: child porn, on Lech’s laptop. Which only he used. Which he was responsible for: security, contents, the lot.


‘So I’m going to have to ask you, and this is formal, it’s being recorded, I’m going to have to ask you the obvious. Did you do this, Alec? Did you download this?’


‘I—no! No, of course I bloody didn’t.’


‘And has the laptop been in your possession for the past week?’


‘It’s been in my possession for the past year. But I haven’t been downloading bloody—Jesus, Dick, child porn? I’m engaged to be married, for God’s sake!’


It sounded like a hastily concocted alibi. Men with wives, fiancées, partners – men with lives didn’t do that sort of thing. Didn’t use illegal pornography. Except for the ones who did, of course, but Lech wasn’t one of them.


Dick said, ‘If it’s an error, an integrity issue – I mean integrity of the system, obviously – if that’s the case, then it will all get sorted out. But in the meantime, there’ll need to be an investigation, and while that’s underway you can’t be on the premises, I’m afraid.’


Escorted out of the building, as if he’d been caught stealing paperclips.


He turned off the road at the sign for Northwick Park.


The same morning, back in London.


Louisa, who lived out on the fringes, never came into the city at the weekend, except on those few occasions which demanded it – a date, shopping, being bored; call it every other Saturday max, or three a month at most – and yet here she was, Soho, like a mindless tourist; one among a million, even in this cheerless weather. She was wearing her new white ski jacket, and if it didn’t do much for her figure she’d been glad of it walking from the Tube, with London’s air a refrigerated warning. There’d been talk on the radio of a Siberian front on the way. They’d made it sound like a wartime manoeuvre.


The café windows were grey with condensation, and ghosts streamed past in an unbroken flow. Louisa wrapped both hands round her Americano, and the door opened and closed, opened and closed, and by her watch the woman should have been here ten minutes ago. If she finished her coffee, she thought. If the woman hadn’t turned up by then, game over.


It wasn’t like Louisa wanted to be here in the first place.


Is that … Is this Min Harper’s office?


Something like vertigo had swamped her.


Mr Harper doesn’t work here any more.


She’d been leaning against what had been Min’s desk, something she had watched him do time without number. He liked to stand when on the phone; he’d had restless bones. Sitting at a desk wasn’t what he’d joined the Service for. Her neither. But their careers had been derailed; Louisa’s because she’d screwed up a surveillance operation that put dozens of handguns on the streets; Min because, in what had since become an accepted classic, he’d left a disk stamped Top Secret on the underground. If there’d been other people to blame, their lives might have felt easier. As it was, both were crippled by shame and self-loathing, which was probably the igniting factor in their love affair. Which had been their business alone, she reminded herself now. Min’s marriage had already been over.
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