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In a healthy democracy it is probably not desirable that the intelligence services be wholly efficient, or wholly admired.

John le Carré, A Private Spy: The Letters of John le Carré, edited by Tim Cornwell





SO MANY THINGS CAN break a head, it’s quicker to list the things that can’t. A banana. A cuttlefish. One of those balloons party entertainers twist into sausage dogs.

Front offside wheel of a Land Rover Defender, though. Definitely top half-dozen.

He had pictured this many times, witnessed it twice. It was a swift end with a slow build-up; the seemingly never-ending moments while the subject lay there, head between concrete and rubber. Bound, but not gagged – denying a man his last valedictions would be cruel. Also, there was the possibility of funny shit being said. But it was best to keep the arms and legs wrapped, and to hold the subject down, which meant allowing someone else to control the car … Which was fine. Up close and personal was how he liked to witness this: the full melon effect.

Ker-runkk.

Which didn’t come near the reality, of course. Just letters and syllables.

Putting things into words was always a disappointment.

Being there, though. Getting so close to the subject, you were sharing his final moment. The concrete petrol-patched and gritty; the tyre smelling of – well, tyres, but also of everything else: of dog shit, blood and feathers; of the rain on the streets, and stinking tar; of beer and chemicals and fist fights after closing time, and the wrong sort of music choking up the jukebox. Everything cascading at once, round and round. And your eyes on the subject’s, and his on the tyre, so close he’d be breathing in the tread, which was where evidence would be left, because no hose was going to clean that wheel. All that panic; the rat-trapped memories scuttling about; the fine detail stored in the brain’s grey matter – it would all be crushed like salt, crammed into the criss-cross pattern of the rubber, and left there so everyone would know what traitors get: the revving of an engine after midnight, and a close-up of their own misdeeds. They get that last second where they’re thinking this can’t be happening, and they keep right on thinking that until it happens. And then they get whatever comes next, hellfire or radiance, or just the endless silence on the wrong side of a closed door.

Take your man Stephen Regan. Little gobshite, due a nutting if anyone was: dobbing in names, scratching the wrong backs. Never buying his round. Acted like a big man but he squealed like a kitten at the last, crying for Jesus and shitting himself on the damp concrete. It had been a duty to turn that sack into landfill. Also, there’d been the matter of seeing what it looked like, this manner of dying, and what’s life about if not satisfying the itch? Though every itch came differently, which meant soon you were craving the next. Which was Bernard Docherty. If Stephen had been a crybaby, Bernard had been all balls and no forgiveness; a roaring boy who’d gone to his maker with both fists clenched. Aye, Bernard had been special, which was why they’d been friends once, back in their youth, stealing cars together the way they might have scrumped apples if they’d been different people, somewhere else. But it was all history now, either way.

It hadn’t felt like it at the time. At the time he just did what needed doing, and when it was over he carried on with life, which wasn’t the life those around him thought he lived. This was the nature of covert operations. He walked a road no one had the slightest wee notion was there, and everyone was scared of him – of course they were – but they hadn’t a baldy who he really was; didn’t know the secret of how to be him. Which was this simple – listen – it was this simple: all he needed was to know he had no limits. That was all. It wasn’t the killing, it was the not caring afterwards. It was going home and sleeping dreamlessly and letting nothing put him off breakfast. And then heading out into the world, knowing men would do anything to avoid his eye, and women leave the room rather than be alone with him. Though that happened too, of course. The more they didn’t want it to, the more he made sure it did.

For years he’d lived this way, and now it was over – the secret hours done and dusted – he lived a charmed life, because once you were part of the covert world it had to keep you safe. That was the sacred bargain he’d made. Betray everything, and we’ll take care of you. The joke was, he’d never betrayed a thing – for that, you had to feel loyalty. But they’d kept him safe, because that was their job; hid him away in the north of England with all the leeway in the world. There was food and drink on the table, and money for girls when the urge overtook him; there were distant trains to mark the passing hours, and owls at night he could hear doing his job, snatching up the weak and frightened. There was a rhythm to it that would go on forever; round and round, round and round, and nothing goes round like a wheel; the night-time noises the same as always – the pitch and yaw of the gathering dark. Tonight, like most nights, he’d fallen asleep drunk in his favourite chair. Tonight, like no other, he’d come round to the smell of the tyre: rubber, dog shit, blood and feathers. 

You always think this can’t be happening, and you keep right on thinking that until it does.

‘Any final observations?’

The last words Stephen Regan and Bernard Docherty had heard.

He’d tried to move his head, but couldn’t; it was wedged between the rubber and the road. His arms and legs were bound, and there was someone sitting on him, holding him in place, the one exact person that could never be doing this, and that was the clue, the get-out clause, because that was the detail that proved this a dream. He was asleep in his chair, and when he woke he’d wipe sweat from his eyes and pour another drink. He could taste it now, its smoky absolution. He’d light another cigarette, and let the match burn down to his thumb, and the bright sharp pain would prove him awake, and this would be over.

It was the same old story: round and round.

He kept right on thinking it wasn’t happening, and then it did.






Part One

Hands On





WHAT YOU SEE WHEN you see a blank page is much what you hear when you hear white noise; it’s the early shifting into gear of something not ready to happen – an echo of what you feel when you walk past sights the eyes are blind to: bus queues, whitewashed shopfronts, adverts pasted to lamp posts, or a four-storey block on Aldersgate Street in the London borough of Finsbury, where the premises gracing the pavement include a Chinese restaurant with ever-lowered shutters and a faded menu taped to its window; a down-at-heel newsagent’s where paletts of off-brand cola cans block the aisle; and, between the two, a weathered black door with a dusty milk bottle welded to its step, and an air of neglect suggesting that it never opens, never closes. Should anyone look up, they’d see the legend W. W. HENDERSON, SOLICITOR AND COMMISSIONER FOR OATHS lettered in gilt on a window; might notice, too, the way the establishments comprising this block are distinguished by the varying discoloration of their facades, like the spines of books on disregarded shelves. But books, unlike spies, can’t be judged by their covers, and there’s no call for the busy pedestrian to pass sentence on this cluster of properties, which sits in one of those marginal spaces cities collect, then dump on disregarded streets or in corners never seen in daylight. London teems with them. In each of its boroughs you’ll pass such buildings, resisting examination; squat – windowless – drab – and walking by them is like remembering a rainy Sunday from the seventies, triggering something that’s almost boredom, almost pain, but never quite either.

It’s a momentary sensation, quickly shrugged off. Pedestrians shake their heads as if reminded of a minor chore they’ve been avoiding – unwashed laundry, an unread novel – and shuffle by, unaware that the anonymous structures in their wake are identified on maps, if at all, as ‘Government building’, or that they house the secret servants of the state; that behind their walls the sharpest minds available are gathering intel, fabricating data, forecasting outcomes and analysing threats, when they’re not playing Candy Crush and watching the clock like the rest of us. There are armed guards behind unmarked doors; there are cameras scrutinising pavements, sentries studying screens. It’s thrillingly like a thriller. Sometimes – rarely – it might only have happened once – there’ll be action: a car will scream to a halt, a door will burst open. Figures in black with holstered weaponry will pour from the building and be whipped away. Later that same day you’ll see nothing about this on the news, and will struggle to remember precisely where it happened; being certain only that, wherever it was, it wasn’t Aldersgate Street, where little disrupts the daily round of not much going on. The Chinese restaurant remains closed for long stretches; the newsagent’s enjoys limited custom. Meanwhile, the black front door between them remains shut, and anyone foolish enough to seek entry must do so via a back alley, where a yard in which wheelie bins lurk like corpulent hoodlums also reveals, like an admission of guilt, a door which sticks in all weathers, and once forced open betrays nothing more high-tech than a staircase, lined with wallpaper peeling in some places and already peeled in others. A single dim light bulb casts half-hearted shadows, and should you ascend the stairs you would find on each landing a pair of offices, neither inviting. The carpeting is scuffed; the skirting boards warp from the walls. There is evidence of murine activity, but even this seems ancient, as if the mice responsible packed their bags for pastures new years ago. If there were a lift, it would have long stopped working. If there were hope, it would have left. For if the murkiest of London’s depths are where its spooks congregate, Slough House – this being the name of the Aldersgate Street residence – is the lowest of the low; an administrative oubliette where the benighted moulder in misery. Their careers are behind them, though not all have admitted it; their triumphs are black laughter in the dark. Their duties involve the kind of paperwork designed to drive those undertaking it mad; paperwork with no clear objective and no end in sight, designed by someone who abandoned a course in labyrinth design in favour of something more uplifting, like illustrating suicide notes. The light in the building leaks away through cracks and fissures, and the air is heavy with regret. To arrive here for work every morning is its own punishment, one made harsher by the awareness that it’s self-inflicted – because all the inmates need do to win freedom is claim it. No one will stop them walking away. Indeed, there’s every reason to suppose that such a move would meet with admiration, or at any rate, a sigh of relief. Some employees are more trouble than they’re worth, and after various adventures involving poor choices, idiot politics, appalling weather and violent death, it’s fair to say that the slow horses fall into this category. It’s not that they wouldn’t be missed, more that they’d happily be forgotten. Whatever space they occupy on the map might more usefully be rendered a blank white nothing.

Though of course, blank spaces on maps are an invitation to the curious, just as empty white pages are a temptation to those with nothing better to do. In the drabbest of buildings, home to the dullest of spooks, stories wait to be told. And in Slough House – on Aldersgate Street – in the London borough of Finsbury – this happens the way it has always happened. One syllable at a time.

‘A letter?’

‘Or an email.’

‘That’s twice as fucking bad. You want me to write an email?’

‘Don’t think of it as a punishment, Shirley. Think of it as smoothing things over.’

‘Yeah, right. Have you met me?’

Catherine blinked, pursed her lips, and decided to leave it there.

‘Just think about it. Please. That’s all I’m asking.’ 

She turned and went up two flights of stairs, a Manila folder clutched to her chest: protective colouring. Not that she required this – in some moods, on some days, she could walk past anyone in Slough House bar Jackson Lamb, and they wouldn’t know she was there – but it was an ingrained habit, having a visible alibi in case of interrogation: Where are you going? What will you do when you get there? It was the recovering addict’s companion, Jiminy Cricket with powers of arrest.

These days Catherine Standish listened when her conscience twittered, even if the bad decisions it informed her of were being made by others. In Slough House, it was Shirley Dander picking up the slack. Shirley’s weapons of self-destruction might not be those Catherine had chosen – a traditionalist, it had been alcohol all the way for her – but that was a detail, and Shirley was impressively single-minded when it came to creating havoc. Her recent attempt at detoxification, for instance, had resulted in mass casualties at the Service-run facility she’d been sent to, an episode Catherine had been hoping to resolve with her suggestion that Shirley write to the manager offering words of regret. Shirley, though, had other ideas, predominant among them being that everyone should fuck off and leave her alone. Detoxification, in Catherine’s experience, had been about facing her demons. Sooner than wrestle with those, Shirley would prefer a televised cage-fighting event with everyone else’s. 

A simple letter. It couldn’t have hurt.

Probably never know, though. She had enough experience of Shirley to be sure that, having drawn her line in the sand, she’d not let the sea itself wash it away without a fight.

Not for the first time, Catherine wondered what life might be like in a less obstreperous workplace; somewhere whose occupants were prepared to leaven their take with a little give. Pointless fretting about what-ifs, though. Here was where she was, and – Jiminy Cricket be damned – she had to let others work through their own issues. Shirley would do that or not; she’d make it or she wouldn’t. Entering her office, the one space of tidy calm in the noisy mess that was Slough House, Catherine allowed herself to shrug off her self-appointed role as mother hen, and accept a reality she spent too much time avoiding: that it didn’t matter whether Shirley made it, because there’d always be someone ready to crash and burn. The best Catherine could do was deal with the damage, not attempt its avoidance. Because damage was inevitable – her colleagues’ impulsive behaviours made sure of that. 

Though it had always been true, of course, that some of them were more aware of this than others.

Three little words.

Hot. Girl. Summer.

Roddy Ho was having one of those.

And don’t talk to him about best-laid plans, dude, because all he’d hear was ‘laid’. So mark your calendars: the next few months would play like self-replicating code – you knew what was coming but watched it happen anyway, because, shit, well, because. What more reason did you need?

Of course, you also helped the process along, because that was the difference between being a doer and being did.

So yesterday, Roddy had got himself inked.

Truth was, he’d been meaning to get a tat for ages. It was today’s art form, and with a gallery like Roddy, it’d be criminal to leave the walls bare. Besides, it was a means of communication, and Roddy was all about the comms. Give a dude a tat, it saved you having to get to know him. One look gave you the lowdown, which in the Rodster’s case came to three little words again: simple, classical, beautiful.

Put it another way, a hummingbird.

Which was the stuff of poetry, you didn’t have to read poetry to know that. Hummingbirds were the Roddy Hos of the avian world: compact, powerful, super-intelligent, and capable of lifting many times their own weight. Some of these facts he’d already known, but the guy with the needle had told him the rest. Put all that together and you basically had Roddy’s spiritual equal. Chicks were going to crap themselves, in a good way. Like he said, hot girl summer.

(True, he hadn’t actually seen it yet – it was still under a bandage – but the needle guy had told him, ‘That’s the best damn art I’ve made in years’, before binding it up and saying not to let air hit it for twenty-four hours.)

So Roddy was just awaiting the moment of reveal, which it was tempting to put on TikTok – grab himself some viral attention – but the squares at Regent’s Park kept circulating memos about social media, and Roddy didn’t need The Man on his back. Dude: he followed Kanye on X.

But tomorrow, or day after at the latest, he’d be open for viewing: roll up, take a seat, marvel.

He patted his arm, yelped, then looked round to make sure no one had heard, but he was alone in the office because Lech Wicinski had taken to squatting elsewhere, on account of Ho’s room smells of pizza, and I can hear Ho’s music through his earphones, and Ho ran me over in his car, which had been totes accidental. Anyway, it hadn’t been a yelp, more an … involuntary spasm. Outdone by his own reflexes. Some days, being Roddy was a struggle.

More gently he stroked his bandaged arm again. Hot girl summer or not, there were moments you had to be your own wingman, but that was okay.

If there was one thing Roddy was used to, it was being his own best friend.

Sentence me to life, thought Lech Wicinski. Or sentence me to death. But not to this halfway state, neither one thing nor the other …

Sunshine was falling on Aldersgate Street, and London was boasting its version of summer, with traffic noises for birdsong and brickwork for grassy meadow, though at least the digging up of nearby pavements to no discernible purpose was over. Inside, however, Slough House remained the dark side of Narnia: always winter, never Christmas. There was nothing to celebrate in Lech’s workload, either. The task to which he was currently assigned – and ‘currently’ had a swirling momentum to it, an actual tidal force; ‘currently’ meant he’d been doing it for as long as he could remember – was one he’d inherited from River Cartwright, when River had been Novichoked just this side of death. The safe house folder. What Lech was doing was cross-checking electoral rolls and census results against council tax bills and utility usage, in an attempt to determine whether supposedly occupied properties were in fact standing empty, potential hideaways for bad actors. A task to which River had applied himself with all the vigour he’d displayed while lying in a coma. 

Which – lying in a coma – was about the only thing that hadn’t happened to Lech lately. Two years’ bad luck had snatched away the life he’d planned and left his face looking like someone had played noughts and crosses on the same grid, repeatedly. Instead of living with his fiancée and looking forward to tomorrow, he was alone in a rented flat that swallowed most of his salary, and setting off each morning to Slough House. So maybe he should quit before he was any more behind, and find a new life to pursue. But his face might as well have gone ten rounds with a sewing machine, and the only reference he could expect from the Service would be one hinting at dodgy online activities – lies, but they struck deep, and no employer would look at him twice. There was a way out of all of this. He simply hadn’t found it yet. Meanwhile, he’d been staring at the same screen for thirteen minutes, and when he tried to scroll down discovered it had frozen, and wouldn’t let him leave. This might have been some kind of metaphor, but was more likely just fucked-up IT. Welcome to Slough House, he thought, and left Louisa’s office, which he’d colonised to avoid Roddy Ho, and went to boil the kettle instead.

Second paragraph in, the story turned nasty.

Derek Flint, who but for the grace of God and the good sense of the electorate might have been sitting in the London Mayor’s office today, is rumoured to be under investigation by the Met. The Diary understands that irregularities in Flint’s election funding are the cause of this inconvenience.

Flint’s mentor, guru and eminence noir is, of course, Peter Judd, for whom accounting irregularities are hardly a novelty. Since the failure of his pet pol at the polls, Judd has been keeping a low profile. Long may it continue.

Okay, not as nasty as Judd deserved, but still.

Diana Taverner binned the newspaper. Whoever was doing her lackeying – turnover was high – would retrieve it for recycling in due course; meanwhile, she’d enjoy Judd’s failure for a moment, even if the bigger picture, the one in which he had her in a stranglehold, remained undimmed. Judd might no longer occupy a great office of state, and even he had presumably come to accept that he never would again, but his unwavering belief in his innate superiority would doubtless be unstymied by this latest setback. Despite – or perhaps because of – his lack of moral compass, he always found another direction to head in. As for Flint, Judd would already have consigned him to the swing bin of politics. Loyalty was a marketing ploy: if it didn’t get you your tenth cup of coffee free, it was wasted effort.

And she had to admit a certain attraction to Judd’s attitude, particularly when it came to glazing over reversals. She could do with a little of that herself. A career spent running Regent’s Park was inevitably more stained by failure than garlanded by success, because when a threat to the nation was stubbed out few got to hear about it, but when a bomb went off on a weekday bus, the whole world held its breath. Besides, success could shade into its opposite. The victory that had meant most to her – an under-the-bridge act of vengeance, funded with Judd’s help – had long since curdled, her triumph ruined by the discovery that Judd’s PR firm was bankrolled by Chinese money, meaning that Taverner herself was left holding one end of a chain of firecrackers which, if lit, would not only burn down her career but leave the Park a charred smoky ruin. In some circumstances, the knowledge that applying a match would destroy both parties might be a source of comfort, but the concept of mutually assured destruction didn’t apply when one of the two considered himself fireproof. The time would come when Judd would act. He didn’t even have to see advantage for himself in the prospect. He simply had to be bored.

That knowledge buzzed in Taverner’s background day and night. Like having a neighbour with a floorboard sander and no boundaries.

Intermittently, though, since a recent email, the buzzing had faltered, as if she were either learning to live with it or starting to glimpse a way of pulling its plug.

The email – delivered to her personal address, known by few – had been anonymous, but not for long: while the principal reason for her being its recipient was that she was First Desk, its sender had evidently overlooked the fact that this gave her certain resources, and his attempts to cover his tracks gave little bother to Taverner’s IT crew. The attachment that came with it, though, she had kept to herself, and listening repeatedly to its scratchy recording of mostly forgotten voices, she had reflected on how often the past could blow a hole through a squeaky-clean future. The new government had set out its stall in what it claimed was a bright fresh marketplace, but the same sad song was on the jukebox. Meet the new gang. Same as the old gang.

On the desk in front of her lay a thin sheaf of papers: personnel files, printed from an unused workstation, using a temporary password that expired at midnight, its usage report deleted. It wouldn’t be impossible to determine that Taverner herself had accessed the material, but it would take active investigation, and it would be a foolhardy underling that attempted anything of that sort. Four of the files were labelled INACTIVE, but the fifth, though not the slenderest, was relatively recent: River Cartwright, one of Jackson Lamb’s slow horses. Already she was having doubts about this choice, but a new detail, appended since Cartwright’s medical misadventure, offered hope. A lesson of leadership she’d long since absorbed: always read between the lines. Having done that, she dealt with the paperwork in the time-honoured way. There was constant chatter, in all lines of business, about what was truly the key to success: integrity, foresight, the ability to improvise. What nobody mentioned was a shredder.

Her phone chirruped with upcoming appointments: a meeting with the Limitations Committee, and an afternoon session with the Home Secretary – the daily round continued; she was calm, she was in control. It wasn’t so long since she’d contrived to have her bodyguard carry out an assassination, and she’d maintained that same air then, too. No one could know about the buzzing in her background, or guess the lengths she would go to silence it. And whatever way she found to do so, no trail would lead back to her.

‘Paging River Cartwright.’

‘… Huh?’

‘Hate to disturb you. But I was wondering what planet you’re on.’

River blinked. Earth. He was on earth.

Not something he took for granted lately. When he’d put his hand on that toxic-swabbed door handle – how long ago was that? – he’d nearly crossed a graver threshold too, and joined his grandfather in the afterlife; not the one where you sat bathed in heavenly light while a choir hummed ecstasies in the background, but the one where you were buried in cold hard ground and that was that. In earth, rather than on it. A future that had brushed him on its way past, and would one day make good on its promise. This time, though, River’s death had been temporary: an induced coma lasting nine days, during which, he’d been told, his body had been a battleground on which medical science had slugged it out with the mad bastard variety, and thankfully won, though not without cost. He had a lost winter behind him; months off work, and an uphill struggle regaining his strength, not to mention his powers of concentration.

He was here, in the kitchen of the flat he shared with Sid Baker. They were eating breakfast, or that was the theory. An unfinished slice of toast sat on his plate. Some mornings, he had no appetite.

‘… Sorry.’

‘Interesting email?’

His phone was in his hands, true, and that was what had started his spiralling descent. But it took a moment to gather himself. ‘From that researcher. The one in Oxford?’

‘Who’s sorting out your grandfather’s library.’ Sid knew all about the O.B.’s library; she’d spent weeks living there, hiding from her own close encounter with death, nesting on cushions like a child in a storybook.

‘She’s been looking at that video I made—’

‘The one of me sleeping.’

‘The one of my grandfather’s study, yeah—’

‘Which was mostly me sleeping.’

‘Which makes it sound way creepier than it was, which was just me filming my grandfather’s bookshelves, and happening to include a moment of you sleeping. And she’s been using it as a … catalogue, to make sure none of the books got lost in transit. And so she can shelve them in the same order he did.’

‘That matters?’

‘Does to her. Or that’s what she’s doing anyway, in case it mattered to him.’

Which it might have done. True, it was a fantastical notion, straight out of Dan Brown or Scooby-Doo, but on the other hand, the O.B. – who, with his late wife, Rose, had raised River – had been Regent’s Park’s strategist par excellence, and had spent his adult life steering the ship of state security through historically choppy waters. He’d never been First Desk, but he’d stood at the elbow of several who had been, pointing out changes in the weather. Something of a teddy bear, those who didn’t know him had liked to think; a reliable sounding board, but lacking the edge that might have taken him to the highest office. Others, more mathematically inclined, counted instead the years he’d spent as trusted adviser, coming up with a figure far higher than most First Desks managed, First Desks being notoriously vulnerable to the workings of events, not to mention the machinations of their subordinates. Besides, teddy bears weren’t the companionable pushovers they were taken to be. It wasn’t fun and games they planned at their picnics; it was long-term strategies for consolidating positions of influence. Nor were their objectives achieved wearing furry mittens. In recent years River had come to understand that his grandfather’s hands, which he’d first seen tending his flower beds, had been soiled by more than garden waste.

Meanwhile, River was still looking at the email from Oxford. ‘Anyway, apparently there’s a book missing.’

‘Stop the bloody clocks! A missing book? Shall I call the Park?’

‘You can laugh—’

‘Am doing.’

‘And I’d join in, if that’s all it was, a missing book. Could have been lost when the study was packed up, or been put in the wrong box and sent into storage with the furniture, or, I dunno, a hundred other things. It was a bit chaotic, I imagine.’

Imagination being all he had to go on, having been comatose at the time. 

‘So it’s not just missing,’ said Sid. ‘That’s what you’re saying.’

‘Yeah,’ said River. ‘Apparently this book, which is there on the film I took?’

‘It’s a rare and valuable volume?’

‘No,’ said River. ‘It doesn’t exist.’

A chapter of accidents, that was the phrase. A series of unfortunate events.

If Shirley were a TV show – which obviously she was not – but if she were, now would be a good moment for a Previously on Shirley Dander segment.

Decking a harasser at Regent’s Park; exile to Slough House; Marcus. Running up the stairs at the Needle – that had been a killer. The gunfight out west, at the underground complex, and Marcus again, this time dead. The penguin assassins’ UK tour, and that moment in the church when she thought she’d be crushed to death (didn’t happen). Wales in the snow, and J. K. Coe lying under a tree like a discarded Christmas decoration. Hunting stalkers at Old Street roundabout; thumping a bus on Wimbledon Common. A week in the San, supposed to be a time of calm reflection, ending with a battle royale, a road trip with a former First Desk and a showdown in a car wash with a helmeted hooligan. It would be fair to say there were both ups and downs in that lot. Though ups were getting harder to locate, and more expensive to maintain. And the downs – best not to dwell on the downs.

All of which left her here, in her office, having just been read, yeah, chapter again: chapter and verse by St Catherine of Standish, patron saint of addicts. Who had herself graduated from the San with full honours, and obviously regarded Shirley’s truncated experience of its rehabilitative wonders as some kind of moral failure, so fuck that. What she really needed, leaving aside all the bollocks inherent in what others thought she needed, was to be left alone for a while; a little solitude (the odd pick-up apart) and some clean living, with maybe the odd toot for variety’s sake – it was relaxation, not canonisation, she wanted. A few weeks of that and she’d be ready for anything Slough House could throw at her, even including her current task, which involved an online trawl for youths exhibiting antisocial tendencies in specific postcodes, these centring on mosques identified by Regent’s Park as being ‘of special interest’ … Well, she could imagine Lamb saying. You have to start somewhere. He had the notion, or pretended to, that it ought to be possible to identify those undergoing radicalisation not so much by their youthful careers of hooliganism as by those same careers being abruptly curtailed. Redemption, in Lamb’s world, was less likely than the chances of being recruited by the forces of evil, forces which would prefer you kept your nose clean for the moment.

None of which had any relevance to her own situation, obviously.

She leaned forward and tapped at her keyboard to dispel the screensaver, but her computer had switched itself off, its usual response to being ignored for more than five minutes. She could boot up again, but on the other hand it was less than two hours to lunchtime, so she might as well just sit it out. Coming up next on Shirley Dander: fuck all. She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, and wondered if she were the only one in the building who had no real plans at all. Maybe. Maybe not. Time would tell. It usually did.

Book restaurant.

The memo was fixed to her monitor’s upper corner, but she’d avoided acting on it yet.

Things Louisa had accomplished so far this morning included, pretty much exclusively, opening her window, through which now drifted the sounds of ordinary things, all of which had happened a million times before. Buses wheezed, traffic snorted, an airliner bulldozed its way through a temporarily cloudless sky. White noise, leaving no trace behind. On her windowsill lay two dead bluebottles, half a moth, and the scattered debris of city dirt, the kind that accumulates unseen, until it’s suddenly a landfill site. Underfoot was threadbare carpeting; on the walls a dull shade of paint that had long given up its proprietorial singularity – November Frost? Autumn Lawn? – in favour of a universal beige. The space between felt like it was held prisoner by the 1970s. The shelving on the walls remained there largely through inertia, and the mismatched desks – her own kept level thanks to a folded piece of cardboard, the other with a surface scarred by the penknife lacerations of a previous bored resident, and both with drawers that didn’t open easily, or wouldn’t shut – might have started life in a more salubrious corner of the civil service, but were now a decade or more past their useful working life. Not unlike – but she held off completing the thought.

That other desk, the scarred and battle-worn one, had been commandeered by Lech Wicinski lately, but had belonged to Min Harper once, what felt like fifteen years ago, and she still imagined him there occasionally, balanced on its edge or standing by the window, like an overgrown schoolboy gazing at the playing fields. Min Min Min. Oddly, he spoke to her now.

You going to make that reservation?

She hadn’t decided yet.

What’s to decide? An old friend seeking your company? Not even a date, as such. Just … friendship.

Maybe. Maybe not.

Min wasn’t there, of course, and even if he had been was unlikely to offer useful commentary on her options. He’d not been the most reliable source of advice while alive. It was unlikely he’d improved in that area since his death.

Still, he wasn’t shutting up.

And it’s not as if you’re doing anything else this evening.

Yeah, thanks for that.

She made a pistol of her fingers, shot Min’s ghost dead, and felt bad.

But he was right, she had nothing else on. And it shouldn’t be a big decision, an evening out with an old … friend? Barely. They’d had someone in common, no more, and she wasn’t sure there was a word for that. For him to reach out after all this time suggested he was after more than a nostalgic evening. Choose wherever. My treat. His words, so he’d obviously come up in the world. Whereas she remained on the same page.

Perhaps that was why she was havering. An evening spent basking in someone else’s progress: did that sound like fun? Hearing about professional success, worldly advancement, while she looked forward to turning up here tomorrow, to an unswept windowsill? Except none of that sounded like Devon Welles, whom she’d known when he was one of the Park’s Dogs; a friend to Emma Flyte – a good character reference – who’d left the Park after she’d been fired, another indicator of decency. Not the type to spend an evening boasting to a former colleague. No: he was after something else. And it was possible this might turn out to her advantage.

He’s your ticket out of here.

Which wasn’t Min speaking, but might as well have been, being about as grounded in reality as he ever got. What did Welles have to offer her? And why was she overthinking this, anyway? Pick up the phone, book a restaurant. It wasn’t rocket science. 

The Post-it note on which she’d scribbled the reminder fluttered for no obvious reason, and she thought goose on my grave. From overhead came a wheezing sound, which might be Slough House expressing its weariness, or Lamb expressing himself. Either way, it was not a reminder of how delightful these precincts were. The days were stacking up like dirty dishes, and each had been packed with moments like this, the kind where you look round and wonder how you got here, and why you haven’t left yet. For the longest time, she’d thought – like every slow horse before her – that this was a temporary glitch; that Regent’s Park would take her back once she’d proved herself. She no longer believed that. So why was she still here? It wasn’t the decor. It certainly wasn’t the company. And no, she wasn’t doing anything tonight. She plucked the Post-it from her monitor, screwed it up and tossed it into the wastebasket, nearly.

Then took her phone out and began googling restaurants.

‘On the shelf, Ashley. On. The. Shelf. You want to spend your whole life there?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘Because you’re going about it the right way.’

‘I said— Never mind.’

Because it didn’t matter what she said: once The Lecture began, it would keep right on happening until it was over. Estimates varied, but Ashley Khan figured she could write off the next ten minutes. Just keep her phone jammed to her ear, and if anyone appeared, pretend she was busy. In Slough House, pretending to be working was so much part of the agenda, it counted as working.

None of which she could interrupt her mother to explain, because apart from not knowing Ash had been booted out of Regent’s Park and exiled to this shitheap, she also didn’t know Ash had been at Regent’s Park in the first place, and if she had would have assumed it was the offices of the security firm Ash claimed to be employed by, rather than the headquarters of the UK’s intelligence service. All of which would require more than a ten-minute call to set right. Simpler all round to keep listening to The Lecture, with its familiar arc in which her mother went grandchildless to the grave while she – Ash – wasted the best years of her life. Meanwhile, in front of her, was her ongoing project. This will keep you out of mischief. A pile of paper eight inches thick, and yes, don’t even bother: paper? It was out of some old Harry Potter book. When Catherine had carried it in, Ash had just stared, not sure whether she was supposed to laugh or cry. I mean, this is data? It needed someone walking in front of it waving a red flag. You could literally have an accident moving it from one place to another. What was saddest was, Catherine spent all day every day doing precisely that. The woman had no idea. Ash should introduce her to her mother.

Who was now telling her, ‘I know it’s not fashionable to say so, but you do have to give some thought to what boys are interested in.’

Actually, thought Ash – speaking from experience, plus a lifetime spent online – what boys were interested in, what men were after, was the same two things, one being blow jobs and the other an audience, to fill the time between blow jobs. If she really wanted to send her mother grandchildless to the grave, delivering that information would get the job done without Ash leaving her chair. She’d as soon learn that Ash never went on a first date without packing a three-inch screwdriver, just in case.

Leaving her chair wouldn’t be happening soon, either. The paper wasn’t just to make the office look like a medieval crime scene, it was research material, the top half-inch being a list of night schools, a phrase used here in its loosest possible sense. From colleges of further education through private tutorial services to voluntarily run classes in rooms over garages, what these places had in common was that all offered courses – some leading to certificates recognised by national education bodies; others just providing a grounding in practical knowledge – in basic electronics, or chemistry, or – and here we were back in Slough House, and one of those team meetings in which Jackson Lamb dispensed his earthly wisdom – ‘Your general basic lesson in how to build a bomb.’

‘Seriously?’

‘What, you think people make bombs without learning how first? Like it’s bungee jumping, or writing a novel?’

She didn’t think that. She just didn’t suppose bomb-making was a night-school course.

After the half-inch of alternative educational outlets came seven and a half further inches: more lists, often incomplete, of pupils attending these courses, along with basic identifiers – addresses, NI numbers; where pertinent, criminal records.

‘And I’m supposed to what, find you some trainee terrorists?’

‘Best-case scenario, yeah. But worst-case, you’ll bore your tits off and go find some other line of work. So that’s a win-win.’

She had looked around. Louisa was nearest. ‘Did he just objectify me?’

‘Wasn’t listening. But probably, yeah.’

The pile of paper had grown no thinner since that conversation. Ash still wasn’t sure how many names it contained, but had a shrewd idea of how long it would take to verify the intentions of all concerned. A nillion years, this being her childhood quantification of, basically, eternity. 

Meanwhile, her mother was reaching her showstopper – the part where she told Ash she didn’t want to interfere, and Ash responded, as she mostly did, by refraining from asking her, if she ever did want to interfere, to make sure she let Ash know in advance, because short of her turning up in a tank, it was unlikely Ash would notice a difference.

‘I only hope this has been of some use to you, Ashley.’

‘So do I, Mum.’

‘You’ll thank me one day.’

Roll on, thought Ash.

She put her phone down. The task in front of her hadn’t gone anywhere; the office still smelled beige. Nominally she shared with River Cartwright, but he had yet to return from his long-distance skive, as Shirley put it, so it had been Ash’s alone since her arrival. A small mercy buried within the bigger punishment. But it meant the smell, the damp, the creaking noises in the corners were also hers alone. For a while she sat with her face buried in her hands, her mind playing out various alternative futures. Then she sat up straight, brushed her hair from her eyes, checked her phone, and carried on doing nothing.

Works have recently been completed on Aldersgate Street. The digging up of pavements is done, the re-laying of slabs complete, and if the end result is that the walkways are a little more crooked – a little less safe – this is one more argument for leaving things as they are for fear of making them worse. But while this is a lesson the slow horses might be wise to heed, if they were wise they would not be slow horses, and even those whose windows look down on the recently patched pavements – and who have spent hours moaning about the workers’ noise – now gaze down at the sight of pedestrians tripping on unaligned edges without reaching that conclusion. And this, perhaps, is another lesson: that those very things which ought to be plain and obvious are often among those most difficult to read. But perhaps this depends on the reader.

For now, though, the only reading being done is the slow, excruciatingly dull assessment of columns of figures and lists of names, of spreadsheets teeming with cells and sparklines, of ancient files in prehistoric formats, whose previous readers – long since dust themselves – have amended and footnoted with marginal squiggles in ink that time has turned purple. If there are stories here, they’re crying out not to be told; would much rather go the way of lost myths, and be allowed to perish silently on pages that remain uncut. But things leak out regardless. Old legends are exhumed, to test their durability against the modern world. This does not always result in a happy ending.

Endings of any kind, though, remain distant for the moment. Behind their doors, behind their windows, the slow horses plough on with their tasks, and if the world wanders past them regardless, this can be counted as success. For spies, unlike books, can be judged by their covers, and this outward show of ordinary boredom is their saving grace; as long as it is maintained, these grunts of the intelligence service are ignorable and unlikely to come to serious harm. But any attempt to shake off anonymity will leave them at the mercy of those lurking on Spook Street’s borders – its scarecrows and hangmen – its hawks and its hoods – and such mercy is frequently withheld. This has happened before. There are only so many times it can happen again, but this is one of them.

It starts like this.





THE SKY WAS AS blue as an egg, provided the egg was blue. The fields were as yellow as cars. The escarpment whose exit revealed the county spread out like, like, like – he wanted to say a dartboard – had felt, as he’d driven through it, part of a child’s game; a cavern crafted from cardboard, say, through which a small vehicle could be pushed, and from which its emergence would always be a surprise and a delight.

It would be fair to say that River Cartwright was in an uplit mood.

He was heading to Oxford the same day the Brains Trust was convening there in the safe house, though he couldn’t know that at the time. Of more interest to him was the simple state of being alive, and taking in the associated pleasures. Breathing, for example. Breathing was not something he’d take for granted again, or that was how it felt most mornings, when he woke and found himself doing just that: drawing in air, expelling it, his lungs doing their job unassisted, in a room empty of equipment designed to cope with the possibility that they might not. Waking up next to Sid, too. His new life was full of good things; moments he’d never call miracles, because once you did that you were hostage to a belief system, but still: pretty good. He’d been dead, or next worst thing; had spent nine days in a coma. Sid had also been dead; dead to him, and to everyone else, for longer than seemed feasible – and now they were back, and sharing this new chapter together. It shouldn’t surprise anyone, least of all himself, that he had these passages of joy to contend with. Just so long as he kept them quiet.

Good things weren’t the whole story, of course. There was still the occasional convulsion to deal with, meaning make sure nobody noticed – as far as the world was concerned, he was one hundred per cent fit. ‘The world’ meant Regent’s Park. It was just a matter of time, then, before the powers above – before Doctor Desk, the Park’s chief medical officer – passed him ready for the workplace. Whether anyone was ever really ready for Slough House was one for philosophers rather than medics, but even so, what mattered was his physical condition, and occasional convulsion aside, he was fit, he was ready. The rest was paperwork. And having done all he could to chivvy that along, he was just killing time until the documents were signed and stamped.

Which was why he was in the car this morning: because movement beat staying still; it whisked up time, sent it spinning faster. River was heading to Oxford, to discuss the matter of his grandfather’s library, and the book it had contained which had gone missing before turning out not to exist; a puzzle which would either yield to straightforward explanation or wouldn’t. It didn’t much matter either way. But addressing it would keep him busy, and deposit him that much nearer his own actual life, which this time round he would handle with wisdom and finesse, as befitted someone who’d been given a second chance. Slough House was for keeps: the slow horses had heard that so often they’d been beaten hopeless by the knowledge, and barely questioned it any more. But River knew what he was capable of, and while it was true he’d had troubles with Diana Taverner, she was far too canny an operator to deprive herself of a talented agent out of what, pique? They could have a sit-down, or a stand-up. A face-to-face. However it came about, he’d make it work. The sky was still blue; the fields shading to green. As he drove towards Oxford, still uplit, he might not have a song in his heart but he had a radio that worked, and was playing ‘Solsbury Hill’. That would do for now.

A low-slung waddling creature in a cherry-coloured waistcoat was leading a middle-aged couple along the Barbican terrace, pausing every few yards to catalogue recent canine activity, but there was no one else in sight. Way overhead, a sliding noise was a window opening, too high to be a worry, but she glanced upwards anyway because this was the world Diana Taverner moved in, requiring alertness to the possibility of someone watching, of records being kept. Never was the only right moment to drop your guard.

The bricks – this was the Barbican; there were bricks everywhere, except where there was concrete or glass – were shining in the noonday sun, and weeds were flowering in crevices, adding yellow and purple notes to faded greys and reds. The sky was largely blue, barring a contrail growing puffier by the moment, like cotton wool dropped in water. The hands on her watch overlapped, precisely. The bulky shape approaching was her appointment. Late.

He was wheezing, and overdressed for the weather; his familiar greasy overcoat flapping around his thighs. Hardly out of character, but still: she found herself arching her eyebrows, shaking her head. ‘My god, Jackson. Do you never think about losing weight?’

‘Yeah, once a week I take an extra big dump.’ He patted his stomach. ‘Keeps me in trim.’

‘It keeps you in heart attack territory.’

‘Potato potahto. What do you want?’

‘Never been one for small talk, have you?’

‘Nice weather, seen the news, up the Arsenal,’ said Lamb. ‘Small talk’s just bullshit leaving the body.’

There was a bench next to one of the concrete flower beds that were there to add insult to injury. Whether by design or good fortune, it sat permanently in shade cast by one or other of the overhead towers, whose continuing existence arguably amounted to a victory for terrorism. When Lamb lowered himself onto one side Diana half expected it to tilt, but hadn’t taken into account that it was bolted to the ground. She sat, placing her tote bag between them, and when she looked up he was holding a lit cigarette, which he hadn’t been a moment ago. Lamb could peel an orange one-handed in his pocket, if doing so would save him having to offer you a segment.

She said, ‘There’s a rumour those things are bad for you.’

‘And there’s statistics prove healthy people die. What’s your point?’

‘Forget I spoke.’

‘Already done.’ He inhaled, exhaled, admired his own prowess, then said, ‘You look like you found a condom in your cornflakes, Diana. You going to tell me about it or just piss off back to the Park?’

Taverner was a great believer in what mediators call ‘deep listening’, whereby the person she was talking to, regardless of how violently they disapproved of what she was saying, would shut up and agree with her. Lamb was never likely to fill this role, but here and now – as regrettably so often – there was no one else to unload on. Or at least, no one she’d not have to fire afterwards. ‘It’s the Park that’s the problem.’

‘You’re looking for somewhere new to bunk up, you can share with Ho. Though I warn you, he’s not the most refined of characters.’ Lamb shook his head sadly, then farted.

‘Finished?’

‘Floor’s yours.’

‘So I get a call from HR notifying me of a grievance being taken out. This is one of my favourite things, obviously, what with my being not very busy keeping the nation safe from terror attacks and stuff like that.’

‘Someone’s made a complaint about you?’ Lamb shrugged. ‘Find out who and either slap them silly or buy them a box of Smarties. You really need me to tell you that?’

‘Except the grievance process allows for anonymity, so no one making their whines heard has to worry about getting wedgied in the changing rooms.’

‘You’ll have to forgive me,’ he said, dropping into his plummiest voice. ‘Not having attended public school, I’ve no idea how these rituals work.’

‘Yes, you were too busy having knife fights, I’m sure. Anyway – anyway. The nub of the matter is, it seems I have caused offence, owing to a, ah, threatening turn of phrase I habitually employ. The poor darling “doesn’t feel safe”, apparently. Is worried I might be planning some kind of genocidal onslaught on the gender-fluid, on account of my tendency to refer to the boys and girls on the hub as precisely that, the boys and girls, instead of adopting some less heteronormative terminology more respectful of the range of sex-based identities that a diverse cohort might be expected to embrace.’ She paused for breath. ‘Or something.’

Lamb said, ‘Intolerable.’

‘Isn’t it?’

‘I meant you.’

‘Of course you did.’ She held a hand out, palm flat, and with a sigh suggesting he’d just been informed of the death of a loved one, Lamb fished a cigarette from somewhere, presented it to her, and lit it. ‘Boys and girls,’ she said. ‘That’s what they’ve always been called, they have always been called the boys and girls, regardless of their age, their gender identity or their sexual leanings. I don’t care about any of those things, why would I? So long as they do their job, that’s all I ask. Do their job, and not bother me with their millennial whimpering.’

‘It’s touching, the bond you share with them,’ said Lamb. ‘I hardly know whether to cry or tug myself off.’

‘And the thanks I get, the respect they should be showing, instead of that I’m accused of acting like some … heartless bitch.’

‘Imagine.’ Lamb dropped his smoked-out cigarette, and performed his social duty by grinding it underfoot and leaving it where it lay. ‘Well, I’m glad you’ve got that off your chest. Anything else bothering you, you can always reach my voicemail, which I make a point of deleting unlistened to.’ He stood. ‘Saves us both time.’

‘Sit down and shut up. I’m not finished.’

He sat. ‘Are you really coming to me for advice on this, Diana? Because joking aside, your next move’s obvious. Admit nothing, deny everything, and make counter-accusations. Sound familiar? It’s the Number Ten playbook.’

‘It’s the schoolyard playbook, to be fair. And while I appreciate the input, no, I don’t need your advice. I’m not dumb enough to think you give a flying dog-dump about grievance procedures, but there’s an important difference between us, which is that I’m not you. But the way things have been lately I’m under siege, which means any threat to my position, no matter how trivial, might have consequences. And while I’m famously tolerant of all manner of outrageous impositions, if there’s one thing I will not do, it’s suffer fucking consequences.’

‘You want this whiner found.’

‘Your boy Ho should be able to do it in his sleep.’

‘Might interfere with his sex life. Which also only happens in his—’

‘You’ll do this for me?’

‘Provided it doesn’t inconvenience me in the slightest, sure. What are friends for?’

‘Thank you.’

‘Oh, please, you’ll set me off again. Can I go now?’

‘There’s something else. You’re not going to like it.’

‘That’s a broad spectrum.’

‘Cartwright won’t be coming back.’

Lamb didn’t so much as twitch. ‘And this upsets me how?’

‘Because much as you like to pretend otherwise, you enjoy having him around.’

‘Well, I’m not saying he won’t leave a gap. He goes, I might have to hire a living statue, or an influencer. You know, someone with no discernible talent beyond a misplaced sense of importance.’ He was holding another cigarette now, and put it in his mouth unlit. ‘But it’s hardly a surprise. The way I remember it, the whole point of Slough House was to get the idiots off the books.’

‘And the way it turned out, we dispatch them to you and they take root.’

‘I can think of a few got weeded out.’

‘Yes, your mortality rate’s distressing, given your remit’s paperwork-based. Most offices in the country, you could expect raised eyebrows about that. You’re lucky we’re still a secret service. There was such a thing as OfSpook, you’d be in special measures.’

‘Always been special,’ said Lamb. ‘So what’s Cartwright’s problem, anyway? Apart from being Cartwright, I mean.’

‘He won’t pass the medical.’

‘They’ve introduced an IQ test?’

‘He suffered a toxic shock, Jackson. From a nerve agent whose long-term effects remain unknown. We keep him in employment, we could be looking at God-knows-what liability in the future, so the sensible route is to get shot of him now. With all due sensitivity, obviously.’

‘Well, yeah. Kid fucking gloves.’

‘But he might need reminding that when he found himself rattling death’s doorknob, he was on what the lawyers call a frolic of his own. So if he’s expecting a disability pay-off, he’s in for a disappointment.’

‘He’s a slow horse. Disappointment’s his factory setting.’

‘You’re taking this suspiciously well.’

‘Cartwright’s just part of the furniture,’ said Lamb. ‘And I hate furniture. Losing him won’t keep me up at night.’

‘Does anything?’

‘Viagra.’

‘Sorry I asked.’ She stood. ‘Well. Back to civilisation.’

‘Just so I’ve got this straight,’ said Lamb. ‘You want my boy Ho to work out who made this complaint against you so you can piss on their chips while saving your career. And at the same time you’re crapping on one of my crew just to save the Park some workman’s comp down the line. Pardon me if I’m being obtuse, but what’s in it for me?’

She reached into her tote bag and pulled out a bottle wrapped in green tissue paper.

‘Deal.’

‘Something else you should know,’ she said.

‘For fuck’s sake, what is this, Columbo? What now?’

‘An enquiry came into my office. About another one of yours.’

‘Let me guess. Standish has been swiped on Tinder, and someone’s checking her sex tree.’ Lamb made a vague hand gesture, as if offering Taverner the keys to his kingdom. ‘Just hand over the employee list for the 1990s, that should cover it.’

‘Not Standish. Louisa.’

‘Guy? I imagine she’s been through Tinder twice by now. Surprised she has time to show up in the office, to be honest.’

‘Well, that might not be on the cards much longer either. She’s being headhunted.’

‘Really?’ Lamb looked doubtful. ‘If someone’s collecting heads, I’d have thought Dander’s was a better bet. Make a good bowling ball.’

‘Maybe you could add that to her employee profile. That aside, remember Devon Welles? He was Flyte’s second.’

Emma Flyte: former Head Dog. Resting now in peace.

‘I remember someone called Dorset. Or was it Rutland?’

‘That’s him. He’s in the private sector now, doing very happily for himself. And recruiting former comrades, it would seem.’

‘Fairly indiscriminately, too.’

‘Harsh. I’ve often thought she’s the best of your lot.’
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