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PART ONE

EDITOR: a person employed by a newspaper, whose business it is to separate the wheat from the chaff, and to see that the chaff is printed.

Elbert Hubbard






1

London, 2016

THE BEARDED man waited in the shadows, one hand inside his jacket to keep his fingers from freezing up. He’d need them soon enough. Otherwise, the cold and the sleet tickling his toes and spotting his dark hair was of no concern.

His companion, a tall thin youth, stamped his frigid feet; he had been skittish since they left the squalid flat in Newham that had been their flophouse for the last two nights, his restless black eyes darting at the passers-by.

The bearded man also watched them with disgust. Drunk men, half-naked women. Laughing, smoking and drinking out of bottles in the street. One girl lay in her own vomit in the gutter, her legs splayed open to reveal the absence of underwear. Her friends stood by, shrieking hysterically and taking selfies with her. Degenerate kuffars, he thought, they are all bound for hell. Alhamdulillah. Praise be to Allah.

The garish lights from the club entrance did not extend as far as the shop doorway where the two men had stood for nearly three hours. Finally, at 2:37am the bearded man saw two men, both with Hawaiian-style garlands around their necks, emerge arm-in-arm from the club’s mirrored doorway. Laughing and chattering, they ducked past a small knot of noisy women smoking and shivering on a wet pavement painted a sickly red, lime and yellow by the nearby traffic lights. Stopping at the kerb, the men kissed greedily. Then one stepped back and said: ‘I’ll call an Uber.’

As he wrestled with his phone, the bearded man took three strides forward from the shadows, his right arm coming free from inside his jacket and rising high above his head. A flash of neon bounced off a long metallic blade before it descended across the tilted throat of his prey. The knife sliced through the man’s scarf before severing his carotid artery, followed by the trachea and spinal cord.

There was a loud sigh like a rubber bag expelling air. The man’s body dropped to the cold, hard ground, his head at an appalling angle, attached only by a ragged shred of skin, his eyes already dulled.

Thick dark blood pooled around the ragdoll body as the screams from the women mingled with a long drawn-out shout of triumph from the bearded man.



Two hours later, Shiv O’Shea stood across the road from the same spot behind a familiar blue and white cordon tape that said POLICE LINE – DO NOT CROSS. The sleet had stopped but it was still dark and bitter. She had been wakened by a call from one of her Met contacts. He hadn’t said much, just, ‘Get your arse down to the Kahlua Club in Mayfair. Now!’

No shower, just a quick face rinse followed by a wake-up call to Juggs as she left her apartment in Camden. The photographer said he would be there soon. She looked around … no other hacks here yet. That was good news but she knew it wouldn’t be long before others appeared like wolves scenting vulnerable prey.

She showed her Press Card to a uniformed copper keeping the small crowd of half-sober revellers and other rubberneckers at bay. He told her there had been a paparazzo at the scene, waiting to snap the victim and his new husband as they left the club. She didn’t recognise the pap’s name but it didn’t matter, the cops would seize whatever pictures he had as evidence.

Then, just as Juggs arrived, she saw a detective she knew and waved him over. After looking over his shoulder to see if his boss was about, he came towards her. Out of the side of his mouth, the detective told her the name of the victim. Juggs whistled.

Fuck me, Shiv thought. That makes it interesting. ‘Was it a hate crime then?’ she asked the DC. But he was already crouching under the tape and walking across Curzon Street, which had been sealed off to traffic.

Juggs rubbed his hands together to warm them and said: ‘This’ll make a good start for the new guy.’

‘What new guy?’

The new editor. Whatshisface – Bligh.’

Shiv blew her cheeks, a cloud of vapour almost enveloping her colleague. ‘Ah, yes, Jonno Bligh. Another bloody Aussie.’

‘You know him?’

‘We worked together at the Daily Tribune for a while. He was a good reporter then … before all that Hollywood bullshit.’
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I STOOD for a moment, closed my eyes and inhaled the feral atmosphere, that whiff of the Big Top you get in a tabloid newsroom: a heady mix of inspiration, perspiration and desperation.

Christ, it was good to be back. Two years since I was last in a newsroom. Too bloody long. So much had happened since: fame, fortune and assorted fuck-ups. But, hey, that’s another story.

Opening my eyes, I sensed the curious looks sent my way by the usual cast of colourful characters – at this early hour, mostly reporters. Some dressed casually, others in suits and bow ties. I had been a reporter once but now here I was – the editor. I saw them measuring me up: this Aussie who would have a big impact on their lives and careers over the coming years. For better, or worse.

‘So, what do you think of UK Today, Jonno?’ The deputy editor, Bill Todd, was showing me around. The man looked as sleek and sly as a dunny rat. He was of medium height with a slight paunch, chipmunk cheeks and a weak chin. His thinning grey-black hair was slicked back and his moustache bristled with self-importance. I had met him the evening before at a welcome dinner organised by Martha Fry, the managing director of UK Today, in a private room at the Dorchester. I had taken an immediate dislike to him. I knew he’d been pissed off not to get the top job.

‘Fantastic,’ I said, as the clack of keyboards and the low murmur of news monitors and hacks on the phone made me feel at home. ‘It’s great to be back. I’m looking forward to hearing what’s on the newslist today.’

Todd looked at his watch. ‘Talking of which, we should head to the morning conference.’

On the way to the conference room at the far side of the vast, throbbing expanse of desks and chairs and computers, I said to Todd: ‘That bloke you were speaking to earlier in the corner? The big guy in the dark suit? That’s Carlos Macrae, right? I met him last night. He’s Mr Bolshakov’s associate?’

‘Consigliere, more likely.’

‘You mean like a fixer?’

‘Yes, he’s a regular Robert Duvall.’ Todd suddenly looked as if he’d said too much.

‘Does he come here often?’

‘Yeah, quite a lot. I reckon he’d like your job.’



Vernon Sharp was already in full flow when we arrived at the conference room. Sharp was UK Today’s Head of Content; he nodded in my direction when I took the empty seat at the top of the table. About a dozen men and women occupied the other seats, with a few standing. Todd introduced me to the usual suspects who attend these daily meetings: the heads of features, sport, politics, pictures etc. Plus a few non-editorial people with a vested interest – circulation, marketing, and the online chief – Harvey Finkelstein, an American. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Macrae sitting at the far end, his dark bulk squeezed into a chair. What the fuck?

I gestured for Sharp to continue.

‘Hugo Morgan was a well-known gay rights leader. He had been at the forefront of the same-sex marriage campaign here in the UK for years.’ Sharp looked at me: ‘Mr Bligh, you may not know this, but gay marriage was made legal here a few years ago, partly down to Morgan’s efforts.’

I nodded.

‘He was forty-three, had just married his partner of two years at the Kahlua Club. It’s a well-known venue, just off Berkeley Square in Mayfair. He and his partner celebrated with friends there until after two am. As they were leaving …’ Sharp checked at his notes, ‘… the terrorist came out of nowhere and slashed Morgan’s throat with some sort of big blade, probably a machete. Nearly took his head off.’

I grimaced. ‘Jesus. What do the police say?’

‘Looking for a male in his early twenties, middle-eastern appearance. Also an accomplice, a young black man.’

‘How do they know he was a terrorist and not just some nutter?’

‘Cos he shouted the standard code-word as he attacked.’

‘Which was?’

‘Allahu Akbar,’ Sharp deadpanned.

‘Right. Of course.’ I felt stupid. My brain was still circling Heathrow after the flight from Sydney the previous day. And it didn’t help that I’d also screwed up a BBC interview that night. These guys must think I’m a total twat. But at least the story was a ripper. As it happened after midnight, I knew it would only have managed a brief mention in the final print editions. Today, of course, other media were all over it: radio, television, social. It had all the hallmarks of a ‘runner’ – a story that would be headline news for days, if not weeks: celebrity, violent death, Islamic terrorism. It had legs all right. As my old mentor Percy Mimms had drummed into me on many occasions: ‘If it bleeds, it leads.’

So, on my debut day, the machete murder of Hugo Morgan was bad news for him, but good news for me. What have we got so far?’ I asked Sharp, who looked even more jaded than I felt. I knew of him from my days as a reporter at the Daily Tribune. Then he had been a distinguished journalist with an impressive career. But now he just looked like a football manager after a string of bad results.

‘There are a number of angles. We’re tracking down witnesses, both wedding guests and passers-by on the street. A few have already posted on social media. We’re also trying to hunt down some video believed to have been taken by a guest on his phone. That might cost a bit, so you’ll have to okay that.’

I nodded. ‘Photos?’

‘We’ve got good stuff from the wedding ceremony earlier,’ the picture editor said. ‘They let the media in for five minutes. Good enough for the front.’

‘But everyone else will have it.’

‘True. The police say they will be releasing a picture of the suspect at the scene –’ he looked at his watch ‘– about now. Presumably a photo from either a phone or CCTV. We have our own pictures outside the club taken this morning. A pap saw the whole thing, apparently, but the cops whisked him off and I doubt we’ll get a whiff of his pics.’

Bummer. ‘What else are we doing?’

‘We’re all over our contacts in the Muslim community to see if anyone knows the killer,’ Vernon Sharp said. ‘Meantime, the usual tributes are pouring in.’ He looked at his notes again. ‘There’s one here from Princess Izzy.’

‘Who’s she?’

Sharp looked at me as if I were an idiot. ‘She’s a European aristocrat – one of the most famous women in Britain. Her face sells plenty of newspapers and magazines. Like Lady Diana’s used to do.’

‘Who else?’

‘James Marvell, the Prime Minister. And another from the Opposition leader. They didn’t waste any time. Gay rights is still a hot issue here.’

‘Ditto Australia,’ I said. ‘How can we get ahead of the pack?’

‘We have good contacts in the LGBTQI community. UKT has been supportive in the past, particularly on the SSM issue, so we’ll get plenty of good quotes from sympathisers. But the real prize would be an interview with Morgan’s husband, David Marinello. I think we have a good chance of getting an exclusive sit-down with him. That would provide a top page one tomorrow plus an inside spread.’

The features editor, a smart-looking woman in grey, pitched in: ‘We’re working on a centre spread on Hugo’s career as a gay activist. How he battled incredible odds to improve the rights of the LGBTQI community, and how it led to this terrible end on what should have been the happiest day of his life. And a sidebar on previous attacks on gay icons.’

‘That will give us a decent run … Strong front, four news pages and a features spread. Seven pages in total,’ Sharp said.

‘So Jonno, what do you reckon?’ Todd asked. A twist to his mouth indicated he thought I was some colonial clown who was in over my big blond head.

When he spoke I could see guarded looks and pursed lips from the others. Not a lot of love for him, I deduced. On my mental whiteboard, I scrawled a note that, like Vernon Sharp, Todd might also be past his sell-by date.

‘What about an editorial?’ I said. ‘Perhaps expressing sympathy for a significant life wasted while demanding more scrutiny of home-grown jihadists? That sort of thing.’

Todd looked at me as if I were mad. ‘But that would open up the paper and its staff to possible retaliation from these dangerous people. We’ve always taken a more softly-softly approach. I think that’s what Mr Bolshakov would want in this case.’

‘Well, perhaps it’s time we were a bit more robust, show some leadership,’ I snapped, feeling suddenly emboldened. ‘I’m sure our employer will understand that.’ Todd’s lips thinned as if he’d just been given a pineapple suppository. The others tried hard to conceal their smiles.

‘And one last thing – in future, could everyone please call me Jonno.’
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IN TIME I came to think of seven am as my sphincter-tightening moment. That was when a package, wrapped in brown paper and bound by blue metal tape, was delivered to my door. It contained copies of the other national newspapers – all eight of them. Know thyself, know thy enemy. Cutting that blue tape made my heart jackhammer as I scanned the front pages for any evidence we’d been scooped.

Not that morning. Everyone had splashed on the Morgan murder, except for one redtop that trumpeted a new FF-cup boob job for a C-list celebrity. We had totally kicked arse. Most of the other papers had conventional headline/picture fronts along the lines of GAY ACTIVIST MURDERED IN TERROR ATTACK and a standard shot of the wedding ceremony. The Guardian had a poster front using a full-page stock photo of Morgan with megaphone in hand at a gay rights rally with a simple RIP headline and cross-ref to the story inside superimposed on it.

UK Today stood out from the pack. We had taken the story forward with an exclusive picture and interview with the grieving husband and quality photos inside of them together ‘in happier times’. The front-page headline said: WHY MY HUGO DIED WITH PRIDE IN HIS HEART. A tearful David Marinello explained that his partner had always feared being attacked but felt it was the price he would willingly pay to achieve equality for his LGBTQI brothers and sisters. It was a great piece, emotional but resolute. I looked for the byline: Shiv O’Shea, Chief Reporter. Ah shit. The distinctive name was all too familiar to me: we had once worked together at the Daily Tribune and had enjoyed a drunken one-night stand after an awards bash. I hoped that wasn’t going to come back and bite me on the bum.

Our reporters and photographers had done a great job of putting words and pictures together. By the time of the Page One conference at 5:30pm the previous day, most of the content had been pulled together. The police had released a grainy CCTV shot of the suspect’s face. There were others trawled from Facebook and Instagram. All in all, a great result as befitted Britain’s biggest selling tabloid. I was stoked.

‘So you should be,’ my wife Annie said, when I FaceTimed her in Sydney late that night from my swanky suite at the Langham Hotel. Her wide smile and sparkling green eyes beamed out at me from my laptop screen. Our one-year-old son, Percy, was on her lap, blowing spit-bubbled raspberries.

‘I wish I was there to provide some comfort,’ she said.

‘What sort of comfort?’

‘I can think of several ways.’

‘Such as?

‘Such as … washing your underwear or cooking your favourite meals.’

‘Oh, that sort of comfort.’ I faked disappointment.

‘Why, what sort did you think I meant?’

‘Mmm, you know …’

‘No, I don’t. Tell me.’

I told her. In exquisite detail. And at one point, blushing, she put her hands over Percy’s ears, even though he couldn’t understand a word. He was named after Percy Mimms, my mentor and the best man I had ever met. I once asked the gritty Glaswegian how he’d got the scars on his knuckles. ‘Ever thought what it would be like growing up in the Gorbals with a name like Percy?’ he’d replied.

‘Tell me about how the day went,’ Annie said.

‘I had forgotten just how great it feels to trounce the competition. I even got a call from Bolshakov.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Just what you’d expect: great front page, good job, etcetera.’

‘That’s fantastic. Did Bolshy mention the BBC interview?’ Annie’s face was impish.

I squirmed. ‘Shit, how do you know about that?’

‘There was a mention of it in The Australian this morning. The Media Diary.’

‘Aw, bloody hell. Trust them. What did it say?’

‘It was a bit garbled. Didn’t really understand it.’ Thank God for that.

‘So I watched it myself on YouTube. 429,000 hits and counting. You are a star, my darling!’

‘Jeez. I thought you said you wanted to comfort me? You know what, this isn’t helping.’ Despite my embarrassment, I couldn’t help smiling back at Annie’s mischievous look on the screen.

‘You were saying about Bolshy?’

‘Yeah. He was positive about the paper but I sensed underneath he wasn’t happy about something.’

‘Like what?’

‘Dunno. He was a bit off. It just seemed as if I had done something to piss him off. Maybe it was the editorial. I wrote a leader about the whole Muslim thing. Todd warned me he wouldn’t like it.’

‘What did it say?’

‘I called for the government to stop posturing in the aftermath of terrorist acts and put more pressure on Muslim community leaders to preach more tolerance about both gays and women.’

Annie looked puzzled. ‘Sounds okay to me. Not sure why it would upset him.’

‘You’re right. Must be something else. Probably my devious deputy Bill Todd feeding him some rubbish. He’s a bit too tight with Bolshy’s offsider Carlos Macrae for my liking. Anyway, I have a meeting with the managing director, Martha Fry, tomorrow so maybe I’ll ask her.’

Suddenly Annie looked at her watch. ‘Sorry darling, I must go,’ she said. ‘I’m taking Percy to the park to meet up with Posh. Take care. I love you.’ She blew me a kiss.

‘Love you too,’ I said to the blank screen.



On her way to the park, Annie thought about her husband. He had looked strained. There were lines on his open, handsome face she hadn’t noticed before. Faint, like the thin contours on an ordnance survey map. And dark smudges under his soft blue eyes. Maybe it was just the moody light in his hotel suite, she thought. His thick, golden hair had been mussed and unruly as if he’d just run his fingers through it. But his full lips had still looked highly kissable, she thought. I’d like to kiss him right now.

Later, she watched Percy’s beaming face while Posh pushed him on a swing, her heart fluttered. God, he looks so like his dad.
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I WENT to bed tired but still wired. It took me a while to drop off and I kept rerunning the BBC interview in my mind. Ugh.

My new boss Bolshakov had insisted I do it. ‘You are big name, it will be good for newspaper. Help sell more copies.’ I knew from my previous London sting that the News at Six was watched by more than four million Brits. What can go wrong? I’d asked myself. So, at five-ish that cold, wet afternoon, I had duly arrived at Broadcasting House, the famous art deco building in London’s West End. I had done numerous such interviews over the years but had never got entirely comfortable with that sort of attention; I’m not what you would call an extrovert. And I was also jet-lagged and wearing a suit, silk tie and proper shoes for the first time in ages. It felt stiff and scratchy after months of just shorts, thongs and T-shirts.

The pre-interview process seemed to go in a flash. One minute I was in make-up getting a bit of powder on my shiny bits, the next I was in the swanky studio sitting to the side of the news presenter. I had been told she was a stand-in for the usual guy who was unwell. Making a last-ditch effort with fingers and a drop of saliva to control my blond thatch of hair, I desperately tried – and failed – to remember her name.

As I sat there, tired and self-conscious, the sharp-faced presenter looked straight at a camera, talking on air to the BBC’s Washington correspondent about the controversial US billionaire who was vying for the presidency. I must have drifted off slightly because then I heard my name. The presenter was looking at me directly with a slight smile on her lips.

‘… talk to Jonathan Bligh, the new editor of Britain’s best-selling newspaper UK Today. He is also the author of two bestselling books and an Oscar-winning screenplay. Good evening, Mr Bligh, and congratulations on your new job.’

I sat up straight and tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come out right. ‘Thank you, er …’ I still couldn’t remember her bloody name. Or the masthead, for that matter. ‘… It is, um, an honour to, ah, as you say, be the new editor of, um, that newspaper.’ A shard of ice stabbed my heart and I began to sweat.

‘Mr Bligh, how do you respond to the criticisms from some quarters that a British institution like UK Today is now owned by a ruthless Russian oligarch and edited by an Australian with no editing experience? That it cannot truly represent the interests of our country?’

What the fuck?! ‘It’ll be a short, upbeat chat before the weather,’ the Beeb producers had assured me. Nothing heavy. Now here I was being grilled like a butterflied prawn. The next several minutes were excruciating. I’d stuttered and stammered my way through the remainder of the interview before, thankfully, I heard the news presenter from hell say, ‘Well, thank you Mr Bligh, that was very illuminating. Now we move on to Pixie and tomorrow’s weather …’



‘So you got sandbagged on the Beeb,’ Carlos Macrae said with a sardonic smile. ‘Boo hoo. Get used to it, buddy. There’s zero love for us out there. And besides, you obviously don’t know this – but the presenter, Francesca Walker, is married to the editor of one of our main competitors, Ricky Walker. Standard operating procedure – she was getting their retaliation in first.’

We were in a private dining room at the Dorchester. Macrae, I learned, was the son of a Spanish mother and a Scottish father. He had been a journalist – but not a good one – before becoming a PR guru in the city. The oligarch had then offered him a Tsar’s ransom to work exclusively for him. His nickname was Black Mac, partly due to his swarthy, saturnine appearance and lantern jaw, and partly because, as I would discover before too long, he was a malicious practitioner of the dark arts of both personal and political spin.

I had gone straight from the BBC studios to the hotel where Martha Fry, the managing director, was hosting a dinner for me. I dislike social events at the best of times, but coming straight after the TV debacle, I was dreading it. A so-called friend had already texted me to say the Twittersphere had lit up like the Sydney New Year’s Eve fireworks. I was trending, and even had my own hashtag – #ByeByeBligh. My fears were confirmed when Martha welcomed me in the nasal Brooklyn accent that I would come to know so well: ‘So you bombed, what of it? Honey, you gotta hang tough. In a few days everyone will have forgotten it ever happened.’

Ah shit, it was that bad? ‘Thanks, Martha, but I should never have done that interview. Not while I was still jetlagged.’

A large Scotch had helped settle my nerves as I was introduced to the rest of the UKT senior management team. Looking back, I don’t remember much about the meal or any of my new colleagues from that first meeting, except, that is, for Black Mac and Martha Fry. Indeed, my memory of her is quite distinct.

She was a pale-skinned brunette; mid-forties, I guessed. Medium height, boosted by high-heeled black boots. Minimum jewellery, maximum make-up: eyes powder-coated in sooty black, lips slashed in crimson. A sexy glamorous Goth. Not my type, but I could see why the other men in the room looked at her with something other than collegial interest.

Sitting next to Martha at dinner, I observed how she dominated the rest of the group with quiet, steely authority. Sitting upright and very still, she commanded everyone’s attention without ever raising her voice.

‘So Jonno, Bolshy sure seems to dig the fact you are a famous writer. Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure of reading your books, but I promise to do so real soon.’ She put a small but steely hand on my arm and leaned towards me, her musky fragrance almost anaesthetising me. ‘But lemme tell ya – I did see your movie. Watched it on a plane coming over from New York. Awesome. A must for anyone involved in the news business, I’d say.’

She paused and patted her full red lips with the napkin. It came away looking like a surgical swab. She turned to look at Black Mac: ‘Carlos, what did you think of Jonno’s movie – what was it called again?’

Macrae looked at her and then at me with eyes like Colombian coffee beans. His mouth opened in a snaggle-toothed grin that reminded me of a saltwater crocodile. It was obvious he’d had a bit to drink.

‘Ma’am –’ I was to find that he had the annoying, slightly mocking habit of calling her that, like she was the bloody Queen, ‘– the film was called Hard News and it did indeed achieve the impossible: make journalists look almost human. I can only hope our new superhero Jonno can save this newspaper just like his character in the film did.’

‘You know what, Carlos, I am sure Jonno doesn’t want to hear about our problems – or should I say challenges? – so soon. Plenty of time for that.’

Problems? Bolshakov hadn’t mentioned any problems. As if she had read my mind, Martha turned her dark eyes to me, leaned over and said in a soft, breathy voice: ‘But, honey, we’ll need to get together and talk about a few little things real soon. I’ll get my PA Byron to fix something up in a day or two, once you’ve settled in.

I had left early, pleading tiredness from the flight and gone back to my hotel and called Annie. Now lying sleepless, I thought about what Martha had said. Just what exactly had the Russian neglected to tell me when he offered me the job back in Sydney?
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MY AUSSIE mate Hamish Minto had played matchmaker. ‘I want you to meet someone,’ he’d whispered down the phone, as if scared of being overheard. ‘Interesting guy. Russian. Super wealthy. Very keen to see you.’

‘What does a rich Russian want with an old hack like me?’

‘Sorry, Jonno, can’t say … other than that he has a remarkable proposition for you.’

Hamish and I had met years before in London when I was an investigative reporter on the Daily Tribune and he was the creative director of a small, independent ad agency that had since gone global. We had both come a long way: me with a brace of best-sellers, he with a booming business and a baronetcy.

Hamish and his wife, Heather, were back in Sydney for a brief visit and invited Annie and me to a dinner party at their Vaucluse mansion. I counted ten other guests including the Foreign Minister and her partner, but Blind Freddy could have picked Minto’s mystery man. Rugged and rangy with a high forehead, full lips and deep-set grey eyes the colour of iron filings. Lean Nordic face, light brown, close-cropped hair and a hint of stubble – think Marlboro Man minus hat and cigarette – he also had the glossy patina that massive wealth seems to provide. He was dressed in chic, black-on-black clothes – dark suit, silk shirt and polished loafers. Standing next to him was a tall, angular woman with dark hair scraped back into a topknot that coiled on her head like a northern death adder. She was no great beauty, but her feline eyes and slanted cheekbones made her striking. They both stepped forward to greet us.

‘Mister Bligh? It is pleasure to meet you. And Mrs Bligh? He kissed her on both cheeks. Hamish did not tell me that you were such beautiful woman.’ The oligarch spoke slightly fractured English in a heavily accented baritone. ‘I am Borya Bolshakov and this is my wife Varvara.’ His smile displayed large, white teeth. The woman took my hand and gave it a firm squeeze. Then she did something weird: she turned it over and examined it. One red-taloned finger traced a line on my palm for an awkward moment before she abruptly dropped it and stepped back a pace.

Bolshakov gave her a glance before continuing. ‘Mr Bligh – can I call you Jonno? – I have private matter I would like to discuss with you. Mrs Bligh, would you mind if I take your husband away for a short time?’

Annie smiled. ‘He’s all yours. Please be gentle with him.’

But the Russian had already taken my elbow and was steering me to Minto’s library. Behind its thick oak doors, my mind raced. What the hell was this all about? Maybe he just wanted me to ghostwrite his autobiography, or consult on a film project. I didn’t have to wait long to find out.

‘Jonno, I am glad my friend Sir Hamish persuaded you to come tonight. Let me come straight to the point: I want you to be new editor of my newspaper in Great Britain. It is called UK Today.’

‘I don’t understand – why me?’

Bolshakov smiled. ‘I have conventional editor for five years and paper is like “okroshka”. That, Jonno, is cold Russian soup with vinegar, stodgy potatoes and sour cream. I no longer want okroshka. I want Beluga caviar.’

The rest of that conversation is a blur. I do remember that he flattered me outrageously, mentioning my books and my reputation as an investigative journalist. He believed that my celebrity would add lustre to the paper. He glossed over my protestation that I had never been an editor. ‘You know how to tell stories. That is enough. Besides, you and your charming wife will be big asset to me in London.’

His magnetic grey eyes were hypnotic as he outlined the eye-watering package of salary, benefits and perks that I could expect. But the clincher was what he said next. ‘Most of all, Jonno, I offer you power. Unbelievable power to do great things. You and my newspaper.’

As I sat, gobsmacked, the oligarch leaned forward with a half-smile. ‘I do not take no for answer. What do you say?’

I didn’t say anything. But I was sold.



‘Quite something, isn’t he?’ Heather Minto turned to Annie.

‘Jonno?’ She was looking at the library doors and wondering what was going on behind them.

Heather laughed. ‘Well, of course, him too. But I meant Bolshy. We are all terribly intrigued by him. Quite the international man of mystery. I mean, he’s all smiles and trousers, but you know what?’ Her voice lowered. ‘There’s something not quite right about him.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You remember Anne Widdicombe? The former MP? Well, she once said of her former boss that there was “something of the night” about him. I feel the same about Bolshakov.’

‘Do you know what he wants with Jonno?

‘Um, not exactly but …’

‘Come on – spill the beans.’

‘Och, I can’t say. Hamish would kill me. But I did pick up something this afternoon when he and Bolshy were talking out on the verandah.’

‘Come on, Heather. I’ll find out soon enough anyway.’

Her friend smiled impishly. ‘Well, dear, let’s just say that we might be seeing a bit more of you in London in the near future.’



We’d left the dinner party as early as possible, pleading babysitting problems. Apart from a short, whispered conversation in the bathroom before dinner, Annie and I had not had any time together at the Minto party to discuss the momentous job offer. The ten-minute Uber ride home to our penthouse overlooking Rose Bay had been tense, the air pregnant with our respective thoughts on Bolshakov’s proposition.

We had agreed not to talk about it until we got home. But, finally, after we’d said goodnight to our live-in nanny Posh and kissed our sleeping son good night, Annie and I sat down on the verandah with stiff drinks in our hands. She seemed to have used the intervening time to marshall her arguments for opposing the move. ‘It would cause too much upheaval. Our lives would be changed forever. Percy’s too young.’ All valid reasons, but I knew at the heart of her resistance lay the occasional nightmares, panic attacks and flashbacks – PTSD symptoms – she still suffered as a consequence of her terrible ordeal in South East Asia two years earlier.

I, on the other hand, was excited at the prospect of going back to newspapers. ‘You said I needed a new project.’

‘I meant writing another book, not moving halfway across the world.’

‘My God, Annie, it’s London, not Lesotho! Your parents live up the road.’

‘But why you? Why not a proper editor?’

‘Thanks very much for the vote of confidence!’ I gave her a gentle nudge. ‘Partly because I’m a good journalist and partly because I’m a bit famous. It won’t be the first time someone like me has become editor of a national paper – the guy at the Evening Standard used to be Chancellor of the Exchequer, for God’s sake.’

‘Sorry, it’s just that I have a bad feeling about it,’ Annie said. ‘I’m not sure I could stand another horrible drama like Rehab Island.’ That was the name we’d given the uninhabited island where desperate circumstances had brought us together. ‘And Heather Minto told me there was something dodgy about your new BFF.’

That was a surprise. I thought Annie had been bowled over by Bolshakov. She had seemed to bask in his glow and blush at his lavish compliments. There was no doubting the Russian’s casual charisma. Annie had sat next to him at dinner and, when I’d looked over once or twice, her face was shining as they talked. And when we were leaving, he’d put an arm around her and said, ‘I hope you and your husband will accept my little proposition. You will be London’s new glamour couple.’

Why did Heather say he was dodgy?

‘What was that thing with his wife and your hands?’ Annie said.

‘Jeez, I don’t know. It looked as if she was reading my palms. Maybe she’s a weird Russian mystic or something.’

‘Poor woman – if she’s read your palm, she won’t be able to sleep tonight!’

Later, sitting up in bed, arms folded, at loggerheads, I wanted to talk about the amazing opportunity that had been presented to me, while Annie wanted to list all the reasons why I shouldn’t grab it.

‘Lately I’ve felt so much better. And Percy is doing so well. Why do you want to spoil everything?’ Suddenly her eyes glistened. ‘This is shit!’ she shouted before jumping out of bed and locking herself in the bathroom. Our cat Wagga, who’d been sleeping on the bed, sprang up like he’d been scalded.

I felt bad. You’re being totally unreasonable, I told myself. Take her in your arms and tell her you’ll turn it down. But after a minute or two she emerged with a wan smile and a surprise: ‘Sorry, just got a bit emotional. Nothing you haven’t seen before. Look, I know you really want to do this – newspapers are in your blood. So I won’t stand in your way. But I have two conditions.’

‘Anything,’ I said.

Annie said she wanted to ask our nanny to come with us. Posh – shortened from Porsha as Percy could only manage the one syllable – came to us soon after he was born and had lived with us since. And there was a delicious irony in her nickname: magenta-haired, promiscuously pierced and generously inked, she came from Tumbulgum, a tiny town about 800 kilometres north of Sydney. Posh was, well, anything but.

‘Absolutely. And the other condition?’

‘I want to do something. Go back to work or find a project.’

Annie came back to bed to celebrate. The next morning, I rang up Bolshakov and said: ‘Da, bolshoe spasibo’. Yes, thank you very much. I had looked it up on the internet.
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‘SO, WHY this Australian, svóloch?’ Varvara arched her thin eyebrows.

‘What do you mean?’ said Bolshakov.

‘I don’t understand why you made him editor of your newspaper.’

‘Because he is a celebrity. It’s good for publicity. And because Minto says he is easy-going, manageable. “Putty in our hands” is what he said.’

‘But why not Bill Todd, the deputy? He will do everything we ask.’

Bolshakov sighed. ‘No, no. Todd is the svóloch. A complete dick. No one likes him, no one believes he would make a good editor. He is not credible. Jonno Bligh has a big reputation as a writer but no experience as an editor. That makes him vulnerable.’

‘I’m not so sure, Borya. When I looked at his hand, I felt something was not right. He is trouble, believe me.’

‘Zatknís! Shut up, Vava. You and your gypsy bullshit! Besides, Minto told me Bligh had a coke problem when he worked in LA. We can use that if he proves difficult.’

It was after the Minto dinner party. They were having a vodka martini nightcap together in their Langham Hotel suite overlooking Sydney Harbour. It was a rare occasion, as they lived mostly separate lives. Varvara worked and resided in New York while Bolshy used his superyacht Ikon as both a floating home and a business base. The arrangement suited them both.

From the yacht, the oligarch ran two different operations: the first was totally global and legit, the second exclusively European and criminal. He largely left the running of the former to a Russian Jew, Efrayim Klein who, along with his Stanford-educated son Alexander, managed Bolshakov’s oil and gas interests on a day-to-day basis along with an extensive worldwide commercial property and shipping portfolio from a Paris base. Bolshy preferred to personally control the drugs, sex trafficking, counterfeiting and arms smuggling elements of his below-the-counter operations from aboard the Ikon, which was mostly moored in the South of France. No one, not his wife, not Macrae, not his father, Leonid – especially not his father! – knew the full extent of his criminal enterprises. To the oligarch it was a hobby. Everybody needs a hobby, he’d chuckle to himself.

‘What is so important that you came so far to see me?’ Bolshakov asked his wife.

‘Because it involves Marvell Manufacturing International.’

‘What about it?’

‘Your father Leonid sent me an encrypted message saying that a newspaper reporter was sniffing around.’

Bolshakov looked up sharply. ‘Why did he not send me the message?’

‘Because, darling, I was the one who handled the original loans arrangement for your precious Banquo. All those years ago. Remember? And that is what the reporter is looking at.’

‘Who is the reporter? What newspaper does he work for?’

‘She. Her name is Barbara Scaife. Business writer for Yorkshire Telegraph. In Leeds. As you know, MMI is also based there.’

Bolshakov snorted. ‘Why should we worry about some small-time hack? The suka will not find anything.’

‘If that were true, darling, I would not have come all way here just for the pleasure of seeing your face.’ She told him that Carlos Macrae had checked Scaife out. ‘He says that she is persistent. Smells a big story. The woman talked to local bank contacts and found out MMI had been in trouble ten years ago. She now has some idea that the bailout money came from Moscow. Macrae believes she is close to writing the story.’

‘Are you kidding me? Why did Carlos not tell me this? This Scaife could ruin everything – not just our sanctions strategy but she could also kill our plan to make Banquo Russia’s greatest ever secret-intelligence asset.’ He picked up his phone. ‘Wait, I’ll call Carlos now.’

Varvara told him to put it down. ‘I told Macrae not to worry you until we found out more information. We need to make some decisions before you talk to him. First, we have to discuss Banquo. Your father does not believe your Bligh strategy will work. I’m not sure I do either.’

‘What has Papa said?’

‘He believes it will take too long and is doomed to failure. He says you should force Banquo to move now. Before it is too late.’

‘He worries too much.’

‘Nyet! He knows, as I do, that Russia is in peril. Low oil prices and the West’s economic sanctions are bringing us to our knees. You’ll know the rouble is in the toilet. That is why your father has many operations in play to fix these problems, including mine.’

‘We’ve survived before. Like in 1998.’

‘Things are worse now. The people are getting restless. Wages are frozen, there’s less food and businesses are closing. There have even been riots in the street.’

‘So what? The fucking proletariat is never happy.’

‘Because it puts President Rodchenko at risk. Already there are moves against him. The military are pissed off at reduced budgets and that arms sanctions means fighter planes and spy ships lack vital electronics. And guess what, darling, if Rodchenko goes, we do too – you, me and Leonid. We know where too many bodies are buried.’

‘What do you and Papa want me to do?’

‘Move things up. Put pressure on Bligh to deliver. And you must give an ultimatum to Banquo – do this thing we ask or else we’ll bankrupt your family firm and expose you as traitor.’

‘Okay, okay! I’ll do it. What else?’

‘The journalist. Barbara Scaife.’

‘What about her?’

‘She’s big trouble. You need to do something quick.’

The oligarch took a long pull of his cocktail before thumping the glass down on the side table. He smiled, his tombstone teeth menacing. ‘Okay, Varushka. We will get rid of her. Immediately. Macrae will use the Kazakh brothers to take care of this crazy blyat.’

Vava sat back and nodded. ‘Klëvo. Cool. I thought that would be your decision.
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THE MEETING Martha Fry had suggested to me over dinner at the Dorchester took place a few days later. It started badly and went downhill from there. Entering the UKT boardroom I found the MD flanked by Black Mac, who had a coffee in his hand and a Rafael Nadal sneer on his face, and Harvey Finkelstein, the self-styled digital guru.

‘What’s he doing here?’ I asked Martha, indicating Macrae. ‘I thought he was just the PR guy. Why is he sitting in on a meeting about editorial matters?’

Martha’s face pinked; I could see it even under the heavy make-up. ‘Well, Bolshy wanted him here in case there were any issues or decisions that required … careful communication. In particular, there is a matter we will discuss later that is, um, a tad delicate.’

‘Okay, what is this “delicate matter” you want to talk about?’ I said.

Martha smiled. ‘As I said, we’ll get to that later. First there are a couple of business issues that we need to discuss. As well as print, they involve UKT.com which is why I asked Harve to join us.’

Finkelstein was another bloke I was wary of. A wiry, fidgety Californian with a wispy, whiskery beard, and a long nose, reminded me of the meerkat in the TV ads for an insurance company. ‘Harve’ embodied the nerdy hipster species with his man bun and black-rimmed glasses. He never seemed to have any socks and his jacket looked as if it had shrunk in the wash. He attended our editorial news meetings, interfered in decisions and ceaselessly demanded first dibs on every major story. So far, I’d found him a constant pain in the arse.

‘We’ll start with circulation.’ Martha pushed a report across the boardroom table.

‘As you can see, the paper has been suffering. We got a slight kick yesterday thanks to the front page but the long-term trend shows we are way down. Just to be clear – these figures are confidential. If the advertisers get wind of them, they’ll head for the hills.’

I picked up the report. Coloured charts and sombre looking black and white tables with red figures glared up at me. Even a numerical dyslexic like me could figure out that the UKT circulation was in the toilet. ‘I knew all newspapers were doing it tough, but not as badly as this,’ I said. ‘The serious slide started what, nearly three years ago?’ I said. ‘Says here it suddenly fell off a cliff in 2013. What happened then to cause that?’

Martha looked first at Finkelstein and then Macrae. His crocodile grin appeared again. ‘Well, mate, you can work it out for yourself. That was when we completely revamped the website and started loading a lot more live content. You should also know that some of the recent figures are a little inflated … artificially.’

‘You mean bulk sales?’ These were tens of thousands of free or heavily discounted copies given away at airports, hotels and other venues to help ‘bulk’ up circulation. I’d researched UKT’s circulation figures after accepting Bolshakov’s offer, but they looked respectable because the bulks had been disguised.

‘Something like that.’

‘But this is madness.’ I brandished the report. ‘This shows that less than ten per cent of ALL revenue comes from online. The rest still comes from print. Why give away the content free via the website? Then there’s no need for readers to buy the paper. That’s what’s destroying us.’ Finkelstein may look like a prick but he’s obviously good at his job, I thought.

Macrae said: ‘Bolshy sees it as a transitional process. We grow the digital audience and ad revenue until it overtakes the contribution made by the paper. At that point, we can stop using dead trees to make money.’

I was stunned. ‘You mean you’ll kill off UK Today?’

‘Relax, it won’t happen overnight,’ Martha said. ‘And the brand will live on via the web. Every paper is in similar trouble and will do the same. But, in the meantime, we have to cut costs in order to maintain profits.’

Black Mac looked at me with malice. ‘There must be areas in editorial you can chop. I could take a look at your operation and suggest some savings.’

‘Not a chance,’ I snapped. ‘You keep your nose out of my newsroom.’ I turned back to Martha. ‘Look, this is a total shock. Bolshakov didn’t mention any of this when he offered me the job. Let me take this stuff away and study it before I comment.’

‘Sure, Jonno,’ said Martha. ‘We’ll pick this up again once you’ve had a chance to settle in properly. Now, before we adjourn, there is that other delicate matter I mentioned? Harve, I don’t think we need your input on this one.’



Once the Meerkat left, things sailed further south at a rate of knots. First, Martha explained that our proprietor was a good friend of the Russian president and saw himself as a potential high-level intermediary between his homeland and the West.

I laughed. ‘Like a mini Henry Kissinger?’

‘Not exactly. But these sanctions are hurting everybody. Not just Russia. And Bolshy believes he can be a kind of circuit-breaker by creating shall we say … a more positive appetite for negotiation between the two sides. After all, he also has the ear of the Prime Minister, James Marvell.’

‘I don’t understand. Where do I figure in this?’

Martha indicated that Macrae should take over. He put his elbows on the table, clasped his hands under his stubbled chin and looked at me with a reptilian gaze: ‘The boss believes the paper could do more to bring both sides together. UK Today still has immense influence with the powers that be, thanks to our combined audience of more than six million from print and online. If you started a newspaper campaign to lift EU sanctions, perhaps the PM would be more persuasive with his US and European counterparts.’

This was another shock. I knew about the sanctions that Macrae referred to – they followed a UN General Assembly Resolution in response to the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014. Now, nearly three years on, the whole sanctions shitfest was costing several countries, not just Russia, billions.

‘Are you kidding? A campaign? To achieve what exactly?’

Martha said UKT’s initiative would provide a platform for the Prime Minister, James Marvell, to change tack. And, if he did it would have a domino effect on the other EU members.

I shook my head. ‘Well, guys, I’m not sure I can do that. That would represent a major shift in our editorial position. Besides, Marvell might not be so easily turned.’

Macrae smirked. ‘The Boss can be very persuasive.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

Before Macrae could reply, Martha put a hand up and said: ‘Okay, guys, that’s enough for now. Bolshy will be here in a few days’ time and he’ll want to know your thoughts on this. We’ll meet again then.’

I scratched my head. ‘So, let me see if I’ve got this right: you want me to pour a bucket of shit over the PM’s head thus enabling him to do a U-turn and support the lifting of sanctions.’

Martha glanced at Macrae and nodded. ‘Yup, that’s about right, sweetheart.’
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SHIV O’SHEA loved the streets of London. Loved pounding the pavements in search of a lead or a new contact who might be useful in the future. Loved the raw energy and excitement that came from not knowing what or who might be around the corner.

Danger suited the experienced UK Today reporter, whether it came from pin-striped politicians or camo-clad guerrillas. She was equally comfortable navigating the corridors of power at home or picking her way through the minefields of far-off war zones. Must have some sort of death wish, her old mum had told her often enough.

Right now she was in her element. It was a Sunday and she was working. That suited her fine. She had no family and no life outside the office. Not even a cat. Her job was everything. ‘But, let’s be honest, I am fecking great at it,’ she told herself for the millionth time.

Shiv was in Waxy O’Connor’s around the corner from the Prince of Wales Theatre in Coventry Street, not far from Leicester Square, waiting for a guy who claimed he had actual video footage of the Morgan murder. He was ready to sell it to the highest bidder. God, she hated these ‘buy-ups’. Usually involved dealing with greedy scumbags who wanted to profit from someone else’s grief. The irony of that thought did not elude her. Sometimes I guess that’s what we do, she admitted to herself with a wry smile. But at least we’re trying to do it in the public interest, not for pure personal gain.

The Irish pub was busy. Lots of noisy tourists and theatre-goers, by the look of them. Their modern, bright clothes and jovial banter contrasted with the dark Gothic décor’s ornately-tiled floors, heavy-beamed ceiling and heavy wrought iron chandeliers. Taking a hearty slug out of her merlot, Shiv glanced at the flyer for the Book of Mormon she had picked up on her way past the theatre. She had heard it was good. Must drag Juggs along to that some time, she thought. But then, she told herself, that’ll never happen, and she crumpled the paper up in her hand.

Just then her phoned pinged. A message from her mate Barbara. Some big story she was working on for her local rag. The message said there was an attachment. But, when Shiv looked, it wasn’t there. Silly cow must have forgotten to attach it. She started to text her friend back, to ask her to send it again. But a figure suddenly loomed above her. ‘Are you the reporter?’ it said.

Shiv looked up and nodded. ‘You Cornelius?’ She patted the scuffed leather seat beside her.

‘Call me Corny. Everyone does.’

She gave him the once-over: mid-to-late fifties, Hawaiian shirt, black jeans and red baseball boots. A grey trilby adorned his head, tufts of grey-white hair protruding below it. Clean-shaven, friendly face with jowls and chin beginning to head south.

‘I’m Shiv. From UK Today. Before we start, can I get you a drink?’

He asked for a glass of bubbly. Standing at the bar waiting to order, she watched a big American guy the size of Hulk Hogan eating from a bowl of fat chips the size of sausages slathered in brown gravy. She was mightily tempted to order some but somehow summoned the willpower to resist. Back at the table, Corny waved the crumpled flyer at her. ‘Have you seen this show, dearie? That’s where I’m working. It’s fantastic, if I say so myself.’ If he calls me dearie again, I’ll slap him, Shiv thought. But, instead, remembering why she was here, she smiled.
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