
The killers arrived in a sand-coloured jeep, and made short work 
of the village.
There were five of them and they wore mismatched military 

gear, two opting for black and the others for piebald variations. 
Neckerchiefs covered the lower half of their faces, sunglasses the 
upper, and their feet were encased in heavy boots, as if they’d 
crossed the surrounding hills the hard way. From their belts hung 
sundry items of battleground kit. As the first emerged from the 
vehicle he tossed a water bottle onto the seat behind him, an 
action replicated in miniature in his aviator lenses.

It was approaching noon, and the sun was as white as the locals 
had known it. Somewhere nearby, water tumbled over stones. The 
last time trouble had called here, it had come bearing swords.

Out of the car, by the side of the road, the men stretched and 
spat. They didn’t talk. They seemed in no hurry, but at the same 
time were focused on what they were doing. This was part of the 
operation: arrive, limber up, regain flexibility. They had driven a 
long way in the heat. No sense starting before they were in tune 
with their limbs and could trust their reflexes. It didn’t matter that 
they were attracting attention, because nobody watching could 
alter what was to happen. Forewarned would not mean forearmed. 
All the villagers had were sticks.

One of these—an ancient thing bearing many of the charac-
teristics of its parent tree, being knobbled and imprecise, sturdy 
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and reliable—was leaned on by an elderly man whose weathered 
looks declared him farming stock. But somewhere in his history, 
perhaps, lurked a memory of war, for of all those watching the 
visitors perform their callisthenics he alone seemed to understand 
their intent, and into his eyes, already a little tearful from the 
sunshine, came both fear and a kind of resignation, as if he had 
always known that this, or something like it, would rear up and 
swallow him. Not far away, two women broke off from conversa-
tion. One held a cloth bag. The other’s hands moved slowly 
towards her mouth. A barefoot boy wandered through a doorway 
into sunlight, his features crumpling in the glare.

In the near distance a chain rattled as a dog tested its limits. 
Inside a makeshift coop, its mesh and wooden struts a patchwork 
of recycled materials, a chicken squatted to lay an egg no one 
would ever collect.

From the back of their jeep the men fetched weapons, sleek 
and black and awful.

The last ordinary noise was the one the old man made when 
he dropped his stick. As he did so his lips moved, but no sound 
emerged.

And then it began.

From afar, it might have been fireworks. In the surrounding hills 
birds took to the air in a frightened rattle, while in the village itself 
cats and dogs leaped for cover. Some bullets went wild, sprayed 
in indiscriminate loops and skirls, as if in imitation of a local 
dance; the chicken coop was blasted to splinters, and scars were 
chipped into stones that had stood unblemished for centuries. But 
others found their mark. The old man followed his stick to the 
ground, and the two women were hurled in opposite directions, 
thrown apart by nodules of lead that weighed less than their fin-
gers. The barefoot boy tried to run. In the hillsides were tunnels 
carved into rock, and given time he might have found his way 
there, waited in the darkness until the killers had gone, but this 
possibility was blasted out of existence by a bullet that caught him 
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in the neck, sending him cartwheeling down the short slope to 
the river, which was little more than a trickle today. The villagers 
caught in the open were scattering now, running into the fields, 
seeking shelter behind walls and in ditches; even those who hadn’t 
seen what was happening had caught the fear, for catastrophe is 
its own herald, trumpeting its arrival to early birds and stragglers 
alike. It has a certain smell, a certain pitch. It sends mothers 
shrieking for their young, the old looking for God.

And two minutes later it was over, and the killers left. The jeep, 
which had idled throughout the brief carnage, spat stones as it 
accelerated away, and for a short while there was stillness. The 
sound of the departing engine folded into the landscape and was 
lost. A buzzard mewed overhead. Closer to home a gurgle sounded 
in a ruined throat, as someone struggled with a new language, 
whose first words were their last. And behind that, and then above 
it, and soon all around it, grew the screams of the survivors, for 
whom all familiar life was over, just as it was for the dead.

Within hours trucks would come bearing more men with guns, 
this time trained outwards, on the surrounding hillsides. Helicop-
ters would land, disgorging doctors and military personnel, and 
others would fly overhead, crisscrossing the sky in orchestrated 
rage, while TV cameras pointed and blamed. On the streets 
shrouds would cover the fallen, and newly loosed chickens would 
wander by the river, pecking in the dirt. A bell would ring, or at 
least, people would remember it ringing. It might have been in 
their minds. But what was certain was that there would still be, 
above the buzzing helicopters, a sky whose blue remained some-
how unbroken, and a distant buzzard mewing, and long shadows 
cast by the stunned Derbyshire hills.

London Rules(fin).indd   3 3/15/18   11:31 AM



London Rules(fin).indd   4 3/15/18   11:31 AM



P A R T  O N E

COOL  CATS

London Rules(fin).indd   5 3/15/18   11:31 AM



In some parts of the world dawn arrives with rosy fingers, to 
smoothe away the creases left by night. But on Aldersgate Street, 

in the London borough of Finsbury, it comes wearing safecrack-
er’s gloves, so as not to leave prints on windowsills and doorknobs; 
it squints through keyholes, sizes up locks and generally cases the 
joint ahead of approaching day. Dawn specialises in unswept 
corners and undusted surfaces, in the nooks and chambers day 
rarely sees, because day is all business appointments and things 
being in the right place, while its younger sister’s role is to creep 
about in the breaking gloom, never sure of what it might find 
there. It’s one thing casting light on a subject. It’s another expect-
ing it to shine.

So when dawn reaches Slough House—a scruffy building 
whose ground floor is divided between an ailing Chinese restau-
rant and a desperate newsagent’s, and whose front door, made 
filthy by time and weather, never opens—it enters by the burglar’s 
route, via the rooftops opposite, and its first port of call is Jackson 
Lamb’s office, this being on the uppermost storey. Here it finds 
its only working rival a standard lamp atop a pile of telephone 
directories, which have so long served this purpose they have 
moulded together, their damp covers bonding in involuntary 
alliance. The room is cramped and furtive, like a kennel, and its 
overpowering theme is neglect. Psychopaths are said to decorate 
their walls with crazy writing, the loops and whorls of their 
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infinite equations an attempt at cracking the code their life is 
hostage to. Lamb prefers his walls to do their own talking, and 
they have cooperated to the extent that the cracks in their plas-
terwork, their mildew stains, have here and there conspired to 
produce something that might amount to an actual script—a 
scrawled observation, perhaps—but all too quickly any sense these 
marks contain blurs and fades, as if they were something a mov-
ing finger had writ before deciding, contrary to the wisdom of 
ages, to rub out again. 

Lamb’s is not a room to linger in, and dawn, anyway, never 
tarries long. In the office opposite, it finds less to disturb it. Here 
order has prevailed, and there is a quiet efficiency about the way 
in which folders have been stacked, their edges squared off in 
alignment with the desktop, and the ribbons binding them tied 
in bows of equal length; about the emptiness of the wastepaper 
basket, and the dust-free surfaces of the well-mannered shelves. 
There is a stillness here out of keeping with Slough House, and 
if one were to seesaw between these two rooms, the bossman’s lair 
and Catherine Standish’s bolt-hole, a balance might be found that 
could bring peace to the premises, though one would imagine it 
would be short-lived.

As is dawn’s presence in Catherine’s room, for time is hurrying 
on. On the next level down is a kitchen. Dawn’s favourite meal is 
breakfast, which is sometimes mostly gin, but either way it would 
find little to sustain it here, the cupboards falling very much on 
Scrooge’s end of the Dickensian curve, far removed from Pick-
wickian excess. The cupboards contain no tins of biscuits, no jars 
of preserves, no emergency chocolate and no bowls of fruit or 
packets of crispbread mar the counter’s surface; just odds and ends 
of plastic cutlery, a few chipped mugs and a surprisingly 
new-looking kettle. True, there is a fridge, but all it holds are two 
cans of energy drink, both stickered “Roddy Ho,” each of which 
rubric has had the words “is a twat” added, in different hands, and 
an uncontested tub of hummus, which is either mint-flavoured 
or has some other reason for being green. About the appliance 
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hangs an odour best described as delayed decay. Luckily, dawn has 
no sense of smell.

Having briefly swept through the two offices on this floor—
nondescript rooms whose colour schemes can only be found in 
ancient swatches, their pages so faded, everything has subsided 
into shades of yellow and grey—and taken care to skirt the dark 
patch beneath the radiator, where some manner of rusty leakage 
has occurred, it finds itself back on the staircase, which is old and 
rackety, dawn the only thing capable of using it without making 
a sound—apart, that is, from Jackson Lamb, who when he feels 
like it can wander Slough House as silently as a newly conjured 
wraith, if rather more corpulent. At other times Lamb prefers the 
direct approach, and attacks the stairs with the noise that a bear 
pushing a wheelbarrow might make, if the wheelbarrow was full 
of tin cans, and the bear drunk.

More watchful ghost than drunken bear, dawn arrives in the 
final two offices and finds little to distinguish them from those 
on the floor above, apart, perhaps, from the slightly stuccoed 
texture of the paintwork behind one desk, as if a fresh coat has 
been applied before the wall has been properly cleaned, and some 
lumpy matter has been left clinging to the plasterwork: best not 
to dwell on what this might be. For the rest, this office has the 
same air of frustrated ambition as its companions, and to one as 
sensitive as light-fingered dawn it contains, too, a memory of 
violence, and perhaps the promise of more to come. But dawn 
understands that promises are easily broken—dawn knows all 
about breaking—and the possibility delays it not one jot. On it 
goes, down the final set of stairs, and somehow passes through 
the back door without recourse to the shove this usually requires, the 
door being famously resistant to casual use. In the dank little yard 
behind Slough House dawn pauses, aware that its time is nearly 
up, and enjoys these last cool moments. Once upon a time it might 
have heard a horse making its way up the street; more recently, 
the happy hum of a milk float would have whiled away its final 
minute. But today there is only the scream of an ambulance, late 
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for an appointment, and by the time its banshee howl has ceased 
bouncing off walls and buildings dawn has disappeared, and here 
in its place is the day itself, which, once within Slough House’s 
grasp, turns out to be far from the embodiment of industry and 
occupation it threatened to be. Instead—like the day before it, 
and the one before that—it is just another slothful interlude to 
be clock watched out of existence, and knowing full well that none 
of the inhabitants can do anything to hasten its departure, it takes 
its own sweet time about setting up shop. Casually, smugly, 
unbothered by doubt or duty, it divides itself between Slough 
House’s offices, and then, like a lazy cat, settles in the warmest 
corners to doze, while nothing much happens around it.

Roddy Ho, Roddy Ho, riding through the glen.
( Just another earworm.)
Roddy Ho, Roddy Ho, manliest of men.
There are those who regard Roderick Ho as a one-trick won-

der; a king of the keyboard jungle, sure, but less adept in other 
areas of life, such as making friends, being reasonable, and ironing 
T-shirts. But they haven’t seen him in action. They haven’t seen 
him on the prowl.

Lunchtime, just off Aldersgate Street. The ugly concrete tow-
ers of the Barbican to the right; a hardly more beautiful housing 
estate to the left. But it’s a killing box, this uncelebrated patch of 
London; it’s a blink-and-you’re-eaten battlefield. You get one 
chance only to claim your scalp, and Roddy Ho’s prey could be 
anywhere. 

He knew damn well it was close.
So he moved, pantherlike, between parked cars; he hovered by 

a placard celebrating some municipal triumph or other. In his ear, 
driven like a fence post by the pounding of his iPod, an overexcited 
forty-something screeched tenderly of his plan to kill and eat his 
girlfriend. On Roddy’s chin, the beard he’d grown last winter; 
rather more expertly sculpted now, because he’d learned the hard 
way not to use kitchen scissors. On Roddy’s head—new 
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development—a baseball cap. Image matters, Roddy knew that. 
Brand matters. You want Joe Public to recognise your avatar, your 
avatar had to make a statement. In his own personal opinion, he’d 
nailed that angle. Neat little goatee and a baseball cap: originality 
plus style. Roderick Ho was the complete package, the way Brad 
Pitt used to be, before the unpleasantness.

(Gap in the market there, come to think of it. He’d have to 
have a word with Kim, his girlfriend, about coining a nom de celeb.

Koddy.
Rim . . . ?
Nah. Needs work.)
But he’d deal with that later, because right now it was time to 

activate the lure module; get this creature into the open and bring 
that sucker down. This required force, timing and use of weapons: 
his core skills in a nutshell . . . Whoever came up with Pokémon 
GO must have had Roderick Ho on their muse’s speed dial. The 
name even rhymed, man—it was like he was born to poke. Gimme 
that stardust, he thought. Gimme that lovely stardust, and watch 
the Rodster shine.

All reflex, sinew and concentration, Ho shimmered through 
the lunchtime air like the coolest of cats, the baddest of asses, the 
daddy of all dudes; hot on the trail of an enemy that didn’t exist.

A little way down the road, an enemy that did turned the 
ignition, and pulled away from the kerb.

That morning, on her way to the Tube, Catherine Standish 
had dropped in at the newsagent’s for a Guardian. Behind the 
counter a steel blind had been drawn to hide the array of cigarette 
packets, lest a stray glimpse prove a gateway to early death, while 
to her left, on the topmost row of the rack, the few pornographic 
magazines to survive into the digital age were sealed inside plas-
tic covers, to nullify their impact on concupiscent minds. All this 
careful protection, she thought, shielding us from impulses 
deemed harmful, but right there by the door was a shelf of wine 
on special offer, any two bottles for £9, and up by the counter was 
a range of spirits all cheerfully marked two quid down, none of 
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them a brand to delight the palate, but any of them enough to 
render the most uptight connoisseur pig-drunk and open to offers.

She bought her newspaper, nodded her thanks and returned 
to the street.

One journey later, she remembered it was her turn to pick up 
milk for the office—no huge feat of memory; it was always her 
turn to pick up milk—and dropped into the shop next to Slough 
House, where the milk was in the fridge alongside cans of beer 
and lager, and ready-mixed tins of G&T. That’s twice without 
trying, she thought, that she could have bought a ticket to the 
underworld before her day was off the ground. Most occasions of 
sin required a little effort. But the recovering alcoholic could coast 
along in neutral, and the temptations would come to her.

There was nothing unusual about this. It was just the surface 
tension; the everyday gauntlet the dry drunk runs. Come lunch-
time, the lure of the dark side behind her, Catherine was absorbed 
in the day’s work: writing up the department’s biannual accounts, 
which included justification for “irregular expenses.” Slough 
House had had a lot of these this year: broken doors, carpet clean-
ing; all the making-good an armed incursion demands. Most of 
the repairs had been sloppily done, which neither surprised nor 
bothered Catherine much: she had long ago grown used to the 
second-class status the slow horses enjoyed. What worried her 
more was the long-term damage to the horses themselves. Shirley 
Dander was unnervingly calm; the kind of calm Catherine imag-
ined icebergs were, just before they ploughed into ocean liners. 
River Cartwright was bottling things up too, more than usual. 
And as for J.K. Coe, Catherine recognised a hand grenade when 
she saw one. And she didn’t think his pin was fitted too tight.

Roddy Ho was the same as ever, of course, but that was more 
of a burden than a comfort.

It was a good job Louisa Guy was relatively sane. 
Stacks of paper in front of her, their edges neatly though not 

quite neurotically aligned, Catherine waded through the day’s 
work, adjusting figures where Lamb’s entries overshot the 
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inaccurate to become manifestly corrupt, and replacing his justi-
fications (“because I fucking say so”) with her own more diplomatic 
phrasing. When the time came to leave for home, all those temp-
tations would parade in front of her again. But if daily exposure 
to Jackson Lamb had taught her anything, it was not to fret about 
life’s peripheral challenges. 

He had a way of providing more than enough to worry about, 
up front and centre.

Shirley Dander had sixty-two days.
Sixty-two drug-free days.
Count ’em . . .
Somebody might: Shirley didn’t. Sixty-two was just a num-

ber, same as sixty-one had been, and if she happened to be 
keeping track that was only because the days had all happened 
in the obvious order, very, very slowly. Mornings she ticked off 
the minutes, and afternoons counted down seconds, and at least 
once a day found herself staring at the walls, particularly the one 
behind what had been Marcus’s desk. Last time she’d seen Mar-
cus, he’d been leaning against that wall, his chair tilted at a 
ridiculous angle. It had been painted over since. A bad job had 
been made of it.

And here was Shirley’s solution to that: think about something 
else.

It was lunchtime; bright and warm. Shirley was heading back 
to Slough House for an afternoon of enforced inertia, after 
which she’d schlep on over to Shoreditch for the last of her 
AFMs . . . Eight months of anger fucking management sessions, 
and this evening she’d officially be declared anger free. It had 
been hinted she might even get a badge. That could be a prob-
lem—if anyone stuck a badge on her, they’d be carrying their 
teeth home in a hankie—but luckily, what she had in her pocket 
gave her something to focus on; to carry her through any dodgy 
moments which might result in the court-ordered programme 
being extended.
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A neat little wrap of the best cocaine the postcode had to offer; 
her treat to herself for finishing the course.

Sixty-two might just be a number, but it was as high as Shirley 
had any intention of going.

Being straight had had the effect of turning her settings down 
a notch, and the world had been flatter lately, greyer, easier to 
get along with. Which helped with the whole AFM thing, but 
was starting to piss her off. Last week she’d had a cold-caller, 
some crap about mis-sold insurance, and Shirley hadn’t even 
told him to fuck himself. This didn’t feel like attitude adjustment 
so much as it did surrender. So here was the plan: get through 
this one last day, suffer being patted on the head by the coun-
sellor—whom Shirley intended to follow home one night and 
kill—then hit the clubs, get properly wasted and learn to live 
again. Sixty-two days was long enough, and proved for a fact 
what she’d always maintained as a theory: that she could give it 
up any time she wanted.

Besides, Marcus was long gone. It wasn’t like he’d be getting 
in her face about it.

But don’t think about Marcus.
So there she was, heading past the estate towards Aldersgate 

Street, coke in her pocket, mind on the evening to come, when 
she saw two things five yards in front of her, both behaving 
strangely.

One was Roderick Ho, who was performing some kind of 
ballet, with a mobile phone for a partner.

The other was an approaching silver Honda, turning left where 
there was no left to turn.

Then mounting the pavement and heading straight for Ho.

So here’s the thing, thought Louisa Guy. If I’d wanted to be a 
librarian, I’d have been a librarian. I’d have gone to library school, 
taken library exams and saved up enough library stamps to buy a 
library uniform. Whatever they do, I’d have done it: by the book. 
And of all the librarians in the near vicinity, I’d have been far and 
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away the librarianest; the kind of librarian other librarians sing 
songs about, gathered around their library fires.

But what I wouldn’t have done was join the intelligence service. 
Because that would have been fucking ridiculous.

Yet here I am.
Here she was.
Here being Slough House, where what she was doing was 

scrolling through library loan statistics, determining who had 
borrowed certain titles in the course of the last few years. Books 
like Islam Expects and The Meaning of Jihad. And if anyone had 
actually written How to Wage War on a Civilian Population, that 
would have made the list too.

“Is it really likely,” she’d said, on being handed the project, “that 
compiling a list of people who’ve borrowed particular library books 
is going to help us find fledgling terrorists?”

“Put like that,” Lamb had said, “the odds are probably a million 
to one.” He shook his head. “I’ll tell you this for nothing. I’m 
bloody glad I’m not you.”

“Thanks. But why do they even stock these books, if they’re so 
dangerous?”

“It’s political correctness gone mad,” agreed Lamb sadly. “I’m 
rabidly anticensorship, as you know. But some books just need 
burning.”

So did some bosses. She’d been working on this list, which 
involved cross-checking Public Lending Right statistics against 
individual county library databases, for three months. It now 
stretched not quite halfway down a single sheet of A4, and she’d 
reached Buckinghamshire in her alphabetical list of counties. 
Thank Christ she didn’t have to cover the whole of the UK, 
because that would have taken even an actual librarian years.

Not the whole of it, no. Just England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland.

“Fuck Scotland,” Lamb had explained. “They want to go it 
alone, they can go it alone.”

Her only ally in her never-ending task was the Government, 
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which was doing its bit by closing down as many libraries as 
possible.

In the War Against Terror, you take all the help you can get.
Louisa giggled to herself, because sometimes you had to, or else 

you’d go mad. Unless the giggling was proof you’d already gone mad. 
J.K. Coe might know, not so much because of his so-called exper-
tise in Psychological Evaluation, but because he was a borderline 
nutter himself. All fun and games in Slough House.

She pushed away from her desk and stood to stretch. Lately 
she’d been spending more time at the gym, and the result was 
increasing restlessness when tethered to her computer. Through 
the window, Aldersgate Street was its usual unpromising medley 
of pissed-off traffic and people in a hurry. Nobody ever wandered 
through this bit of London; it was just a staging post on the way 
somewhere else. Unless you were a stalled spook, of course, in 
which case it was journey’s end.

God, she was bored.
And then, as if to console her, the world threw a minor dis-

traction her way: from not far off came a screech and a bump; the 
sound of a car making contact.

She wondered what that was about.

Hi Tina
Just a quick note to let you know how things are going here 

in Devon—not great, to be honest. I’ve been told I’m being laid 
off at the end of the month because the boss’s sister’s son needs a 
job, so someone has to make way for the little bastard. Thanks a 
bunch, right?

But it’s not all bad because the gaffer knows he owes me one, 
and has set me up with one of his contacts for a six-month gig 
in—get this—Albania! But it’s a cushy number, doing the wir-
ing on three new hotel builds, and it’ll be cheap living so I’ll 

Coe stopped midsentence and stared through the window at 
the Barbican opposite. It was an Orwellian nightmare of a 
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complex, a concrete monstrosity, but credit where it was due: like 
Ronnie and Reggie Kray before it, the Barbican had overcome 
the drawback of being a brutal piece of shit to achieve iconic 
status. But that was London Rules for you: force others to take 
you on your own terms. And if they didn’t like it, stay in their face 
until they did.

Jackson Lamb, for instance. Except, on second thoughts, no: 
Lamb didn’t give a toss whose terms you took him on. He carried 
on regardless. He just was.

Tina, though, wasn’t, or wouldn’t be much longer. Tina wasn’t 
her real name anyway. J.K. Coe just found it easier to compose 
these letters if they had an actual name attached; for the same 
reason, he always signed them Dan. Dan—whoever he was—was 
a deep cover spook, who’d moled into whichever group of activists 
was currently deemed too extreme for comfort (animal rights, 
eco-troublemakers, The Archers’ fanbase); while Tina—whoever 
she was—was someone he’d befriended in the course of doing so. 
There was always a Tina. Back when Coe had been in Psych Eval, 
he’d made a study of Tinas of both genders; joes in the field were 
warned not to develop emotional attachments in the group under 
investigation, but they always did. You couldn’t betray someone 
efficiently if you didn’t love them first. So when the op was over, 
and Dan was coming back to the surface, there had to be letters; 
a long goodbye played out over months. First Dan moved out of 
the area, a fair distance off but not unvisitable. He’d keep in touch 
sporadically, then get a better offer and move abroad. The letters 
or emails would falter, then stop. And soon Dan would be forgot-
ten, by everyone but Tina, who’d keep his letters in a shoebox 
under her bed, and Google-Earth Albania after her third glass of 
Chardonnay. Rather than, for example, dragging him into court 
for screwing her under false pretences. Nobody wanted to go 
through that again.

But of course, joes don’t write the letters themselves. That was 
a job for spooks like J.K. Coe, whiling away the days in Slough 
House. And lucky to be doing so, to be honest. Most people who’d 
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shot to death a handcuffed man might have expected retribution. 
Luckily, Coe had done so at the fag-end of a series of events so 
painfully compromising to the intelligence services as a whole 
that—as Lamb had observed—it had put the “us” in “clusterfuck,” 
leaving Regent’s Park with little choice but to lay a huge carpet 
over everything and sweep Slough House under it. The slow 
horses were used to that, of course. In fact, if they weren’t already 
slow horses, they’d be dust bunnies instead.

Coe cracked his knuckles, and added the words be able to save 
a bit to his letter. Yeah, right; Dan would save a bit, then meet 
an Albanian girl, and—long story short—never come home. 
Meanwhile, the actual Dan would be undercover again, on a 
different op, and the ball would be rolling in a new direction. 
On Spook Street, things never stayed still. Unless you were in 
Slough House, that is. But there was a major difference between 
J.K. Coe and the other slow horses, and it was this: he had no 
desire to be where the action was. If he could sit here typing all 
day and never have to say a word to anyone, that would suit him 
fine. Because his life was approaching an even keel. The dreams 
were ebbing away at last, and the panic attacks had tapered off. 
He no longer found himself obsessively fingering an imaginary 
keyboard, echoing Keith Jarrett’s improvised piano solos. Things 
were bearable, and might just stay that way provided nothing 
happened.

He hoped like hell nothing would happen.

The car smeared Roderick Ho like ketchup across the concrete 
apron; broke him like a plastic doll across its bonnet, so all that 
was holding him together was his clothes. This happened so fast 
Shirley saw it before it took place. Which was as well for Ho, 
because she had time to prevent it.

She covered five yards with the speed of a greased pig, yelling 
Ho’s name, though he didn’t turn round—he had his back to the 
car and his iPod jammed into his ears; was squinting through his 
smartphone, and looked, basically, like a dumb tourist who’d been 
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ripped off twice already: once by someone selling hats, and a 
second time by someone giving away beards. When Shirley hit 
him waist-high, he was apparently taking a photo of bugger-all. 
But he never got the chance. Shirley’s weight sent him crashing 
to the ground half a moment before the car ploughed past: went 
careering across the pedestrianised area, bounced off a low brick 
wall bordering a garden display then screeched to a halt. Burnt 
rubber reached Shirley’s nose. Ho was squawking; his phone was 
in pieces. The car moved again, but instead of heading back for 
them it circled the brick enclosure, turned left onto the road, 
swerved round the barrier and went east. 

Shirley watched it disappear, too late to catch its plate, or even 
clock the number of occupants. Soon she’d feel the impact of her 
leap in most of her bones, but for the moment she just replayed 
it in her head from a third-party viewpoint: a graceful, gazelle-like 
swoop; lifesaving moment and poetry in motion at once. Marcus 
would have been proud, she thought.

Dead proud.
Beneath her, Roddy yelled, “You stupid cow!”

The internet was full of whispers.
No, River Cartwright thought. Scratch that.
The internet was screaming its head off, as usual.
He was on a Marylebone-bound train, returning to London 

after having taken the morning off: care leave, he’d claimed it, 
though Lamb preferred “bloody liberty.”

“We’re not the social services.”
“We’re not Sports Direct either,” Catherine Standish had 

pointed out. “If River needs the morning off, he needs it.”
“And who’s gunna pick up his workload in the meantime?”
River hadn’t done a stroke of work in three weeks, but didn’t 

think this a viable line of defence. “It’ll get done,” he promised.
And Lamb had grunted, and that was that.
So he’d taken off in the pre-breakfast rush, battling against the 

commuter tide; heading for Skylarks, the care home where the O.B. 
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now resided; not precisely a Service-run facility—the Service had 
long since outsourced any such frivolities—but one which placed 
a higher priority on security than most places of its type.

The Old Bastard, River’s grandfather, had wandered off down 
the twilit corridors of his own mind, only occasionally emerging 
into the here and now, whereupon he’d sniff the air like an elderly 
badger and look pained, though whether this was due to a brief 
awareness that his grasp on reality had crumbled, or to that grasp’s 
momentary return, River couldn’t guess. After a lifetime hoarding 
secrets the old spook had lost himself among them, and no longer 
knew which truths he was concealing, which lies he was casting 
abroad. He and his late wife, Rose, had raised River, their only 
grandchild. Sitting with him in Skylarks’ garden, a blanket cov-
ering the old man’s knees, an iron curtain shrouding half his 
history, River felt adrift. He had followed the O.B.’s footsteps into 
the Secret Service, and if his own path had been forcibly rerouted, 
there’d been comfort in the knowledge that the old man had at 
least mapped the same territory. But now he was orphaned. The 
footsteps he’d followed were wandering in circles, and when they 
faltered at last, they’d be nowhere specific. Every spook’s dream 
was to throw off all pursuers, and know himself unwatched. The 
O.B. was fast approaching that space: somewhere unknowable, 
unvisited, untagged by hostile eyes.

It had been a warm morning, bright sunshine casting shadows 
on the lawn. The house was at the end of a valley, and River could 
see hills rising in the distance, and tame clouds puffing across a 
paint box sky. A train was briefly visible between two stretches of 
woodland, but its engines were no more than a polite murmur, 
barely bothering the air. River could smell mown grass, and some-
thing else he couldn’t put a name to. If forced to guess, he’d say it 
was the absence of traffic.

He sat on one of three white plastic chairs arranged around a 
white plastic table, from the centre of which a parasol jutted 
upwards. The third chair was vacant. There were two other sim-
ilar sets of furniture, one unused, and the other occupied by an 
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elderly couple. A younger woman was there, addressing them in 
what River imagined was an efficient tone. He couldn’t actually 
hear her. His grandfather was talking loudly, blocking out all other 
conversation.

“That would have been August ’52,” he was saying. “The fif-
teenth, if I’m not mistaken. A Tuesday. Round about four o’clock 
in the afternoon.”

The O.B.’s memory was self-sharpening these days. It prided 
itself on providing minute detail, even if that detail bore only 
coincidental resemblance to reality.

“And when the call came in, it was Joe himself on the line.”
“. . . Joe?”
“Stalin, my boy. You’re not dropping off on me, are you?”
River wasn’t dropping off on him.
He thought: this is where life on Spook Street leads. Not long 

ago the old man’s past had come barking from the shadows and 
taken large bites out of the present. If this were common knowl-
edge, there would be many howling for retribution. River should 
be among them, really. But if his own murky beginnings had 
turned out to be the result of the O.B.’s tampering with the lives 
of others, they remained his own beginnings. You couldn’t argue 
yourself out of existence. Besides, there was no way of taking his 
grandfather to task for past sins now those sins had melted into 
fictions. The previous week, River had heard a story the old man 
had never told before, involving more gunfire than usual, and an 
elaborate series of code names in notebooks. Ten minutes on 
Google later revealed that the O.B. had been relaying the plot of 
Where Eagles Dare.

When the old man’s tale wound itself into silence, River said, 
“Do you have everything you need, grandad?”

“Why should I need anything? Eh?”
“No reason. I just thought you might like something from . . .”
He tailed off. Something from home. But home was dan-

gerous territory, a subject best avoided. The old man had never 
been a joe; always a desk man. It had been his job to send 
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agents into the unknown, and run them from what others 
might think a safe distance. But here he was now, alone in joe 
country, his cover blown, his home untenable. There was no 
safe ground. Only this mansion house in a quiet landscape, 
where the nurses had enough discretion to know that some 
tales were best ignored.

On the train heading back into London, River shifted in 
his seat and scrolled down the page of search results. Nice to 
know that a spook career granted him this privilege: if he 
wanted to know what was going on, he could surf the web, like 
any other bastard. And the internet was screaming. The hunt 
for the Abbotsfield killers continued with no concrete results, 
though the attack had been claimed by so-called Islamic State. 
At a late-night session in Parliament the previous evening, 
Dennis Gimball had lambasted the Security Services, pro-
claiming Claude Whelan, Regent’s Park’s First Desk, unfit for 
purpose; had sailed this close to suggesting that he was, in fact, 
an IS sympathiser. That this was barking mad was a side issue: 
recent years had seen a recalibration of political lunacy, and 
even the mainstream media had to pretend to take Gimball 
seriously, just in case. Meanwhile, there were twelve dead in 
Abbotsfield, and a tiny village had become a geopolitical byword. 
There’d be a lot more debate, a lot more hand-wringing, before 
this slipped away from the front pages. Unless something else 
happened soon, of course.

Nearly there. River closed his laptop. The O.B. would be doz-
ing again by now; enjoying a cat’s afternoon in the sun. Time had 
rolled round on him, that was all. River was his grandfather’s 
handler now.

Sooner or later, all the sins of the past fell into the keeping of 
the present.

“You stupid cow!”
He’d been thrown sideways and the noise in his head had 

exploded: manic guitars cut off midwail; locomotive drums killed 
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midbeat. The sudden silence was deafening. It was like he’d been 
unplugged.

And his prey was nowhere to be seen, obviously. His smart-
phone was in pieces, its casing a hop-skip-jump away.

It was Shirley Dander who’d leaped on him, evidently unable 
to control her passion.

She crawled off and pretended to be watching a car disap-
pear along the road. Roddy sat up and brushed at the sleeves 
of his still-new leather jacket. He’d had to deal with workplace 
harassment before: first Louisa Guy, now this. But at least 
Louisa remained the right side of her last shaggable day, while 
Shirley Dander, far as the Rodster was concerned, hadn’t seen 
her first yet. 

“What the hell was that for?”
“That was me saving your arse,” she said, without looking 

round.
His arse. One-track mind.
“I nearly had it, you know!” Pointless explaining the intricacies 

of a quest to her: the nearest she’d come to appreciating the com-
plexities of gaming was being mistaken for a troll. Still, though, 
she ought to be made to realise just what a prize she’d cost him, 
all for the sake of a quick grope. “A bulbasaur! You know how rare 
that is?”

It was plain she didn’t.
“The fuck,” she asked, “are you talking about?”
He scrambled to his feet. 
“Okay,” he said. “Let’s pretend you just wanted to sabotage my 

hunt. That’s all Kim needs to know, anyway.”
“. . . Huh?”
“My girlfriend,” he explained, so she’d know where she stood.
“Did you get a plate for that car?”
“What car?” 
“The one that just tried to run you over.”
“That’s a good story too,” Roddy said. “But let’s stick with 

mine. It’s less complicated. Fewer follow-up questions.”
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And having delivered this lesson in tradecraft, he collected the 
pieces of his phone and headed back to Slough House.

Where the day is well established now, and dawn a forgotten 
intruder. When River returns to take up post at his desk—his 
current task being so mind-crushingly dull, so balls-achingly 
unlikely to result in useful data, that he can barely remember what 
it is even while doing it—all the slow horses are back in the stable, 
and the hum of collective ennui is almost audible. Up in his attic 
room, Jackson Lamb scrapes the last sporkful of chicken fried rice 
from a foil dish, then tosses the container into a corner dark 
enough that it need never trouble his conscience again, should 
such a creature come calling, while two floors below Shirley 
Dander’s face is scrunched into a thoughtful scowl as she replays 
in her mind the sequence of events that led to her flattening 
Roderick Ho: always a happy outcome, of course, but had she 
really prevented a car doing the same? Or had it just been another 
of London’s penis-propelled drivers, whose every excursion onto 
the capital’s roads morphs into a demolition derby? Maybe she 
should share the question with someone. Catherine Standish, 
she decides. Louisa Guy too, perhaps. Louisa might be an ironclad 
bitch at times, but at least she doesn’t think with a dick. Some 
days, you take what you can.

Later, Lamb will host one of his occasional departmental 
meetings, its main purpose to ensure the ongoing discontent of 
all involved, but for now Slough House is what passes for peace-
ful, the grousing and grumbling of its denizens remaining mainly 
internal. The clocks that each of the crew separately watches 
dawdle through their paces on Slough House time, this being 
slower by some fifty percent than in most other places, while, like 
the O.B. in distant Berkshire, the day catnaps the afternoon away.

Elsewhere, mind, it ’s scurrying around like a demented 
gremlin.
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