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      Lord Quaint could feel the foul breath of the man against the collar of his dress shirt as he leaned in behind him and hovered menacingly by his left ear. It was particularly galling as his Lordship had asked his valet specially to put out a clean collar in the expectation of meeting, and perhaps bedding, the exotic Mediterranean beauty from the Coconut Bar, but there it was. The valet had obliged but now, given the newly befouled state of Quaint’s dress collar, it was unlikely that the exotic Mediterranean beauty would.

      For all his far-sightedness and peerless acumen, Quaint had not anticipated being caught up this evening in such a high-stakes confrontation, with half the world’s leading gangsters facing him at the green baize table and a yakuza henchman at his shoulder. Three crime bosses from around the globe eyed him with barely concealed hatred – the poker-faced Enrico Bellucci from Palermo, the dumpy, grimacing Mexican cartel chief José Luis González, and the Japanese big cheese Okina Chiizu. Quaint guessed there would be an armoury of weapons ready to strike against him at the smallest gesture from any one of them. He also knew perfectly well that the tattooed lurker would be signalling to his syndicate boss opposite but, with fifty thousand pounds of British taxpayers’ money on the felt in front of him, Quaint endured the niggling burden of duty: somehow he had to pull off a dramatic coup and claim improbable victory.

      It was the most important game of dominoes he had ever played.

      González hefted his bulky frame forwards in the chair and stretched out an arm to retrieve a piece from the boneyard, as the man’s Texan neighbours so vulgarly called the pool of remaining tiles that lay face down on the table.

      ‘Pass.’

      Quaint couldn’t give a damn about the Mexican: he’d clearly learned all his technique from the domino halls of the southern states of America and consequently played like a barbarian.

      Bellucci was a trickier foe, having picked up much of his gameplay from the Allied forces who had captured his unit during Operation Husky, the assault on Sicily in forty-three which had led ultimately to the downfall of Mussolini. Before being relocated to England, where his brawn would lend itself favourably to the enforced labour of roadbuilding, Bellucci had worked his Latin charms on his captors and become a guest at many mess nights in which drunken and raucous hands would be played for international honours.

      This much Quaint had established from the plain brown envelope he’d been given two hours earlier by the nondescript American still propping up the bar.

      Now the Italian slid a tentative palm across the baize and drew his own new tile, a bead of sweat breaking out on his furrowed brow.

      ‘Pass.’

      Quaint looked across at the wiry Japanese and weighed his chances.

      Chiizu was a different kettle of fish altogether, and one that didn’t smell too good to Lord Quaint’s refined olfactory senses. There was nothing in the files about him, but that was hardly surprising: what mattered to Lord Quaint was that this confrontation, this battle of the domino titans on the most hallowed of tables in the most ostentatious casino Monte Carlo had to offer, was a sham.

      He knew that Chiizu had set him up with the pretence of a gentlemanly challenge.

      He knew that Chiizu was well aware of who he, Lord Quaint, really was.

      And he knew that Chiizu had deliberately rigged the tiles so that when he laid a spinner ahead of González and Bellucci, the turn would fall to the quiet, unassuming Englishman whose unwilling but essential role in maintaining world peace had come at the expense of his own serenity.

      Such was the price of global concord. Lord Quaint’s nobility required him to settle the bill.

      ‘Do you expect me to knock, Mr Chiizu?’

      ‘No, Lord Quaint. I expect you to die.’

      The man’s left eyebrow nudged skywards almost imperceptibly.

      Almost.

      It was enough. At the exact same moment that the tattooed thug behind him launched forwards, Quaint exerted pressure on his right foot, which he had prepared for precisely this moment, and propelled himself in an elegant dive to his left. The goon went sprawling across Quaint’s now vacated chair, bending violently around his midriff and ploughing his squat, ugly face into the green baize. Before he could lift it again, dazed and with a double-six planted against his brow, Quaint had made it to the bar, where he grasped the Walther PPK proffered by the American and leaped over the counter.

      On the other side he crouched, checked that there was a bullet up the spout and waited to see what would happen next.

      For two tense minutes he listened hard but the room had fallen silent.

      Looking up at the bar above him, he regretted the angle from which he could see the mirrored wall behind the bottles: the upward line of sight only allowed him a view of the stuccoed ceiling of the private room and the top of the heavy chain that dangled the crystal chandelier above the playing surface.

      But with a stroke of good luck that would have prompted disbelief in even the most optimistic of fortune cookies, the barman had left a cocktail shaker standing on the edge of the counter. Its downward curve and shiny surface provided a natural convex optic and gave him a fish-eye field of vision. Silently blessing the steward who clearly kept his silverware in tip-top polished condition, Quaint took in the panorama.

      None of the gang bosses had moved from their positions around the table; but a veritable army of weapons was trained on the American, whose hands were held high in the traditional manner when faced with imminent annihilation.

      In spite of his short acquaintance with the fellow, Quaint felt a pang of obligation towards Oscar Kandell. Not only had he supplied the brown envelope containing the albeit scant background information about this roomful of ne’er-do-wells, he’d also volunteered to act as Quaint’s wingman in the forthcoming face-off. During the hour or so they’d spent together in Quaint’s hotel room, they’d dined on langoustines and caviar washed down with a particularly fine ’43 Dom Perignon – the first ‘real’ vintage, as Quaint had explained to the benighted American – and discussed a potential course of action should the evening descend into incivility. Quaint was careful to leave himself a comfortable half-hour in which to start seducing the exotic Mediterranean beauty, the amuse-bouche warming her up nicely for the main course later on, while Kandell conducted a recce of the private room and began sizing up the opposition. A brief exchange of information before entering the fray had equipped Quaint with all he needed to know.

      Within minutes of the game beginning, Quaint realised they had seriously underestimated their quarry, and he’d cursed the Whitehall mandarins who had led him to this moment.

      He’d never wanted to get involved in the seedy business of espionage, much preferring his quiet existence as the most famed and lauded amateur sleuth in England. He supposed his innate talent for deduction, hypotheses, reasoning and unerring accuracy made him a logical target for the security services when the second global conflict had erupted, but it had been irksome nonetheless to find his gentle, bucolic life disrupted so forcibly and his skills pressganged into action on behalf of King and country. Not that he begrudged the King, of course – royalty understandably demanded sacrifices from its underlings – but it had rather put paid to Sunday afternoon teas by the river and balloons of cognac at the Herculaneum Club. In the years since the war had ended, the hidden struggle had continued, now refocused on our former allies in the Soviet Union, and another conflict insisted on Lord Quaint’s attention and expertise.

      Being a spy was much less satisfying than his erstwhile role as a gentleman detective, but there was no arguing with Fate: if one had to take one’s rightful place as the nation’s foremost intelligence agent, then so be it.

      And now he faced his greatest challenge to date: deducing a way out of this impossible quandary.

      ‘You’d better come out, Quaint,’ ordered a voice thick with accent. ‘Or your friend here gets it.’

      Another Italian who’d been watching too many American movies.

      The Japanese weighed in.

      ‘We will count down from five before killing him.’

      Now the Mexican wanted his say.

      ‘Maybe only three, gringo.’

      ‘Ah, si! Tre is good.’

      Quaint waited.

      ‘Tre.’

      ‘Ni.’

      Quaint decided he wasn’t going to wait for uno.

      Taking into account the angles he had to allow for in the distortion of the cocktail shaker’s curves, he sprang to his feet, throwing the Walther to Kandell and grabbing the silver implement in one sinuous movement. As his Lordship spun over the polished woodwork of the bar, Kandell began to let fly and the enemy scattered in all directions.

      But Quaint had taken everything in.

      He seized the arm of his new friend’s dinner jacket and urged him towards the door, where the casino’s security guard had vanished as quickly as flatus in a hurricane as soon as the weaponry appeared. Crashing through it to the relative safety of the pit, Quaint checked his pace, turning back to look into the private room. A phalanx of hardware was staring back at him, from handguns to machine pistols, and he took a mere fraction of a second to place his aim.

      With a hurl that would have graced the arm of the furthest boundary fielder at Lords achieving a run-out in a last-ball showdown for the Ashes, he flung the cocktail shaker directly at the tattooed man who’d been lurking at his elbow just minutes before. He stayed long enough to watch it make contact with the man’s forehead, causing the finger that was wrapped around the trigger of his Beretta M951R to clench.

      And then the fun really began.

      A part of Lord Quaint was sorry that he couldn’t risk sticking around for the carnage. He knew only too well – probably better than the man himself – the shortcomings of the particular weapon held by the yakuza thug, which Quaint had observed in his makeshift mirror. Standard issue for Italian special forces and even some carabinieri, the model in question was plagued by uncontrollability in its automatic mode. Quaint had noted the setting on its frame was switched to ‘AUT’ and, guessing the yakuza would struggle to rein it in, had selected him as the recipient of his rudimentary but effective missile.

      He couldn’t be certain but it seemed quite likely to Lord Quaint, on the balance of probabilities and given the confines of the private room, that everyone inside it would be dead by now.

      As the casino erupted into horrified activity, with staff rushing towards the commotion and guests away from it, Lord Quaint collected Kandell from the caisse, where he was cashing in a mountain of chips that he must have scooped up from the table as they left, and strolled nonchalantly out of the front door.

      ‘A pleasure working with you, Oscar,’ he said without looking at him.

      Kandell sounded energised by the whole experience.

      ‘That was some mighty good pitching back there, my friend.’

      ‘Practice makes perfect,’ said Quaint modestly.

      ‘And I always did like my martinis shaken, not stirred.’
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            Chapter One

          

          BINGO ROYALE

        

      

    

    
      The scent and sound and sweat of a bingo hall are nauseating at nine forty-five on a wet Friday night when the hardcore players are cramming in a final game before the last bus home.

      It wasn’t as if Bella Bourton didn’t know this fact. She’d sat in enough of them over enough years to understand that this was the peak moment for the thrills, excitement and rewards that drew the bingo regulars week after week for their hit of adrenaline. The combination of compressed time and heightened stimulation meant that the few minutes before the singer returned for their second set created the optimum conditions for the intoxicating delights of this most exhilarating of pastimes.

      ‘Two fat ladies.’

      There was the usual buzz of the game itself, cleverly intensified by an experienced caller who could elevate the pronouncement of a simple number to an artform of anticipation and resolution that was – if it was not being too overblown to say so – akin to some of the best writers Bella had been discovering as part of The Quaint Bookshop’s Tuesday night reading group. When they got it right, a good caller could make the most mundane of digits sing like Pavarotti and build the suspense in the hall like a master craftsman.

      ‘Never been kissed.’

      There was the shared frisson of a communal activity which, far from being killed off by the social distancing required by that pandemic a few years back that everyone seemed to have forgotten about, was as lively and vital as any of the dreadful football matches her ex-husband Trevor had dragged her along to throughout their nineteen-and-a-bit-year marriage. Those days of drudgery and downtroddenness seemed so long ago to Bella now, although her membership of the reading group, which had been the catalyst for all the dramatic events of two murder investigations (and a divorce, in Bella’s case), had in fact begun less than a year earlier. She could remember the invitation from the bookshop manager, Felicity Penman, as clearly as she could hear ‘Two little ducks’ or ‘Dancing queen’ or any of the rest of the bingo lingo flying around her ears. And even though Felicity had been replaced as interim bookshop manager by Maurice Stapleton, a rather tiresome little jobsworth who had tried but failed to take the edge off their weekly rendezvous, nothing would – or could – diminish her passion for the group she had come to love.

      ‘Halfway there.’

      And there was the prospect of a pretty decent prize pot, enhanced by the sheer number of players, which Bella would have found extremely useful this particular weekend. She hadn’t wanted to let the other members of the group down by failing to accompany them on this trip, and of course she was delighted to be in the university city of Forthbury for such a special occasion, but there was no denying the whole excursion was proving rather expensive, and a little cash booster to her reserves by claiming the full house would do no harm at all in offsetting the damage to her weekly pay packet from the corner shop where she now worked part-time.

      ‘Was she worth it?’

      But tonight there was an additional stimulus to Bella’s outing.

      Tonight she was on unfamiliar ground, both literally and metaphorically.

      Literally, she was more than a hundred miles from home in a city she’d never visited before, playing bingo in a hall she’d never heard of with people she wouldn’t know if they came up to her in the street the next day and yelled ‘Legs eleven’ in her face.

      Metaphorically, she’d never surveilled anyone before.

      In her heart of hearts, she wasn’t completely convinced that ‘surveil’ was a word you could use as a verb. Surveillance, of course, was a noun she was familiar with, but the curtailed version sounded just plain wrong to her uneducated ears. When her reading group colleague Harrison Fforde had first used it in this context, she had considered challenging him on it, and suspected that if she had, he might have folded like a cheap pack of cards. But she hadn’t, partly out of deference to his longer standing in the group, and partly because she had no idea whether her gut instinct about the word had any substance to it or not.

      So she’d done what she usually did in circumstances such as these, when Professor Stone used terminology she’d never encountered, or Fforde did his over-the-top actor’s proclamation in a voice of such confidence that Bella couldn’t hope to take issue with him: she’d gone quietly home after the reading group meeting and consulted her reference books. Even Lauren, the youngest of the group and Bella’s junior by a good ten years, had been known to use a word or two that Bella didn’t recognise, and although she felt on safer ground asking her younger comrade what ‘supernumerary’ meant, or how many ‘h’s there were in the middle of threshold (one? two? maybe even three?), she would still often conduct the research later, in the comfort of her own home, rather than reveal yet again the extent of her ignorance.

      Harrison turned out to have been right.

      So now she was surveilling. Alongside the bingo, naturally: it wouldn’t have done to sacrifice that.

      ‘I don’t mind following her,’ she’d told the others earlier, when they were discussing how to keep tabs on Eileen Fazakerley over a cuppa in a high-street tea shop. They had an hour to spare before they needed to return to their borrowed college rooms and get changed for the evening’s entertainment, so had elected – on a democratic vote in which only Professor Stone had voted ‘Nay’ – to spend it in the Red, White and Brew Café off the main shopping street. Suitably adorned with bunting and patriotic flaggery, it offered a cosy corner with comfortable cushions and charmingly mismatched crockery for them to sit and while away the time.

      ‘Oh, no,’ said Lauren, sounding properly crestfallen. Bella wasn’t sure exactly what might have constituted Lauren’s crest, or why and how it might have fallen, but crestfallen she undoubtedly was.

      ‘It’s fine,’ she responded, patting the teaching assistant’s arm comfortingly.

      ‘But you’ll miss the gala dinner.’

      Bella looked over the top of her glasses at Lauren and smiled. ‘How long have I been coming to reading group meetings? The best part of a year, I’d say. So surely you know me well enough by now to realise that a gala dinner in a Forthbury college dining room is not exactly my natural habitat.’

      ‘Refectory,’ said Fforde to nobody in particular.

      ‘Sorry?’ asked Bella.

      ‘Oh, nothing. It’s just that a college dining room is called a refectory.’

      ‘Thank you for the clarification,’ said Bella, and turned her back on him.

      Harrison Fforde was a man who lived up to his name. Bella knew that he’d adopted it early in his career when he needed to find a stage name for the actors’ union Equity – his real name had already been taken – but he had come to regret it as nobody seemed to take him or his career seriously any more. During the alarming incident at Abbots Chantry the previous winter, when the four of them had accidentally become embroiled in their second murder investigation, there had been vague talk of his reverting to his birth name, which she couldn’t quite recall now. The snowbound country house had provided a chilling backdrop to not one but two unexplained deaths and the group had been forced to exercise their powers of detection and deduction to solve the mysteries in the absence of a police force that was initially unable to reach the murder manor due to inclement weather. That and nobody being able to alert them that there’d been a couple of killings on their patch. Now that she reflected on it, it struck Bella as ironic that their two investigations should have prompted such differing responses in Harrison to his jokey name. The first – when they had followed the clues to identify the killer of their beloved bookshop manager Felicity – had caused him to question the whole premise of the ‘two fs and an e’ pseudonym. But when secret identities had become a major factor in tracking down their second culprit a few months later, he suddenly became the leading authority on false personas, and began to revel in his name once again. She didn’t imagine he’d be reverting to his parents’ choice now.

      Harry Monkton. That was it. Not outrageous, as names go.

      But equally, not in the same league as Harrison Fforde.

      Anyway, the point was that he could be just as daft, pompous, unpredictable and elusive as his name suggested, and Bella had come to realise that there were moments when he was probably best left to his own devices.

      This was one of those moments.

      ‘Besides,’ she said to Lauren, ‘someone’s got to keep an eye on Eileen, haven’t they? And I wouldn’t want any of you to miss the big dinner.’

      ‘She’s right, you know,’ said the Professor, putting down his teacup and brushing a crumb of coffee and walnut cake from his chin. He wasn’t what Bella would have called fat but she found herself frequently surprised at the amount of food he could tuck away. The gala dinner would be served in less than two hours, and she was sure he’d be able to manage its numerous courses without batting an eye, in spite of the large slab of cake he and Harrison had just shared.

      ‘Someone’s got to keep an eye on her,’ he added.

      Fforde leaned in, clearly trying to force himself back into Bella’s eye line. ‘I still don’t understand why Eileen’s not going to be present at the dinner.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter,’ said the Professor. ‘The fact is that she isn’t, and I think it’s very noble of Bella to volunteer to be the one to watch her.’

      He’d probably already guessed that she would prefer not to go to the dinner at all but, not for the first time, Bella felt a twinge of pride at the Professor’s compliment. By far the most academically gifted of them, he had always seemed willing to accept Bella on her own terms as part of the reading group. Oh, there’d been the odd comment about the lack of a university education, and she suspected he’d subconsciously used a phrase here and there that, if he’d stopped to think about it, he would have realised excluded her by virtue of its highfalutin nature. But behind all that university frippery and the long words, Professor Stone was a pussycat.

      And, what’s more, a pussycat with a soft spot for her.

      ‘As soon as I overheard her mention to that newspaper lady that she’d rather be at the bingo than the dinner, I thought she was a woman after my own heart,’ said Bella. ‘She had to put up quite a fight, though.’

      ‘Hardly surprising, really, when you consider the importance of the occasion,’ said the Professor.

      ‘You’re not kidding,’ said Lauren, her eyes alight at the prospect of the very meal Bella was delighted to be dodging. ‘A gala dinner to kick off a celebration weekend all about Lord Quaint – who’d want to miss that?’

      The Professor raised a finger towards Lauren, as if correcting her.

      ‘It’s not all about Lord Quaint, remember. I know we’re rather fixated on the old boy in the reading group, and that’s only to be expected given that our bookshop is named after him, but there was more to his creator than the greatest detective in the history of murder mysteries.’

      ‘I am aware of that,’ said Lauren, rolling her eyes dramatically at him. She’d always displayed a healthy disdain for the Professor’s former career in the Maths department at Pittingham University, and the rank he’d carried with him into retirement appeared to mean little to her. She certainly didn’t stand any nonsense from either him or Harrison Fforde, and Bella found herself feeling a tad jealous at the girl’s ability to treat every level of society with the same freewheeling openness and charm.

      She knew she’d never be able to roll her eyes at Professor Stone.

      ‘Yes, well, I’m just saying. There was a lot more to his work than just our beloved Lord Quaint.’

      ‘Not that’s worth reading,’ said Fforde grumpily. He sipped his tea, pulled a face at its inevitable tepidity after forty-five minutes in the big brown pot on the table and deposited the cup in its clashing saucer with a finality that clearly signalled he had supped enough.

      ‘And have you?’ asked the Professor a little testily.

      ‘Have I what?’

      ‘Read anything else of his?’

      Fforde shifted uncomfortably on his wooden chair. He didn’t seem to want to meet the Professor’s gaze and grimaced slightly.

      Perhaps the coffee and walnut cake had given him wind.

      ‘So where are all the other events taking place?’

      Bella thought Lauren might be deliberately trying to change the subject.

      ‘Ah, now that’s a good question. I know we’re at the college for tonight’s little extravaganza – Bella excepted, of course – but the rest of the weekend happens in some rather special locations. On Sunday there’s the steam train event⁠—’

      ‘There you go,’ interrupted Fforde triumphantly. ‘To mark Murder on the Polar Express. A Lord Quaint novel.’

      ‘Thank you, Harrison,’ said the Professor. He sounded as if he were trying to maintain his temper. ‘But tomorrow is the really big one.’

      ‘Oh, yes,’ said Bella, feeling enthused all over again. ‘Now that’s one I really don’t want to miss.’

      ‘Naturally,’ said the Professor. ‘Not only is it the highlight of the weekend, but it’s also the moment the literary world has been anticipating for fifty years: the opening of his private archive. It’s going to be quite an occasion.’

      ‘Is his house in Forthbury itself?’ asked Bella. She realised she knew precious little about the man who had written some of the best-selling books in the English language.

      ‘No, no. His country seat, The Grange, is a rather gaudy Palladian pile about five miles out of the city. He always claimed to be a Forthbury man, but in reality he was hardly ever seen in town, unless he was being wined and dined at one of the colleges. Or the Imperial.’

      ‘I suppose he had everything he needed at the estate,’ said Fforde.

      The Professor nodded. ‘I visited it once. It’s quite a hideaway. In its time it would have needed dozens of servants to keep it running. Of course, the trust has responsibility for it now. And the jewel in the crown is his personal study, locked away after his death and containing … well, who knows what?’

      ‘Do you really think it’s been sealed all this time?’ asked Lauren.

      The Professor smiled indulgently at her, and Bella knew why: they’d had a version of this conversation already, at last Tuesday’s reading group meeting. ‘Do you still doubt it, Lauren?’

      She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It just seems like a hell of a publicity stunt to me.’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Fforde. ‘And that’s why half the culture journalists in Britain are going to be there.’

      ‘And us,’ said Bella in a small voice. She still couldn’t quite believe it.

      The Professor leaped on it. ‘And us – precisely. Celebrity may not be my idea of success but I imagine Harrison won’t be shying away from the press, and there’s no getting away from the fact that we are the guests of honour, thanks to our dedication to Lord Quaint and our rather high-profile investigations this past year.’

      Bella knew she wouldn’t be pushing to the front when it came to the photo calls but she couldn’t help feeling a glimmer of pride, both at the reading group’s self-evident capabilities in the realms of sleuthing, and at her own growth in the past twelve months. If her sister Ronnie had asked her a year ago where she thought she’d be at this exact moment, she wouldn’t have dreamed of the real answer: on a solo mission to tail a target in a strange city, freed from her feckless husband and a lifetime of responsibilities which, she could now see only too clearly, had worn her down.

      From housewife to independent woman: it was quite a journey.

      ‘House!’

      Oh, bugger. Now she’d missed the last few numbers and the prize pot had been claimed.

      But as she looked around for the lucky winner, she realised the numbers weren’t the only thing she’d missed.

      Eileen Fazakerley was nowhere to be seen.

      Bella grabbed her handbag from under her chair and marched towards the door. Any pretence of keeping herself concealed had gone out of the window: there was only one thing on her mind now.

      The first rule of surveillance, she’d guessed, was that you didn’t lose your target.

      Well, maybe the second rule, after not being spotted.

      She thought she’d made a decent job of staying under the radar – Eileen had given no indication that she’d clocked her, and she would certainly have recognised her from the welcome session that afternoon, where they’d stood almost side by side and Eileen had apologised at one point after nudging Bella’s elbow inadvertently, causing her to spill the untouched glass of fizz she was holding. It had given Bella quite a thrill playing at being a secret agent, and although the stakes were nothing like those faced by Ethan Hunt or Jason Bourne, she was beginning to understand how addictive the world of espionage might feel to those caught up in its treacherous mesh.

      But now she’d blown it.

      Doing up her raincoat in case the weather app had been wrong and it was still drizzling, Bella made her way out into what must have been one of the least charming parts of Forthbury. She’d always assumed that, as a university city with significant standing in the international rankings and a historic reputation for quality education that had been garnered across several centuries, Forthbury would be relentlessly beautiful and opulent.

      Five minutes in the rundown suburb of Bulltown had persuaded her differently. So elegant cities could have their sink estates and flytippers too, she realised.

      She dodged a smear of something unpleasant on the pavement outside the Golden Balls Bingo Club and hurried to the nearest corner. In the unreal orange glow of the street lights, she could see a short figure in a light coat hurrying away down the hill on the opposite side of the road, and her heart jumped like a rabbit in spring.

      She was about to step into the road when a car engine roared up behind her and tyres came to a screeching halt. Edging back from the kerb to give the vehicle room, she was surprised to see its doors flung open and three large men dressed in black emerge. If the police had asked her to give a description of them she would have found it impossible as they all wore balaclavas, rollneck sweaters, donkey jackets and army-style boots.

      The thought briefly entered her head that in fact, if you allowed for the absence of facial features, that wasn’t a bad description after all.

      Then the three men grabbed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          PROFESSOR NO

        

      

    

    
      The invitation had been addressed to ‘Harrison Fforde and The Quaint Bookshop reading group’ and Fforde had been quietly delighted with how much that had ticked off Professor Stone.

      He didn’t think of himself as a naturally competitive person (one look at his record in sports and games at school would prove as much) but then again, in his profession, one had to have something of a dog-eat-starving-actor mentality simply to survive as long as he had. He’d read a book recently – off his own bat, strictly off the reading group’s list – about zero-sum thinking, and how so much of today’s world worked on the assumption that you could only get ahead if your fellow man fell behind. That certainly rang true in his job, where false smiles greeted every performer’s announcement that they had just landed their dream role, and the sound of knives being sharpened accompanied every five-star review.

      Alongside that instinctive showbusiness tendency came another quality of which Fforde was not terrifically proud. He knew there were times when he resented Professor Stone for his easygoing authority, his innate ability to command respect and admiration from those around him. Fforde had seen it in Lauren, when she’d apologised for doubting him during the investigation into Felicity’s murder; he saw it every week in Bella, whose adulation of the former academic bordered on sycophancy and frequently poked the little green worm inside him that he didn’t dare to name, but if he had, he would have called jealousy.

      Or maybe Roger, or Angela, or Sally: something to soften its bluntness.

      It wasn’t attractive and Fforde didn’t like it in himself.

      But at moments like the arrival of the invitation, it made him smile inwardly.

      ‘The reading group of The Quaint Bookshop is cordially invited to grace with their presence…’ the letter had begun. Fforde had enjoyed reading it to the rest of the group six weeks earlier in his most declamatory actorly tones.

      Continuing in suitably florid language, the invitation went on to praise their diligence and dedication, and proposed that they should attend, as guests of honour, a weekend to celebrate the author of their favourite literary oeuvre, the timetable to include events themed around Lord Quaint novels such as Murder on the Polar Express, Delivery of Death and Shaken, Not Stirred – the writer’s post-war venture into the espionage genre which some contemporary critics had decried as misguided and misogynistic but others had loved for its boldness and bravery in taking his mildly archaic hero and updating him for the modern Cold War era. The pinnacle of the weekend, on the Saturday afternoon, was to be the historic unsealing of the author’s personal archive at his grand country manor, The Grange.

      Typically, Professor Stone had argued in favour of rejecting the offer.

      ‘I don’t like the idea of all that publicity,’ he’d said, echoing a similar attempt the previous winter to veto an invitation – on that occasion from Lord and Lady Verity, custodians of Abbots Chantry, where Bella’s sister Ronnie was a volunteer. They had extended a welcoming hand to the reading group partly, the quartet had suspected, to add a frisson of excitement as their hosts endeavoured to woo a visiting Hollywood film crew into using the former abbey as a location in a forthcoming adaptation of Murder on the Polar Express. The bid for silver-screen stardom appeared to have foundered – Fforde had certainly heard nothing more about the putative movie in the intervening months – but then that was hardly surprising given the fact that the director, cinematographer and location manager had been subjected to a terrifying weekend in a snowbound nightmare. That would have put anyone off returning to the scene, no matter how perfectly it fitted Lord Quaint’s notion of an English country pile.

      The Professor had eventually been won over by the others to the idea of attending the Quaint-based weekend, Lauren finally sealing things with the observation that it was a unique opportunity to be part of something genuinely historic, and how often did something like that come along? Bella’s initial reluctance on the grounds that she’d have nothing to wear for such a prestigious occasion was overruled, Lauren again coming to the rescue with the promise of accompanying her on a shopping expedition to some of Norcester’s better-stocked charity shops to equip her for every eventuality, from black-tie dinner to steam-train murder-mystery performance.

      As for Fforde himself, he could see no downside to being fêted by the trustees of the author’s estate, with the trappings of the kind of luxury he imagined the publishing industry had to offer. Frankly, a decent hot meal would have swung it, but the prospect of fine wines, elite company and the respect of a roomful of literary experts made the invitation irresistible to him, and no amount of blustering by the Professor was going to stand in his way. He’d go on his own if it came to it.

      In fact, by the time the group had gathered for its most recent meeting – sidelining their third week of discussion about Shaken, Not Stirred in favour of planning the weekend’s activities – Professor Stone had quite come round to the idea of resuming his wonted position as self-appointed leader of the group and heading up the forthcoming expedition with relish.

      That was when Lauren had first raised the question of the integrity of the author’s sealed archive.

      ‘It can’t have stayed locked for fifty years, can it?’

      ‘Why not?’ said the Professor, settling himself into one of the armchairs opposite the settee, where Lauren and Fforde had established an early camp for the meeting. ‘It’s only like a Blue Peter time capsule.’

      ‘A what?’ the youngster had asked.

      ‘Blue Peter,’ said Fforde. ‘You must have seen it when you were growing up.’

      ‘The children’s programme?’

      ‘Oh, so much more than that. It’s a touchstone, a cultural icon, a televisual chronicle of our era⁠—’

      ‘Yes, I think Lauren gets the picture,’ interrupted Stone. ‘The point is, they famously buried time capsules early on in the programme’s history with a view to digging them up years later and having a laugh at what people thought was significant back in the day.’

      ‘But it backfired,’ said Fforde, determined not to let Stone have all the glory of the reminiscence. ‘When they did finally open one up, the elements had reduced half the contents to mush or rust. Not their finest hour.’

      ‘That’s not going to be the case with this archive, though, is it?’ said Bella, looking rather anxious. ‘Not if it’s the author’s study.’

      ‘Quite,’ said Stone. ‘The house has been meticulously maintained by the trust and one of the clauses in the will stated that the study shouldn’t be opened until exactly fifty years after his death. And that date is this Saturday.’

      Bella’s eyes had that odd misty quality Fforde frequently noticed when she was adoring Stone.

      ‘You do know an awful lot about it, Professor,’ she said.

      ‘Well, I’ve got lots of time on my hands these days,’ he said enigmatically.

      Lauren still looked unconvinced.

      ‘Who are the trustees anyway?’

      Fforde was willing to grant Stone the floor for this part: it was a question he’d been wondering about too.

      ‘Well, the board is chaired by Sophia Gilmorton.’

      ‘The newspaper tycoon?’ asked Fforde.

      ‘The very same,’ said the Professor. ‘Do you know her?’

      Fforde nodded. He’d heard of the imposing Ms Gilmorton when one of her publications had been sued by a fellow Equity member for defamation after it reported that he’d enjoyed a three-in-a-bed romp with a call girl and his co-presenter on a squeaky-clean CBeebies show. The union had funded the lawsuit but ultimately lost the case when its member’s cloud photo storage had been hacked and leaked to another Gilmorton paper, revealing the truth: the three-in-a-bed romp had actually involved seven or eight, including at least three junior staff members from the CBeebies show who subsequently argued they’d been pressured into the shenanigans in fear of their jobs. The pictures would never have been accepted in evidence by the libel courts due to their dodgy provenance, but their existence was enough to persuade Equity to drop their funding and the presenter to abandon his claim for compensation.

      Fforde remembered it all too well as he’d worked briefly with the actor involved on a minor tour of Waiting for Godot the following year. The actor, far from being contrite about his fraudulent bid for damages, was still protesting he’d been ‘stitched up like a kipper’ by those bastards at The Comet.

      Fforde couldn’t recall seeing the man’s name since.

      ‘Well, obviously I don’t know her, but I’m aware of who she is.’

      ‘And who is she?’ pressed Bella, an eager look on her face.

      ‘She’s one of the richest women in the country,’ Stone explained. ‘Inherited a small weekly newspaper in Lincolnshire from her father and built it up into a media empire to rival the biggest of them. Rumour has it she owns the rights to a certain spy franchise.’

      ‘She probably makes more from that than from her empire, then,’ said Lauren. ‘Nicki was telling me that there’s no money in newspapers these days – even the ones that have put their websites behind a paywall.’

      ‘Nicki?’ said Fforde. ‘You mean Nicki Bailey from the Echo?’

      Fforde felt a shiver run down his spine. He vividly remembered his brush with the press during the Felicity Penman investigation, when he had unwittingly embellished an impressively dramatic story about his own involvement in the case, which Nicki Bailey had transcribed and splurged all over the front page of Norcester’s finest – and only remaining – local paper, much to the rage of the investigating officer. The furious dressing-down he’d received the next day from DCI Miranda Carlton had definitely taken the shine off his first ever splash.

      ‘She’s still dating my brother Simon,’ said Lauren. ‘It’s been months now. I think he really has got a soft spot for her.’

      Fforde didn’t know for sure where that spot might be, but he had a pretty good idea. Nicki was smart, stylish and clearly very good at her job. Fforde wondered what would happen to the new romance in the inevitable circumstance that she would want to move on with her career.

      ‘Aw, that’s nice,’ said Bella enthusiastically. Fforde recalled that she had her own reasons for sharing a soft spot for the reporter.

      Stone cleared his throat. It was a habit he’d developed over the months when he felt the reading group was getting off-topic, and Fforde couldn’t believe he was the only one who saw through its transparency.

      ‘You were saying, Professor?’ he said, grinning knowingly at the older man.

      ‘Yes, well, besides Ms Gilmorton, there seem to be three other trustees. There’s a representative of the publishing house – a rather dashing Scotsman by the unlikely name of Hamish McHamish – and the author’s old amanuensis, a Belgian called Frédéric Vieux.’

      Fforde noticed Bella shifting uneasily in her battered old armchair next to the Professor’s. He decided to do the gentlemanly thing and fall on his sword instead of leaving her to do it for herself. Falling on swords could be uncomfortable, even of the metaphorical variety.

      ‘Amanuensis, Professor?’ he asked.

      ‘Oh, sorry. His assistant, or secretary. Like Boswell to Dr Johnson, or Anna Dostoevsky to her husband.’

      ‘Or Rose Tyler to Dr Who?’ said Lauren.

      ‘Possibly not. Unless he dictated books which she transcribed?’

      ‘Oh,’ said Lauren, deflating slightly. ‘No. I don’t think he did.’

      ‘Hold on,’ said Fforde, a thought striking him. ‘If this Belgian⁠—’

      ‘Frédéric Vieux,’ said Stone.

      ‘Yes, him
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