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Chapter One

The Complaint
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Birmingham, England — Monday, 18 January 2027

The email arrived at 6.43 on a Monday morning, sandwiched between a press release about pothole repairs and a message from a woman who believed her neighbour was poisoning the local pigeons.

Alistair Fenwick nearly deleted it.

He was sitting at his kitchen table in Moseley, wearing a dressing gown that had seen better days, waiting for the kettle to boil. Outside, rain was moving steadily across the windows. The garden was a collection of bare branches, wet paving slabs and a fence he had been promising to repair since October.

His laptop was open beside a plate containing the remains of yesterday's toast.

He had been awake since five.

At forty-six, Fenwick had reached the stage of life where sleep had become less a necessity than an unreliable acquaintance. Some nights it came willingly. Others, like the previous one, it disappeared shortly after midnight and left him alone with his thoughts.

The email's subject line read:

A matter of public interest — please read before deleting.

He sighed.

In twenty-three years of journalism, he had learned that people who announced their information was in the public interest were frequently interested in something considerably more personal.

He clicked anyway.

Mr Fenwick,

I have read your investigations into local government procurement and believe you are one of the few journalists who might take this seriously.

I work for a public authority in the West Midlands. Over the past eighteen months, I have witnessed changes in the way certain decisions are made. Individually, they appear unremarkable. Collectively, they suggest something I find deeply troubling.

I have raised concerns internally. I was advised to withdraw them.

Three weeks ago, a colleague who shared my concerns was suspended.

Last Friday, I discovered that records relating to several decisions had been altered.

I cannot explain everything by email. I have documents. I am frightened of what might happen if I approach the wrong person.

Please do not reply to this address.

If you are interested, be at the Birmingham Central Library entrance on Wednesday at 12.30. Carry a copy of the Financial Times.

I will approach you.

Yours sincerely,

A concerned employee.

Fenwick read it twice.

Then he read it a third time.

He had received hundreds of messages like this over the years. Most were genuine complaints about genuine problems, but that did not necessarily make them stories. A few were attempts to settle workplace grievances. Some were elaborate fantasies. Occasionally, however, one arrived that justified the time spent investigating the other ninety-nine.

This one contained something interesting.

Not the anonymous accusations. Those were common enough.

It was the reference to altered records.

People misunderstood decisions all the time. They disagreed with outcomes, suspected favouritism, resented colleagues and interpreted ordinary bureaucracy as evidence of corruption.

But altering records was different.

If it had happened, someone had taken a deliberate step to conceal something.

The kettle clicked off.

Fenwick stood, poured hot water into his mug and watched the tea darken around the bag.

His mobile vibrated.

A message from his daughter.

Dad, have you remembered Thursday?

He closed his eyes.

Thursday.

He searched his memory.

Her university presentation? No. That had been last month.

The dentist?

Her birthday was in June.

He typed:

Of course. Looking forward to it.

Three dots appeared immediately.

You have no idea what Thursday is, do you?

Fenwick smiled despite himself.

I have several ideas.

Dinner. My flat. Seven. You promised.

Wouldn't miss it.

You missed the last one.

He stared at the screen.

There was no satisfactory response to that.

I'll be there, Ellie.

A moment passed.

Love you, Dad.

Love you too.

He put the phone down.

His daughter was twenty-one, studying law at the University of Birmingham and increasingly convinced that her father was incapable of functioning without supervision.

She was not entirely wrong.

Since his divorce four years earlier, Fenwick had developed a habit of allowing work to occupy every available corner of his life. He told himself this was because journalism mattered. His former wife had maintained that he simply preferred problems he could investigate to relationships he had to maintain.

There was some truth in both explanations.

He returned to the anonymous email.

The mention of local government procurement had caught his attention for a reason.

Six months earlier, he had published an investigation into a council contractor that had received almost £4 million in public work despite repeatedly failing to meet performance targets. The resulting embarrassment had prompted an internal review, two resignations and a brief period during which several councillors refused to speak to him.

It had also earned him a modest increase in readership.

At a time when local journalism was struggling to survive, that counted as a victory.

He forwarded the message to his work account, saved a copy and opened a fresh document.

At the top he typed:

WEST MIDLANDS — ANONYMOUS SOURCE — JANUARY 2027

Beneath it:

Claims records altered. Possible procurement irregularities. Source fearful. Meeting Wednesday.

Then he paused.

Something about the wording bothered him.

He reopened the message.

Over the past eighteen months, I have witnessed changes in the way certain decisions are made.

Not corruption.

Not fraud.

Changes.

He underlined the sentence in his notes.

Then he finished his tea and went upstairs to get dressed.

He had no idea how thoroughly the email would unsettle the life he had built.

At that moment, it was simply another possible story.

And Wednesday was two days away.

By nine fifteen, Fenwick was in the newsroom.

Calling it a newsroom was generous.

The offices of the Midlands Chronicle occupied the second floor of a converted commercial building near Birmingham's city centre. Fifteen years earlier, the newspaper had employed forty-three journalists. It now employed eleven, including two part-time reporters and a sports correspondent who spent most of his working week producing online content about Aston Villa.

The reception desk had disappeared during the previous round of cuts.

The meeting room had become a storage area.

The coffee machine had been broken since November.

Nobody expected it to be repaired.

Fenwick hung his coat on the back of his chair and switched on his computer.

Across the room, his editor was arguing with someone on the telephone.

Margaret Price was fifty-eight, short, sharp-eyed and possessed of a voice that could cut through a crowded railway station. She had spent thirty-four years in regional newspapers and regarded most developments in modern journalism as evidence of a civilisation in decline.

"No," she said into the phone. "I understand perfectly well what you're saying. What I'm telling you is that we are not removing a factually accurate article because your client finds it embarrassing."

She listened.

"Then your client is welcome to provide a statement."

Another pause.

"That is not a statement. That is a threat."

She ended the call.

"Morning, Alistair."

"Good morning."

"Council's threatening legal action again."

"Which council?"

"Does it matter?"

"Fair point."

She picked up her mug, discovered it was empty and looked personally offended.

"What have you got?"

"Possible whistleblower. Public authority. Claims records have been altered."

"Evidence?"

"Not yet."

"Name?"

"No."

"Then you've got an email."

"That's generally how these things begin."

"They generally end with us discovering somebody's been passed over for promotion."

"Sometimes."

Margaret studied him.

"You're interested."

"A little."

"Which means you'll spend three days chasing it while the rest of us cover actual news."

"Possibly."

She sighed.

"Fine. But I need the housing piece by four."

Fenwick nodded.

Margaret turned towards her office, then stopped.

"Alistair?"

"Yes?"

"Be careful."

He looked up.

"Of what?"

"People who insist on meeting in public places while refusing to identify themselves."

"That's practically the definition of a whistleblower."

"It's also the definition of someone who wants to lure you somewhere."

He grinned.

"You worry too much."

"And you don't worry enough."

She disappeared into her office.

Fenwick opened the council housing report he had been working on.

For the next three hours, he examined figures relating to temporary accommodation, rising costs and a contract that appeared to reward a private provider regardless of whether suitable properties were available.

It was the sort of work he understood.

Numbers.

Documents.

Dates.

Things that could be checked.

By lunchtime, he had almost forgotten the anonymous email.

Then another message arrived.

This one came from an address he did not recognise.

There was no subject.

Only six words.

Do not tell anyone about Wednesday.

Fenwick stared at the screen.

He checked the sender.

A different account from the first.

No name.

No signature.

He examined the message headers, looking for anything useful, but found nothing that established who had sent it.

He leaned back in his chair.

Someone was either genuinely frightened or making a considerable effort to appear so.

Neither possibility was particularly reassuring.

He looked towards Margaret's office.

For a moment, he considered showing her the message.

Then he remembered the first instruction.

Please do not reply to this address.

The second message was more direct.

Do not tell anyone about Wednesday.

He disliked being told what to do.

He disliked it even more when the person giving the instruction refused to identify themselves.

But he also understood that frightened sources sometimes behaved irrationally.

He closed the email.

Wednesday, he decided, would either be a complete waste of time or the beginning of something worth investigating.

He returned to the housing report.

Two hundred miles away, in a government building in central London, James Ashcroft was having an equally unremarkable Monday.

He had worked in the Civil Service for thirty-one years and believed, with the quiet conviction of a man who had devoted his adult life to the machinery of government, that Britain's institutions were considerably more resilient than politicians understood.

Governments came and went.

Ministers arrived with ambitious plans and departed with unfinished speeches.

Policies were announced, revised, abandoned and occasionally resurrected under different names.

The machinery continued.

That was its purpose.

Ashcroft was fifty-four, neatly dressed and careful with his words. He worked in the Cabinet Office, where his responsibilities included aspects of cross-government coordination and governance assurance.

His office overlooked a narrow street where delivery vehicles regularly obstructed traffic.

On his desk lay a briefing paper marked:

CROSS-GOVERNMENT COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP FRAMEWORK — IMPLEMENTATION REVIEW

He had read it twice.

The framework was one of several initiatives intended to improve cooperation between public bodies and local organisations. Much of it was ordinary administrative material: procurement guidance, accountability arrangements, reporting requirements and proposed methods for consulting communities.

Ashcroft had no objection to its stated objectives.

He did, however, have reservations about one particular recommendation.

It proposed allowing certain accredited intermediary organisations to play a larger role in identifying and assessing local delivery partners.

The principle was not necessarily unreasonable. Public bodies frequently relied on specialist organisations for advice.

The difficulty lay in the wording.

Under the proposed arrangements, some recommendations could become effectively automatic unless a contracting authority recorded a specific reason for rejecting them.

Ashcroft circled the paragraph.

He wrote in the margin:

Risk of inadequate independent scrutiny. Clarify decision-making authority.

Then he turned the page.

A second recommendation proposed simplifying reporting requirements for smaller partnership grants.

Again, the stated intention was understandable.

Local organisations had complained for years about excessive paperwork.

But the proposed exemption thresholds seemed unusually generous.

He made another note.

Potential audit gap.

His telephone rang.

"James Ashcroft."

"James, it's Edward."

Ashcroft recognised the voice immediately.

Edward Hargreaves, Minister of State at the Cabinet Office, had been in his post for just over seven months. He was experienced, politically astute and generally more interested in getting things done than discussing why they might be difficult.

"Good morning, Minister."

"Have you seen the partnership paper?"

"I'm reviewing it now."

"Excellent. I'd like it cleared this week."

"There are one or two issues I'd like to resolve first."

A pause.

"What sort of issues?"

"Governance, mainly. The proposed intermediary arrangements may require stronger safeguards."

"Are they legally problematic?"

"Not necessarily. But there are questions about accountability."

"James, we've been discussing this for months."

"I appreciate that."

"The Prime Minister wants visible progress on community cohesion. Local authorities are complaining about delays. The voluntary sector says we're making it impossible for smaller organisations to participate."

"All legitimate concerns."

"Then let's not allow process to become an obstacle to delivery."

Ashcroft looked at the document.

Process.

He had heard that word used dismissively by ministers of every political persuasion.

"With respect, Minister, the process is what ensures public money is spent properly."

"I'm not suggesting otherwise."

"Then I would recommend a short delay while we clarify the safeguards."

Hargreaves exhaled.

"How short?"

"A fortnight."

"Absolutely not."

"A week, perhaps, if the legal team can prioritise it."

"Friday, James. I need it by Friday."

The line went quiet.

Ashcroft understood that the conversation was over.

"I'll see what can be done."

"Good man."

The minister ended the call.

Ashcroft remained seated for several seconds.

Then he returned to the paper and wrote a third note.

Ministerial urgency does not remove requirement for appropriate controls.

He had written variations of that sentence hundreds of times.

He expected to write it hundreds more.

What he did not know was that the same framework had already attracted concern inside two local authorities.

Nor did he know that a woman in the West Midlands had spent the previous evening copying documents onto an encrypted storage device.

And he certainly did not know that one of those documents contained a name he would soon come to recognise.

At 4.20 that afternoon, Detective Chief Inspector Sarah Whitfield was standing in a corridor at West Midlands Police headquarters, listening to a superintendent explain why an investigation was being reassigned.

She was thirty-nine, with dark hair usually tied back and the exhausted expression of someone who had spent too many years dealing with people at their worst.

She had been a police officer for seventeen years.

During that time, she had investigated fraud, organised crime, serious assaults and two murders that continued to disturb her sleep.

She was not easily impressed by rank.

Unfortunately, rank remained impressed with itself.

"The decision has been made," Superintendent Peter Collins said.

"On what grounds?"

"Resource allocation."

"We've already allocated the resources."

"Priorities change."

"We've got evidence of fraudulent invoices, suspected false accounting and payments to companies with no identifiable trading history."

"Then pass the material to the economic crime team."

"They referred it to us."

"Well, they can have it back."

Whitfield folded her arms.

"Sir, with respect, this investigation is beginning to produce results."

"And I'm telling you it's being reviewed."

"By whom?"

Collins hesitated.

It was brief.

Most people would have missed it.

Whitfield did not.

"Senior management."

"Who specifically?"

"Sarah."

"Who?"

He lowered his voice.

"Don't make this difficult."

She looked at him.

There it was.

Not an explanation.

Not an operational reason.

A warning.

"Is this coming from outside the force?"

Collins' expression hardened.

"Be very careful what you're suggesting."

"I'm asking a question."

"And I'm giving you an instruction. Prepare a handover report by Wednesday."

He walked away.

Whitfield remained in the corridor, watching him disappear through a security door.

Then she returned to her office.

The investigation concerned a group of companies that had received payments through a network of local authority contracts and charitable grants.

The individual sums were not enormous.

Most were between £40,000 and £250,000.

But the companies shared directors, registered addresses and, in several cases, the same accountants.

One company had been incorporated only eleven days before receiving its first substantial payment.

Another had claimed to employ fourteen people but appeared to have no payroll records.

A third had transferred most of its income to a consultancy registered overseas.

There were perfectly legitimate explanations for some of these arrangements.

Whitfield had seen enough complex corporate structures to know that appearances could be misleading.

But the pattern warranted investigation.

She opened the case file.

At the top was the name of the organisation through which several payments had been administered.

The Civic Partnership Foundation.

She had never heard of it before the investigation began.

Its website described it as an independent organisation committed to strengthening community relationships, supporting local enterprise and improving public participation.

The language was polished.

The photographs showed smiling volunteers, community centres and children participating in educational activities.

Its trustees included academics, former councillors and respected figures from several professions.

Nothing about its public presentation suggested wrongdoing.

Whitfield scrolled through the financial summary.

One transfer caught her attention.

£187,500.

Paid to a company called Northbridge Advisory Services Ltd.

The stated purpose was:

Strategic stakeholder engagement and programme development.

She opened the supporting invoice.

Three pages.

No breakdown of hours.

No named consultants.

No measurable deliverables.

She had seen more detailed invoices from plumbers.

She reached for her notebook and wrote:

Northbridge — identify beneficial ownership and actual services provided.

Then she stopped.

By Wednesday, the case would no longer be hers.

She looked towards the office door.

The room was empty.

She opened a fresh email and began drafting a formal request for clarification about the reassignment.

Halfway through, she deleted it.

A written objection would achieve little if the decision had already been made.

Instead, she saved her working notes, checked that the relevant evidence had been properly recorded in the case management system and began preparing the handover.

She would follow the instruction.

For now.

At 7.15 that evening, Alistair Fenwick left the newspaper office.

The rain had stopped, but Birmingham remained wet and cold.

Traffic moved slowly through the city centre. Pedestrians hurried past illuminated shop windows, shoulders hunched against the January wind.

He walked towards the station, thinking about his daughter.

He needed to buy something for Thursday.

Wine, perhaps.

Or flowers.

Ellie would probably prefer that he simply arrived on time.

His phone vibrated.

Another email.

He almost ignored it.

Then he saw the subject line.

Wednesday meeting — important

He opened it.

Mr Fenwick,

I am sorry to contact you again.

I have reason to believe someone has accessed my work files.

I will still attend Wednesday's meeting.

Please understand that I am not making allegations about an entire community or religion. Some of the people who have helped me most belong to the very communities these programmes claim to represent.

This is about individuals, organisations, money and influence.

I need someone to look at the evidence without deciding what it means before reading it.

If anything happens to me, please investigate the Civic Partnership Foundation.

There was no signature.

Fenwick stopped walking.

People moved around him.

A bus pulled away from the kerb.

Somewhere behind him, a car horn sounded.

He read the final sentence again.

If anything happens to me, please investigate the Civic Partnership Foundation.

He took out his notebook.

Wrote down the name.

Then, beneath it:

Who is frightened enough to write this?

He stood for another moment, looking at the words.

Finally, he put the notebook away and continued towards the station.

He had investigated enough questionable contracts to recognise the possibility of fraud.

He had investigated enough frightened employees to recognise the possibility of retaliation.

But he had never encountered a source who seemed so determined to separate the facts from the conclusions others might draw.

That, more than anything, made him curious.

He decided to spend Tuesday researching the foundation.

It was an ordinary journalistic decision.

The sort he had made thousands of times.

Later, when people asked him when the whole affair had begun, he would struggle to answer.

Some would point to the first formal inquiry.

Others would identify the later reforms and the safeguards they had exposed as necessary.

A few would insist that the decisive moment had come years earlier, in meetings nobody had recorded and agreements nobody had thought important enough to question.

Fenwick would remember a wet Monday evening in Birmingham.

A name on a phone screen.

And a sentence written by someone who was afraid.

In a quiet office above a solicitor's practice in Edgbaston, a woman named Helen Carver was shutting down her computer.

She was forty-two, married, and the mother of two teenage boys.

For fourteen years, she had worked in local government administration.

She was neither politically active nor particularly interested in national affairs.

She believed in doing her job properly, keeping accurate records and going home at a reasonable hour.

Until recently, those expectations had seemed entirely compatible.

Now she was carrying an encrypted storage device in the lining of her handbag.

It contained forty-seven documents.

Some were meeting minutes.

Others were procurement assessments, correspondence, grant approvals and internal memoranda.

Three were spreadsheets showing payments that did not match the figures recorded in the authority's published accounts.

One was a document she had discovered accidentally.

It contained a list of names, dates and organisational affiliations.

Beside several names were brief annotations.

Supportive.

Unreliable.

Potential obstacle.

Requires engagement.

She had initially assumed it was a stakeholder management document.

Such documents were common.

But the list included people who had no formal involvement in the programme.

Journalists.

Council officers.

Police personnel.

A parliamentary researcher.

And one senior civil servant.

James Ashcroft.

Helen had searched his name.

Cabinet Office.

Senior official.

She had no idea why he appeared on a document stored in a local partnership directory.

Nor did she understand the significance of the annotation beside his name.

Procedural resistance anticipated.

She switched off the office light.

Outside, the street was quiet.

Her car was parked twenty yards away.

She walked towards it, clutching her handbag.

A dark hatchback stood on the opposite side of the road.

She noticed it because its headlights were off and someone was sitting in the driver's seat.

As she approached her own car, the hatchback's engine started.

Helen looked across.

The driver turned his head away.

She unlocked her car and got in.

For several seconds, she sat without moving.

Then she started the engine.

The hatchback pulled away.

She waited until it had disappeared around the corner before leaving the parking space.

She told herself she was being ridiculous.

People sat in parked cars all the time.

There was no reason to believe the driver had anything to do with her.

At the first junction, she checked her rear-view mirror.

Nothing unusual.

At the second, she checked again.

A white van.

Two cars.

A cyclist.

She began to relax.

By the time she reached the main road, she was thinking about what to cook for dinner.

Her younger son had football training.

Her husband would be home late.

There was washing to put away.

Ordinary things.

Things that belonged to the life she understood.

At 7.42, her phone rang.

An unknown number.

She let it ring.

A voicemail notification appeared.

She waited until she reached a red light, then played the message through the car's hands-free system.

A man's voice.

Calm.

Educated.

Almost apologetic.

"Mrs Carver, this is a courtesy call. We understand you've been experiencing some difficulties at work. It would be unfortunate if those difficulties were to affect your family. Please consider carefully whether continuing with your complaint is in anyone's interests."

The message ended.

Helen stared through the windscreen.

Behind her, someone sounded their horn.

The lights had changed.

She drove forward automatically.

At the next safe place, she pulled over.

Her hands were shaking.

She played the message again.

Then she saved it.

For a long time, she sat in the car, listening to the traffic.

She thought about her husband.

Her sons.

The mortgage.

The documents in her handbag.

She could still stop.

She could delete the files, cancel Wednesday's meeting and tell herself that none of it was her responsibility.

She could return to work, keep her head down and wait for the whole thing to pass.

Perhaps that would be sensible.

Perhaps it would be what any reasonable person would do.

Then she remembered her colleague, suspended three weeks earlier after questioning a grant approval.

She remembered the altered records.

And she remembered the list of names.

Potential obstacle.

Requires engagement.

Helen reached for her phone.

She opened the email account she had created that morning.

She began typing.

Mr Fenwick,

I have just received a threatening telephone call.

I am going to the police tomorrow.

I will still meet you on Wednesday.

She hesitated.

Then added:

Please don't let them bury this.

She pressed send.

For the first time in her life, Helen Carver was genuinely frightened of the people she worked with.

And somewhere in Birmingham, an investigative journalist who had never met her was about to become involved in a story far larger than either of them understood.
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Chapter Two

The Foundation
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Birmingham — Tuesday, 19 January 2027

By eight o'clock the following morning, Alistair Fenwick had discovered that the Civic Partnership Foundation was either a remarkably successful charitable organisation or an exceptionally complicated one.

Possibly both.

Its website was professional, its mission statement reassuring and its annual reports full of photographs of smiling volunteers. There were accounts of youth employment schemes, community language programmes, business mentoring, neighbourhood improvement projects and initiatives intended to encourage participation in local democracy.

None of those activities was particularly unusual.

What interested Fenwick was the money.

He sat at his desk in the Midlands Chronicle newsroom, surrounded by the remains of a bacon sandwich and three sheets of paper covered in handwritten figures.

The foundation had grown quickly.

Five years earlier, according to its published financial statements, its income had been relatively modest. It had relied primarily on donations and small grants.

Since then, its activities had expanded considerably.

It had received funding from several public bodies, charitable trusts and private donors. It had also developed relationships with organisations operating in other parts of the country.

Fenwick had spent much of the morning moving between the Charity Commission register, Companies House and publicly available local authority documents.

The foundation itself was registered as a charity.

Its trading subsidiary was a limited company.

Several organisations described as delivery partners were separately incorporated.

There was nothing inherently suspicious about that arrangement. Charities frequently used subsidiaries to conduct activities that did not fit neatly within their charitable purposes.

But the relationships deserved closer examination.

He opened a spreadsheet.

Across the top he created five columns.

Organisation.

Directors or trustees.

Registered address.

Public funding.

Connected organisations.

Then he began filling in the details.

At ten seventeen, Margaret Price appeared beside his desk.

"Please tell me that's the housing story."

"It isn't."

"Alistair."

"I'll have it by four."

"You said that yesterday."

"And yesterday I was being optimistic."

She looked at his screen.

"What's all this?"

"Charity accounts."

"Why?"

"Because somebody wants me to investigate a foundation."

"Somebody with a name?"

"Not yet."

Margaret folded her arms.

"You're doing it again."

"Doing what?"

"Finding a loose thread and assuming there's an entire jumper attached."

"Sometimes there is."

"And sometimes there's a loose thread."

Fenwick pointed at the screen.

"Look at this."

She leaned closer.

"Northbridge Advisory Services. What am I looking at?"

"A consultancy that received payments from organisations connected to the foundation."

"How much?"

"I've identified just over three hundred thousand pounds in disclosed transactions and contract records. There may be more."

"For what?"

"Stakeholder engagement. Programme development. Strategic advice."

"That could mean anything."

"Exactly."

"Or it could mean exactly what it says."

"Also possible."

Margaret studied him.

"You haven't got a story yet."

"I know."

"Good. Because I'm not defending another complaint to the regulator based on your instincts."

He smiled.

"My instincts have served us reasonably well."

"Your instincts have cost us approximately six thousand pounds in legal advice over the last eighteen months."

"And saved us from publishing several expensive mistakes."

She gave him a look.

"Four o'clock. Housing."

"Understood."

She walked away.

Fenwick returned to his spreadsheet.

He had no intention of publishing anything about the foundation until he had evidence that could withstand scrutiny.

That was one of the lessons journalism had taught him.

The more serious the allegation, the greater the obligation to get it right.

He had seen reputations damaged by speculation dressed up as investigation. He had also seen genuine wrongdoing survive because journalists had rushed into print before obtaining sufficient proof.

He wanted neither outcome.

He opened the foundation's most recent annual report again.

Its chair was Professor Jonathan Vale, a retired academic with a long record of involvement in voluntary organisations.

The chief executive was Kareem Haddad.

Forty-three.

Educated in Britain.

Former management consultant.

A regular contributor to public discussions about social cohesion and community participation.

Fenwick searched his name.

There were photographs of Haddad speaking at conferences, attending charity events and meeting public officials.

In one interview, he had argued that Britain's strength lay in its ability to accommodate different cultures and beliefs within a shared civic framework.

Fenwick read the interview carefully.

It was measured and entirely conventional.

Haddad spoke about employment, education, discrimination, social isolation and the importance of public trust.

Nothing in the interview suggested anything beyond a capable charity executive promoting his organisation's work.

Fenwick made a note.

Haddad — public profile. No evidence of personal wrongdoing.

He continued searching.

At eleven thirty-two, he found something more interesting.

A local authority committee report from the previous summer contained a recommendation that the Civic Partnership Foundation should be appointed to coordinate a pilot programme involving several community organisations.

The report described a competitive assessment process.

But the appendix containing the evaluation criteria was missing from the version published online.

Fenwick checked the agenda.

The appendix was listed.

He checked the minutes.

The committee had approved the recommendation.

He searched the authority's document archive.

Still nothing.

He wrote down the report reference and telephoned the council's democratic services department.

After twelve minutes on hold, a woman answered.

"Democratic services."

"Good morning. Alistair Fenwick, Midlands Chronicle. I'm looking for an appendix to a committee report from last July."

He gave the reference.

There was a pause while she searched.

"Yes, I can see the report."

"The evaluation appendix isn't attached."

"Let me check."

He heard typing.

"That's strange."

"What's strange?"

"It's listed, but I can't open it."

"Is it marked confidential?"

"No. Not on the record I'm looking at."

"Could you send me a copy?"

"I'll need to ask the report author."

"Who was that?"

Another pause.

"I'm sorry, Mr Fenwick. The contact details aren't available on this version."

"Can you tell me which department produced it?"

"Community partnerships."

"Could you transfer me?"

"I can give you the general email address."

He wrote it down.

"Thank you."

He ended the call.

A missing appendix was not proof of misconduct.

Documents disappeared from council websites for mundane reasons. Files were uploaded incorrectly, links broke and software migrations produced endless administrative confusion.

But he added it to his notes.

Evaluation appendix unavailable. Request formally.

He was about to open a new email when his mobile rang.

Ellie.

He answered.

"Hello, sweetheart."

"Don't sweetheart me. Have you remembered Thursday?"

"Seven o'clock. Your flat."

"Good."

"Should I bring anything?"

"Yourself. Preferably before the food goes cold."

"Anything else?"

"Wine. Not the horrible stuff you bought last time."

"That was a perfectly respectable bottle."

"It tasted like furniture polish."

"It was on offer."

"Exactly."

He laughed.

"How's university?"

"Busy."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the answer you're getting."

"Fair enough."

There was a brief silence.

Then Ellie said, "Dad, can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"Have you ever had a story you wished you hadn't started?"

He leaned back.

"That's an unusual question."

"We've been discussing journalistic ethics in one of my law seminars. Publication, public interest, confidential sources. That sort of thing."

"Right."

"So?"

He considered it.

"Yes."

"What happened?"

"Sometimes you discover things that hurt people who haven't done anything wrong."

"Like family members?"

"Sometimes."

"Do you still publish?"

"If the public interest justifies it and the evidence is strong enough."

"Even if someone gets hurt?"

"That's the difficult part. You have to distinguish between harm caused by exposing wrongdoing and harm caused by publishing carelessly."

Ellie was quiet.

"Sounds complicated."

"It is."

"Do you ever get it wrong?"

"Of course."

"Would you admit it?"

"I hope so."

She laughed softly.

"That's a very lawyerly answer."

"You're becoming a bad influence."

"See you Thursday, Dad."

"Seven o'clock."

"Six fifty-five would be better."

The call ended.

Fenwick sat for a moment, looking at his phone.

Then he returned to work.

West Midlands Police — 11.46 a.m.

Sarah Whitfield had spent the morning preparing a handover report she did not believe should exist.

The investigation into Northbridge Advisory Services had begun as a routine referral following concerns about the use of public grant funding.

There had been no dramatic breakthrough.

No secret witness.

No intercepted conversation revealing a conspiracy.

Just financial records, company filings and a series of transactions that required explanation.

The case had become more interesting when investigators identified connections between several apparently independent organisations.

Whitfield had requested additional financial information through the appropriate channels.

Some responses had arrived.

Others were outstanding.

Now she was being instructed to transfer the case before those enquiries were complete.

She opened the investigation log.

A new entry had appeared overnight.

Case management review: transfer to specialist financial investigation function approved.

She clicked on the entry.

The author was listed as Superintendent Peter Collins.

The approval field contained a reference number.

She searched for the supporting decision record.

Nothing.

Whitfield frowned.

A management decision did not necessarily require a lengthy explanation, but significant changes to an active investigation were normally documented.

She picked up the telephone.

"Peter Collins, please."

His secretary answered.

"He's in a meeting."

"Do you know when he'll be free?"

"Not until this afternoon."

"Could you ask him to call me?"

"Of course."

Whitfield put the phone down.

Her colleague, Detective Sergeant Mark Pritchard, appeared in the doorway.

"Got a minute, boss?"

"Come in."

Pritchard was thirty-four, broad-shouldered and habitually untidy. He had the slightly bewildered appearance of a man who had joined the police expecting to catch criminals and discovered that much of his working life involved spreadsheets.

He closed the door.

"I've had a call from financial intelligence."

Whitfield looked up.

"About Northbridge?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"They've flagged another payment."

"How much?"

"Two hundred and sixty thousand."

"From whom?"

"A consultancy registered in London. Money came in, sat there for nine days, then most of it went out again."

"Where?"

"Overseas."

"Which country?"

"Still being established through the financial records. We've got the receiving institution, but not the final beneficiary."

Whitfield held out her hand.

"Show me."

Pritchard placed a printout on the desk.

She read it.

The transfer was not, by itself, evidence of criminal activity.

Businesses paid overseas suppliers every day.

But the timing and the apparent absence of supporting commercial records raised questions.

"Have we got invoices?"

"Not yet."

"Contracts?"

"Nothing supplied so far."

"Beneficial ownership?"

"Still checking."

She studied the dates.

"Put it in the case file."

"Already done."

"Good."

Pritchard hesitated.

"What?"

"Are we really handing this over?"

"That's the instruction."

"Why?"

"Apparently, resource allocation."

He looked at her.

"That's rubbish."

"Mark."

"Sorry. But it is."

"Possibly."

"Do you believe it?"

Whitfield placed the printout on the desk.

"I believe we're being told to transfer a case before we've completed some fairly obvious enquiries."

"Same thing."

"No. It isn't. Don't confuse what we suspect with what we can demonstrate."

Pritchard nodded reluctantly.

She continued.

"Make sure every outstanding request is recorded. Every transaction. Every decision. If someone else takes over, I want them to know exactly where we got to."

"And if they close it?"

"That will be their decision."

He gave her a sceptical look.

"You're taking this well."

"I'm not."

"Could've fooled me."

"That's because I'm making an effort."

Pritchard smiled.

Then he became serious.

"There's something else."

"What?"

"One of the people connected to the foundation has made a complaint."

"About us?"

"About the investigation. Says officers have been asking inappropriate questions about community organisations."

Whitfield sat back.

"Who made the complaint?"

"Solicitors acting for a trustee."

"Which trustee?"

"Professor Vale."

She considered that.

A person involved in an investigation was entitled to complain about police conduct. The existence of a complaint did not establish that anyone was attempting to interfere.

"What exactly are they alleging?"

"That the enquiries are disproportionate and risk damaging the reputation of legitimate charitable organisations."

"Have they identified anything we've done improperly?"

"Not in the summary I've seen."

"Then we respond through the normal process."

Pritchard nodded.

"Still seems convenient."

"Maybe. But convenience isn't evidence."

He left the office.

Whitfield looked again at the financial records.

Then she opened a blank page in her notebook and wrote:

Why now?

She underlined it twice.

London — 12.25 p.m.

James Ashcroft disliked hurried meetings.

He particularly disliked hurried meetings about documents that had not been properly reviewed.

At twelve twenty-five, he entered a conference room in the Cabinet Office and found six people already seated around the table.

Two were civil servants.

One was a departmental lawyer.

The others represented policy teams involved in the proposed community partnership framework.

At the far end sat Rebecca Shaw.

Twenty-eight years old, analytical, quietly spoken and relatively new to her current post, Rebecca worked in a cross-government analytical team that reviewed risks associated with certain public programmes.

Ashcroft had encountered her twice before.

He remembered her because she asked unusually precise questions.

"Good afternoon," he said.

A chorus of greetings followed.

He took his seat.

The meeting began with a presentation about delivery timetables.

There were slides showing regional engagement, projected expenditure and expected benefits.

The language was familiar.

Streamlined processes.

Improved stakeholder confidence.

Reduced administrative burden.

Enhanced community participation.

Ashcroft listened without interruption.

After twenty minutes, the chair invited questions.

He raised his hand.

"I'd like to return to the accreditation arrangements."

The presenter nodded.

"Of course."

"Who determines whether an intermediary organisation is suitable?"

"There's a proposed assessment process."

"Conducted by whom?"

"An accreditation panel."

"Appointed by?"

"The programme board."

"And who sits on the programme board?"

The presenter glanced at her notes.

"Representatives from participating departments and external stakeholders."

"Which external stakeholders?"

"We're still finalising membership."

Ashcroft folded his hands.

"Then I would suggest we're not ready to approve the arrangements."

A silence settled over the table.

The presenter looked uncomfortable.

"With respect, the intention is to establish a flexible model."

"Flexibility is useful. Unclear accountability is not."

One of the policy officials intervened.

"We've had strong representations from community organisations that the existing process excludes smaller groups."

"I'm aware of that. It's a legitimate concern. But the answer cannot be to create a system in which organisations effectively assess their own associates."

"That isn't what's proposed."

"Then the drafting should make that clear."

Rebecca Shaw spoke for the first time.

"May I ask a question?"

The chair nodded.

She looked at the presenter.

"Have we completed due diligence on the organisations proposed for the initial pilot?"

"We've undertaken preliminary checks."

"Financial checks?"

"Basic financial checks, yes."

"Connected-party analysis?"

The presenter hesitated.

"Not in every case."

Rebecca opened her notebook.

"Then we may have a problem."

Ashcroft turned towards her.

"What sort of problem?"

"Several proposed delivery partners share directors, addresses or professional advisers. That doesn't necessarily indicate wrongdoing, but it complicates any claim that the organisations are independent of one another."

"How many?"

"I've identified eleven connections that warrant further examination."

The room became quiet.

The chair leaned forward.

"Are you suggesting there's misconduct?"

"No," Rebecca said. "I'm suggesting we don't yet know enough to rule out conflicts of interest."

Ashcroft felt a small measure of relief.

At last, someone else was asking the right questions.

"Have you prepared a note?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Could you circulate it?"

Rebecca glanced at the chair.

"I was advised to hold it pending further discussion."

"By whom?"

The chair cleared his throat.

"James, perhaps we could take that offline."

Ashcroft looked at him.

"Why?"

"Because we don't want preliminary analysis being misunderstood."

"Then we label it preliminary."

"There's a wider political context."

"There usually is."

The chair's expression tightened.

"We're trying to deliver a programme that has ministerial support."

"And I'm trying to ensure that the programme can withstand scrutiny."

For several seconds, nobody spoke.

Then Ashcroft closed his folder.

"I suggest we record that the governance arrangements require further work before final clearance."

The chair made a note.

The meeting moved on.

But Ashcroft noticed that Rebecca Shaw was no longer looking at the presentation.

She was watching the people around the table.

Afterwards, he caught up with her in the corridor.

"Miss Shaw?"

She turned.

"Mr Ashcroft."

"Your analysis. I'd like to see it."

She hesitated.

"Of course."

"Is there a difficulty?"

"Not exactly."

"That usually means there is."

She glanced along the corridor.

"Would you mind if I sent it through the secure system?"

"Not at all."

"Thank you."

He studied her.

"Rebecca, if you've identified legitimate concerns, they should be examined. That's why your team exists."

"I understand."

"Then don't allow anyone to persuade you that asking questions is somehow disloyal."

She gave a small smile.

"I'll bear that in mind."

He was about to leave when she spoke again.

"Mr Ashcroft?"

"Yes?"

"Have you heard of the Civic Partnership Foundation?"

He stopped.

"The name appears in the pilot documentation."

"Have you had any direct dealings with them?"

"No."

She nodded.

"Thank you."

"Why?"

Rebecca looked down at the folder in her hands.

"I came across something unusual."

"What?"

"A reference to you."

Ashcroft frowned.

"To me?"

"Yes."

"In what context?"

"I'm not entirely sure."

"Then send me the document."

"I will."

She walked away.

Ashcroft watched her go.

He had spent thirty-one years in government.

His name appeared in hundreds of documents.

There was no particular reason for him to find the exchange troubling.

Nevertheless, he returned to his office with an uncomfortable feeling that something had been left unsaid.

Edgbaston — 2.10 p.m.

Helen Carver had not slept.

Every time she closed her eyes, she heard the voice from the telephone message.

It would be unfortunate if those difficulties were to affect your family.

Her husband, David, had noticed something was wrong at breakfast.

She had told him she was worried about work.

That was true.

It was also nowhere near the whole truth.

She had considered telling him about the documents, the meeting and the threatening call.

But David was an engineer. He liked problems with identifiable causes and practical solutions.

She could imagine his response.

Go to the police.

Speak to a solicitor.

Tell your manager.

She had already tried the last option.

The first two now seemed considerably more complicated than they should have been.

At lunchtime, she left work and drove to a police station.

She explained to the officer at the public counter that she had received a threatening voicemail.

The officer listened carefully.

"Do you know who made the call?"

"No."

"Do you recognise the voice?"

"No."

"Has anyone threatened you before?"

"Not directly."

"Do you believe this is connected to your employment?"

"Yes."

The officer asked her to explain.

Helen described the internal complaint, the altered records and the suspension of her colleague.

She did not mention the storage device.

Not yet.

The officer took notes.

"Have you reported the matter to your employer?"

"Yes. That's part of the problem."

"Have you spoken to your union?"

"I'm not a member."

The officer nodded.

"We can record the incident and assess whether any further action is appropriate. I'd advise you to preserve the voicemail and any related communications."

"Will someone investigate?"

"It will need to be reviewed."

Helen felt her stomach sink.

"By whom?"

"An officer will assess the information you've provided."

"When?"

"I can't give you a definite timescale."

She looked down at her hands.

"Someone mentioned my children."

The officer's expression changed.

"What exactly did they say?"

Helen repeated the message.

The officer wrote it down carefully.

"Do you believe there's an immediate threat to them?"

"I don't know."

"Have you seen anyone following you?"

"There was a car outside work yesterday."

"Did you get the registration?"

"No."

"Can you describe it?"

"Dark. A hatchback. I know that isn't much help."

The officer remained professional.

Helen could see that he was trying.

But she also understood that he had limited information and no obvious suspect.

He could not promise what she wanted.

He could not tell her she was safe.

He could not tell her that somebody would stop whatever was happening.

Before leaving, she received a reference number and advice about what to do if she felt threatened again.

Outside, she sat in her car.

She had done the sensible thing.

She had reported the call.

And yet she felt no safer.

Her phone vibrated.

A message from an unknown number.

You have made your position unnecessarily difficult.

She stared at it.

Then another arrived.

There is still time to reconsider.

Helen looked towards the police station entrance.

For a moment, she considered going straight back inside.

Instead, she took screenshots, preserved the messages and returned to the counter to add them to her report.

This time, the officer asked her to wait.

Twenty minutes later, another officer came to speak to her.

He took a fuller account.

He asked whether she had any reason to believe the messages were connected to criminal conduct.

Helen hesitated.

Then she said something she had not intended to say.

"I think public money is being used improperly. And I think people are trying to stop anyone finding out."

The officer leaned forward.

"What makes you think that?"

"Documents."

"What sort of documents?"

"Financial records. Meeting minutes. Internal correspondence."

"Do you have them?"

She looked at her handbag.

"Some."

"Would you be willing to provide them?"

Helen considered the question.

She had copied the documents because she feared they might disappear.

She had arranged to meet a journalist because she did not trust the internal reporting process.

Now she was sitting in a police station, being asked to hand over material she barely understood.

"I'd like legal advice first," she said.

The officer nodded.

"That's your decision."

He gave her information about reporting suspected fraud and preserving evidence.

When she finally left, it was almost four o'clock.

She was exhausted.

But she had made one decision.

She would attend the meeting with Fenwick.

Birmingham — 4.37 p.m.

Alistair Fenwick submitted the housing article thirty-seven minutes late.

Margaret Price read it, corrected two sentences and sent it for publication without comment.

That worried him more than an argument would have done.

He was putting on his coat when she appeared beside his desk.

"Your mystery source still meeting you tomorrow?"

"As far as I know."

"Where?"

"Central Library."

"What time?"

"Twelve thirty."

She nodded.

"Good."

He looked at her.

"Good?"

"If you disappear, at least I'll know where to start looking."

"Comforting."

"Have you checked the organisation?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"Interesting finances. Complicated structure. Missing council appendix. Nothing conclusive."

"Any indication of criminality?"

"Not yet."

"Then keep it that way until you've got evidence."

He nodded.

Margaret studied him.

"There's something you're not telling me."

Fenwick hesitated.

"The source says they've been threatened."

Her expression changed.

"Seriously?"

"Apparently."

"Have they gone to the police?"

"I don't know."

"Then you need to be careful about what you promise them."

"I know."

"No, Alistair. Listen to me."

He stopped smiling.

Margaret lowered her voice.

"If somebody comes to you with documents suggesting misconduct, that's one thing. If somebody comes to you because they think they're in danger, you need to understand the difference."

"I do."

"You're a journalist. You're not the police. You can't protect people simply because they trust you."

Fenwick looked away.

He knew she was right.

He had learned that lesson painfully.

Years earlier, a source had lost her job after he published an investigation into misconduct at a private care provider. He had taken considerable precautions, but a detail in the published account had allowed her employer to identify her.

The investigation had been accurate.

The public interest had been clear.

The source had still paid a terrible price.

He had never forgotten it.

"I'll be careful," he said.

Margaret sighed.

"That's what worries me. You always think you are."

She returned to her office.

Fenwick remained beside his desk.

Then he opened his notebook and wrote:

Source safety first. Verify independently. Do not publish identifying details.

He underlined the first sentence.

London — 6.05 p.m.

Kareem Haddad was finishing a meeting when his assistant knocked on the door.

"Sorry to interrupt."

Haddad looked up.

"Yes, Nadia?"

"There's a call from Mr Hargreaves's office."

"Now?"

"They said it was important."

Haddad glanced at the two people seated opposite him.

"Give me five minutes."

They gathered their papers and left.

Haddad waited until the door closed before answering.

"Good evening."

The caller introduced himself as a member of the minister's private office.

There had been questions, he explained, about the proposed accreditation arrangements.

Haddad listened.

"Questions are entirely appropriate," he said.

"Of course."

"We've always supported transparent governance."

"Yes, that's understood."

"Then what's the concern?"

"The officials want additional checks before the pilot proceeds."

Haddad looked towards the window.

London was darkening beyond the glass.

"Which officials?"

"I'm not in a position to discuss individual advice."

"Naturally."

"The minister remains supportive of the programme's objectives."

"I'm pleased to hear it."

"But there may be a delay."

Haddad said nothing.

The caller continued.

"We thought you should know."

"Thank you."

The call ended.

Haddad placed the phone on his desk.

For a moment, he remained perfectly still.

Then he opened a diary and turned to the following week.

Several meetings were already scheduled.

A discussion with a regional business association.

A conference on civic participation.

A private dinner attended by representatives of several voluntary organisations.

And a meeting with a political adviser.

He crossed out the last appointment.

Moved it forward.

Then he made another call.

"Samir? It's Kareem."

He listened.

"Yes. Everything's fine."

A pause.

"I need you to review the accreditation timetable."

Another pause.

"No, nothing dramatic. There are questions from Whitehall."

He looked at the papers on his desk.

"Find out what the concerns are. Properly, through the programme team. If the safeguards need strengthening, we should propose something workable."

He listened again.

"One more thing. I want a full review of our delivery partners' declarations of interest. Every connection, however minor."

"Why?" the man asked.

"Because if there's a problem, I would rather discover it before a journalist does."

He ended the call.

For the first time that day, Haddad looked genuinely troubled.

The foundation had grown quickly.

Perhaps too quickly.

He knew that success brought scrutiny.

He also knew that some of the people who had helped finance its expansion were not particularly interested in the community programmes described in its annual reports.

He had told himself that their motives were irrelevant as long as the money was properly accounted for and the programmes delivered genuine benefits.

Recently, he had begun to wonder whether that distinction was as clear as he wanted to believe.

His assistant appeared again.

"Are you leaving, Mr Haddad?"

"In a moment."

"Anything you need?"

"No, thank you."

She closed the door.

Haddad opened a locked drawer.

Inside was a slim folder containing correspondence he had received six months earlier.

He removed the folder and placed it on his desk.

The first page was headed:

CIVIC RENEWAL NETWORK — STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT

He read the opening paragraph.

Then he turned to the final page.

There, beneath a list of proposed institutional partnerships, was a sentence he had questioned when he first saw it.

Long-term influence depends less upon electoral victory than upon establishing durable control over the institutions that determine which choices remain available.

Haddad read it twice.

He had objected to the wording.

The author had called it political theory.

Haddad had accepted the explanation.

Now, for reasons he could not entirely articulate, he was less certain.

He closed the folder.

And locked it away.

Birmingham — Wednesday, 20 January 2027

At eleven fifty-eight, Alistair Fenwick arrived outside the Library of Birmingham in Centenary Square.

The building's distinctive exterior rose above the square, its circular metal patterns catching the pale winter light.

People moved in and out through the main entrance.

Students.

Office workers.

Parents with children.

A man carrying a large shopping bag.

Nothing suggested anything out of the ordinary.

Fenwick checked his watch.

Thirty-two minutes early.

He had bought a copy of the Financial Times from a station kiosk.

It was folded beneath his arm.

He disliked the theatricality of the arrangement.

Anonymous sources had been meeting journalists for generations without requiring elaborate signals.

But he had agreed.

He walked slowly across the square, scanning the people around him without making it obvious.

At twelve ten, he bought a coffee.

At twelve eighteen, he checked his phone.

No messages.

At twelve twenty-four, he moved towards the entrance.

He stood near a low wall, newspaper visible, pretending to read an article about interest rates.

At twelve twenty-nine, a woman in a dark blue coat approached from the direction of Broad Street.

She was in her early forties, with shoulder-length brown hair and a handbag held tightly against her side.

She slowed when she saw him.

For a moment, she appeared to reconsider.

Then she walked past.

Fenwick looked up.

Their eyes met briefly.

She continued towards the entrance.

He watched her disappear inside.

Perhaps it was nothing.

Perhaps she had simply recognised him from his newspaper photograph.

At twelve thirty-three, his phone vibrated.

An email.

Go inside. Third floor. Do not use the lift.

Fenwick frowned.

He looked around.

No one appeared to be watching him.

He entered the library.

The building was busy.

He climbed the stairs, passing students and visitors moving between floors.

On the third floor, he stopped near a bank of shelves.

His phone vibrated again.

History section. Far end.

He followed the signs.

The woman in the blue coat was standing beside a shelf, holding a book she was not reading.

She looked up as he approached.

"Mr Fenwick?"

"Yes."

"I'm Helen."

Her voice was barely above a whisper.

He nodded.

"Would you like to sit somewhere?"

"No."

"All right."

She glanced behind him.

"Did anyone follow you?"

"Not that I'm aware of."

"Are you sure?"

"No. But I haven't noticed anyone."

She looked disappointed.

Fenwick kept his voice calm.

"Mrs Carver, if you're frightened, we can stop this now. You don't have to tell me anything."

Her eyes widened.

"How do you know my name?"

He froze.

"I don't."

"You just said Carver."

Fenwick stared at her.

For a second, neither moved.

Then he realised what had happened.

He had read the name that morning.

Not in an email.

Not in a document.

On a small card tucked inside the newspaper when he purchased it.

He had assumed it was an advertisement.

He remembered seeing the printed words:

Ask Helen Carver about the missing appendix.

He had placed the card in his pocket without giving it much thought.

Now he reached inside his coat.

The card was still there.

He showed it to her.

Helen went pale.

"Where did you get that?"

"It was inside the newspaper."

"Who put it there?"

"I don't know."

She looked towards the shelves.

"Then someone knows."

Fenwick felt the first genuine chill of the investigation.

"Knows what?"

"That I was coming here."

He lowered his voice.

"Helen, listen carefully. We don't know who put the card there or why. It could be connected to your concerns, or it could be something else. We need to establish the facts."

She shook her head.

"You don't understand."

"Then help me."

Her eyes filled with tears.

"I think somebody inside the council has been keeping records on people who ask questions."

Fenwick said nothing.

"Not just employees. Journalists. Police officers. Civil servants."

"Do you have evidence?"

She nodded.

"In my bag."

"Can I see it?"

Helen looked around again.

Then she reached into her handbag and removed a small padded envelope.

She handed it to him.

"Everything I could find."

"What is it?"

"Copies of documents. Financial records. Internal correspondence."

"Have you kept the originals?"

"They're held on the council systems. I copied what I could lawfully access through my job. I don't know how long the records will remain available."

Fenwick took the envelope.

"Have you shown anyone else?"

"The police know I have documents. I haven't given them copies yet. I wanted legal advice first."

"That's sensible."

Helen looked directly at him.

"Mr Fenwick, I need you to promise me something."

"I can't promise to publish a story before I've checked the evidence."

"That's not what I mean."

"Then what?"

"If something happens to me, don't let them say I imagined it."

Fenwick felt a tightness in his chest.

He had heard frightened people speak before.

But there was something about Helen's expression that unsettled him.

She was not excited.

She was not angry.

She looked exhausted.

"I'll examine what you've given me," he said. "And I'll take your concerns seriously."

She nodded.

Then she reached into her bag again.

"There's one document you should look at first."

She handed him a folded sheet of paper.

It was a photocopy.

At the top were the words:

INTERNAL — STAKEHOLDER RISK REVIEW

Below was a table.

Names.

Positions.

Organisations.

Brief assessments.

Fenwick scanned the first few entries.

A councillor.

A procurement officer.

A charity trustee.

Then he saw another name.

DCI Sarah Whitfield — West Midlands Police.

Beside it:

Financial enquiries. Monitor developments.

He looked at Helen.

"Who prepared this?"

"I don't know."

"Where did you find it?"

"In a shared programme directory. It wasn't supposed to be there."

He looked further down.

James Ashcroft — Cabinet Office.

Governance concerns. Anticipated resistance.

Then another entry.

Rebecca Shaw — Cross-Government Analysis.

Connected-party review. Potential escalation.

Fenwick's pulse quickened.

The document appeared to connect a local partnership programme with individuals working in policing and central government.

It did not establish that the assessments were improper.

Organisations sometimes tracked the concerns of officials involved in their programmes.

But the presence of a serving detective on the list was unusual.

He turned the page over.

At the bottom was a reference number.

CRN/27/014

And beneath it:

Distribution restricted to authorised coordination group.

"What's CRN?" he asked.

Helen shook her head.

"I don't know."

He looked at the paper again.

"Civic Renewal Network?"

She stared at him.

"How did you know that?"

"I didn't. I'm guessing."

Helen swallowed.

"That's the name on another document."

Fenwick looked up.

"Which document?"

"It's in the envelope."

He opened his mouth to ask another question.

Then Helen's phone rang.

She flinched.

The screen displayed an unknown number.

"Don't answer it," she whispered.

"You don't have to."

The phone stopped.

A message appeared.

Helen read it.

Her face changed.

She turned the screen towards him.

You have been advised not to continue.

A second message followed almost immediately.

Please leave the library.

Fenwick looked around.

The history section was quiet.

An elderly man was browsing a shelf several yards away.

A student sat at a table wearing headphones.

Near the far end of the room, a man in a grey coat was examining a display.

None appeared particularly interested in them.

Fenwick turned back to Helen.

"Have you reported these messages?"

"Yes. Yesterday. The police have the earlier ones."

"Good. Preserve these too."

She looked towards the man in the grey coat.

"I want to leave."

"All right."

"Not together."

"If that's what you prefer."

She picked up her handbag.

"Please be careful."

"You too."

Helen walked away.

Fenwick watched her disappear around the shelves.

He remained where he was for another minute.

Then he folded the document, placed it inside the envelope and returned to the main staircase.

As he descended, he considered what he had just been given.

He had no way of knowing whether the documents were genuine.

He did not know who had prepared them.

He did not know whether the messages were connected to the foundation, a disgruntled colleague or someone else entirely.

But he knew one thing.

The story was no longer simply about a missing council appendix.

It involved a possible network of organisations, financial transactions and the monitoring of public officials.

He needed to verify every part of it.

And he needed to do so without putting Helen Carver in greater danger.

At twelve fifty-one, Helen emerged from the library and crossed Centenary Square.

She was walking quickly.

Her car was parked several streets away.

She had almost reached Broad Street when her phone rang again.

This time the number was withheld.

She stopped.

Then, against her better judgement, she answered.

"Hello?"

A man spoke.

"Mrs Carver."

She recognised the voice.

The same calm, educated voice from the voicemail.

"Who is this?"

"You were asked not to attend that meeting."

Her mouth went dry.

"How do you know where I've been?"

"That's not important."

"I'm going to the police."

"You've already been to the police."

She looked around.

People were walking past.

A delivery cyclist stopped at the lights.

A bus pulled towards a stop.

The ordinary movement of the city continued around her.

"What do you want?" she whispered.

"To prevent an unnecessary misunderstanding."

"Then stop threatening me."

The man sighed.

"Mrs Carver, you seem determined to interpret advice as a threat."

"You mentioned my family."

"I suggested you consider the consequences of your actions."

"Who are you?"

There was a pause.

Then the man said something that made her blood run cold.

"Your husband finishes work at five thirty today, doesn't he?"

Helen stopped breathing.

"Leave my family alone."

"Then perhaps you should stop involving other people."

The call ended.

For several seconds, she stood motionless.

Then she began walking.

Faster.

She reached her car, locked the doors and called David.

He answered on the fourth ring.

"Hello, love."

"Where are you?"

"At work. Why?"

"Are you all right?"

"Yes. What's happened?"

She struggled to speak.

"Helen?"

"Can you come home early?"

"What's wrong?"

"Please."

He heard something in her voice.

"All right. I'll speak to the manager."

"And the boys?"

"They're at school."

"I know. I just—"

"Helen, you're frightening me."

She closed her eyes.

"I'll explain when you get home."

"Are you safe?"

She looked through the windscreen.

A man was standing on the opposite pavement.

He was speaking into his phone.

He glanced in her direction.

Then turned away.

"I don't know," she said.

London — 1.08 p.m.

Rebecca Shaw opened the secure message that had arrived from James Ashcroft's office.

Rebecca,

Thank you for raising the connected-party concerns yesterday. Please send me your preliminary analysis and the document containing the reference to my name. I would like to review both before Friday's clearance discussion.

Regards,

James Ashcroft.

She read it twice.

Then she opened the folder containing her analysis.

The work had begun as a routine review of proposed programme partners.

It had become more complicated when she discovered repeated connections between organisations that were being presented as independent.

Some shared professional advisers.

Others had overlapping trustees or directors.

Several received funding from common sources.

None of those facts established wrongdoing.

But together they raised questions about how independence had been assessed.

Rebecca had prepared a preliminary note identifying the connections and recommending further checks.

Her line manager had advised her not to circulate it until the policy team had responded.

She had accepted that instruction.

Then, the previous afternoon, she had discovered a document that changed her understanding of the situation.

It was a stakeholder assessment.

Not a formal government document.

It appeared to have originated outside Whitehall.

The document included names of officials involved in the programme.

Beside James Ashcroft's name were the words:

Procedural resistance anticipated.

Beside her own:

Potential escalation.

She had stared at the entry for several minutes.

There was no reason an external organisation could not identify officials who had raised concerns about a policy.

But the language was peculiar.

And the document's distribution list was missing.

She had searched the reference number.

CRN/27/014

Nothing appeared in the government records available to her.

She had then searched for the Civic Renewal Network.

The results were sparse.

A few references to discussion events.

A short description in an old conference programme.

An organisation described as a forum for civic strategy and institutional reform.

No obvious corporate identity.

No clear governing body.

No published accounts under that exact name.

She had not yet established whether it was a formal organisation or simply a label used by a group of people.

Now she attached her analysis to a secure message.

She added the stakeholder document.

Then she wrote:

Mr Ashcroft,

Please note that the provenance of the second document remains unverified. I found it within material supplied for the programme review. I cannot establish who created it or whether it is authentic.

The references to named officials may be innocuous, but I recommend establishing its source before drawing conclusions.

She pressed send.

Then she opened a fresh document.

At the top she typed:

UNVERIFIED EXTERNAL STAKEHOLDER MATERIAL — SOURCE ENQUIRY

She began listing the questions that needed answers.

Who had supplied the document?

Who had authorised its circulation?

Why did it contain assessments of named officials?

What was the Civic Renewal Network?

And why did the material appear among documents relating to a government programme?

She was halfway through the list when her office telephone rang.

"Rebecca Shaw."

A man's voice answered.

"Miss Shaw, this is Daniel Brooks from the programme secretariat."

"Hello."

"I'm calling about the material you raised yesterday."

"Yes?"

"We understand you've circulated a preliminary analysis."

"To Mr Ashcroft, at his request."

"I see."

"Is there a problem?"

"Not necessarily. We would simply prefer that concerns are handled through the agreed programme process."

"Mr Ashcroft is responsible for aspects of the clearance."

"Of course."

"Then I don't understand the objection."

A pause.

"There's no objection, Miss Shaw. We just want to avoid unnecessary confusion."

Rebecca looked at the document on her screen.

"Then perhaps you can help me clarify something."

"Certainly."

"Who supplied the stakeholder assessment marked CRN/27/014?"

Silence.

"Mr Brooks?"

"I'm not familiar with that reference."

"It was included in the programme material."

"Then I suggest you raise it with the relevant policy team."

"I am raising it with the programme secretariat."

Another pause.

"I'll make enquiries."

"Thank you."

The call ended.

Rebecca sat very still.

Then she wrote down the time, the caller's name and the substance of the conversation.

She had no reason to believe Daniel Brooks had done anything improper.

But she had learned early in her career that important decisions were sometimes made in conversations that nobody subsequently remembered having.

A contemporaneous note was a simple safeguard.

She saved it.

Birmingham — 3.16 p.m.

Alistair Fenwick was back in the newsroom.

The padded envelope lay on his desk.

He had not opened the storage device.

Instead, he had begun with the paper documents.

The first task was authentication.

He checked names against public records.

He compared dates with committee minutes.

He examined the formatting of the financial schedules and the reference numbers used in correspondence.

Some details matched publicly available information.

Others could not yet be verified.

He made separate lists.

Confirmed.

Unconfirmed.

Contradictory.

Requires independent source.

He had learned to keep those categories distinct.

A document could look authentic and still be false.

A genuine document could contain inaccurate information.

And an accurate statement could be presented in a misleading context.

By three o'clock, he had established that several of the organisations named in the material existed and had received public funding.

He had also confirmed that the Civic Partnership Foundation had participated in a number of legitimate public programmes.

What he had not established was whether any of the payments were improper.

He opened a document headed:

PROGRAMME DELIVERY — PHASE TWO

It described a proposed expansion of community partnership arrangements into additional regions.

Most of it was ordinary administrative planning.

But one section concerned him.

It recommended developing relationships with individuals occupying what it called institutional gateway positions.

The examples included procurement officers, policy advisers, political researchers and local media representatives.

Again, there were innocent explanations.

Organisations seeking to influence public policy routinely engaged with officials and journalists.

But the document contained a phrase that struck him as unusual.

The objective is not merely participation in decision-making, but durable influence over the conditions under which decisions are made.

Fenwick read it twice.

Then he looked at the document's author field.

CRN Strategy Unit.

He searched the phrase online.

Nothing.

He searched the unit's name.

Nothing useful.

He returned to the document.

At the bottom was a list of proposed discussion participants.

Most names were unfamiliar.

One was not.

Edward Hargreaves MP.

Fenwick sat back.

Hargreaves was a minister.

An experienced politician.

A familiar face on television.

His name appearing in a discussion document was not proof of involvement in anything improper.

But it meant the material potentially touched central government.

Fenwick picked up his phone.

He called Margaret.

"Can you come over?"

She appeared two minutes later.

"What is it?"

He showed her the document.

She read it slowly.

"Where did this come from?"

"The source."

"Is it genuine?"

"Not established."

"Who wrote it?"

"Unknown."

"Then we can't use it."

"Not yet."

She continued reading.

When she reached Hargreaves's name, she stopped.

"Oh, bloody hell."

Fenwick said nothing.

Margaret looked at him.

"Do not tell me you've stumbled into a national political conspiracy."

"I haven't."

"Good."

"I've stumbled into a set of documents that may indicate improper influence over public programmes."

"That's not much better."

"It's considerably more precise."

She placed the document on his
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