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The Wrong Funeral

—•—
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The man in the third row is not supposed to be alive.

Marcus Vane sees him at nine-fourteen on a Tuesday morning in the Chapel of Rest at Kensal Green Cemetery, at the funeral of a retired GCHQ analyst named Arthur Pemberton, who died of a heart attack six days ago in his sleep.

Marcus clocks him in the first sweep of the room. Trained habit — entry, seating, exits, faces. He is in the back row. The dead man is in the third.

Blue tie. Dark suit. Order of service held in both hands, reading with the attentiveness of someone performing normality.

His name is Teodor Nowak. Former Polish ABW intelligence officer. Confirmed dead eighteen months ago in a car accident outside Warsaw. The death was verified by Polish authorities, the German BND, and MI6’s Warsaw station. Three independent confirmations. A sealed file.

Marcus has seen the face before.

He has seen it for the first time twelve days ago, on a printed photograph that Helena Ng — twenty-eight years old, second-year analyst in Rania’s directorate, the woman who had pulled Pemberton’s alumni note from the wrong file at three in the morning a fortnight ago — had handed him in the storage room on the seventh floor. The photograph had been taken with a long lens at the back of this same chapel six days earlier. Same row. Same blue tie. The face had been three-quarter profile in Helena’s image, and clear enough that Marcus had recognised the structural geometry of the cheekbones today before he was conscious of recognising the man.

He has come to the funeral on the assumption that Nowak might come back.

Nowak has come back.

The organ is playing. The congregation is bowing heads. There are perhaps forty-five people in the chapel. Pemberton’s daughter — a woman of forty-three named Caroline, who lives in Bristol and who has not yet been told by Rania that her father’s heart attack was almost certainly not a heart attack — is in the front row in a black coat that does not fit her properly across the shoulders. Beside her, holding her hand, a man Marcus presumes is her husband. Three rows behind her, a small cluster of retired GCHQ staff in their sixties and seventies who have come up from Cheltenham on the early train.

Marcus is the only person in the room who is not here to grieve Arthur Pemberton.

He is here because Pemberton was flagged. The Şahin Protocol — Rania’s monitoring system, named for the woman who died in Istanbul fifteen months ago — identified a pattern of unusual contact attempts against retired Eastern European signals specialists. Pemberton was contact number four in a four-month window. The first three approaches were assessed as low-threat commercial intelligence fishing. Then Pemberton had a heart attack.

And now a dead man is reading his order of service.

The chapel smells of carnations and damp wool. November rain has been settling on London since five in the morning. Marcus had driven up from Pimlico, parked two streets away, walked in. The grass around the chapel had been cut yesterday and the cut grass smell mixed with the rain. There is a particular Victorian dignity to Kensal Green that Marcus has, on previous funerals, found himself grateful for. He is not, this morning, in a state where dignity is the operative quality. He is sitting in a chapel of strangers, watching a man who was buried under another name in a Polish cemetery in May 2024 read along with the printed liturgy of a funeral he has no business attending.

His left wrist aches. The Tunis scar always does in damp weather. He rubs it without thinking, through the wool of his coat, with the thumb of his right hand.

The high thin note in his left ear — Sangin, 2008, a roadside explosion he had been close enough to that the medic at Camp Bastion had asked him for a week whether he could hear the questions she was asking — is louder than it has been since the operations room in February. He has learned, in seventeen years, to use it as a kind of weather report on his own attention. When it gets loud, he listens harder to the world to compensate.

He listens harder now.

The priest — a Church of England vicar named Father Anthony Cobham, fifty-eight, who has buried perhaps two thousand people in the past thirty years and who has the small careful diction of a man who has decided that the dead deserve every syllable — is reading from Ecclesiastes. To every thing there is a season. Marcus has heard the passage at four funerals in the past three years and is no closer than he was at the first to understanding why people still chose it.

He thinks, briefly, about Lisbon.

Two weeks ago he had been on the small terrace at the top of Senhora Bárbara’s stone steps with Rania, drinking the green tea she had brought from a small shop on the Rua Garrett that she had insisted on visiting on the third afternoon, watching the river. The two weeks Claire had ordered them to take. Rania had stayed five days; she had not, she said, been able to sit still longer than that. He had stayed all fourteen. He had read Pessoa in the original at a pace of one page an hour. He had run up to the Castelo de São Jorge every morning. He had eaten dinners cooked by Senhora Bárbara who had pretended he was paying for them and had refused, every evening, to take the money he left under the empty wine glass.

Eleven weeks plus a fortnight of Lisbon plus the two weeks back in London since.

Eighteen weeks dry.

He is keeping count again, which his Edinburgh sponsor — a sixty-two-year-old man called William who had not had a drink in twenty-three years and who had a small private business making fishing flies in his retirement — had told him on a phone call last Tuesday was a sign of returning attention, not of trouble. Countwhen you can, William had said. Stop counting when youcan. Both are fine. Neither is the work. The work is thecup of tea you don’t replace with the other thing.

The work, this morning, is sitting in a chapel of strangers and not moving.

Option one: approach now. Controlled contact before Nowak can leave.

But if Nowak is trained — and ABW officers are trained — he runs. Marcus catches him or doesn’t. Either way, he loses what Nowak knows before he can say it.

Option two: wait. Follow. Find where a dead man goes.

He presses his phone to his ear, head bowed as if in prayer.

“Nowak,” he says, voice barely above a breath. “Teodor Nowak. Third row. Blue tie. Confirmed.”

Rania’s pause lasts exactly two seconds.

“That’s not possible.”

“He’s reading the programme.”

Four seconds this time. He can hear her doing what she does — running a dead man’s file, finding the three confirmations, reassessing every assumption built on them. He can hear, behind her, the small permanent hum of the operations room at Cheltenham, where she has been since six this morning, and the soft click of Owen Maitland setting a coffee down on the desk beside her terminal.

“It tells me,” she says quietly, “that whatever is running in Warsaw just got considerably more dangerous.”

The organ swells.

The congregation rises.

Marcus stays seated. Bows his head. Keeps watching the third row from beneath the line of his eyebrows. Nowak rises with the others. Closes his order of service. Holds it at his side. Sings, quietly, without conviction, the words of a hymn he could not possibly have known before this morning.

A man does not learn an Anglican hymn in fourteen minutes between sitting down at a funeral and rising for the recessional.

He had learnt it before.

Which means Nowak had attended Anglican services at some point in his life. Or had spent enough time in England, at some period of his adult life, to know the structural geography of a Church of England funeral. The thought goes into Marcus’s notebook later, on the Heathrow Express, written in pencil between two other observations. For now he simply notes it without writing.

Caroline Pemberton, three rows ahead, is crying quietly into a folded white handkerchief that her husband had produced from his inside pocket at the start of the hymn. Marcus, who has been watching her peripherally for the past twenty minutes, has not yet had to think about her properly. She is, he knows from Rania’s brief, a primary school teacher in Bristol. Her father had visited her every other weekend for fourteen years. He had taught her son — who is now eight — how to make paper aeroplanes that flew further than any other boy’s at the school sports day in May.

She does not yet know that her father had been killed.

She is going to learn, in the next week, from Rania, on a sofa in her own front room, with a cup of tea Rania will have made her and not drunk.

Marcus has been to that sofa, in different houses, eleven times in twenty-three years.

It is the part of the work he has never made his peace with.

The service ends.

The congregation moves slowly toward the doors. Marcus stays in his seat. He has timed this. The third row will leave before the back row. He has positioned himself so that Nowak passes within four feet of him on the way out. He keeps his head down over the order of service. He waits.

Nowak passes.

The smell — Marcus catalogues it without meaning to — is of a cologne he does not recognise, soap, the faint underlay of a cigarette smoked in a doorway perhaps forty minutes ago. Nothing to identify. He files it anyway.

Nowak goes out into the November rain.

Marcus counts to twelve.

Then he gets up and follows.

The game has already started.

He has no idea yet how long it has been running.
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The Chase

—•—
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He follows Nowak for three hours and twenty minutes through the specific, layered geography of a professional who does not want to be followed.

Nowak goes out of the chapel into the rain and turns left along the gravel path toward the main gate, holding his order of service open above his head with the small unconscious gesture of a man who has not lived long enough in this country to have learnt that an English umbrella is not a luxury but an instrument of municipal survival. Marcus follows at sixty metres. The rain is good cover. There are perhaps fifteen mourners in front of them on the path, and another twenty behind, and a man in a long coat walking a wet retriever along the perimeter wall to the east, and the whole composition of the morning is the kind of London visual noise that makes a single follower difficult to identify and a tail to lose.

Marcus is not the only person watching Nowak.

He has eyes on him from two further positions — Detective Sergeant Anthony Royston, who he has worked with since the Wareham cottage and who is in a black taxi parked on Harrow Road with the engine running; and a young officer called Mahala Forbes, twenty-six, on her third operation, in a charity-shop coat and a knitted hat that she has chosen herself for the job and that is, in Marcus’s silent estimation, exactly the right wrong shade of mustard yellow for the visual context of a Kensal Green Tuesday morning. Both of them have his face. Neither of them has, at this point, his line of sight.

Nowak turns out of the gate.

He does not go to the Tube. He does not take a cab. He walks.

Two buses. The 18 first, eastbound, which he rides for four stops and gets off at the corner of Edgware Road in a small irregular eddy of commuters, which is the kind of geography a trained officer uses for the first reflection check. Then the 7, southbound, half-empty, in which he sits on the upper deck on the left, where the angle of the rear window will tell him whether a car is keeping pace with the bus.

No car keeps pace with the bus. Marcus is two cars back in Royston’s taxi.

A section of the Overground. Two stops only. From Paddington to Royal Oak and back to Paddington again, the small classical doubled return that catches a casual follower and that means nothing to a trained one. Marcus is not on the train. Mahala Forbes is. She gets on at Paddington two carriages behind Nowak’s, gets off at Royal Oak in the same flow of passengers, gets back on at Royal Oak again before the doors close, and rides to Paddington with her phone in her hand and her face down at the screen.

She is, Marcus thinks watching her work, the best new officer he has seen in five years.

A twenty-minute walk through Paddington using three doubled-back routes and one complete stop-check in a café window that would have caught anyone who hadn’t already established distance before the coffee was ordered. Marcus is forty metres back, on the opposite side of the street, using a charity shop and a newsagent and a woman with an enormous pram as involuntary cover.

He is not following Nowak’s route. He is following Nowak’s destination, which is a different calculation entirely.

At twelve-forty, Nowak enters a Polish delicatessen on Praed Street.

The deli is called Wisła. The window is full of jars of red cabbage and pickled mushrooms and small bottles of Tatra mineral water. Behind the counter, a woman of perhaps fifty in a green apron, talking to a customer in fast cheerful Polish about her son who has just got into Imperial. Nowak sits near the window. He orders bigos in Polish that the woman behind the counter responds to in the same dialect with no comment, which means it is the right dialect for this part of London, which means Nowak has eaten here before.

He eats bigos alone.

He checks his phone twice — not calls, checks. Looking for something specific. A signal, or its absence.

Marcus is across the street, in the window of a small Italian café where he has bought an espresso he is not going to drink. The café owner — a young man called Matteo, originally from Brescia, whose family has run the café for nine years — has watched Marcus order his espresso, recognised in the gesture of someone choosing the window seat at lunchtime without ordering food the small particular interest of a customer who is in fact a watcher, and has decided not to say anything about it. Matteo is the kind of man who makes the decision that the customer’s business is the customer’s business in three seconds and then goes back to wiping down the counter. Marcus has used the café three times before. He pays cash. He tips well.

He watches Nowak through the rain on Praed Street.

At thirteen-fifteen, Nowak pays. He puts on his coat. He goes back out into the rain.

He does not go to the Tube.

He takes the Heathrow Express.

Marcus is already on the platform when Nowak arrives. He has timed this from the moment Nowak ordered the bigos — the bigos meant a forty-five-minute meal, and the only operationally sensible reason for a forty-five-minute meal in Paddington at twelve-forty was to be inside a windowed building at the precise hour the Heathrow Express ran on the half-quarter. Marcus had walked the four hundred metres to the station while Nowak was eating. He has bought a ticket for the same train, off-peak, paid in cash at a kiosk with a young man called Anil at the window who did not, when handing him the ticket, look at his face properly.

He calls Rania from the concourse, watching the departure boards.

“He’s going to Warsaw,” he says.

“On what flight?”

“Next one. LOT 282. Fourteen-hundred.” He watches the gates. “What do we have on him? Anything current?”

“The file is eighteen months old,” she says. “Everything after the car accident was archived.” A pause. “The car accident that wasn’t a car accident.”

“Who confirmed the death?”

He can hear the specific quality of her silence — the sound of someone checking a file with eyes they didn’t have before.

“The Warsaw station chief,” she says slowly. “His name is Edward Harlow. Fifty-eight. Thirty-three years in the service, posted to Warsaw since 2014. He ran the scene assessment. His report to London—“ She stops.

“His report,” Marcus says.

“— described a pursuit operation gone wrong. Nowak’s vehicle left the road at speed. Body recovered. Identified by the ABW. The whole package signed off in three days.” She pauses. “Marcus. If Harlow confirmed a death that didn’t happen—“

“Then either he was wrong,” Marcus says. “Or he arranged it.”

“I’ll pull everything we have on the station,” she says. “Secure channel, twenty minutes.”

“Don’t touch it through any channel that routes through Warsaw,” he says immediately. “Not yet.”

“Why?”

“Because if Harlow is dirty, he monitors everything that touches his operation. We make one wrong query and he knows we’re looking.” He watches the departures board. “Go through GCHQ’s independent infrastructure. The Şahin Protocol channel.”

“You’re going to Warsaw,” she says. Not a question.

“Nowak is going to Warsaw. I’m going to find out why.” He moves toward the check-in desk. “And Rania — the other three analysts. The ones Pemberton was contact four of. Get eyes on all three. Tonight. I need to know they’re still alive.”

A pause.

“That’s not a comfort,” she says.

“No,” he says. “It isn’t.”

He buys his ticket at the LOT desk. The agent is a young woman called Magdalena, who reads his passport without comment, prints his boarding pass without small talk, and tells him in carefully accented English that the gate will be announced at thirteen-fifteen. He thanks her in Polish — dziękuję — at which she looks up at him for the first time properly. He has a Polish accent he picked up from an asset in 2011 who had drilled him for a fortnight on the difference between the cz and the sz. Magdalena nods, almost smiles, and turns her attention to the next passenger.

He buys a coffee at the Caffè Nero on the concourse. He drinks half of it. He thinks, for fourteen seconds, about Lisbon.

He thinks about Senhora Bárbara, who is, at this hour, feeding her cats on the stone steps below his rented flat, which she has been keeping in his absence since the Whitmore arrest and which she has not, in the past fourteen weeks, raised any question about despite the rent being eleven days late.

He puts the coffee down.

He is on the plane before he has a plan.

That has never stopped him before.
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What Pemberton Knew

—•—
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He reads Pemberton’s file at thirty-five thousand feet, above the cloud cover, with the specific focused attention he brings to files about people who are dead when they should be alive and alive when they should be dead.

The cabin of the LOT 282 is two-thirds full. He has been put in 14F, an aisle seat — Magdalena at the desk had read his face on a single glance and given him an aisle, which is the small professional courtesy intelligence officers occasionally do for each other across the lines of cover. The man beside him in 14G is reading a Polish newspaper at the slow methodical pace of an older man who has decided to take all the time the article requires. He has not, since takeoff, looked at Marcus. He will not, in the two-and-a-half hours of the flight, look at Marcus. He is, by every visible indicator, exactly what he appears to be, which is a Polish accountant called Jerzy on his way home from a fortnight visiting his daughter in Acton.

Marcus opens the tablet on the tray table.

He has the volume off. He has the screen brightness at its lowest functional setting. He has the small privacy filter Rania pressed on him in 2023, after the Bucharest flight on which a Swiss businessman had read three pages of the CARDINAL brief over his shoulder before Marcus had noticed. Marcus had thrown the man’s name into a database when he landed and the man had turned out to be exactly what he appeared to be, which was a Swiss businessman, but the lesson had stayed.

He reads.

Arthur Pemberton. Sixty-seven. Thirty-one years at GCHQ. Born in Coventry in 1958, to a primary-school teacher and a man who worked at the Standard Motor Company factory in the years before Standard became British Leyland and then nothing at all. Grammar school in Coventry. Mathematics at Birmingham. Recruited from his postgraduate research in 1985 by a GCHQ talent scout called Eleanor Whitcombe who had read his master’s thesis on transposition cyphers and had known, by the third page, that he was the kind of analyst the service needed and the kind it was very bad at recruiting.

Married in 1986 to Catherine Pemberton, née Hill, who had been an art teacher in Cheltenham and had died of breast cancer in 2017. One daughter, Caroline. One grandson, Daniel, named for his maternal grandfather, who is eight years old and who likes paper aeroplanes and the small flat plastic dinosaurs that you can buy in packets of twelve at any newsagent in any town in the country.

Retired quietly, four years ago, with the modest pension and total professional invisibility of a career signals analyst who was exceptional at his job and never wanted to be anything else. No Security Service flag. No post-retirement monitoring. A man whose decades of work had produced no operational profile and left no enemies.

The Şahin Protocol flagged him anyway.

Because someone else found him first.

Marcus pulls up the full contact pattern. Four retired specialists. Four months. A single, unknown approacher. All four in the Eastern European signals intelligence space — Polish and Soviet monitoring, thirty-year careers each.

Contact one: Edinburgh. A man called Iain Maclean, seventy-one. Approached at a charity book sale in Stockbridge in late October by a doctoral student researching Cold War signals history. Maclean had given the student forty minutes, agreed to a follow-up that had not, in the event, materialised, and forgotten the encounter within a week.

Contact two: Maryland. A retired NSA-GCHQ liaison officer called Robert Aspinall, sixty-eight, dual British-American citizen, living outside Annapolis since 2017. Approached at a Naval Academy alumni event by a journalist writing a book on the Baltic intelligence apparatus. Aspinall had been more guarded than Maclean. He had given the journalist twenty minutes and his email address and had not, when the follow-up message arrived, replied.

Contact three: Munich. A retired GCHQ analyst called Felicity Brewer, sixty-six, who had emigrated to Bavaria with her German husband in 2019. Approached at a Christmas market by a consultant from a Berlin energy firm who had been struck by Mrs Brewer’s husband at the next stall and had, in the small social way of strangers in crowds, fallen into conversation. The consultant had taken her phone number. He had not used it.

Contact four: Pemberton. London.

The pattern of the approaches — each one followed by a period of apparent inactivity, then a second contact attempt, then silence — is not commercial fishing. Commercial fishing moves fast and abandons quickly. This is methodical. Patient. The pattern of someone trying to establish trust before asking the real question.

And then Pemberton dies.

Heart attack, said the GP who signed the death certificate. Nothing remarkable for a sixty-seven-year-old man with borderline hypertension. Dr Singh at the practice on Kensal Rise had been clear and brief and had no reason to be otherwise. Pemberton had been on a low-dose statin for nine years. His blood pressure had been mildly elevated since 2018. He had eaten a Tuesday-night dinner of grilled lamb chops and tinned tomatoes and had, the evidence in the kitchen indicated, made himself a cup of decaffeinated tea before going to bed at eleven. He had not woken up.

Except.

Marcus opens the second file. The one Rania had appended to the brief before takeoff and which he has not, until now, read.

The BVT assessment on Thomas Greer.

Greer had been a retired Austrian-British signals consultant in his sixties who had been found dead in a hotel room near the Brenner Pass two years ago. The Austrian coroner had recorded cardiac arrest. The body had been released to the family within forty-eight hours. There had been no autopsy.

The BVT had reopened the case four months later, on the basis of a separate investigation that had identified a paralytic compound — a synthetic peptide compound that the report identified by an alphanumeric designation Marcus does not bother to memorise — first synthesised in a Belarusian laboratory in 2018 and used, in three confirmed and four suspected cases over a six-year period, against retired intelligence professionals across continental Europe.

The compound metabolises within hours, leaving a toxicology screen that shows cardiac arrest and nothing else. A compound that requires laboratory production, controlled distribution, and trained administration.

Each death ruled natural cause. Each victim aged between sixty and seventy. Each victim — when the pattern was eventually spotted — a former intelligence professional who had recently been approached by an unknown contact.

The methodology is specific. The compound is specific. The demographic is specific.

And Arthur Pemberton matches it precisely.

He died six days after his second contact attempt. Not long enough to pass information on. Not long enough for whatever he’d found to become dangerous to whoever killed him.

Which means whoever killed him did not know what he had.

They only knew he was looking.

Marcus sits back in the seat. The man beside him turns a page of his newspaper.

He thinks about Pemberton. About a thirty-one-year career analyst who had built, over decades, the kind of analytical pattern recognition that did not switch off when the pension started. Who had been approached, in his retirement, by someone whose questions had triggered something. Who had not, on the evidence of the file, gone to anyone in the service about it.

Why hadn’t he?

The answer Marcus comes back to is the answer he had reached before takeoff and that he is now, in flight, more certain of.

Pemberton had not gone to anyone in the service because Pemberton suspected — on the basis of pattern recognition built over thirty-one years inside the building — that the leak was in the service.

He calls Rania the moment the seatbelt sign goes off on the descent. The Polish flight attendant looks at him sharply and then, when he gestures one minute, looks away.

“Pemberton’s personal archive,” he says. “His daughter — where is she now?”

“Bristol. Why?”

“Because Pemberton kept copies. Career analysts always keep copies of significant work. Not official documents — personal notes, handwritten analysis, the kind that doesn’t exist in any database.” He pauses. “Whatever he found, it’s in his house. And whoever killed him didn’t search it because they didn’t know he had it.”

“I’ll contact the daughter,” Rania says.

“Carefully,” Marcus says. “And quickly.” He looks out the plane window at the cloud below, breaking now in patches over the flat brown countryside south of Warsaw. “If whoever killed Pemberton realises he had an archive—“

“I understand,” she says. “I’m calling her now. Mahala Forbes is in Bristol by the morning. We’ll move the daughter and the archive into a safe house in Bath by dinner.”

“Good.”

He puts the phone away.

He thinks about Arthur Pemberton’s garden — the small back garden on a quiet street in Kensal Rise, where Pemberton had grown tomatoes in pots and had made his eight-year-old grandson a small wooden bird table for his fifth birthday. He thinks about Caroline in Bristol, who is, at this hour, on a sofa in the front room of the small terraced house she shares with her husband and her son, drinking a cup of tea she has not finished, looking at her phone, which has just rung with a number she does not recognise but which she will, in eight seconds, answer.

He deserved better.

They always deserve better.

The plane begins its descent.

Marcus rubs his left wrist with his right thumb.

He is going to make sure it wasn’t for nothing.
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