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Chapter 1: The Strange, Sad Tale of a Dream Team
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The consensus just about everywhere (even, reluctantly, in the Kremlin) was that the so-called Web Brigades had failed. New US sanctions, Bellingcat, travel bans, asset freezes, the OPCW fiasco: not exactly an endless list, but far too long for comfort. In any case, the west was clued-up. Everything was set to get harder now. 

But where others saw diminishing returns (failure in a positive sense was the official line: it hadn’t been a catastrophe), Stanislav Viktorovich Kuznetsov, the FSB’s Director of Overseas Strategic Affairs, saw opportunity. A house-shaped man with a grey walrus moustache and rheumy eyes, this was his retirement year, and fate had presented him with a rare chance to put something new and exciting forward. Play all his cards in roughly the correct order and he could well go out in triumph. 

Delegation, he realised, was key. He painstakingly set about assembling a team of what he called ‘lateral thinkers’: a dozen men and women to reboot the offensive on western culture. He raided marketing firms, strategic management companies, advertising corporations, the creative industries. He put a select team of four high-ranking FSB officers in charge of the vetting process: every ‘applicant’ hand-picked by Kuznetsov was invited - no one was forced - to attend an interview at Lubyanka Square, where he or she was wired to a lie detector and cross-examined for an hour. All expressed roughly the same views. Putin had restored Russian pride (crushed the Chechens, taken back Crimea, revitalised the church), and he was a ‘real’ man (played ice-hockey and practised judo, went diving and fishing and horse-riding). He might be reviled in the west, but then ‘western’ countries were in thrall to the LGBT+ delusion, the progeny of ‘human rights’, the West’s trump card against Soviet Communism in the nineteen-seventies and eighties, and which had finally come back to bite it with a vengeance. 

All looked rosy for a time. An emerging dream team. But, as subsequent events demonstrated, Kuznetsov wasn’t as good at assembling working groups as he’d always made out. His chief preoccupation was always to claim sole credit afterwards, and, in this case, he made two fatal mistakes. 

The first was introducing each group member to the others before informing the group as a whole of its raison d’être. For six whole months, its members had no idea why it was being convened. In the interval between the arrival of the first participant, in September, and the day it began work in March, the team bonded unexpectedly strongly in the social sense. There was even a romance. By mid-April, it was meeting twice weekly, in the evening, for dinners, discussions of literary matters and the odd drunken city walking tour. 

Kuznetsov’s second mistake lay in arranging for the screening interviews to be conducted by uniformed officers (which was intimidating), none of whom were experienced, or even qualified, interrogators (making them relatively oblivious to the fact that they were intimidating, and the likely distorting effects of that). So in retrospect, it was probably obvious the candidates’ answers would have a patriotic twang. The problem was not in what they said – the lie detector never wavered – but in what was never asked. Because it later transpired that the respondents’ patriotism, though genuine, was qualified. The President and his buddies, they thought, were corrupt (but no more so than western politicians); the country had become poorer under the United Russia Party (but maybe that was the deliberate fault of the west and their sanctions - and, hey, you should have seen poverty under Yeltsin!); and yes, government censorship was tightening (but Russia was a big country and, sadly, only a strong centre could stop it flying apart). Like creatives everywhere, they possessed a healthy quota of anti-statism. But this passed completely beneath the FSB’s radar.

In June, six months after the first members were recruited, Kuznetsov invited Pasha Domogarov, the man he’d appointed team leader, to his home in Patriarshiye Ponds. He plied him with vintage wine, introduced him to his family, spoke intelligently about current affairs, and announced that he expected his new twelve-person group to help devise the next phase in the disruption of Russia’s enemies abroad.

Two days afterwards, Domogarov summoned what he still thought of primarily as his eleven best friends to an urgent meeting at his tenth-floor flat in Kapotnya. He explained self-consciously what the Director required while the others sat in glum silence. Although they all knew nothing really good lasts for ever, they unanimously wanted to continue as they were. They definitely didn’t want to plot international subterfuge. A general discussion ensued, which, since it was accompanied by free drinks and takeaway meals, and since everyone assumed it was being recorded, began and ended with the pretence of enthusiasm. 

After just fourteen days, with the FSB’s research facility at its complete disposal, the team came up with the outline of a workable plan. They squared it with their consciences by telling themselves that, if it succeeded, it would be good for humanity. Western liberalism was a snake that ate its own tail and something the world could do without. 

But during that fortnight, one member committed suicide; another ‘disappeared’, apparently having suddenly left the country. None of the others remarked at length on these facts. From the outset, it was as if they were half anticipated.

But from Kuznetsov’s point of view, they were terrifying: the sort of things scandals are made of. He quietly resolved to bury the whole project as soon as possible. Thank God, it didn’t yet have so much as an official name. 

On the other hand, he’d come a long way. He’d gone to a lot of effort. He could be forgiven for wanting something back. 

Thankfully, just as he was about to permanently pull the plug, Domogarov told him the group had come up with ‘an idea of genius’. 

Hearing is believing. The next day, Domogarov climbed the two wide flights of stairs to the Director’s office. He wore a new suit and fashionable brogues, and carried a bespoke paper bag with a pile of books inside. The Director’s secretary – his wife, a twenty-something ex-fashion model in a Cartier suit – greeted him as a friend, enquired after his health and ushered him into her husband’s office: small with an unpretentious desk, sofa, armchair, a gilt-framed portrait of Nicholas II and another – curiously - of Rasputin. 

The Director himself advanced, shook Domogarov’s hand warmly, said ‘Sit down!’ several times in a gushing tone, and pushed the armchair forward an inch. He grimaced fleetingly at the carrier bag as if this wasn’t the occasion to be giving gifts, then seemed to regain his bonhomie. He sat down at his desk mainly as way of putting a formal barrier between himself and his visitor.

“So fire away,” he said.

Domogarov folded his hands. “What we’re attempting shouldn’t be too difficult,” he began. “We’re not Communists any more. We don’t believe in some never-to-be-realised Utopia of workers owning ‘the means of production’, whatever that even signifies nowadays.” He switched to a different, and less natural rhythm of speech, as if reading from a collection of prompt-cards. “We’re simply ordinary people, upholders of values and traditions all Europeans hold dear, or used to. We believe in the primacy of the family, the absolute truth of the Christian creeds, the essential and irreducible difference between the genders, pragmatism in politics, the desirability of nationalism, the superiority of the West – which fully includes Russia, or used to – over every other culture in the world, and the debilitating effects of mass immigration and the LBGT ideology. We’re not racist; we’re not sexist; we’re not even anti-gay, providing the gays don’t try to pass their lifestyle off as morally equivalent to ours. We’re just normal. We’re a bastion of traditional values in a Europe gone radically wrong.”

The Director’s expression grew increasingly sour. “That sounds suspiciously like something you learned by heart. Are you nervous?”

“Of course, but - ”

“Listen, Pasha. This always happens. I invite someone to come up with an idea for me. Then I get them into my office to talk about it. If it’s a bad idea, they usually start by making a speech, telling me all sorts of things I already know. It’s as if they think they’re establishing common ground with me on the assumption that things are likely to go downhill later. From my point of view, they’re building a wall to protect them from what they perceive is going to be a well-deserved rubbishing of what they’re going to propose. It rarely has the effect they desire, because – I’m sure you can see this - it’s ever so slightly cowardly. Just tell me what you’re suggesting. If I don’t like it, we’ll wrap things up now.”

“The next step in our campaign against the west,” Domogarov said, “is to take over the UK’s ‘BBC’. The British Broadcasting Corporation,” he said in English. 

Silence. Their eyes locked. The Director looked even less pleased than a moment ago. “I see,” he said morosely. He scratched his temple. “I must admit, I wasn’t expecting that.”

“I didn’t think you would be.”

“I’m disappointed, Pasha.”

“There’s no need to be. Let me - ”

“That’s your big idea? That’s what you’ve been working on for the last fortnight?”

“Let me show you something.” Domogarov stood up, reached into his carrier bag and lifted out six English-language paperbacks. He laid them slowly and methodically on the desk. He added a sealed B5 envelope at the bottom of the arrangement, right in front of Kuznetsov, as if it were the coup de grâce.

“What are these?” the Director said, pushing the envelope out of the way. “I mean, for God’s sake don’t state the obvious: I can see they’re books. But I can’t read English. What precisely are you trying to show me?”

Domogarov pointed to each in turn. “This one’s called, The BBC’s Liberal Assault on the British Mind; this is, How and Why the BBC is Trying to Change the Way You Think; this is, The BBC’s Cultural Marxism Exposed; here we have The BBC’s True Agenda: Identity Politics, Doublethink and the End of Britain; this is, Metropolitan Liberal Elitism: The Decline and Fall of the BBC, and finally, Why the BBC is Destroying British Culture.”

“I see,” the Director said again. He looked more interested now – just slightly. “And they come from...? Where did you get them?”

“They were all published in Britain by native British authors within the last ten years. They all push broadly the same message.”

“That being?”

“The BBC’s leading us in a direction we don’t want to go. We’re simply ordinary people, upholders of values and traditions all Europeans hold dear, or used to. We believe in the primacy of the family, the truth of the Christian creeds, the essential difference between the genders, pragmatism in politics, the desirability of nationalism, the superiority of the West over every other culture in the world, and the debilitating effects of mass immigration and the LBGT ideology. We’re not racist; we’re not sexist; we’re not even anti-gay, providing the gays don’t try to pass their lifestyle off as morally equivalent to ours. We’re just normal. We’re a bastion of traditional values.” He paused for breath, beamed happily, and only just stopped himself performing a pirouette. “Now you can see, Director, why I learned what I said earlier by heart!”

“And are there lots of people in Britain who see the BBC in this way?” His tone was definitely interested now.

“More than enough to make our plan workable.”

“By ‘our’ you mean you and your team. You want to take over the BBC. You think we can. By ‘we’: Russia.”

“Not ‘take over’, but reinvent. The beauty of it is, we don’t even have to co-opt anyone. There are high-ranking people in Britain eminently suited to senior positions in the BBC, all of whom share the views outlined in these six books. It’s just a question of getting them into place. Once they’re there, they’ll create a Britain much more in tune with Russian values and hence interests. In the meantime, no need for clandestine meetings on oligarchs’ yachts, no requirement for secret rendezvous in Hyde Park, no coercion whatsoever. The people we’re targeting don’t even need to know we’re using them. And in a way, we’re not. But once established, they’ll be talkable-to. And they’ll change the way the whole UK thinks. Because that’s what the BBC does. People trust it. It forms people’s opinions, not just in Britain, but globally. It’s what’s sometimes called an ‘influencer’, Director, but a colossal one, an all-powerful one. With the right people in charge, it’ll start marching to our tune. Because if you think about it, we’re only marching to the tune of traditional common sense.”

“‘Talkable-to.’” The Director was clearly doing his best to maintain a cautious demeanour, but he was equally obviously excited.

“It’s partly about reassigning the web brigades,” Pasha went on. “Putting them to work in different vicinities to the past. ‘Nudging’ the right individuals. ‘Nudging’ certain people in Britain to think of applying for certain jobs, ‘nudging’ others to support them, ‘nudging’ yet others to wave them through. It’s all about nudging. Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein, they’re Americans, of course - ”

The Director held his hand up. “I’ve heard enough. Sit down, Pasha.”

Domogarov returned to his armchair like a dog scurrying to its basket. Once there, he seemed to shrink slightly. 

The Director sighed. “So we’ve got to identify the right people in at least three different areas, then we’ve got to ‘nudge’ them, as you put it. How long do you think that’s going to take?”

Domogarov felt the first drops of a bucket of icy water being poured over him. “I, er, admit it’s a long-term project, Director. Five, ten years?”

“You haven’t come up with any way of accelerating it?”

“It’s – it’s in the envelope. I’ve worked on it entirely by myself. I mean, it’s all my own work. Best to keep the circle of those in the know, so to speak, as limited as possible when - ”

“Okay, Pasha, enough. You all seem to have worked to the best of your abilities, but it’s obviously not fully there yet as an idea.”

“But, sir, look in the envelope!”

“And I can’t give you any more time,” the Director continued. “I’m afraid, given what happened to Yuliyr and Elizaveta, I’ve no choice but to call it a day. You probably expected such a thing.”

Domogarov felt himself deflate even more. “Half-expected, yes. Do we know where Elizaveta is yet?”

The Director scowled. “I, er... No. Not yet.”

An awkward silence, no more than half a second, during which the Director showed no inclination to elucidate, and even less concern for the missing woman; in which he merely seemed annoyed at being wrong footed.

In a flash, Domogarov saw what had happened, or thought he did. Elizaveta was dead. She’d been located by the state, somewhere far away, and she’d been killed. 

The Director chuckled self-consciously. “Honestly, Pasha, I never realised you creatives were such a sensitive bunch! Fancy Yuliyr and Elizaveta being unable to cope with pressure to that extent! If I’d known, I’d never have started on all this! In any case, my friend, we can’t risk any more collateral. Obviously, for the sake of your mental wellbeing, we’ll be watching all ten of you very carefully from now. Like I say, your own good, that’s all it is. Such a tragic conclusion. Nevertheless, you did your best and no one’s going to stop you applying for better jobs. Meanwhile, you’ll go back to what you were doing before all this started.”

Domogarov stood up. He went to collect his books and the envelope from the desk, while the Director strode across the room and held the door open. 

“Leave those,” the Director said. “I’ll take care of them, or I’ll get my secretary to. And, er, good luck, Pasha.” He smiled. “You can go now,” he added as if the meaning of him holding open the door, insisting his wife could deal with everything, and wishing Pasha good luck wasn’t sufficiently clear. 

Domogarov felt he’d been booted out, and in a sense, he had. As he descended the wide staircase towards the exit, he realised the Director was going to steal his idea. 

Which had probably been the intention all along. 

But that didn’t matter. More importantly, he saw his own fate. He was going the same way as Elizaveta. The Director would come after him.

And if not the Director, someone. Not necessarily even the government; more likely its ‘friends’: unofficial sycophants-cum-thugs who specialised in meting out rough justice to inconvenient persons, and who expected to be rewarded for ‘services rendered’. Gangsters. 

A few seconds’ thought convinced the Director that Domogarov’s idea was viable. Sufficiently to approach the Assistant to the Secretary, a day later, where he passed it off as his own. The Assistant nodded sagely, pretending to be sceptical. He knew all about the Director’s little twelve person committee; nevertheless, twenty-four hours later, he took the plan to the Secretary where he passed it off as his own. The Secretary also knew about the Director’s team, but assumed he was alone in this, so said nothing. He then took the idea to the Deputy Minister, where he passed it off as his own. And so the process continued, each higher official claiming to have thought of it him or herself, yet also knowing its true origin, until it reached the President, who was too exalted to bother himself with anything as insignificant as an FSB Director’s working group, and who considered the idea - whilst eating ramen noodles and watching football on TV - as if it had appeared from the ether. He then brought it to a committee which included all those who’d passed it up the chain (with the obvious exception of Domogarov and his team), where he passed it off as his own. It was approved unanimously, and received a standing ovation.  

But by now, virtually everyone in the sequence feared losing face. It could never become common knowledge whose idea this really was. 

The fate of Domogarov and his team was thus sealed from at least ten different directions.

And then something astonishing occurred. On the same day, at exactly the same time in the evening, all ten government surveillance squads suddenly found themselves looking at ... precisely nothing. To all intents and purposes, Domogarov and his former crew had disappeared into thin air.

In the highest echelons of the Kremlin, officials quietly panicked. They cancelled appointments, made urgent phone calls, transferred large amounts of money between secret bank accounts. They despatched detectives and assassins and bounty-hunters to make sure the missing individuals disappeared in a more fitting manner. 

They tried to keep all this to themselves. But the Foreign Intelligence Service of the Russian Federation, the SVR, also had a critical interest, and it launched a more thorough investigation of its own under conditions of absolute secrecy. It began with the flats, bedsits and rooms of the missing ten. A painstaking search - in which, in at least four cases, floorboards were taken up and furniture overturned - uncovered no clue as to how the wondrous disappearance had been effected.

But it turned out that Domogarov and his girlfriend owned several photographs of an unknown man who – as far as could be discovered - was neither a relative, nor a colleague, nor a friend; and who wasn’t even particularly Russian-looking. Moreover, three other members of the missing team possessed portrait pictures of the same male, apparently all taken at different times, and quite possibly without the subject’s knowledge. He was in his early thirties by the look of him, clean-shaven, blond curly hair, probably a little under two metres tall, handsome in a rugged sort of way (could he be any one of the team’s boyfriend or former boyfriend?). 

The result, when face recognition programs were applied, was even more bewildering than the team’s sudden disappearance. For the software verified conclusively what a few high-ranking officials already suspected, but no one could quite bring themselves to believe: that this man was the British secret agent, John Mordred. Physical copies of his dossier were stored, as an insurance policy, in four different filing cabinets at separate locations in Moscow, each duplicate being at least twice the size of any comparable report on any other foreign agent.

An hour after the discovery, four senior SVR officers climbed the two wide flights of stairs to the office of the FSB’s Director of Overseas Strategic Affairs. They found Stanislav Kuznetsov already waiting for them with a written confession. Since he loved his country, he said, and since his intentions had been consistently noble, he had nothing to hide. Everything he’d done was logged in there, every bit of it.

From the authorities’ point of view, whether his statement gave enough detail and was verifiable enough to put him morally in the clear remained an open question, but procedurally it certainly didn’t. He was what the Americans called ‘a loose cannon’. He’d acted well above his pay grade, making no verifiable attempt to obtain the necessary permissions. As a result, he was given twenty-four hours to clear his desk, and formally notified that his pension was under review.

The SVR’s overall verdict: this was bad. Heads had already been scheduled to roll, but they’d been Russian heads, and it was arguably one of the legitimate rights of the state to deal with its own citizens as it reasonably saw fit if they turned traitor.   

Someone else’s citizens? Pragmatically, at least, that was a different matter. 

At this point, it became a matter for the highest authority in the land.

The President considered the problem whilst eating a pretzel and watching football on Channel 5. His conclusion - after FC Rubin Kazan won 4-1 on penalties - was that anyone who aided and abetted a traitor was an enemy, and therefore a legitimate target. But killing a foreign national could only be an absolute last resort. Given the enormity of what was at stake, these so-called Novelists had to be stopped from ever making contact with ‘John Mordred’. If that meant the security services discharging every weapon in their arsenal, then so be it.

The SVR interpreted this as a mandate to link hands with Russia’s Main Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, the GU. Together, they embarked on what some of the Kremlin’s more erudite officials claimed was perhaps the biggest incursion of Russian forces into the European continent west of Berlin since the Sixth Coalition of 1814. 
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Chapter 2: One Guy Named Mobe
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Two months later

“You’re John Mordred, aren’t you?”

Mordred turned: a man of about his own age, thin, Asian-descent, short black beard, gelled hair, expensive overcoat, holding a glass of lager. It wasn’t a hostile question. Just the sort you might ask a minor celebrity if you found yourself in close proximity to one, somewhere unusual: Excuse me, but just out of curiosity, would you mind confirming...? 

“I might be,” Mordred said wearily. 

Tuesday 11am in the White Horse & Bower. Apart from the landlord and three old women huddled in the corner, the bar was empty. Mordred was - had been - sitting alone by the window. He’d come in because he’d had the distinct sensation of being followed and he’d learned never to ignore it. An empty pub wouldn’t necessarily flush the problem out, but it was a good place to do a recce. And if your tail was alone, it usually gave him or her a few moments of anxiety: what if you left by the back entrance?

The man grinned and sat down. “I expect you’re wondering how I know you,” he said in a semi-whisper. “You’re a spy, aren’t you?” 

Mordred grimaced. “I used to be.”

“Right. What are you drinking? I’d like to get you another.”

“I’ve a meeting to get to so - ” 

“At Thames House? Sorry, sorry,” he said, apparently registering Mordred’s sour expression for the first time. “I’m a journalist. I take an interest in these sorts of things. Let’s face it, John, you’re pretty famous nowadays – for a spy, I mean. The closest thing MI5’s got to a star. The Ultimate Londoner, yes?” He laughed. “Hey, don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone I know all about you. Although it is in the public domain, most of it.” He offered a handshake. “Mobeen,” he said. “You can call me Mobe. Last name: Dhanial. Just so we’re on an equal footing, I was born in Blackpool and I work freelance for The Daily Mail.”

Mordred ignored the hand. He stood up. “I’ve really got to go.”

“I’ve got information for you,” Mobe said. “I’m not here by accident.”

“I only came in here by chance, so you can hardly have been waiting for me.”

“Stop! Look, here’s what I came to tell you. Panorama. You know Panorama, yeah? The BBC TV documentary programme? It’s conducting a major investigation into government policy. I mean, major. No one knows what aspect even, except that it’s got the potential to blow the government sky-high. Force a general election: that sky-high. They’re keeping the tightest of mega-tight lids on it. But I know things. I’ve got entry. And by the way, you’re not helping yourself, being so eager to shake me off. If you’d really given up spying, you wouldn’t be like that. You’d be, ‘Well, buy me another drink if you like. It’s your loss.’”

“Like I said - ”

“We’re just around the corner from Thames House. There’s no law against me following you, John. Two things could happen after that. One: you go into Thames House because, as you say, you’ve ‘got a meeting’. In that case, I’ll know you for a liar, and I’ll be back. Or two: you’ve no choice but to wander round for a few hours with me two paces behind. In that case, you’ll miss your meeting.”

They were on their way out of the pub now.

“Maybe the meeting’s just an excuse to get rid of you,” Mordred said.

“We’ll see, shall we?”

“What do you actually want?”

“I want us to work together.”

“No, thanks.” 

“Please. To get the BBC.” He apparently realised this required explanation. “Because it’s run by a bunch of liberal milksops who are trying to force a left-wing ideology on the population.”

Mordred laughed. “If you knew anything about me - ” 

“I’ve actually written a book about it, John. The BBC’s True Agenda: Identity Politics, Doublethink and the End of Britain. You should read it. Twelve pounds ninety-nine. But you can get the ebook - ”

“ - you’d know that’s actually a pretty good description of me too. Milksop. Bleeding heart, PC, SJW, snowflake. I doubt we’d get on.”

“Opposites attract. Not that I’m gay. Or maybe I am. I don’t trumpet the fact. Wouldn’t ever attend a Pride event, for example.”

“You’re missing out, big time. In any case, I’m married.”

“I know. The beautiful Phyllis Mordred née Robinson, ex-model. You landed on your feet there, Johnny.”

Mordred laughed again, despite himself. Weird. A fairly repugnant kind of guy – probably - yet for reasons completely unknown, one to whom he couldn’t stop talking. “So it’s ‘Johnny’ now, is it?” 

“Yep. I see us being a bit like Stefan and Rash in New Blood. Remember that? Typical BBC EU-phile fare, but still quite good. Wouldn’t work now, obviously. A lot of water’s passed under the bridge since 2016, thank God.”

Mordred stopped dead and turned to face his interlocutor. “Look, Mobeen, don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t want to work with you, and I can’t imagine any basis on which it would be possible. You can keep pestering me if you like, but in that case – let’s assume I am still a spy here, just for the sake of argument – I could easily compel you to desist. A simple phone call from my boss to yours, a hastily processed restraining order preventing you coming within a hundred yards of me, with a shadow permanently on your tail to ensure you comply, anything. You’re not the first journalist in recent years who’s had the bright idea of trying to join at the hip with me for the sake of a few inches of copy, and I’m sure you won’t be the last. In the past, it’s never taken any of them longer than a few days to twig that it’s simply not worth the effort. So I think you’d better go now, don’t you?”

“I love you too, John.” He reached into the inside pocket of his overcoat and pulled out a business card. “Call me when you’ve changed your mind. Tomorrow, maybe.”

Mordred took the card, folded it in two – tearing it somehow seemed too brutal - and handed it back. “Go to a Pride march.”

“If I do, will you change your mind?” 

“No. It’s for your own good.” He walked away. 

This time, ‘Mobe’ didn’t follow. “Remember my name!” he shouted. “It’s Mobe Dhanial! MD! Like in a doctor’s qualification! Call The Daily Mail when you’ve changed your mind! Call Britain’s number one newspaper! I love you, John!”

Mordred sped up and crossed Horseferry Road without breaking stride. He didn’t turn to look back until he was just about to round the corner into Millbank. 

He wasn’t being followed. 

‘Mobe’ had something of the deranged person about him, and that’s what had made him relatively likeable. Mystery solved. Those sorts of people might be bigots, and sometimes even crypto-fascists, but on one level, you couldn’t help feeling sorry for them.

Which might be patronising, but that’s how it was. You couldn’t choose whether you thought someone was just a little too stupid for their own good. You couldn’t help feeling that some day, they’d come to grief, and it would be as a result of the very things that made them so objectionable; that, in the long-term, they were far more likely to hurt themselves than others; that when it finally happened, there’d be no one around to feel sorry for them, just their own wretched solitariness and tears.

Poor Mobeen. He should really go on a Pride March.

A minute later, he strode across the reception of Thames House to where Colin Bale, - bald, forty, slightly apple-shaped, in a single-breasted wool suit - stood looking grim. He was late now. Just by a minute, but still. He signed in and took the lift to the third floor.

Seminar room E17 resembled a small classroom. Desks arranged in a large square, facing a projector screen, with most of one side occupied by rain-smeared windows in Victorian-looking frames with slightly peeling paint. At the front, Ruby Parker, the boss, a small black woman with a laptop, sat waiting to begin. Beside her, a middle-aged woman in a trouser suit sat poised to take the minutes. Sitting in silence, but without obviously doing anything useful like reading: Edna Watson, Alec Cunningham, Annabel Gould al-Banna, Phyllis Mordred, Ian Leonard, five men and women of roughly John’s age and job description, one of whom was his wife. They didn’t look pleased, even though he was only two and a half minutes overdue.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, pulling out the chair next to Ian and sitting down. “I was waylaid by a guy from The Daily Mail. He wanted us to work together on some project he’s got. I had to be forceful in the end.”

Ruby Parker clicked her tongue. She picked up the remote and switched on the projector. There was a slight purr. “And did you get his name?”

“Mobeen Dhanial.”

She sighed, said ‘excuse me a moment’, and took out her phone. “Yes hello, Suki, I’d like you to find out everything you can about a Daily Mail journalist called Mobeen Dhanial. Put together a short profile, please, and have it on my desk in twenty minutes.”

She pressed ‘end call’ and half-turned to face the screen. “Moving on,” she said. The PowerPoint was apparently ready, but the screen was still blank.

“John and Phyllis,” she said, apparently by way of preamble. “I stipulated a while ago that I didn’t want you working together any more. That still stands, obviously. Phyllis, I’m going to be keeping you in London. I’ll come to what I want you to do here presently. The rest of you are going abroad on what may be a long shot, but worth a try.” She keyed the laptop. “I want you all to take a look at this photograph.”

Slide number one. Twelve white men and women crowding in for a group shot on what was obviously a good night out. All smiled broadly, all were attractive, so Mordred’s first impression was of a screengrab from boohoo.com or ASOS. The oldest looked to be in her early forties, but the others were at least a decade younger. Presumably, wherever it was taken was cold: they wore heavy coats and all but two had hats. The headgear alone – woollen papakhas, bearskin ushankas - gave them away as north-eastern European, probably Russian. The background was dark and featureless.

Ruby Parker didn’t comment. She went straight to the next slide. The same group of twelve on what could have been the same occasion, but clearly wasn’t: the clothes and hats were subtly different, although still designed for extreme cold. There were another six slides of the same group, always looking happy, photogenic, and consistently in winter garb.

Alec put his hand up. “So who are they?”

“I want you to remember their faces,” she replied. “That’s best achieved if I don’t talk over the visuals for the first few seconds. Have patience.” She let the silence run on, then turned to the room and folded her hands. “From the information we’ve gathered, they’re twelve members of a working group assembled recently – over the last eight months or so - by the FSB’s Director of Overseas Strategic Affairs, Stanislav Kuznetsov. We don’t know what they were working on, but we do know it was important. Two of the women in the photos were in trouble even before the group concluded its work: this one” – she used a laser pointer - “committed suicide; while this one went inexplicably missing about nine weeks ago. The others all disappeared in Moscow – by that, I mean they probably went on the run, although the Moscow authorities apparently have difficulties acknowledging that explicitly, because it entails that they simply slipped through the fingers of whoever was watching them. Amazingly, they all seem to have ‘disappeared’ at the same time.”

“I’m assuming they upset someone,” Annabel said.

“Or someone upset them,” Edna said.

“How do we know about them at all?” John asked. “Who told us?”

Ruby Parker smiled darkly. “Believe it or not, Grey department has an international assassin on retainer. He was called out as a matter of urgency on the night of the disappearances and paid to start searching for them. That’s where we got these photos. He’s one of several individuals charged with the same thing: finding the absentees, killing them, disposing of the bodies as completely as possible. Once they’ve been despatched, no one’s supposed to know. Which is, of course, a tall order. If someone suspects they’re being hunted by killers, their natural strategy is to hug public places. Murdering them and getting away at all is usually difficult enough. Add making the corpse disappear, and you’ve got a significant challenge. Which brings me to Fydor Nikolayevich Golovin.” She used the laser pointer to indicate the man second from the left: wire-rimmed spectacles, sparkling teeth, in his twenties. “Golovin was killed getting off a train in Cologne, yesterday, at eleven at night. His attacker put one arm round the corpse in an attempt to suggest he might be drunk. But of course, it was a pretty inept performance, especially given the amount of blood. Further proof that ‘international assassins’, as spy novelists like to call them, are nearly always dim-witted.”

“So that leaves – what? – nine?” Alec said. “Since the order was to make them vanish, how do we know any of the even exist any more?”

“Because Grey’s man hasn’t received new instructions,” Ruby Parker said. “Given that he’s being paid in the region of twenty thousand pounds a day, that’s significant. In fact, it probably means all nine are alive.”

Alec hooted. “Twenty thousand pounds a day?” He shook his head. “I’m in the wrong job.” 

“It might mean that communications between the different killers and their clients aren’t very effective,” Phyllis said. “I’m assuming Grey’s man isn’t the only assassin ... Although ... wait a minute: why are the GU even sending out hired ‘international assassins’? Don’t they have their own personnel?”

“Good question,” Ruby Parker said. “Grey’s man isn’t working for the GU. He’s working for Valery Yatzov, one of the Russian Federation’s several Deputy Ministers of Defence. Which of course is a mystery in itself. Why are so many people not only categorically determined to see these ten dead, but also too jumpy to trust all the others to do it? Why do they feel the need to put their own highly-paid representatives into the fray?”

“Why do we want to find them?” Ian asked.

“Because the Russians clearly don’t want us to,” Ruby Parker said. “What other reason do we need?”

“Maybe it’s a set-up,” Mordred said.

“The Russians would have to know Grey’s man is working for us,” Ruby Parker replied, “since he’s the only person who’s brought us the message. Which we’re pretty sure they don’t.”

“I don’t want to seem negative,” John continued, “but if the entire GU and any number of international assassins can’t find them, what chance do we have? Five of us?”

“You won’t be working alone,” Ruby Parker said, “you’ll be working with the Germans and the French. Grey’s decided on Berlin and Paris as likely destinations for at least some of the ten. The French and German security services think we’ve got more information than we have, and they’re eager to access it. In return, Brexit notwithstanding, they’re prepared to cooperate with us. They’ve got the whole of their city police forces briefed to recognise the absconders and apprehend them on sight. They’ve also got CCTV, of course. The GU have to operate clandestinely, and they won’t have boots on the ground in any great number. So in fact, the odds are heavily in our favour.”  

“There’s still the question of whether they’ll be prepared to tell us anything if we find them,” John said. “If they’ve been working for the FSB, it’s likely they’ll have at least some residual patriotism. Just because they want to get away from Russia, it doesn’t mean they want to help its supposed enemies. If they did, presumably they’d already have handed themselves in at some western embassy somewhere.”

“That’s a good point,” Ruby Parker said. “That’s why finding them is only the first stage. Then we’ve got to persuade them. You, Ian and Alec are going to Berlin. Edna and Annabel, you’re going to Paris. I’ll explain why there in a moment.”

“Have the British police been informed?” Phyllis asked. “Presumably, that’s why I’m staying here.”

“Grey will cover this end,” Ruby Parker said. “They’re only letting us in at all because they’re of the opinion that we’ve probably got a better bedside manner than they have, and that’s likely what’s going to be required here. No, Phyllis, I’d like you to take care of something else. I had a phone call from the Home Secretary this afternoon. He’s convinced BBC’s Panorama has some fairly devastating story about the government in the pipeline, and he’d like us to give him a heads-up concerning its broad focus. I told him we don’t do that sort of thing, but he did raise the possibility – which may have been a ruse, I admit - that it could have national security implications, thus the sort of thing we need to know about. In any case, I need someone to take a look.”
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