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Chapter 1: Springtime for Planchart
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Outside, the sun shone on a perfect spring morning. Shoots turned to leaves, birds sang, flowers opened. A fresh warmth penetrated the soil and freed everything dormant from the last constraints of winter. 

All this new beginning was fully sensed indoors, even though the walls here had been built to withstand a siege. On the third floor of the north tower of the Château de Javier Maroc in the French Alpes-de-Haute-Provence, thirty men sat round an antique table with their hands in front of them either folded or taking notes. Their business had just come to an end. Jean-Paul Crevier, a Lyonnaise billionaire and the group’s chairman, summed up the agreements reached. A shaft of natural light fell across his memoranda and ended beneath a gilt-framed picture of Louis Antoine, Duke of Angoulême, on the wall opposite the window.  

Anyone magically entering through the room’s single locked door at that moment would have assumed this was a once-in-a-blue-moon meeting of some kind: very wealthy businessmen or influential politicians, or a mix, all with widely varying diary commitments that made their congregation a rarity. The sumptuous Bourbon Restoration décor, the way the incumbents sat up in their chairs, the cut of their clothes, their shiny leather shoes placed flat on the carpet, the way each had a notepad and pen and a glass of water in front of him, and especially their age and appearance – all were male, over fifty with expensive haircuts and well-fed faces – would have confirmed that impression. 

What our invisible entrant could never have guessed were the deeper truths. That here, in this space, this very particular group had gathered with the intention of taking sole charge of European history for the foreseeable future; that since (notwithstanding their impressive wealth and connections) they were all relatively powerless at the moment, this entailed wresting the reins of power from others; that they knew how to do it, or thought they did; and – as a corollary of all the above - that this gathering was merely about dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s.

Of the ten British representatives here, none had informed their employers of their involvement. To do so would not only have been professional suicide, but would have set alarm bells ringing in the highest echelons of state security. To all intents and purposes they belonged to a group that did not exist.

As Jean-Paul Crevier continued to speak, the man on his right went round with wine glasses, one of which he placed before each representative. Then Domaine Leflaive Montrachet Grand Cru was poured. Finally, Crevier picked up his glass and bowed slightly from the shoulders to a sallow, black-haired man in the chair opposite.

“May I propose a toast,” he said. “To Charles Planchart, the next Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.”  

Three hours later, Planchart was on his way home to London by high speed train. Opposite him sat a grey-haired thin man with a crooked mouth and small, penetrating, grey eyes. Martin Cheswick, Planchart’s sole collaborator in MI7. Outside, the French countryside shot past in a perpetual interchange of green and yellow fields, vineyards, dilapidated farmhouses and screens of Lombardy poplar.

“From what you’re telling me,” Planchart said, “Our biggest problem is likely to be Red department. Blue and White should come over to us fairly automatically. Black’s an unknown quantity.”

Cheswick smiled sheepishly and shrugged. “Believe it or not, Black may not even exist. Either way, we’re best dealing with it post-transition.”

“Talk me through the so-called ‘problem of Red’, then.”

“I’ve managed to obtain an overview of what we in Grey already know about them,” Cheswick said, as if it had been procured at great risk to himself. He reached into his briefcase and pulled out a document. “Information’s in there. I’ll talk you through it, then I’ll need it back.” 

“Of course.”

“Normally, it’s not necessary to inquire into Red’s affairs, so a lot of what’s in there is information we’ve accrued incidentally in the course of more direct exchanges of information. Their department head is a black woman called Ruby Parker. Her core team comprises four agents, whose details you can see on page three: Phyllis Robinson, ex-army, hard-working, bright, ambitious, but not particularly imaginative; Annabel al-Banna née Gould, recruited fifteen years ago by the late Celia Demure: a former repeat young offender, now a martial arts and firearms expert; Alec Cunningham, another ex-army individual and the department’s most experienced officer, rather set in his ways, and finally, John Mordred, of whom more in a moment. All four officers transferred from Grey to Red under the auspices of the head of Grey in 2014, Ranulph Farquarson, now retired.”

“I’ve met Phyllis Robinson,” Planchart said. “I called her in over poor Frances. We spoke for over an hour. All very amicable, I’m happy to report. Enjoyable, even.”

“There’s no reason whatsoever for anyone to suspect anything. We’ve taken every available precaution. Talbot might kick up a bit of a fuss, but we’ve covered that. He’d be on a hiding to nothing.”

“I’d quite forgotten about Ian Talbot.”

“He’s easy to overlook. Second-rate academic, over-inflated view of his own importance. He won’t talk. He’s made big mistakes, we know all about them, and he has too much to lose. Lovely wife, two adoring daughters. Job, possibly.”

“This ‘John Mordred’,” Planchart said. “You said, ‘more in a moment’?”

“He requires separate consideration. In many ways, he’s their most dangerous asset.”

“Their international assassin, I assume?” 

Cheswick smiled. “Far from it. They don’t really go in for that sort of thing in Red, never have. No, he’s not trained in karate like Annabel al-Banna, and he doesn’t have the survival skills of Phyllis Robinson, or the roundedness of Alec Cunningham. He’s an expert in languages and he’s a brilliant detective. That’s all.”

“Any chance of you re-employing him?” Planchart quipped. After the triumph of the Château de Javier Maroc, he was uncharacteristically upbeat.

Cheswick met his remark with a grim chuckle. “I’m not sure we’d want him. He’s highly eccentric and known to be wayward. Ruby Parker knows how to keep a tight rein on him, but I’m not sure any of us would. We tend not to indulge idiosyncrasy down in Grey. It’s amongst the things that’s kept us robust. Farquarson mollycoddled him, which was one of the reasons he was shunted into an honourable resignation.”

“Karma. What goes around comes around.” 

“Post-transition, if I’m to assume control of Grey, as agreed, and we’re to dissolve Red, we need to begin with John Mordred. Once he’s out of the way, the others should be biddable. Ruby Parker may pose a problem, but she’s sixty-one this year, and there’s no reason to think she won’t accept the same deal Farquarson did once she knows she’s finished. We can even go one better if our new connections turn out, and dangle her a peerage. Phyllis Robinson’s a long-standing member of the Conservative party, and may be won round with a vigorous appeal to her patriotism; Alec Cunningham’s about ripe for a desk-job-with-pay-rise; he can be put out to pasture if necessary. Annabel al-Banna we can threaten. Her father did time in prison, and she probably should have done, and we can argue she may pose a security risk. Yes, she’s fiercely loyal to Ruby Parker, but once Ruby Parker’s gone, that may not be an issue. She’s recently been diagnosed as OCD - Obsessive Compulsive Disorder - and the job means everything to her. I mean, everything. She’d be ideal for Grey. I could rehabilitate her.”

“Yes, I’m sure you’d enjoy that.”

“The only problem might be her husband,” Cheswick said, ignoring the wink-wink-nudge-nudge. “A ‘Tariq al-Banna’, Red’s principal IT coordinator. He has limited access to the MI7 mainframe, but of course not to any significant content, not on our floor, nor even on Blue’s. His precise allegiances within the obvious parameters aren’t known. Or how much influence he has over his wife.”

“We’ll mark him for investigation, then. Which just leaves John Mordred.”

“Unfortunately, there’s no kind way to deal with Mr Mordred,” Cheswick said. “His 2013 psychological evaluation demonstrates an inflexible allegiance to classical moral virtues, even above Queen and country. I’ll spare you the detail, but I think it’s highly unlikely he can be persuaded to join us. Fortunately, of course, this same inflexibility gives him an Achilles’ heel. I’ve managed to accumulate some pretty damning evidence against him. Little things which, put together, could constitute evidence of radical unreliability.”

“If it’s material you’ve accumulated, presumably his boss – ‘Ruby Parker’? - already knows about it. Never underestimate the knowledge of spies, nor their ability to sidestep traps.”

“Indeed,” Cheswick half-agreed. “In any case, one of my main stratagems for discrediting him is already in the pipeline. He should find out about it today, or tomorrow at the latest.”

“What are we - you - aiming to do with John Mordred?” Planchart asked. “I mean, ultimately? Thus far, all I’ve heard is vague intimations. So we can’t accommodate him; yes, point taken. In that case, what?”

“I’d like to say, ‘let him go’. He knows a lot, but he’d be bound by the Official Secrets Act, and I’m pretty sure he’d respect that. No, it’s not his potential leakiness that worries me. It’s his powers of detection.”

“I’m not sure I follow.” 

“He’d know I’d disbanded Red, and he’d come after me, and he’d find some way of exposing me - us. He wouldn’t need to appeal to classified information to do it. We could lose everything.”

“Really? He’s that good?”

“Moreover,” Cheswick went on, “once he’s dismissed, we wouldn’t necessarily be able to find him to monitor his movements. His exceptional linguistic skills mean he could settle virtually anywhere in the world undetected. He’d pass as a native. We might never find him until it’s too late.”

“You’re talking about killing him. Let’s not mince words.” 

“It may be irregular,” Cheswick replied, “but we may well regret it otherwise.”

“Presumably then, you should do it now and get it over with.” 

Cheswick smiled. “That’s not possible. If an agent of any department in MI7 is killed, all others are obliged to cooperate in tracking down the murderer. And something analogous to the freedom of information act comes into play. I can’t permit that.” As if anxious it wasn’t yet clear, he added: “No, completely out of the question.”

“It doesn’t have to be traceable to you,” Planchart replied. “I could apply to any one of those men round the table we’ve just been sitting at. You can give yourself a watertight alibi. If the worst comes to the worst, and any investigation does point in your direction, it won’t happen for some time. Post-transition, we’ll bury it, you have my word.”  

Cheswick nodded. “Let’s try my way first. First, I’ll discredit him, reduce his currency in the eyes of his colleagues. In the end, of course, I’ll force his resignation: those uncompromising moral principles again. We can kill him when he’s stepped down.”

“The key would be to make it look like an accident. Sorry, I know that’s stating the obvious, but we’ve got to lay everything on the table here.”

“Naturally.”  

“What about other significant members of the department? You said earlier these are the core members. Are there others we should be concerned about?”

“Possibly their two newest recruits, Edna Watson - the former the MBE Olympic gold medallist - and Ian Leonard.”

“Gold medallist?” Planchart said scornfully. “What sort of a spy is she likely to make? Must be pretty hard for her to go undercover!”

“John Mordred’s not exactly obscure,” Cheswick said. “His sister manages a highly successful ... ‘pop band’, if that’s the right term nowadays.”

Planchart gave a contemptuous grimace.

“‘The public agent often does better than the man who has to spend a lot of time and energy keeping undercover’,” Cheswick quoted. “James Bond in From Russia With Love. And Kim Philby and Anthony Blunt were two of the greatest spies Russia ever had. Hidden in ultra-plain sight. I don’t think Red’s necessarily out of its mind. In any case, Edna Watson and Ian Leonard are undergoing training in Molenbeek right now under the supervision of Alec Cunningham.”

“And Mordred? What’s he doing?”

“I don’t know. As I say, a lot of what I’ve supplied is information we in Grey have accrued incidentally in the course of more direct exchanges of information.”

“I’d like to at least set some men on Mr Mordred,” Planchart said. “Soften him up a bit. There’s nothing that provokes a fall from grace better than disorientation, and there’s nothing to produce that like a good hiding – especially when it comes out of nowhere.”

“That can be arranged through Horvath,” Cheswick said. “The private security firm. So long as I don’t have to arrange it.”

“Leave it to me. Is Durand still in London?” 

“I believe so. Waiting, in case you had any last minute orders arising from the conference.”

“I haven’t. Tell him to get out. He’s far too reckless. And he’s known to the police, although they haven’t anything that would justify their holding him. Tell him to leave the country at once and lie low till further orders.”

“He’s not under my control. You’d need to contact our French partners.”

Planchart sighed irritably. “I’ll do it the minute we get back.” He shook his head and his annoyance seemed to grow for a moment. “What are we doing about the journalist?” he asked.

“Again, she’s a matter for our continental partners. From what I know, she seems to be rarely at home. And she’s good at evading a tail. However, my guess is it’s only a matter of time before she comes back to you looking for a scoop. Either way, she’s in our sights and her days are numbered.”

Planchart nodded. It was a miracle she was still going. “We’ll keep each other informed,” he said flatly, and began to read the file he’d been given.

They settled into silence. A good long while yet till they reached Paris. Cheswick lowered his seat slightly and took a nap. Planchart looked out of the window. Lovely weather, lovely countryside. One day he’d retire here, maybe. The rustic life. 

Ten minutes later, as he closed the file, he reached a decision. Never mind what Cheswick thought. Cheswick was nice enough, but he was prone to over-caution. 

Of course he was entitled to be, poor man. You didn’t have to have read the collected works of John Le Carré to know a mole’s life is never a happy one.  

The truth was, with Durand dawdling and the journalist still at large, there were already too many ominous variables. Another was out of the question. 

This ‘John Mordred’ had to die, and quickly.
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Chapter 2: Before the Lord Mayor
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Burgundy walls hung with gilt-framed pictures and mirrors, a glass-domed ceiling, varnished wooden railings, ornamental coping, and an island bar. Everything in The Counting house – once a banking-hall, now a pub deep within the old City of London - came together to give the impression of a nineteenth century hotel crossed with a Soho bordello. Mordred was here with his MI7 colleague, Phyllis Robinson, to kill the thirty minutes or so before their afternoon appointment with the new Lord Mayor of London, just a short walk away in Mansion House. Both agents had been given a half-day off work for the occasion.

Mordred ordered a gin for himself, and a white wine for Phyllis, then they removed their coats and sat at a small leaflet-covered table by a frosted window. Lunchtime, and the floor was beginning to fill with excitable City employees in suits and watches. These were men and women much like themselves – young, attractive and smiling - only in more expensive get-ups: Gucci, Armani or Chanel, as against their M&S and Next. Plenty of tall, well-built, blond haired men like Mordred; plenty of dark haired, tall, athletic women like Phyllis.

“Do you think it’s wise to be drinking before we meet Willie?” Phyllis asked. She sipped her wine. “Note to self,” she went on: “mustn’t call him ‘Willie’ to his face. It’s William Chester, Lord Willoughby de Vries.”

“We didn’t ask for this meeting,” Mordred said. “He did. Besides, we’re not drinking because we’re alcoholics.”

She smiled. “Comforting to know.”

“Alcohol’s supposed to lighten you up. I don’t want to get into an argument with him. This is supposed to be a ‘bury the hatchet’ meeting. If he’s got any sense, he’ll have had a drink too.”

“Alcohol doesn’t ‘lighten you up’,” she said. “It makes you more aggressive.”

“It always makes me want to go to sleep.”

“That should help bury the hatchet, yes. You nodding off in the middle of a fresh cream meringue.”

“I’m not saying I’ll actually go to sleep, obviously.”

“I hope you do. It’ll be another for the scrapbook.”

“What do you mean, ‘another’?”

“I meant one. One for the scrapbook. For God’s sake, chill out, John. Get another gin if you think it helps. I’m not your mum. I’m just saying.” 

They sat without speaking or drinking for a few moments. Twice they made eye-contact with each other and smiled. Phyllis looked a lot more relaxed than him, especially given what she’d been through last year in so-called ‘World War O’. Not a kidnap in the true sense, she said afterwards. I was well treated. Still, the Lord Mayor’s office had a lot to answer for. Probably, though no indisputable connection had yet been proven. She picked up one of the leaflets – ‘Leave’ in big yellow letters against a blue background – and read it indifferently.

“Would you like another drink?” he asked. “After this?”

“Any thoughts, John?” she replied, ignoring him. “Shall we stay in or shall we come out?”

Her leaflet. The EU. He shrugged. “Stay in. But I’m open to persuasion.”

“You don’t think Brussels is too big for its boots?”

“Better the devil you know. What about you?”

“Come out. I’d like Britain to be great again.”

He laughed. 

“What’s so funny about that?” she said.

“We are great. Think about The News Quiz and Grayson Perry.”

“Bless.” She leaned forward. “Blunt question: how about a date?”

“A - date? That’s a bit sudden, isn’t it?” 

“Or are you seeing someone?”

“Er, no. I’m not.”

“I’d love to go out with you, just see what it was like.”

He couldn’t see how they’d got here. A second ago, it had been all about the EU. “Yes, I’m a real curiosity. I don’t usually get that offer after only one glass of wine.”

“I’ve been thinking about it for a while, as a matter of fact. It was just a question of the right time to bring it up.”

“I thought you had a boyfriend. Toby.”

“Not any more.”

They sat looking hard at each other for a few moments. He had no idea if she was being serious. String ‘em along and dump ‘em might be her style for all he knew. She’d been in the army, so she probably wasn’t a confirmed sentimentalist. 

“Toby was a thug,” she said eventually. “It took me a while to see that, but when I finally did, I performed a post-mortem to see what had set me considering. It was you. I can do better. You’re the future of men, John. A good conversationalist with a strong conscience who likes the company of women and doesn’t see it as a weakness to defer, even to capitulate, given good enough reasons.”

“You’ve heard of the curse of Mordred, right?”

“Remind me.”

“The first woman I loved turned out to be a member of Black. So once our joint mission was over, I never saw her again. Then there was Gina. The less said about that the better. I even thought about marrying Annabel for a while.”

“Annabel? Oh, yes, I remember now.”

“She said she loved me. Then she married Tariq. Don’t mention this conversation to her, by the way.”

“Let sleeping dogs lie.”

“She married someone else. I’d hardly call that a sleeping dog. More dead in the water.”

“What a poignant image.”

“And the tragedy is, there’s nothing the RSPCA can do.” 

Phyllis drained her glass. “In sum, no one can live long in the brilliant light that is John Mordred. Luckily, I love to flirt with danger. And I’m a born survivor.”

“I’m flattered you’re even considering the possibility.”

“You find me attractive, yes? I won’t cry if you say no.”

“You are attractive, but I think we should be concentrating on the Lord Mayor.”

“It’s decided then. At least something good will have come out of today now, whatever happens at Mansion House, and I’m not optimistic about that. Now, concerning the time and place.”

“And ... something tells me you’ve already made your mind up about that?”

“Promise you won’t freak out? Come on, talk a bit more quickly, John. We’ve got to be at Mansion House in a few minutes.”

“I promise I won’t freak out.”

“Two weeks in July. The island of Capri. In the Gulf of Naples.”

He laughed. “Er ... what? Are you being serious?”

“Yes or no?”

“It’s not a very conventional first date.”

“Yes or no?”

“Just us two?”

“And the Italians, yes. I’m not bringing Toby, or my parents, or any of my friends. Just you and me. Look, I’ve been in your flat. I know that in addition to all your other endearing qualities, you’re house proud. There’s no catch. Say no if you like, but I warn you, you’ll never see me again.”

“That should be quite difficult, us being coll - ”

“Yes or no? Yes or no? Yes or no? Sorry to be persistent, but most men would have decided by now.”

“Yes, definitely. Is it already booked?” 

“Already arranged. Look, the villa belongs to Annabel. Part of her recent inheritance from her father, old Pa Gould. She agreed to let me stay there a fortnight gratis on one condition: I could get you to come with me, and I wouldn’t take anyone else. I guess she’ll come and check on us sometime during the holiday, just to make sure I’m fulfilling her matchmaking terms and conditions.”

The bitter truth sank in. He nodded. “So it’s not me you want, it’s Annabel’s villa.”

“I knew if I told you the details, you’d come over all holier-than-thou.”

“So what are your ‘terms and conditions’? I assume sex is out of the question.”

“I didn’t expect you to ask that. I’m disappointed.”

He glowered. “But since I have ...”

“It is a first date.”

“So let’s see. It’s April now. You’re asking me out on a date. But in three months’ time. Just so we don’t have to breach the no-sex supposed ‘rule’ pertaining to first dates.”

“Two. Two months’ time. The beginning of July, not the end.” She rolled her eyes irritably. “Okay, look, you can have sex if you like!”

“I don’t want sex. I just need to know exactly how you’re looking at this whole thing.”

“Look, John, I’m not that desperate for a fortnight in Capri. Coming up: a bit of a reality check, if you don’t mind. It’s the twenty-first century. I’m an independent woman and I’m not famed for my parsimony. I can easily buy my own holidays when I want to, and still have change for anything else that takes my fancy. Can you imagine how that might be, an entire fortnight sharing a villa with someone you don’t particularly like – or even someone you’re broadly indifferent to? I’d actually pay good money to get out of that, thank you, and so would you - and so would just about anyone I know. When Annabel made her offer, it sounded like a dream come true. So yes. Yes, we can have sex. We can have sex on the floor now, if you like! Get it out of the way!”

They suddenly realised the whole pub had stopped to listen to them. Mordred looked at the barman, then back at Phyllis.

“I’m not sure it’s allowed,” he told her.

She stood up and bowed deeply to the assemblage. “No Sex, Please, We’re British. Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, until the end of April. We do matinee performances every Thursday and Friday at 2pm. Pick up a leaflet on your way out, and thanks for listening. Sorry if we alarmed you, but hey, that’s showbiz. Got to get bums on seats somehow. Have a great afternoon.”

She sat down to an almost universal ‘Aaah!’ of appreciative enlightenment. A few people applauded. The conversational roar resumed.

“Well done,” Mordred said.

“I’ll have another glass of wine. A large one. Then we’re going.” She caught sight of something behind him and her jaw dropped. “Good God. Don’t turn around.”

He looked at his watch. They still had five minutes. After that, it would have to be a taxi. “What is it?” he asked.

“Farquarson.”

“Sir Ranulph?”

“How many Farquarsons do you know?”

He smiled. “One. But I’m guessing you know at least five.”

“Funny. Very funny. I’m not a toff, John, just a Tory. I actually went to school at a comprehensive, if it helps.”

He laughed. “It’s really, really useful. Thank you.” 

“People assume that because I wear nice clothes and took elocution lessons when I was sixteen and once had a boyfriend called Toby, I must be some sort of Sloane Ranger. Well, I’m not. We need to get past all that if we’re going to have a meaningful relationship, as opposed to a mere teenage one.”

“What’s so terrible about Farquarson being here?”

“It’s just awkward, that’s all. He’s the ex-head of Grey, and we used to work in Grey, and he left under some sort of cloud.”

“No, he didn’t.”

“Yes, he did.”

“He was pensioned off,” Mordred said. “There was no implication that he was involved in any wrongdoing.”

“What’s he doing here?”

“Is he with anyone?”

“An old woman,” Phyllis replied. “About his age. His wife, I assume. Maybe he’s just enjoying a day out.”

“That would be the best explanation, yes.”

“Well, the rules state that in this sort of situation, he’s not allowed to acknowledge us, nor we him. I guess that’s what makes it awkward. I quite liked him.”

“I’d imagine we all did. Listen, all we have to do is stand up and leave. Keeping our heads down. It’s time for us to go, anyway.”

“Sit still. He’s coming over. Don’t make eye-contact. Here.” She passed him the ‘We’re Better Off Inside’ leaflet. She resumed reading ‘Leave’. They kept their eyes glued to their pages until after he’d passed. He left a strong smell of eau de cologne in his wake.

“That was close,” she said. “I half expected him to make some oh-so-droll aside about the Theatre Royal. I know he’s not allowed to, but in his position, I’d have found it irresistible.”

“What happens if we do acknowledge him? Will there be an explosion?”

“I don’t want to find out. But yes, I expect so. Give him a minute.”

“We’re going to be late.”

She drew a sharp breath. “He’s coming back. Bloody, bloody hell.” 

They picked up their leaflets and pretend-read again. Farquarson’s elderly head appeared between them. They jumped violently.

“Oh, er, hello, sir,” Mordred said. They sat up like disobedient children.

“I know this is a serious breach of protocol,” Farquarson hissed sourly, “but there’s something you need to see. Phyllis, you stay there. John, follow me.”

They didn’t argue. Phyllis took their empty glasses back to the bar. Mordred saw a man of about his age offer her a drink. She accepted. When it arrived, it was a spirit of some kind with ice. She downed it in one.

Mordred didn’t know how, assuming – what now seemed more than possible - Farquarson wasn’t in his right mind, he was going to break it to him that they had an urgent appointment just round the corner. His misgivings increased when Farquarson drew him deeper into the pub. He’d been expecting to be led outside onto the street.

“Turn around,” the old man said, when they were almost against the wall. “Look out of the window.”

He clocked Farquarson’s sight-line and tried to follow it. A small-ish café on the other side of the road with two tables outside. Each table with a couple. The nearest, two men, the foremost of whom had his back to them. Something disturbingly familiar about the other one, though, and -  

“Good God,” Mordred said.

“Tell me I’m not seeing things.”

“But it can’t be. What would he be doing back in London?”

“Should I call the police, do you think?”

Pierre Durand. Mordred hadn’t seen him for over a year. The last time their paths had crossed, the Frenchman was working for one of MI7’s longest-standing adversaries. He’d suddenly disappeared – apparently from the face of the earth – at the conclusion of a major investigation which had very nearly ended in disaster for the whole secret service. He was still high on British Intelligence’s Wanted list. Bringing him in trumped everything, even the Lord Mayor.

Phyllis appeared alongside them. “We’re actually one minute late now,” she said, short-temperedly. “I’d rather not lose my job, if it’s all the same with you two. What are you looking at?” 

She did what Mordred had done, and followed the direction of their gaze. Her mouth popped open. 

“Never!” she said. She whistled softly, and took a moment to digest the evidence of her eyes. “Well, at least now, we’ve got an excuse. How are we going to play this?”

“No point in calling the police,” Mordred said. “He’s not known to them. No point in calling Thames House either. By the time anyone gets over here, he’ll be long gone. It’s down to us.”

“Count me out,” Farquarson said. “I’ve just had a new hip fitted, and the one hundred metre dash isn’t an option.”

“Have you a smartphone?” Mordred asked him.

Farquarson held one up. “I thought you might say that. Nokia Lumia. The best.”

“We need pictures,” Mordred said. “Especially of who he’s talking to. Phyllis and I will keep a watch. You move out. Keep it discreet, obviously. You’re just a snap-happy tourist, that’s all.”

“Thank you,” Farquarson replied drily. “I was going to go over there and point it right in his face. I completely forgot I used to be a head of section and before that, in charge of recruitment and training. So thanks awfully for your wise advice.”

“Apologies.”

Farquarson sighed, muttered something about ageism under his breath, and moved away without a farewell. His wife met him at the door. They linked arms.

“Are we absolutely sure it’s Durand?” Phyllis whispered, as if the Frenchman might overhear.

“About fifty, tall, lean with a hangdog expression, sparse, jet-black hair, slicked back, and black rings under his eyes. Doesn’t mean much on its own, but it’s that thrill of recognition that counts. You felt it too, yes?”

She smiled. “It’s him all right. To repeat my earlier question: do you have a plan?”

“There are two of us, but depending on who his companion is, that may not give us an advantage. Durand’s twenty years older than us, but I don’t think he’s a weakling. We may have our work cut out.”

“So the answer to my question is, ‘no’.”

“Thanks to the bloody Lord Mayor, we’re in a real jam.”

“Forget poor Willie. If we bring this guy in, we’ll get a medal. Medals are what make life worth living and what mayors understand above all. We won’t be in trouble, John.”

“Granted. I didn’t mean that.”

“So what the hell are you talking about?”

“Normally, I’d say, let’s shadow him and find out where he goes, then come back later with a reliable army. That’s risky anyway. He used to work for the French secret service, so it’s not like he won’t be on high alert. We stand a high chance of losing him. If that were to happen, what would we tell the Lord Mayor? It’d look like an excuse.”

“Farquarson would back us up.”

“Right now, there’s no love lost between MI7 and the City of London Corporation. Farquarson’s one of us. Willie might not necessarily believe him, and we’ve been given the afternoon off to kiss and make up.”

“We’re already late. I think that particular ship may have sailed.”

“Right now, the only way we can salvage it is if we’re seen to be apprehending Durand. We can’t do that clandestinely. We’ve got to make it as public as possible, so when we have to make our excuses to Willie, we’ve got public evidence that prevents it looking like a shaggy dog story. Which is going to be equally difficult, because I haven’t got handcuffs or a gun.”  

“So what are you saying? Stop calling him ‘Willie’, by the way.”

“That we’re going to have to make a display of apprehending him, hope he makes a dramatic run for it, hope we catch him, hope he puts up a fight, hope we beat him, hope the police take us all into custody. Even William, with all his suspicions, will have to believe that.”

She sighed. “So it’s all about William.”

“Looks like he’s forcing our hand again.” 

“You go over and make a citizen’s arrest,” she said soberly. “Or try to. I’ll go wide, ready to cover either direction.”

“Can you sprint in those shoes?”

“I’ll take them off, stupid. Take your phone out and ring me. We’ll keep in touch that way.”

He did as instructed. 

They put their coats on, went outside and split up, holding their phones to their ears. A bright day, a fresh wind from the west, a traffic jam. Phyllis walked straight along the pavement at a trot, keeping her head down until she was level with the two tables. Mordred walked across the road between the traffic. It was obvious from the outset that Durand was jumpy enough to bolt at a moment’s notice. He didn’t look like he felt remotely safe in London. He looked like he thought the city was crammed with people who wanted to hunt him to oblivion.

He looked at Mordred no less hard than he looked at everyone who passed. Long before the two men were within touching distance, Durand was out of his chair and staring wildly at his would-be apprehender as if he both could and couldn’t believe his eyes. Could because it was what he’d been expecting all along. Couldn’t because he hadn’t specifically prepared to meet his own maker on this particular street at this precise hour. He threw his chair to one side and ran east at top speed. 

Mordred went after him. Durand turned hard right at Gracechurch Street, and suddenly they were both going full pelt. 

For a moment, it looked like Durand might be heading towards London Bridge, but he turned sharp left and kept going. The crowds made running at speed difficult, and Durand was barging through bodies as roughly as he could, obviously trying to fell people and hinder the pursuit. Phyllis probably couldn’t keep up, not in bare feet. Mordred put his phone to his ear.

“Phyllis, if you can hear me, we’re in Fenchurch street, heading for Tower Bridge. I’ve still got him in sight. Get in a taxi and meet me over there. Call Ruby Parker, see what she can do.” 

Down by the Thames, Durand kept going east. He looked like he thought he had an idea and he’d promised his body it wouldn’t be long now. He was putting everything into his legs, and once they reached the quay walkway, he actually began to pull away slightly. Did he have rescuers to hand? What about the man he’d been with, outside the Counting House? Could he be about to reappear from somewhere, pull off the rescue of the century?

Then Mordred saw. The Tower of London. Of course, providing he managed to barge past security, there were lots of places to hide in there. For a man who trusted in his cunning more than his brawn, a maze of buildings, hillocks and verdure probably looked as safe a bet as he could conceivably expect. The two men hurtled down the main entrance between the two towers.

Mordred’s phone rang. He must have put it down. “Yes?”

“Where are you, John?” Phyllis.

“The Tower of London.”

“I’m in a car. Tower of London, driver. Ruby Parker knows. I’ll be there in two minutes. Don’t do anything stupid. He might be ... ”

She obviously couldn’t say ‘armed’ in front of the driver, and Mordred hadn’t time for a discussion anyway. Durand bundled past a group of primary school children, tossing them out of the way like little furry animals. A Beefeater, obviously stymied with disbelief, lunged half-heartedly at him, but he replied with a Karate move that left the guard winded and nose-bleeding against a wall. Girls screamed. Durand yanked a gun from his coat pocket without a seeming object in view, but without breaking stride, and headed straight for the main tower.

“Police,” Mordred said, flashing his phone at whoever-on-the-gate as if it was a card. No one tried to stop him. He jumped over a pair of crouching, whimpering bodies then accelerated. They were heading for the White Tower, right in the centre of the fort.

Another scramble past tourists and they were inside. Just a matter of time, surely, before Durand started brandishing that gun. The only way to stop him was to close the gap between them to make the three-stage process of stopping, turning and pointing his weapon impossible to complete before Mordred was on top of him. 

Several floors and suddenly, they were on top of a tower. Not a high one with a cover. He couldn’t envisage where it was from the outside – mostly, up here, you saw the sky - but they were alone, thank God. 

Durand ran away across the floor space and raised his gun. Mordred froze, raised his hands. Whatever happened now, it was over for the Frenchman. The question was whether he’d want to take his pursuer with him. Murder versus ...

Well, versus what? What were they going to charge Durand with? Possession of a firearm? Assault? ‘Known to the security services’ didn’t necessarily mean outside the law. Holding on to him was going to be a problem. For all his jitters, he’d know that. He almost certainly wouldn’t shoot. 

Then Mordred saw. It wasn’t even a real gun. They didn’t even have that on him. Did that matter? Couldn’t they detain him without charge for a long while? He couldn’t think.

Durand dropped his replica weapon and put his hands up. He didn’t look happy, but neither did he look defeated. 

Mordred was already on the phone to Phyllis. “Durand’s just surrendered. The police should be here in a moment. I’m at the White Tower. Get someone to message my credentials over. If I can get out of here fast, we might be able to catch the tail-end of tea with William. Better that than nothing, and at least we’ve got a whole city full of witnesses to our excuse.”

He heard Phyllis sigh. “Farquarson was mugged,” she said. “By the guy who was with Durand. Who’s now got his mobile.”

Behind Mordred, two elderly Beefeaters and a clutch of what looked like security personnel arrived in haste to take charge of the situation. They grabbed Mordred and Durand from all sides – six men apiece – and wrestled them unnecessarily to the ground. As he went down, Mordred dropped his phone. He watched it skid away.

“You’re in big trouble, son,” one of his apprehenders told him. 
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Chapter 3: Tea With Chester
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Mordred never discovered exactly how it happened, but by the time he’d reached the ground floor of the White Tower, he was free to go. No one shook his hand or apologised. They just released him and told him to be on his way. He stepped onto the lawn, walked in between the visitors for a while, then turned, dusted himself down and examined his general appearance. They’d torn his jacket at the shoulder. Even if the Lord Mayor gig was still on, he couldn’t go dressed like this. Neither could he go home and get changed: it was too far. It’d have to be Thames House if it was anything. They kept spare sets of clothes there, amazingly, something for every occasion. 

But what was he thinking? Lord Mayors were busy people. It obviously wasn’t going to happen now. Not today, anyway. Maybe not ever.

He stood to watch a police car crawl along the path to receive Durand. Once the Frenchman had been handcuffed and accompanied onto the rear seat, Mordred double-backed and went up the tower stairs to retrieve his phone. It was still lying where he’d dropped it. Ringing. Ruby Parker, his boss.

“Where are you now?” she asked when he picked up. She sounded neither pleased nor displeased.

“Still at the Tower. On my way back to base now. I assume Chester - Lord Willoughby - knows why I couldn’t come.”

“He’s been informed. He says the invitation’s still open.”

“Great. When?”

“He’ll see you at three.”

“Three?”

“It’s only one thirty-five now.  Is that a problem?”

“Only that the arm’s hanging off my best jacket. I assume Phyllis is still going too.”

“It’s the same arrangement as before, only two hours later.”

“I can’t go there looking like this.”

“He knows what you’ve been doing. It’ll give you added kudos.”

“Sorry, I feel uncomfortable going to a formal meeting in a torn suit. Call me fussy.”

Pause. He expected a smack on the wrists, but her voice, when it came, was conciliatory. “I call it professional, as a matter of fact. I’ll get Amber to pick you out a replacement suit at Thames House. And I’ll send Kevin to fetch you in the car. Go and wait outside the Tower entrance. Oh, and John?”

“Yes?”

“Good job. Phyllis has explained why it had to be such a high drama. I agree. You were right to play it like you did.” She chuckled. “Risky, though. Good job you caught him.”

“He was a challenge. I’ll give him that.”

“See you over here in about twenty minutes’ time.”

Amber Goodings was Head of Wardrobe, a stout fifty year-old with big spectacles. The suit she’d chosen for him was in just about every sense what he’d have selected for himself. Grey, nicely fitting and modern without being too trendy. And a matching tie, shirt and shoes. He asked her if this particular piece of kit had been ordered specifically with him in mind. “You’re an important member of the organisation now, John,” she’d replied. “We’ve got lots of clothes in your exact size. More than you can imagine.”

“Can I see them?” he asked.

“No.”

It was getting on for half two. There wasn’t time to press the matter. But he would one day. Meanwhile, it was disturbing that there was someone who knew more about what he should wear than he did himself. He looked at his reflection in Amber’s full-length mirror. God help him, he looked a damn sight better than he had in The Counting House. Or probably any time in the last six months. 

He wondered if Amber was available outside work as a professional shopper. And if so, how much she charged.

More than he could afford, without a doubt.

When he was dressed, he went downstairs, checked out with Colin at reception and went to the grey C Class Mercedes-Benz Coupé outside. Phyllis sat on the back seat looking exactly as she had at the pub, only more disgruntled. She was examining her face in a hand-mirror and refreshing her lipstick. She made a show of moving up when Mordred opened the door, even though she’d already left ample room for him. Kevin was driving.

“Hi, Kev,” Mordred said. “It’s me again.”

Kevin ignored him. 

“Nice weather we’re having. I mean, for the time of year.”

Kevin ignored him.

“You’re quite the hero, I hear,” Phyllis said tartly.

“Yep.”

“Why does nothing exciting ever happen to me?”

“You were kidnapped last year, possibly by men connected to the Lord Mayor. I wouldn’t call that ‘nothing’.”

“Pretty passive, though. Incidentally, you look good in that suit. I assume it’s one of Amber’s.”

“What makes you think it’s not one of my own?”

“Don’t get touchy, John. I’m not suggesting you’ve no style, but Amber’s in a class of her own. Who do you think chooses my clothes? I don’t do it myself. I used to. People used to say I had taste. Then I wore something Amber picked out for me. An official function at Guildhall, strictly work-related. She took me to a whole new level. I’ve never looked back.”

“She claims she’s got more clothes for me than I can possibly imagine.”

“Me too. If only we could gain access.”

They stopped speaking and looked out of their windows at the river. London Bridge was unusually quiet. The buildings either side of them were mainly office-functional: cuboid concrete with rows of parallel, vacant-looking windows. A passenger plane flew high overhead. 

Five minutes later, the car drew to a halt in front of Mansion House, a large old grey building with six Corinthian columns in a portico. This was the heart of the financial centre, and populated by the kinds of skyscrapers beloved of bankers everywhere: ninety-nine per cent smoked glass with reinforced steel frames. Kevin got out and opened the door for Phyllis. Mordred waited for a gap in the traffic, let himself out into the road and came round to join her. 

“Why doesn’t Kevin like you?” Phyllis asked as the car drew away.

Mordred did up the middle button of his jacket. “If you ever find out, let me know.”

They went up the steps at the front of the building and into reception where they gave their names and sat down. 2.57. Three minutes.

“Switch off your mobile,” Phyllis said.

A middle-aged man with a pile of straight grey hair and a bulbous nose came to get them. Because he wore a suit, Mordred’s first impression was that he must be the Lord Mayor, but he adjusted when the man called him “sir”. He realised for the first time that he had no idea what William Chester looked like. In all his considerations up till now, he’d employed a completely invented image: a thin, nondescript man of about sixty with swept-across grey hair and square wire-rimmed glasses. How would the real Chester match up? The guide led them up two flights of stairs. He knocked at the fourth door along after they’d turned left into a corridor.

“Come in, Philip,” a plum voice from inside called. The man opened the door to admit them, then closed it from the outside. 

They found themselves in a room with two large bookcases, and three armchairs arranged around a table laid with a teapot, three cups, milk and sugar and a variety of cakes on a three-tier plate stand. The walls were dotted with pictures and a huge mullioned window in the opposite wall was flanked by two sky-blue curtains. The room’s sole occupant was a thin, nondescript man of about sixty with swept-across grey hair and square wire-rimmed glasses. William Chester. Luckily, there was enough of a disjunct between the mental image and the reality to stop Mordred feeling overwhelmed by déjà vu.

Chester came across the room to meet them, saying his name and extending his hand. “Sit down, sit down,” he said, when introductions had been exchanged.

Mordred liked the fact that there was tea available, but no coffee; that it had been brewed and brought in before their arrival; that the cake-stand was cheap-looking and the cakes unremarkable. He imagined himself telling Phyllis this when they got out, then thought better of it. It gave him the sense of Chester as fundamentally unpretentious, the kind of man who didn’t understand what networking was or how to use arcane arrays of cutlery and/or designer crockery to overawe his enemies. What used to be called ‘a decent sort’.

Once tea had been poured – and the Lord Mayor poured it: he didn’t call Philip back in to do it for him – and cakes distributed, Chester delivered the speech he’d obviously prepared earlier.

“I want you to know,” he said, “that I consider the events of last year to be something of a black mark on the City of London Corporation. We should have cooperated with you from the beginning and next time, we will. I brought you here today to offer my apologies in person, because I know that you were both put to a lot more trouble than you should have been.”

Mordred had been briefed as to the proper response to this, so it wasn’t a free conversation as such. He wasn’t allowed to say, Is there going to be an official inquiry? He had to say, Thank you, sir. We look forward to working with you. The words stuck in his throat.

“Thank you, sir,” Phyllis said. “We look forward to working with you.”

“Outstanding icing on this,” Mordred said, mainly to prevent the ensuing silence gaining the upper hand. “Hint of coconut.”

“My wife made all the cakes here,” Chester replied.

“They’re marvellous,” Phyllis said. 

Before he arrived, Mordred wondered what they’d all talk about once the apology had been offered and the olive branch tendered, but Chester was prepared for the transition, and asked them in general terms about their ‘exciting day’. Mordred recounted his pursuit of Durand without going into detail about the who or the why, then the conversation turned, as it often did in this sort of situation, first, to the intelligence service generally, what it was like to work there, then the new James Bond film, then to a comparison of different Bonds, then to who should play Bond next. Almost before they knew it, an hour had passed, and it was time to leave. Handshakes were re-exchanged. Philip arrived and escorted the two agents back to reception, where they picked up their coats.

“Well, that was fun,” Phyllis said, when they were outside.

“You’d never think he was king of the crooks,” Mordred said. 

“They’re not crooks.”

“Corporate tax-avoiders. Libor-fixers. Manipulators of democratically elected governments.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, John. Would you like to share a taxi back to base?”

“I’m going home now,” Mordred said. “We were given the half-day off, remember? I haven’t anything at Thames House that can’t wait. I told Amber I’d bring the suit back tomorrow.” 

“Lucky you. Unfortunately, I’m knee-deep in the Frances Holland case. I’m working serious overtime at the moment. Still, it’s good for my career.”

“I understand you’re in charge of the investigation. Why haven’t I been roped in? Don’t you want me or something?”

“I was keeping you in reserve.”

“Thanks,” he said drily.

“It’s a compliment. Ruby Parker agrees with me too. When John Mordred gets into an investigation, he starts seeing things the rest of us can’t. It’s not good to have one person who’s too insightful. It prevents the rest of us developing. I’ll call you if things get too intractable. Besides, you’ve work of your own to do.”

“Examining junior agents’ reports. It’s supposed to give me an ‘overview’.”

“Professional development, it’s called. Don’t knock it. I assume you want to get on at work.” 

“Do you?”

She shot him a disgruntled look. “Of course. I’m sane.”

“What if ‘getting on’ puts you in a position where you don’t like what you’re doing?”

“E.G.?”

“Would you like Ruby Parker’s job, for example?”

“At her age, yes. Not now.”

“How old do you think she is?”

“Could be anywhere between forty-five and sixty. I don’t know. Black people age better, so they say. Listen, John. If someone offers me a job that involves nothing but looking at other agents’ reports, I’ll say no. So will you. But even that isn’t how it works. Jobs come up, you apply if you want them, you don’t if you don’t. What’s the matter with you? You’ve come over all moody.”

“Funny day.”

“And yet you could have been doing paperwork. Hard life.”

He laughed. “Roll on July.”

“That’s more like it. Now, stop moaning and push off home, loser.”

She saw a cab and hailed it. It almost screeched to a halt. She had that power over taxis, no one knew who’d taught her, when, or even whether it was a transferable skill. She gave him a little wave, an affectionate, “Be seeing you!” and was gone.
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