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Chapter 1: Meet the Oligarchs 
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Everything went just as he’d predicted. Neither side trusted the other, so they had to drive a ludicrous distance out of London before they could agree a location that each genuinely believed was random. A sandstone café with a flat roof, half a mile down a dirt track in the Dales. Most mornings it was probably hikers and bikers only, but there were no customers at all yet. On the far side of the valley, the pine forest and the sheep looked frozen. Drizzle descended in waves. It was here, he later learned, that they were to definitively re-draw the map of the world for the second decade of the twenty-first century.

Six grim men in their forties and fifties stood waiting in the gravel car park. Mordred used his Independent to cover his blond hair, got out of the taxi and straightened. A good two inches on everyone else, even Sir Ranulph Farquarson, and five above Tebloev. No one advanced to greet him. They peered from under their expensive umbrellas, wearing designer jackets and surly expressions, like creatures from Planet 9. 

Sir Ranulph hadn’t changed. Five-eleven, something of the patrician about him. And, of course, that permanently annoyed expression. “Typical of you to arrive last,” he said.

“I met a traveller from an antique land,” Mordred replied.

The oligarchs hmm-ed as if this might be MI7 code. They turned to each other and suddenly – he could feel it – they approved even his tallness and the fact that he could probably tie them together in a fight. His muscularity plus a coded greeting: yes, God was in his heaven.

Inside, the café smelt of wet feet. The floor tiles were blue and grey squares beneath eight cheap tables, thirty-four durable chairs and a jukebox. Landscape windows on each side made the most of the view. A woman with a dark bob stood behind the counter, smiling, as if glossy shoes and ironed shirts was a nice change. 

Farquarson ordered eight coffees and cakes. The Russians pushed two tables together and sat down. A fat man in a Brioni jacket scraped mud from his brogues with a plastic teaspoon. Mordred sat in between the tallest – a grey-haired man in a cashmere polo shirt and a gold chain - and the smallest: Tebloev. Silence settled in like a respected guest.

“Can I ask precisely what we’re all here to talk about?” Mordred said at last.

Farquarson finished his coffee with a grimace. “You’re going on a long journey, John. Primorsky Krai – Primorye, as it’s better called: the easternmost district of Russia. Borders with China and Mongolia. Just a few miles west of Japan.”

The oligarchs sat up. The meeting had apparently begun. 

“I know where it is,” Mordred said. “What’s in Primorye?”

“Vladivostok!” quipped the old man to his left. 

Everyone laughed and elbowed each other except the two Englishmen. Mordred donned his impassive face. Obviously, whatever they were sending him to the far end of the world for, it had to be something momentous, them laughing at a joke that lame.

“Can I also ask why we’re meeting miles from anywhere?” he said. 

“We wanted to be sure no one was listening in,” Farquarson replied. “I’ve just given the proprietress a heavy tip to absent herself for an hour.” He addressed one of the oligarchs in Russian. The man stood up, locked the door and reversed the ‘Open’ sign. 

“Yes, I see,” Mordred said. He didn’t. “Why Primorsky Krai?” he repeated.

“Because there’s going to be trouble there and we need you as an observer. You’ve a good reputation for work in the field and you know how to work alone.”

The lockup man sat down again. More silence. 

Mordred sighed. “We’ve come two hundred miles from London. Winnie’s Yorkshire Pasties is like an insignificant hamlet in the Steppes, not even on any maps, right? It’s not like Costa at Paddington or Starbucks in Moscow. We’re bound to be able to speak in confidence here.” He finished his coffee without pulling a face. “That was the reasoning, yes? So, whatever it is, could we please just unroll the plan? I’m starting to get homesick.”

The oligarchs looked embarrassed. “We’ve got to be very careful,” Tebloev said quietly.

Why not just stay in London then? Why not let Farquarson do the briefing on Grey Floor beneath Thames House? Why all the Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy? 

“I won’t insult you by asking whether you’re aware of the situation in Eastern Ukraine,” Farquarson said, his body language indicating that he’d temporarily wiped the existence of the oligarchs from his consideration.

“I watch the news and I read the papers, yes.”

“There’s probably nothing we in the west can do about the Crimea now, but of course, we can’t stand by and let Putin and his cronies annex half a bloody country on the grounds of supposed ethnic and linguistic overlap. Added to which, they’re behaving like animals.”

“Which is why we’ve got asset freezes and visa restrictions, of course.”

“Indeed.”

Mordred interlaced his fingers. “Primorye’s a long way from Ukraine. Four thousand miles, give or take.”

“Yes, I’m coming to that, John. Be patient. The point is, the United States is pretty gung-ho about embargoes of various kinds, but right now it can afford to be. US-Russian trade’s only worth about a twentieth of its EU equivalent. It’s different over here.”

“So you don’t think Brussels really wants sanctions?” Mordred grinned. “Yet, golly gosh, our foreign ministers have been plain falling over themselves to make strongly worded statements to the press.” 

“John, I think we’re singing from the same hymn sheet. Aren’t we?”

“I doubt it. The west’s keeping its head down. And I’m not saying I disapprove of that.”

“But the hypocrisy? Surely you can’t condone the two-facedness.”

“Everyday politics.”

Farquarson smiled. “A spy who doesn’t care about right and wrong, eh? You’re little better than a paid mercenary, Mr Mordred. I misjudged you.” 

“I don’t vote, either.”

“I know you care about your country, otherwise you wouldn’t be in this job.”

“Britain? I thought we were talking about the EU.”

“Downing Street really doesn’t want to close London’s financial centre to the Russians – a strategy Private Eye perceptively calls the ‘Treasury-driven approach to sanctions’. And Putin-friendly businessmen have been big Conservative Party donors in recent times. All things considered, we’re as pusillanimous as anyone in Brussels. Maybe more so.”

“There’s no ‘UK’ in Ukraine. Then there’s the French with their defence deals. And the Germans and Italians with their energy supplies. All in all, things aren’t looking too promising for poor old Ukraine.”

“Quite.”

Mordred leaned back. “Your pet oligarchs are pretty quiet, Sir Ranulph.”

Farquarson shifted uncomfortably. “They really just came to get a good look at you, and vice-versa. Only Mr Tebloev speaks English.”

“Does he know why I’m going to Primorye?”

“They all do. Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

Fifty-five, stout, short and bald, but absurdly well-dressed, Tebloev’s various bits seemed to have met in conference and grudgingly accepted ‘Merchant Banker of the Year, 1985’ as a tolerable overall compromise. He wiped his fingers on a paper napkin. “How much do you actually know about Primorye, Mr Mordred?” he asked.

“That it used to be a restricted area, Vladivostok being the base of the Soviet Pacific fleet. That’s all. It was before my time.”

“It’s a major economy in its own right. Easily the best adjusted in Russia. Food, machines, defence, construction, timber, etcetera, etcetera.”

“If it’s so healthy, where’s the ‘trouble’ Sir Ranulph mentioned coming from?” Mordred asked.

Tebloev leant forward with his hands pressed together as he was about to divulge a secret. “The number of Russians there is declining rapidly,” he whispered. “The number of Chinese is increasing.”

“No one knows by exactly how much,” Farquarson said. “Officially, the Han population of Primorsky Krai is relatively small. Fewer than thirty thousand. Which is arrant nonsense. The reality’s closer to five million. In thirty years’ time, half its population will likely be Chinese.”

“I take it we’re talking about racism here,” Mordred said. “That’s the ‘trouble’ you specified.”

“Irredentism,” Farquarson replied. “One state’s claim to territory owned by another state on the grounds of ethnic-linguistic identity and historical ownership. Exactly what’s happening in Ukraine and Trans-Dniester. We’re about to give Mr Putin a taste of his own medicine.”

Tebloev laughed. “Right in the privates!”

Mordred grinned. It was a long time since he’d heard anyone use that word. And the mixed metaphors weren’t exactly thought-provoking.

“You see, he approves!” Tebloev exclaimed, pointing Mordred’s chuckle out to the others. “Heh approvess!”

The other oligarchs nodded happily and growled like sailors queuing in a brothel. A young man with a perfectly black, close-trimmed beard took a bottle of Stolichnaya from his jacket pocket and passed it round. Suddenly, it felt like a Boy’s Own story in which the foreigners were caricatures with concealed daggers and bad intentions. Everyone took a pull.

“Zazdarovje,” Mordred said when the bottle reached him. He wiped the rim, drank the remaining quarter, then put it sideways on the table and span it. It ended up pointing at him. He made his fingers into a gun and mimed shooting himself in the head. 

The oligarchs looked baffled for a moment. Then they grinned and gave him a standing ovation. Tebloev, the old man and the bearded man, slapped him on the back. Someone tussled his hair. Guffaws mingled with cheers and whistles.

Farquarson looked annoyed. “Highly droll,” he said. “I suppose that’s your way of ingratiating yourself.”

“Didn’t it work?”

“We’re trying to have a serious discussion.”

“So why are we sitting in Winnie’s Yorkshire Pasties?”

“I’ve already told you.”

“So these guys can get a good look at me, right. Are they at all interested in a serious discussion, do you think? Why not just call me into your office in London and brief me properly?”

“It’s a good thing I sent the proprietress away, John, otherwise we’d all be thrown out.”

“Or we could just buy the place. Given the quantity of money we represent.”

“You’re always such a smart aleck, that’s your problem. I don’t know what it is with you. No one does. For example, that quip about meeting a traveller from an antique land when you finally got here: most people would just have said ‘I wasn’t driving’.”

“Let’s talk shop again, shall we? It takes more than an influx of foreign workers to stake a claim. Presumably, China’s got some sort of entitlement to the region.”

“If it wasn’t for your unnatural gift for languages and your physical presence, you’d have been out of the service long ago.”

“Presumably, China’s got some sort of entitlement to the region,” Mordred repeated.

Farquarson looked as if he was torn between sacking him and hitting him. In the end he just sighed irritably. “It belonged to the Qing Dynasty until 1858. The Chinese still have their own names for the different cities there.”

“And they’re actually asking for it back?”

“Not yet, but that’s about to change. We’ve got influential supporters on the National People’s Congress in Beijing. The truth is, the Chinese economy has to grow at seven per cent a year just to stay still. It needs overseas assets. Ultimately, it may even need a war.”

“To bring the population down.”

“That would be one of a number of advantages, yes.”

“‘We’ve got influential supporters’. Who’s ‘we’? You mean these guys?”

“And others like them. Do you want to know what Putin himself said about Primorsky Krai? He said, ‘if we don’t act soon, after a few decades, the Russian population will be speaking Chinese, Japanese, and Korean’.”

Mordred grinned. “Another classic. I’ll add it to my list.”

“What do you mean, ‘classic’?”

“I mean, Puddleglum’s a little paranoid.”

Farquarson shrugged. “He has his admirers. He’s not without fans even in this country. Nigel Farage and Alex Salmond - ”

“All the big shots. Mind you, he can laugh at himself, I’ll give him that. Remember that picture of him stark naked on horseback? You have - ”

“We’re moving way off the subject.”

The oligarchs sat motionless again as if they were waiting for school detention to end. Even Tebloev looked bored. The rain increased in intensity and beat against the north window. A Range Rover pulled into the car park, came close enough to read the closed sign, and drove off.

“Just to get the ball rolling,” Mordred said in a lower voice, “it sounds to me as if this plan of yours might involve killing rather a lot of innocent people.”

“It’s not my plan.”

“Sorry, ‘our’ plan.”

“Well, it’s going to happen anyway. We’ve been invited along as observers. And ultimately, it might serve to make the world a safer place. There are over fifty live irredentist claims in today’s world. If Putin gets his way in Eastern Ukraine, who knows how many of those it’ll activate?”

“What’s your proposal? You’re going to let it go so far, then use it as a negotiating chip with Ukraine? ‘We’ll mediate, providing you renounce Donetsk and the Crimea’?”

“Something like that. There are lots of ethnic Ukrainians in Primorsky Krai too. We can probably count on their support.”

Mordred turned to Tebloev. “What do you get out of all this?”

“We cut Putin down to size,” Tebloev said. “He’s built his reputation on being a hard man. Once that’s gone, we garrote him. Most of us have been personally and professionally humiliated by him at one time or another.” 

“Revenge. And presumably the freedom to make exponentially more money. What if he doesn’t back down?”

“Even he’ll have the sense to see he can’t take on China and the West at the same time. If he doesn’t, his inner circle will. We Russians aren’t entirely irrational.”

“But I thought you guys were his inner circle.”

“That’s the beauty of it,” Farquarson said. “Of course, Mr Tebloev’s got a more personal reason for being involved. He hasn’t set foot in Russia since the year 2000. This might just make it possible for him to go home.” 

“And what about the Chinese?” Mordred said. “You don’t think they might have their own agenda?”

“We’ve got things to offer them,” Tebloev replied. “With sufficient long-term inducement, we’re confident they’ll fall back on the 1991 Sino-Soviet Border Agreement.” 

Farquarson nodded once. “‘The Chinese are a civilisation masquerading as a nation,’ as Lucien Pye famously put it. And that’s the accepted wisdom nowadays. When it comes to expansion, they don’t necessarily think in terms of borders.”

“They’re cleverer than that,” Tebloev agreed. “Subtler.”

“It sounds like a lovely plan,” Mordred said. “Apart from the killing innocent people bit, but hey, call me Mr Squeamish. I still don’t see what you need an MI7 agent there for, though. We’re not talking about Schrödinger’s cat. It’ll happen whether we’re there or not, won’t it?”

“We want the British government to be involved,” Tebloev said, as if Mordred was about to declare the unthinkable.

“In case things do go wrong, yes?”

“The West’s got a stake in this, John,” Farquarson said.

“So I’m to observe, but if necessary, lend a helping hand. Fine, but I draw the line at killing people who haven’t done anything wrong. Even for the Crown.”

Farquarson chuckled. “I don’t think anyone’s asking you to.”

“Not yet, but these things have a habit of shape-shifting. Am I going to be working alone?”

“No.”

“Will I get a list of the other ‘observers’?”

“No.”

“What’s the time-frame?”

“A month, give or take. Once these things catch, they tend to burn quickly.”

Mordred sighed. He picked up the salt cellar and looked at it. “Does Whitehall know?”

“No.”

“Is that ‘officially no’ or ‘really no’?”

Farquarson bristled. “It’s ‘no, as far as you need to know’. It’s irrelevant. They’ll deny everything if things go wrong. What’s it to you whether they’re telling the truth or not?”

“See, that’s why I don’t vote.”

“You’ll get good food,” Tebloev said. “We’ll feed you well. Lots of good restaurants in Vladivostok. Anything you like. Women - ”

Farquarson smiled. “John won’t be looking for women while he’s abroad. Will you, John?”

Mordred looked at the table. “No, Mr Tebloev, I’m not a homosexual, although unlike your Mr Putin, I’ve nothing whatsoever against them. Apparently, my psychological test results prove I belong to that category of spies who, if they try to use sex to get information, are more likely to end up a thrall to the target than to put her in an emotionally obliging position.”

“No sex for Mr Mordred, I’m afraid,” Farquarson said. “Anyway, you don’t have to tempt him to go to where we choose to send him. He’s going because he does what he’s told, don’t you, John?”

“Any food you like,” Tebloev said. “No ladies. Don’t worry, we’ll look after you.”

“Nowadays, Mr Tebloev, I only ever have sex with the Queen.”

Farquarson scowled. “Yet another example of your warped sense of humour. No intuition concerning what is and isn’t acceptable, not even the slightest.”

“Mind you, she’s quite good for her age.”

“Believe me,” Farquarson continued, “I’m telling you this for your own good: one day, someone’s going to swing for you, and there’s always going to be someone bigger than John Mordred out there.”

“Cowabunga.”

“I think it’s time we were getting back to London.”

Five of the oligarchs had congregated round the jukebox. They made their selection and indicated they were ready to leave. Everyone exited Winnie’s Yorkshire Pasties to The Theme from Rocky.
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Chapter 2: Not to Mention The Man With the Moleden Gun
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Mordred arrived back in London at two. His flight tickets were waiting for him on the doormat inside the first-floor flat he rented in Lambeth, along with an invitation to dinner with Grace Cromarty, the eighty-two year-old widow upstairs. He wasn’t usually one for mixing with the neighbours, but when the lifts had been out of order, six months ago, no one else had helped her. 22.15 to 08.35, change at Moscow Sheremetyevo. Without him to do her shopping, she might have starved. Booked into the Hotel Vasily Bazhenov overlooking Golden Horn Bay. London was like that, some bits. A mansion block, some sixty people on three levels in one of the biggest capital cities in the world, and nearly all of them utterly alone. Two hundred metres from the Mineralogical Museum of the Far Eastern Geological Institute.

No part of the assignment made sense. He still hadn’t worked out what to do about it. He leaned against the sofa and opened his junk mail.

The living-room contained a beige velvet sofa, a TV-video player, and a tiled fireplace with a disused cast-iron grate – all the landlord’s. Virtually the entire floor-space was taken up with six tea-chests containing Mordred’s language textbooks, anthropology journals, DVDs of villagers in obscure parts of the world downloaded from Youtube or purchased by commission over the internet, CDs of radio-station broadcasts from towns or hamlets most people in London had never heard of, notebooks, academic papers he’d written on semiology and semantics, some published, others awaiting a taker. Approximately a quarter of the chests’ contents – in which, in one form or another, almost the entire globe was represented - was strewn out across the floor and furnishings, as if a genteel, rather English explosion had occurred. 

He went into the kitchen, made himself a cup of tea, then cleared a space to sit down on the sofa. He took out his phone, rang Grace Cromarty.

“I’m leaving for America at ten,” he told her after they’d exchanged pleasantries, “so I’ll have to leave at eight.”

“That’s more than fine,” she said. “I’m not one for late nights. Say about six-ish?”

“I’ll get us a bottle of wine.”

Then he rang his parents. His father answered. Same routine: he was going stateside to sell some more machine parts.

“There’s a promotion in it if I meet all my targets,” he said.

“They always say that, John. It’s just the bosses’ way of stringing you along. I’d look for another job if I were you. You shouldn’t be selling bloody propellers. You’re worth more than that. Far more.”

“They’re not propellers. I mean, not always. Sometimes they are.”

“Here, I’m putting your mum on.”

“Bye, Dad.”

“You take care of yourself in wherever you’re going,” came his mum’s voice. 

“Los Angeles.”

“Wow, that’s lovely. Beverley Hills. Don’t listen to your dad. You’re lucky to have a job nowadays. Young people can’t always get them. What sort of a promotion will it be? And try to eat properly.”

When he was going away on a mission, he always wept a little after he spoke to his parents, thinking how demolished they’d be if he was killed. Ridiculous at twenty-eight, but it was usually a real possibility. And each time, he half considered chucking it all in, getting a job really selling machine parts, if such a thing existed. He hated Sir Ranulph Farquarson: sometimes he wanted to murder him. But then he also loved him, and other times he wanted to fall down and say sorry for goading him so much. No one else would employ him. He said stupid things at all the wrong moments, and he knew he was doing it. He did it out of a desire to self-destruct which even he didn’t get.

Half an hour later, he’d pulled himself together. It was time to get on the phone to the hyper-paranoid one. He went into the cupboard, took out one of six cheap mobiles he’d bought two weeks ago, keyed the number in and waited.

“Alec Cunningham,” the voice on the other end said.

“Hi, John Mordred here. Don’t hang up, Alec. I’m ringing from a burner. I’ll chuck it away afterwards.”

“What the - ”

“Listen, don’t be annoyed. I just wanted to find out if you were going to Primorsky Krai, that’s all. I thought we might look out for each other.”

“You’re going way beyond your remit, Mordred, you must know that. Are you always going to be a headcase? Get off the phone now! If Farquarson finds out you’re ringing me, we’ve both had it. Put the bloody phone down!”

“So you are going?”

But there was no one there any more. He dialled another number.

“Hi, Gina Fairburn here,” the new voice said.

“John here.”

“John who? I’m sorry, I don’t recognise your number. Have we met?”

“Mordred. I saved your life in Hong Kong that time. All I need to know is, are you going to Primorsky Krai?”

Long pause. “Does Sir Ranulph know you’re phoning me?”

“... Probably.” 

She laughed. “I can’t say. You know that. Now put the phone down, or you’ll get us both into trouble. And if the boss finds out you called me, I’ll expect you to do the gentlemanly thing and fall on your sword. Good bye, John.”

“Stop!”

“What? What do you want? I’ve told you, I’ve got to go. Thanks for saving my life in the Pearl of the Orient and everything, but I’ve already spoken to you for thirty seconds at the risk of my job, and I think that makes us about quits.”

“I’m only ringing because Alec asked me to. I’m not going to Primorsky Krai. He is. And he’s scared. He wants you to ring him. 0770 454 5742.”

“One: nice try. Two: not a chance. Now good bye.”

He put the phone on the sofa and waited. Another thirty seconds and it rang again. 

Gina. “How did you get my number?”

He donned an Edinburgh accent. “Hi, Colin Bale. Who is this?”

“What the hell? It’s Gina Fairburn ... Colin, John just rang me from your number. What on earth’s going on?”

Disgusted click of the tongue. “I don’t believe it. I left it on the reception desk for a moment! We’re God knows how bloody far underground, among friends. If I’d thought about it, I’d have said it was safe. Bloody, bloody hell. Are you sure it was him?”

“He wanted to know if I was going to Primorsky Krai.”

“Where?”

“Never mind.”

“Sorry, I’ve got to go now, Gina. I’ll file a report.”

He pressed ‘end call’. One note. It meant she was on her way. If she wasn’t, her voice would have risen: He wanted to know if I was going to – eleven Gs – Primorsky Krai – three B flats, one C sharp. 

It rang again. “Cunningham here. How did you get my number, you snot-rag?”

“Hi. Colin Bale. Who is this?”

“What?”

“Who is this. I’m sorry, I don’t know a ‘Cunningham’. Unless you can be a little more specific, I’m going to have to end - ”

“Sorry, sorry. I don’t understand. This is Alec Cunningham, agricultural division. I got a call from John Mordred, machine parts, wanting to know if I was on my way to Vladivostok.”

“Where?”

“Oh, wait a minute. I see. I get it now. This is you, isn’t it, John?”

He returned to his normal voice. “Thanks, Alec. See you in Russia.” He laughed. “And by the way, I didn’t even ask you if you were going to Vladivostok.”  

He ended the call, lay on the sofa and giggled like a child. It was funny, very funny. They were all three of them on their way to premature deaths – the more he thought about it, the more it struck him – and it was hilarious. 

He wondered if Cunningham would report him to Farquarson. No, because he’d have to admit he’d let ‘Vladivostok’ slip. Careless, but Freud would have said it could only have emerged had the speaker wanted it to. A cry for help, a scream in the darkness. He felt quite sorry for Alec now, the poor useless git.

Gina was another matter. It would take her precisely three seconds to realise she’d been had, then she’d be on the phone to Bale to confirm, and Farquarson to complain, trying to cover her arse and make sure they weren’t going to rescind her privilege of being shot at and possibly dumped in the sea, five thousand miles from home. He felt sorry for her too. Fragile, bumptious and pathetically human.

Maybe he should ring Farquarson, pre-empt matters. Perhaps he should catch an earlier plane, get out there before Farquarson put paid to him. Because true, he might even be sacked. 

Which was ironic because at least he had a reason to go now. He wasn’t going to ‘observe’, whatever that meant. He was going to look after Alec and Gina. Make his poor, pointless life worthwhile.

The more important question was, why were they sending them all out there alone? Did they suspect that one of them was a mole? He imagined Gina and Alec in mole costumes. Mole, vole, soldier, spy. The spy who came in from the mole. Molefinger. The permutations didn’t make him smile the way they usually did. Anyway, it was a stupid way to uncover a mole. Too complicated by far.

Thinking wasn’t going to help, because he had an infinitesimal view of the picture. When he got to Primorye, he’d make it his first priority to find his two colleagues and, if necessary, beat some sense into them. Then they’d find out what was really going on. He was pretty sure it wasn’t the story he’d been fed this morning.

Not that Winnie’s Yorkshire Pasties hadn’t been fun, in its way. Especially that bit where he’d pretended to play Russian Roulette. And Farquarson’s face when he joked about sleeping with the Queen. 

Good times. You don’t always appreciate them when they’re there.

In the end, he decided not to make an early dash for the airport. It was unmanly. He bought flowers and a bottle of wine for Mrs Cromarty and took a walk round the park, trying to think. When he got back, he half-expected to find Farquarson waiting on the sofa for him. It was unnerving to find no one. He checked his phone. No messages. Maybe he’d won the battle: in the eternal war of jesters versus chamberlains, perhaps jesters had finally secured a victory. 

He didn’t think so. He pulled back the net curtain and looked out of the first-floor window onto the street. 

Aha. A man stood on the pavement, hands in coat pockets, returning his gaze without smiling. About ten years older than him, twice as bulky, open-necked shirt, heavy black boots, rings on every finger, white hair. There was something wrong with his eyes – some of those gimmicky contact lenses that made a person look like a cat or an alien. As soon as their gazes interlocked, the mysterious man crossed the road and entered Mordred’s building. 

Farquarson’s messenger: it had to be. No telling what he might do. He’d probably been given carte blanche, which in turn probably meant violence. One day, someone’s going to swing for you, and there’s always going to be someone bigger than John Mordred out there. Yes, it made perfect sense. 

He needed the element of surprise, but he also had to be certain of the man’s intent. It wouldn’t be right to split his skull if he’d simply come with a letter.

But no. Those heavy black boots. They weren’t for delivering birthday cards, they were for trampling humans. And those rings ... a knuckleduster?

He hadn’t a moment to lose. He went into the cupboard, donned the metal breastplate he kept for this sort of occasion, and pulled a jumper over the top. Then the gum guard. He’d been recruited as a languages expert, not a hit-man, and close contact fighting had never been his forte. He picked up the poker, went to the front door and undid the lock so it’d open at the slightest touch. He held it in place with his fingers.

The knock came. Hard, uncompromising. 

He removed his hand, stood to one side and put on his nicest voice. “Who is it, please?”

Suddenly, it tore open. The intruder almost fell forward with the unexpected ease. Mordred stepped from recess and jabbed his eye with the poker. The man put his hands over the socket. Mordred kicked him full in the chest. He half-flew backwards and tumbled down a flight of stairs. Mordred raced after him.

Amazingly, he’d already risen. He launched a heavy right straight into Mordred’s ribcage, then yowled slightly with surprise and pain. Mordred put all his weight into a right hook, and it was over. 

He gasped with the exertion and the adrenalin. Had they met on equal terms - in a cage fight, say – it was pretty clear who’d have emerged victorious. It’d probably have been over in a single round. 

Still, that’s why God had invented brains. Now all that remained was to torture him, find out his point of origin. Say, undress him, tie him to a chair and threaten his goolies with a bread knife. 

Problems, problems. He had to be at Mrs Cromarty’s at six, and the airport probably no later than nine.

Then he had an idea. This guy was a messenger, so he’d probably brought a message. Sometimes they roughed you up and delivered it verbally. But you had to be conscious for that. If they intended to leave you out cold, they usually put it in the form of a letter.

But that was no good either. Even assuming such a thing existed, it was hardly going to be addressed and dated. It would probably say something goofy. ‘Stay away’ or ‘don’t interfere’, and if it was particularly whacky, it’d be written in alphabetical characters cut from newspapers.

He dragged him into the flat, trailing blood, and came back with a bucket and a mop. Then he took off the man’s clothes – he smelt expensive: Chanel or something similar - and tied him to a kitchen chair. No point in taking unnecessary risks. He sat on the sofa and rifled through the jacket pockets. A silver lighter, an empty packet of e-cigarettes, a train ticket. 

Try the trousers.

Bingo. His smartphone, and it wasn’t even locked. Whoever he was, he must have been expecting to be straight in and out, then make a quick call to his boss to confirm. He scrolled down, looking for names he recognised. None at all. They were all Russian.

What had he come here for? His presence only made sense on the presupposition that Farquarson had somehow intercepted his calls to Alec Cunningham and Gina Fairburn, and sent someone round to teach him a lesson. Otherwise, it was a mystery.

He switched on his PC. No longer any need for an interrogation. He’d just copy the SIM card and cross-check it against the MI7 database. Then he’d re-copy it onto his own phone, on the off chance it might prove handy. 

While the information transferred, he untied the man, re-dressed him and dragged him back to the bottom of the staircase. He was starting to show signs of coming round. Mordred replaced his phone. To make sure he didn’t linger, he went back into his flat and rang 999 for an ambulance. Five minutes later, a siren. When he looked out of his front door, the man had gone, leaving only a thin streak of blood on the floor.

The lighter still stood on the table. Never mind, it might become useful later.

Only half past four. He logged on to MI7-SecurityLevel01.net. 

It didn’t take him long to find a match. Alexander Livanov, a former GRU agent and amateur wrestler, light heavyweight division. Right now, he worked as a bodyguard for Viktor Yulyanov, the Moscow gas billionaire and socialite. Early fifties, steel grey hair with a widow’s peak, thin fingers with long nails, hollow cheeks, hooded eyes, pale as death. Give him a scarlet-lined black cloak and he’d have been Dracula.

When Viktor wasn’t in Moscow throwing fundraisers for the United Russia party, he lived in the Shard on Joiner Street, floor 55. MI7 records showed he was presently in the country, and since his other London homes were all investment-only concerns, that was probably where he was now. He wasn’t yet on the list of individuals targeted by US-sanctions.

Why had Viktor Yulyanov sent a hit man round? At the request of Farquarson? If not, could Alec be behind it? Or Gina? Was one of them the mole? What had the message been? He wished he’d interrogated the guy now, but it was no use crying over spilt milk. He hadn’t been thinking.

So he had three options for this evening. Mrs Cromarty – that was non-negotiable. Afterwards, a choice between the airport and Viktor’s place.

It would have to be the latter. He was curious. He could always make a little bit more of Livanov’s visit and tell Farquarson it’d made him miss his plane. Assuming Farquarson wasn’t actually involved.

If he was, it might be a good opportunity to kill two birds with one stone.
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Chapter 3: Hit the Shard, Jack, and Don’t You Look Back No More  
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As Mordred walked into the Shard, three burly men in suits stood conversing in Russian. One held a walkie-talkie. They didn’t look quite chic enough for a place like this, but neither did they seem to be on their way anywhere. 

Yulyanov’s men, maybe. If so, it clearly wasn’t him they were anticipating. A black cab pulled up with elegantly dressed people inside and two of the three men advanced simultaneously, wearing fawning expressions. “Welcome to the City of London Shard!” they said together in broken English. Probably east European new arrivals, working for a pittance.

Inside, the lobby was as brown as a nest. Row of armless sofas lined the walls, each with its own coffee table. Below invisible ceiling lights, a suited woman of about twenty-five sat behind a panelled desk, trying to look urbane but approachable.

“I’m here to see Mr Yulyanov on the fifty-fifth floor,” Mordred said. “He’s expecting me.” He’d made up a mischievous story about wanting to return Livanov’s lighter, but hoped he wouldn’t have to use it.

“What’s the name, sir, please?”

“John Mordred.”

“Just take a seat, Mr Mordred, and I’ll see if I can get him. You’re here for the party, I assume.”

He recalled the three greeters. “That’s right.”

No need for the lighter-yarn then. He was wearing a grey polo-neck, matching trousers and yachting shoes. He’d have dressed up if he’d known. But it probably wasn’t the kind of thing he could have found out about on the internet. Who’d be there? Farquarson? Will Self? Eddie Izzard? 

More likely a motley collection of backbench MPs, big business people and escorts of both sexes, scoffing canapés, and guzzling champagne from flute glasses whilst trying to maintain a civilised veneer. More important, what was the pretext? Last fling before visa restrictions? Pre-Primorsky-secession celebration? 

“Mr Yulyanov says he’s looking forward to seeing you in person, Mr Mordred. Please go straight up.”  

His heart leapt. He hadn’t expected it to be this easy. He’d actually left the minicab outside with instructions to wait for him unconditionally. In his mind, he’d envisaged asking the receptionist to ring upstairs, and on Floor 55 Yulyanov would pretend he wasn’t home. A tiny victory of kinds. Now it was all uncertainty and danger again.

Oh, mad world. Mrs Cromarty’s dinner was the most normal thing he’d been to in years, and when it had come time to leave, he’d felt surprisingly dejected. He thanked her and promised to bring her a present from America. Then he kissed her hand, which she’d liked.

So now it was back among the cash and the ghouls. Good title for a novel, if he ever wrote one. While he was wondering if he’d be the first person ever to be thrown to his death from the Shard, and what that would look like – how much broken glass there’d be, how long it’d take to fit new panes - the lift smoothed to a halt and pinged. A recorded voice said, ‘Floor 55. Welcome to Mr Yulyanov’s fifty-fifth birthday party. Prepare to be wow-ed!’

He stepped into a huge lounge with two chandeliers and seventy or eighty men and women in formal evening wear. Light jazz with glockenspiels came from somewhere but there was no band that Mordred could see. Waiters circulated with flutes of champagne and canapés on trays, confirming his status as a clairvoyant. 

A long-haired young woman in a sparkly green waistcoat and a short skirt stepped from the crowd. “Good evening, sir,” she said in what he immediately perceived as a Bulgarian accent. She presented him with a blue felt party-bag tied with a drawstring. “Compliments of Mr Yulyanov. My name’s Lyudmila. You like come this way for evening suit?” Rough translation: if you expect to stay, you’d better do as I say.

He followed her into a side room with a single bed and six suits hanging above it on a rack. She locked the door behind them, relieved him of the party-bag and put her arms round his neck. “Take me away from all this,” she said unemotionally, standing on her tiptoes for a kiss. “Rescue me.”

“Er, thanks for the offer,” he said, disengaging her. “Sorry you’ve been put in this position, really.” 

It seemed an odd way to start a party: pre-entertainment sex, yes or no? She took a moment to adjust to rejection. She shrugged, affecting indifference, but it was obvious she was hugely relieved. 

Ridiculously but almost instantly, he started to wonder how he could really rescue her, or whether it was just a line she used to simulate vulnerability, hike up the power-vibe for her clients. Probably yes, but also, he sensed, a case of art imitating life. Maybe he could get a women’s organisation on the phone.

But it was all getting out of hand. He’d been side-tracked from Primorsky Krai by Yulyanov, now he was being side-tracked from Yulyanov by Lyudmila. If he didn’t get a grip on himself, pretty soon he’d be in the forest of moral re-direction at midnight with no compass. Of course she couldn’t look that relieved if she really needed rescuing. Could she? It was a pity Mrs Cromarty couldn’t be here: she’d know what to do. He half thought about ringing her, inviting her over. But no, she’d be in bed by now, and anyway, he didn’t want to risk her being thrown to her death from the Shard as well.

He undressed awkwardly – Lyudmila made no attempt to avert her eyes – and changed into the evening suit. There were four pairs of black shoes to hand. He put the bottoms of each over his soles before selecting a fit.

“Ready,” he said.

“You had good time, yes?” 

“If anyone asks, yes. Listen, meet me by the lift in thirty minutes if you really want rescuing. We’ll go to the police. Don’t worry, I’ve got friends who can help you get a new identity.”

She looked at him as if he was mad. “Good time, yes?” He realised she hardly knew any English: just lines she’d been told to recite.

He switched to Bulgarian. “Meet me by the lifts if you really need rescuing,” he said.

She looked terrified. “You’re – you’re - ?”

“English.”

She shook her head emotionally. He guessed it was a while since she’d heard her own language used good-naturedly. “Please don’t lie to me,” she said. “You’re from Sofia. I’ve got cousins there. I’ve been there.”

“I’m just very good at what I do. Languages.” 

She walked to the door, checked it was locked, came back. “Why do you talk of rescue now?”

“I’m not what you think,” he said. “I’m not here to spy on you. Don’t cry. Meet me by the lift in thirty minutes.”

“I’m not. I – I can’t meet you - ”

“Please. What have you got to lose?”

She scrunched her eyes. “I don’t know. No. Yes. Maybe!”

“In the meantime, could you take me to Mr Yulyanov? I think he’s expecting me.”

“You’re a friend of his?”

“No, but that doesn’t alter the fact that I’m here with his permission, wearing his suit.”

“In thirty minutes, by the lift, yes?” she said desperately.

“Keep me in view, just in case there’s a change of plan. See if you can find out where the stairs are.”

She unlocked the door and they wound their way through the guests, her leading. He briefly recognised a face in the crowd - David Willcox, the Prime Minister’s Director of Political Strategy – before the clearing closed over with strangers. What the - ?

Suddenly, a space opened up. At its centre, Yulyanov stood with two bodyguards, including Livanov with a black eye, and a sticking plaster on his jaw. Lyudmila melted away and Mordred found himself alone in the king’s court.

“Welcome to my party,” Yulyanov said. “How did you know?”

“About the party? I didn’t.”

“I mean, how did you know Alexander was linked to me?”

“One of the few perks of belonging to an organisation that knows everything and everyone, I suppose. I really came here to ask you a question.”

“Feel free.”

“Why send Alexander – sorry, I feel we’re on first name terms now – to rough me up? What had I done?”

Yulyanov sighed through his nose. He nodded, as if it was a shame it had to be spelt out, but he was prepared to be generous with his time. “You’re unstable, Mr Mordred. I don’t want you going to Primorsky Krai, but I can’t seem to persuade Sir Ranulph Farquarson to see sense. Alexander was only going to break your legs and possibly your arms, that’s all. Just damage you enough to put you out of action for a few weeks. You’d have recovered in the end.”

“One way or another, it looks like you got your wish. My plane’s leaving as we speak.”

Yulyanov smirked. “Pity.”

“But don’t worry: there’s another in a few hours.”

“I strongly advise you not to take it.”

“What’s David Willcox doing here?”

Yulyanov flushed. For the first time, he looked flustered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. He isn’t. Not that I know of.”

“A common name, you might think, ‘David Willcox’. And yet you immediately know who I’m referring to. Regretting asking me up here, Viktor?”

“Not at all. I understand you were ‘looked after’ by one of my hostesses. Did you have a good time?”

“Outstanding.”

Yulyanov beamed. “Make the most of the memory then, because it’s all videoed, every second. And naturally, there’ll be a copy on Sir Ranulph’s desk tomorrow morning. Are you sure you still want to go to Russia?” 

“Yes, please.”

“I really think you’d better leave now. Take a complimentary ballpoint on your way out. You’ve a letter of resignation to write.” 

Yulyanov gestured for his bodyguards to cover his exit. Livanov stood forward and smiled the ‘I’ve got you now’ smile. 

“Well, nice meeting you again, Alex,” Mordred said.

“Oh, it’s not over yet,” Livanov replied. 

Best to go with what’s proven. Still smiling, Mordred brought his finger up and poked it hard into Livanov’s black eye. Livanov yelled. Mordred kicked him hard in the stomach. This time, he sailed backwards over a glockenspiel – there it was: real, after all - and crash-landed in a heap amongst electrical equipment. 

Encore accomplished. But not quite. The other bouncers were on their way over, about six of them. He turned and charged through the crowd, toppling bodies to create obstacles. God bless her, Lyudmila was standing inside the lift, holding the ‘open’ button. She let go just in time for him to fly through the diminishing gap. He pressed ‘G’. 

But she’d already pressed ‘3’. 

“Er, what are you doing?” he said, trying not to sound panicky.

“He’s got men at the bottom,” she replied. “I heard them talking on radios.”

“Yes, yes, of course. I remember. What’s your plan?”

“We’ll change at three and go up to seven,” she said. “Using another lift.” 

“What’s there? On seven? Do you know?”

“I’ve never worked here before. Hopefully, nothing. We might be able to hide there for a while.”

“It’s a reasonable suggestion. But obviously, they’ll probably find us eventually.”

“Have you any better ideas?” she asked. A genuine question.

Yulyanov’s bouncers would be in one or more of the other lifts now, heading for the lobby. He tried to picture them, get a sense of how close they were. Pushing through the crowd on floor fifty-five, then waiting till they were all aboard, double check, then a quick discussion before pressing the button ... Possibly thirty seconds difference. Although distance-wise, thirty seconds was a lot. 

Their lift slowed for ‘3’. It dinged and bade them welcome as the doors slid open. Mordred stepped out, located the fire alarm next to the ‘up’ button, and punched it through. A bell jangled and kept jangling.

“That should stall them,” he said, looking for the emergency exit. “Whatever lift they’re in should spew them out on the nearest floor. Mind you, they’ll soon find out we stopped here. We’ve got to get upstairs a flight or two.” 

She resisted his pull. “But they’ll be on the stairs! They’ll meet us coming down!” 

He faced her and held her upper arms. “The lifts in here do seventy floors a minute. They’ll be at least thirty floors above us, even now. That’s a good five minutes to reach us, even if we run towards them. And we certainly can’t stay here.” 

She acquiesced. They were on the same wavelength now, no need for any more hand-holding. He put his finger to his lips to shush her and took off his shoes. She did the same. They left through the fire door and ran up three flights two steps at a time. They could hear Yulyanov’s men shouting in the stairwell, over the noise of the bell. 

They emerged onto floor six, trying to stifle their breathlessness. Satisfyingly deserted. Mainly offices. In several corners, sofas and coffee tables stood among large indoor pot-plants. He took her hand again and they climbed behind the luxury sofa in the near corner.

“Now, just keep your head down and let’s wait for Yulyanov’s guests,” he said. “About thirty minutes, by my reckoning. Don’t let go of me, in case we have to make a quick exit.”

She didn’t. She shivered and made repeated attempts to crush his metacarpals. Ten minutes later, the bouncers arrived. After confirming all the workplace doors were locked, and looking through the office windows into the darkness, they left. From what Mordred caught of their chuntering, they were concentrating on 3, where the fire alarm was. Reinforcements had arrived on Ground. In the distance: the sirens of several fire engines and possibly one or two police cars.

After fifteen minutes, they heard Yulyanov’s partygoers traipsing down the stairs, grumbling. If they’d begun the descent fearful of dying, fifty flights had cowed them into a weary gloom. When Mordred adjudged they were about half past, he got up, grabbed Lyudmila’s hand again and led her casually through the fire door and, backs bent forward, in amongst the stragglers. 

“There’s been a terrorist attack!” he yelled. He put on his Edinburgh accent. “I can smell smoke!” He switched to Texan: “The spire’s already collapsing! I can hear it. We’re all going to die in here!”

Suddenly, the sedate procession turned into something more frantic. Everyone was close enough to Ground now, and the threat was concrete enough, to make a final burst of determination meaningful. He put his arm round Lyudmila’s waist to keep her from tripping. Watch the steps, not her feet.

When they reached the lobby, the bodyguards were scanning the faces, but also trying to avoid being knocked over. It was a simple matter, for a couple who didn’t want to be spotted, to leave, heads down, without drawing attention. A few guests were already quarrelling with his minicab driver.

“Excuse me everyone,” he said, “this one’s mine. I booked it earlier.” He prised the remonstrators apart, pulled open the door and thrust Lyudmila inside. He got in next to her. “Pull away, please, Geoff.”

“Where to, Mr Mordred?” the driver asked.

“That’s a very good question,” he replied. “I think we’d better go straight to the police station. We should be good there for a couple of hours at least.”
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Chapter 4: Eating Humble Pizza  
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The following morning was time to put matters straight. Not necessarily beg forgiveness, but you could never tell: it would depend on how much Farquarson knew that Mordred still didn’t. There’d been times before when he’d gone in all guns blazing and someone else possessed the facts to create a new perspective. Humiliation: you could never quite rule it out.

He turned up at Thames House at nine precisely, still wearing Yulyanov’s evening suit, and presented his card. The receptionist blinked slowly. She pressed the buzzer and spoke into the intercom. “Could you tell Colin that Mr Mordred’s here?”

Mordred took one of the seats with a view of the embankment. Colin – a bumblebee-shaped man with a bald head and protruding ears – arrived in the lift. 

“I’m really sorry for pretending to be you,” Mordred said. He wasn’t.

“I understand it was a good imitation,” Colin said.

“Not really. It’s just that Gina and Alec were off guard.”

“Sir Ranulph doesn’t want you to go downstairs. He’s coming up here to meet you.”

“Is he bringing me my cards?”

“Not for me to say. He’s busy right now. You’re to wait. And don’t even think about going anywhere. It could be some time.”

All the magazines had been removed. That meant no, thank God, he wasn’t going to be sacked. They’d keep him waiting for eight hours, no lunch, nothing to drink, no way of occupying his mind, and when it came time for Farquarson to go home, then he’d make his appearance, not a minute before. Of course, it didn’t make sense to punish someone if you intended to sack them. Farquarson had his faults, but he wasn’t a sadist.
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