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Chapter 1: On Old Bailey
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John Murgatroyd - stout, balding, middle-aged, and dressed in a slightly undersized charcoal suit - sat on one of the benches along Old Bailey eating his sixth nectarine and catching the dribble in a plastic punnet lined with a tissue. He liked it here. Always a sense of There but for the grace of God... His feet were crossed at the ankles underneath his seat: the sort of pose a small boy might have adopted, doing something a small boy might have done fifty years ago, before fruit became the comestible kids never ate. 

He put his earphones in, unlocked his phone and listened to The Grateful Dead. Ten o’clock in the morning. Men and women came and went, mostly on their way to work. One or two wore pale blue surgical face masks. Two hundred feet above street level, Lady Justice shone golden, a symbol of everything humankind might one day become if only coronavirus didn’t obliterate it. The sun was out, the sky was blue and Murgatroyd had just resigned from Black Department. 

That is: he’d been to see the section leader, handed in the appropriate signed, dated, witnessed form, said the words, ‘I resign’ (several times over the course of three days, actually), undertaken the ten-minute lift journey from Basement 10 to Thames House’s ground floor, and walked out of the building with the intention of never returning. 

Not that the intention mattered. Because everyone knew it wasn’t that easy. You don’t resign from Black Department. To call that ‘the received wisdom’ was an understatement. More an empirical fact. Look at those who’d tried. Or rather, don’t. You can’t, because ‘they’re no longer with us’. No one resigns from Black. Like the bloody Prisoner: they probably sent a hearse to your house, gassed you through the keyhole and relocated you to The Village. We want information. You won’t get it, etc.

Of course, they were watching him. And obviously, they knew where he lived.

Was he really a dead man? It seemed impossible in the twenty-first century that the British state would go to those sorts of lengths with one of its own citizens.  

And why would he need snuffing out anyway? He stood no chance of getting another job, not with a blank CV. He’d probably be homeless within a week.

But it wasn’t about ‘what was needed’. Black Department didn’t work that way. It was about tradition. Nothing personal, John, it’s just that we’ve slit the throats of all our leavers since time immemorial. Oh, okay then, go ahead.

That guy by the wall over there. Crew-cut, about thirty, pretending to look up at the statue. And that twenty-something woman with the bob and the leather bag, seated outside the café with a Metro and an Americano. Bloody rubbish, the pair of them.  They might as well have signs over their heads: We are spies.

He vaguely recognised them. But that might well be the point. Black didn’t necessarily do subtlety.

He spat his last pit into the punnet and took out the tissue to wipe his mouth. Then something unexpected happened. Crew Cut and Bob sauntered over and sat either side of him. He tensed, suddenly afraid.

“Hi, John,” Crew Cut said.

Their veil of unrecognizability fell away. Nolan Carver and Jessie Sekuda. 

He’d done Nolan’s entry-level psych evaluation two years ago. He knew Jessie only by sight: a tall, skeletal woman of Japanese descent with a reputation for wackiness. Mind you, personality-wise, most of Black’s personnel were somewhere on the bizarre scale. He’d never exchanged hellos with her. 

It was months since he’d even seen either of them, even though they all worked on the same floor. Too big, obviously. A mini-city beneath a city.

Jessie put her bag on her lap and sat up straight. “Switch the music off, please, John,” she said. “And remove your earphones.” 

Nolan took a cigar from the inside pocket of his jacket and lit it. “Why did you resign, John?” 

“I’ve already given my reasons,” Murgatroyd said. “I put them in writing. Ask Stella.” 

“We’ve come to bring you back in,” Nolan said. “What happened wasn’t your fault. Look, just shut up, John,” he continued, although Murgatroyd wasn’t about to say anything. 

Murgatroyd heard a moped pull up on the pavement to their rear. For a moment, the jugular veins in his neck tingled, although a second more’s thought persuaded him that a knife from behind would be too egregious, even for Black.

What happened instead was that an emaciated man of about twenty, wearing dungarees and a clown’s face, jogged into their field of vision and turned to face them. He handed Murgatroyd a nectarine and a bunch of tulips wrapped in cellophane. Then he tap-danced and recited a jingle whose words Murgatroyd was too nervous to catch. He retired the way he’d come. The moped whined away.

“You see, we do love you,” Jessie said. 

A turn for the hilarious. Black Department acted like this as a matter of policy a lot of the time. Strange how they were nevertheless excellent at getting things done. A certain ruthlessness within the mix. 

“Just listen to my offer, John,” Nolan said. “It’s all about Chasha, right? We know she was your protégé. That doesn’t mean she was your responsibility.”

“The rumour in the office,” Jessie said, “is that you blame yourself for what’s happened to her. You were her line manager, after all, and you did encourage her to do what she did. And you handed in your cards because you thought you’d resolve the problem you wrongly believe you created.” 

“And, being at least as weird as the rest of us,” Nolan continued, “if not more so, you’re probably sitting here, expecting to be bumped off. What were you listening to, incidentally?”

“The Grateful Dead,” Murgatroyd muttered.

Jessie clapped her hands and laughed as if she couldn’t have hoped for a better reply. “You’re one of us, John,” she said. She took a hip flask from her bag and took a swig. “Want some?”

“No, thanks,” Murgatroyd said.

“Go on,” she said. “Please. I haven’t got coronavirus.” 

“Although, to be fair, we’ll all have it soon,” Nolan said.

Murgatroyd shrugged and took a pull. He coughed.

“You can’t get that in the shops,” she said. “Pass it to Nolan.”

Nolan took a pull and passed it back to Jessie. “Lovely,” he said.

“Thanks,” she replied, reinserting it into her bag. “Do you like Clifford Brown, John? I love him. Memories of You. There’s more where that came from, incidentally. Plenty more. It’s supposed to be illegal, but I’ve - ”

“Zip it, Jessie,” Nolan said. “We’ve got news for you, John, and we’re pretty sure you’ll say yay, because it’s really good. You want to find Chasha, yes? Good news: so do we.”

“You’re never going to find her on your own,” Jessie said. “You must know that. You’ve only got twelve thousand six hundred and forty-one pounds and twenty-one pence in your bank account.”

“True, you’ve got four hundred pounds worth of premium bonds,” Nolan said. “But the numbers won’t come up, they never do. And you don’t own your flat. Add to all that the fact that you’ve absolutely nothing stashed away in Zurich for a rainy day. And that it’s going to be a very rainy day if you leave Thames House.”

“For all of us,” Jessie said.

“Imagine if you could put the world’s best detective on Chasha’s case,” Nolan said. “Who would that be?”

“I don’t know any detectives,” Murgatroyd replied. “Not yet.”

“The cheap ones will charge in excess of five hundred pounds a day,” Jessie said.

“Plus expenses,” Nolan said. “You’re talking about spending much more money than you’ve got, John. And, of course, you have to eat.”

“A non-cheap detective’s your only realistic option,” Jessie said. “And what if we said we could get you the very, very best one, completely gratis?”

“Come on, John, think,” Nolan said. He leaned over to Jessie. “Could I have a bit more moonshine, please?”

“Only if you’ve got one pound fifty,” she replied.

Nolan sighed. He took a wallet from his inside pocket and proffered a five pound note. She rummaged in her bag and gave him the hip flask plus his change. Then she reached across, took a bite of Murgatroyd’s nectarine and handed it to him to do likewise. “Don’t be shy,” she said. “Ye shall not surely die.” 

“Come on, John, think,” Nolan repeated. “I’ll give you a clue. Same name as yours, same initials.”

“The world’s best detective,” Jessie said. “Well, I think he is. So does Nolan here. So does Stella, actually.” 

“I don’t know any other Murgatroyds,” Murgatroyd said. He laughed hysterically. “Look, if you’re going to kill me, can we please just get it over with?”

“Have more moonshine,” Jessie replied. “As much as you want. It’s free... to you.”

“Always free the first time,” Nolan said. “And stop being paranoid: us being here isn’t necessarily a prelude to you being murdered. Come on, he’s actually a friend of yours.”

“I don’t have any friends,” Murgatroyd said.

Jessie laughed. “Poor John’s only got nectarine buddies.” 

“Acquaintance, then,” Nolan said.

“Anyway, you’ve got me, John,” Jessie put in. “I’m your friend.”

“John Mordred,” Nolan said. “You must know the famous John Mordred? The so-called Ultimate Londoner? Bloody hell, are you stupid, John? I gave you – what? – three clues?”  

Murgatroyd felt the moonshine kick in. He ran ‘John Mordred’ through his brain like he was feeding data into a sci-fi computer. He pressed ‘process’ and stood back an inch so he could watch the tickertape emerge. He tore it off. He mentally exclaimed, ‘Wow! That’s great!’

“You look pleased, John,” Jessie said.  

“I told you it was good news,” Nolan said. “Finish your nectarine, then get yourself a coffee if you like. I recommend black, three sugars. You’re re-hired. We’ll see you back at base.”

“Or ‘Tracy Island’, as John Mordred hilariously calls it,” Jessie said.

Nolan chortled humourlessly. “He’s one heck of a funny guy. Bye, John.”

“See you later, alligator,” Jessie said.

They stood up in unison and sauntered away without looking round. To the casual observer, they might have been a couple of solicitors on their way back from another dull appointment with a legal cashier. 

Murgatroyd shuddered and tried to get his mind back in gear. They could have killed him if they’d wanted to, and they undoubtedly would, had they been asked to. Black Department didn’t pull any punches. As far as he’d ever been able to tell, it was composed almost entirely of certifiable loonies, of which he himself was one; men and women who’d seen too much action and who’d somehow became stronger in the process; who no longer cared whether they, or anyone else, lived or died. What was that saying of Nietzsche’s? When you gaze too long into the abyss, it gazes into you? Something like that.

In any case, the crisis was over. In more ways than one. Good old John Mordred. Mr Reliable. If he couldn’t get to the bottom of this, no one could.

Which meant he’d just saved twelve thousand six hundred and forty-one pounds and twenty-one pence, plus his lovely flat in Shoreditch. 

But heck, it was a million times better than that! They knew nothing whatsoever about his nest egg in Zurich!
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Chapter 2: A Job Offer
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“You’ll have to try hard not to look like you saw it coming a mile off,” Alec said.

“I’m not sure she’ll expect me to look that surprised,” John replied.

10am in Thames House, and the canteen was buzzing with agents and officers on fifteen-minute breaks. The smell of frying bacon and eggs and freshly ground coffee sat on top of a conversational hubbub like foam on a warm bath. John Mordred sat on the opposite side of the table to Edna Watson and Alec Cunningham: a tall white guy with curly blond hair opposite a tall, athletic black woman with a close-cropped haircut next to a slender middle-aged male with a slightly vulpine demeanour. John took a sip of his tea and tore the seal from his twin pack of ginger biscuits. He sat next to the window, looking out. The rain was hard enough to slap the pavement and slow the cars to a crawl. 

John’s meeting with Ruby Parker wasn’t for another hour. The eponymous single item on the agenda seemed hardly worth an anticipatory discussion. They could all guess. Chasha Jones, formerly of Black Department, ad hoc collaborator with John in his last assignment, had at last been formally recruited by Red Department. Starts today, and you’re going to be mentoring her, John. Not that she needed it.

“Still don’t see why you need a meeting to introduce her,” Alec said. “It’s not like you haven’t met her already. We all know who she is.”

“She’s probably being given a special role,” John replied. “I know what you’re going to say: Edna was given a special role, but we didn’t have a special meeting to introduce her. Well, I was abroad in East Africa when Edna was taken on.” He turned to Edna. “Sorry to talk about you in the third person, but I really must win this argument with Alec.”

Edna patted his hand. “That’s okay.” She broke off a piece of her Twix and put it in her mouth. 

“Talk about me in the third person,” Alec muttered,  

“Anyway, we did have a special meeting to introduce me,” Edna said. “You just weren’t there, John. Being shot at in a speedboat or something. Lame excuse.”

“God, we’re all so cool,” Alec said ironically. 

“That was a real bucket of cold water, Alec,” Edna said. “And yet, I was actually on your side at the time. Never again.”

“So there’s your answer, Alec,” John said. “Chasha Jones is being given a special introductory meeting because she’s being given some specific role. Come on, she’s been with Black up till now. That gives her a hefty CV.”

“You don’t get to be down in Basement 10 unless you’re pretty exceptional,” Edna agreed. “So I’ve heard.”

“That’s exactly what they want you to think,” Alec said. “Which doesn’t mean it’s true. If I’m honest, I’m not keen on deferring to her.” 

Edna grinned. “Why? Because she’s a woman?”

“In Alec’s defence,” John said, “so is Ruby Parker.”

“Why is everyone so eternally keen to mark me down as a dinosaur?” Alec said. “No, not because she’s a woman, actually. Because she’s twenty-three, or twenty-four, and I’m in my mid- to late forties, depending on who’s asking; because, technically, I could be her father.”

“She’s cleverer than me,” John said. “I mean, insofar as it’s really possible to assess these things. Uttered authoritatively enough, I’d probably take orders from her in a crisis. True, I’m ten years younger than you, but - ”

Alec waved his palms. “Look, I’m sorry I said anything, okay? I’ll take orders from her too. I’m not a sexist. A bit of an ageist, apparently, but I’ll go to totalitarian-style re-education classes if that makes you both happy.”

“I prefer you as you are,” Edna said. “I’m not just saying that. I really do. You remind me of my Uncle James. Sorry, that should be great uncle. Yeah, you’re right, she is a douche bag. She’s younger than me and funnier and more attractive. And now she’s going to be my boss. Some people never meet obstacles. I’ve been climbing over them all my life.”

“They say middle-aged white men have no problems,” Alec said. “What they don’t realise - ” 

“I never said that,” Edna cut in. “You’ve got lots of problems.”

Alec laughed. John gave her his second ginger biscuit. She dipped it in his tea. She put both her feet on the chair next to him. They sat in silence for five minutes. Edna looked at her phone. Alec stared gloomily into space. John counted his breaths, exhaling as far as possible and trying to think of nothing.

“I didn’t think she was that ‘attractive’,” Alec said. “Chasha Jones, I mean.”

“Who’s your idea of ‘attractive’, then?” Edna replied. “Just out of interest.”

“Valentina,” he replied. “My fiancée.”

She scoffed. “Doesn’t count.” 

He gave a shrug and took a deep breath. “Jennifer Lopez, maybe. I don’t know. Thandie Newton? T’Nia Miller?”

“You surprise me,” she said. “I had you down as more of a Scarlett Johansson, Jessica Alba-type guy.”

“So I’m a racist too now, apparently,” he said. “It may interest you to know that my second wife, Cecily, was Kenyan. And she divorced me. And that both my daughters are mixed-race; ‘black’, in their self-definition. What do you make of that?”

John held his hands up. “Time out. Alec, you’re not a racist, and Edna wasn’t accusing you of being one. She was simply saying she thought you might prefer a woman who looked more like Valentina, that’s all. Not one who looked like the second of your three wives.”

“I didn’t know your second wife was black,” Edna said. “And I didn’t mean what you thought I was implying. God.”

Alec laughed. “Hey, apologies for overreacting. It’s just that some people think that because I’m not ashamed of being a middle-aged, middle-class white guy, I must therefore be a crypto-fascist. You’re obviously not one of those people.” 

“Re-set” she replied. “Hang on. You’ve had three wives?”

“It’s a long story,” Alec said. “Anyway, it’s not completely abnormal nowadays.”

“Not that it’s any of my business, of course,” Edna said.

“Getting back to the point,” Alec said, “as John so sensibly pointed out earlier, Ruby Parker’s a woman. As he didn’t mention, she also happens to be black. And I’d rather take orders from her than anyone else on earth. I’m not perfect, but I’m a reasonably decent guy. Even my three ex-wives admit that. Apart from wife number one, who passed away a few years ago.” 

“I think it’s probably time to change the subject,” John said.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Edna said, ignoring him. “Your first wife, I mean.”

“She was a lot older than me,” Alec went on. “Thirty-four year age-gap, actually. She was nearly eighty when she died. Cancer of the spleen. Good innings, and we were still friends at the final curtain.”

John looked out of the window again. He’d been here more than once before. Alec seemed to feel the need to tell everyone his life history sooner or later. It never happened when he was drunk. It always happened in the canteen, over coffee and biscuits. 

Jean, Cecily, Rosaura... and now Valentina. 

“Valentina’s totally different,” Alec was saying. “Yes, I’ve made a few mistakes, but I’m a changed person these last few years. I started modelling myself on John here, then I read Jordan Peterson’s 12 Rules for Life. Not that I was a bad person before, just immature. Nowadays, I understand you’ve got to work at it. Remember last year when Patrick Atherton tried to make me choose between the love of my life and my vocation? I didn’t hesitate. I upped and walked out on him without a second thought. I’d never have done that previously. I’ve grown up.”

“Good to hear,” Edna said noncommittally. “Well, I’d better be getting back to my desk.”

“I’d better be going too,” John said. 

“I suppose we all had,” Alec said. “Sorry for sounding self-obsessed. I don’t know why I always feel the need to blab on about myself.”

“It was interesting,” Edna said. “I feel I know you a bit better now, and you’re right: you’re a decent guy. But I already knew that.”

“Next time,” Alec told her, “we’ll talk about you.”

She laughed. “No, thanks.”

John arrived for his appointment three-quarters of an hour later. Two knocks on the door elicited the usual ‘enter’ from within. He did as commanded and sat on the single chair that had been reserved for him. Ruby Parker, mid-sixties in a navy-blue skirt suit, sat behind a utilitarian desk in a whitewashed room just large enough for herself and three or four invitees. She didn’t look up. Pietro Annigoni’s Queen Regent hung on the wall like a last-gasp symbol of something less entirely functional. 

“I’ll come straight to the point,” she said, putting her pen down and finally facing him. “Your friend Chasha Jones, who was at one time slated to join us, has gone missing. Black Department has requested your assistance in tracking her down.”

Not the introduction he expected, but he’d had bigger surprises. “Gone missing under what circumstances?”

“You’ll understand that, this being Black we’re talking about, I can’t be too specific. Let’s just say we, in Red, offered her a job, then a bigger opportunity came up for her with Black – working in the field – and she grabbed it with both hands. And now she’s disappeared.”

“‘The field’: in this country, or abroad?”

“She was last seen in Hastings.”

Pause. “Hastings.”

“I’m not keen on people repeating my final word as if it’s somehow a comment. Is there something you’d like to say?”

“We’ve all got a lot of respect for Black - ”

“But there is a school of thought that says it enjoys testing MI7’s other departments occasionally. Yes, the thought had occurred to me. However, I don’t think that’s the case here. It also comes with a job offer.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Black wants to recruit you.”

He paused involuntarily. “Er, I’m flattered. But I’m happy here in Red.”

“Even so, they’d hardly sabotage that ambition by playing a prank on you.”

“Unless the ‘want to recruit you’ bit is also a prank.”

She smiled. “Let’s just give them the benefit of the doubt for now, shall we?”

“Hang on.”

“What?” 

“Chasha Jones was going to join us, in Red. Now she’s not. Now Black supposedly wants to enlist me. Don’t you think this could actually be about them keeping her? Maybe in their opinion, she wants to leave so she can work alongside me, and they think their only chance of holding on to her, is to get me down there.”

“It’s an interesting theory. It’s also what I’d call letting your imagination run away with you.”

“If something’s possible it’s never a good idea to dismiss it in advance.” 

She nodded. “No disrespect to Chasha Jones, but in purely professional terms, you’re worth ten of her. No, sorry, John, I’m afraid it can’t be that.”

Silence.

“When she and I were on the run together, last year,” he said eventually, “we went to stay with a friend of her mother’s in Hastings, a woman called Connie Green.”

“There’s our first lead then.”

Somehow, their interview had already run its course: he’d long since learned to recognise the subliminal clues. As he stood up and thanked her, he had the distinct impression he was being set up for something. Something she already knew all about.

Black wants to recruit you. 

Highly unlikely, but, as he reminded himself, if something’s possible it’s best to keep an open mind.

For now...
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Chapter 3: Back to Connie Greenbeard’s
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On the train to Hastings the next day, John finally realised: Chasha Jones was torn between two departments. Black was the most prestigious, but reputedly mega-high-octane, like working in a volatile stock exchange in a war zone; Red was more sedate and methodical. You wouldn’t burn out so easily and might even have a life. Intensity vs. perspective. In the end, you might choose neither. You might have a meltdown and hole up with your mum’s friend in a B&B beside the seaside. Then MI7 might say, ‘Who should sort out this highly talented but fragile youngster? Let’s send John Mordred. After all, he’s partly responsible.’

He arrived in Hastings at 10am. A cold breeze swept the platform, the sun made hard shadows, and seagulls hung aimlessly overhead like kites. He was glad he’d put his coat on. Underneath, he wore a suit and tie and polished brogues. He had a feeling some sort of surprise awaited him, and it was always easier to go from overdressed to casual than the other way round. In the daytime, it was usually just a case of visiting a charity shop.

He walked to the Lord Nelson for a cup of tea, then to an Edwardian boarding house, halfway up a gentle incline on Wellington Road, with a faded sign in the window that read, ‘Vacancies’. 

Connie Green, the proprietress, opened the door on the first knock. If she recognised him, she didn’t show it. A small old woman with a stoop and white hair in a bun, she wore a grey skirt, and carpet slippers embroidered with cat’s faces.  

“I was just about to go out,” she said.

“I don’t know whether you remember me from two months ago?” John asked.

“Who are you?”

“John Mordred.”

“I don’t recognise your name,” she replied, “and I don’t remember your face. Did you stay here as a guest, or what?”

“Just for a night. I was here with Chasha Jones.”

Connie took a deep breath, held it for a moment, then blew it out so hard her lips vibrated. 

“I mean, just as a friend of hers,” he added. “Not as a romantic attachment.”

“So are you looking for a room? This is, like, a boarding house.”

“I’d like to stay here overnight.” He’d known it might come down to payment. As a potential guest, she might well supply him with information. Anything else, she probably wouldn’t.

“Fifty quid a night,” she said.” For that you get a cooked breakfast: your choice of vegetarian or vegan. I won’t cook meat any more.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Vegetarian or vegan?”

“Vegetarian, please. Can I see the room?”

“I thought you said you’d been here before.”

“I have, but I didn’t see every room.”

She drew in more air, then blew it out again. “Fair enough, I suppose. You said you were a friend of Chasha’s?”

“That’s right.”

“Trouble, that one. Come in. But you knew that. Wipe your feet. That’s why I like her. Follow me. We’re rebels, us two. Me and her, not me and you. I don’t know you.”

“I take it she’s not here. Chasha, I mean.”

“Why would she be here?”

He shrugged. Disappointing, but she might be lying, and even if she wasn’t she might still know something. Either way, time to change the subject. “I remember that, at the pirate festival -” 

“What pirate festival?”

“That you, er, like participating in the local pirate festival.”

“What about it?”

“Nothing. It’s just a particular memory I’ve got, that’s all. Sorry if it came out – I don’t know – wrongly.” He didn’t really see how it could have come out ‘wrongly’, but there seemed no better way of putting it. He’d obviously touched some sort of raw nerve. Where, and how to avoid second contact, he didn’t know.

“Major coincidence, I’d say,” Connie said. “I mean, you being here, and knowing Chasha and everything. Was she a good friend of yours?”

“We’d only known each other a couple of weeks. Why do you ask? And what’s the coincidence?”

She led him into the living room. In terms of furniture and fittings, nothing had changed since the last time he’d been here. The upright piano in the corner, the gas fire, the widescreen TV, the framed portrait of Ching Shih above the mantelpiece. 

The sole addition was the room’s occupant. A tall, black, elegantly dressed woman of indeterminate age, sitting on the sofa with a cup of tea and a shoulder bag at her side. She looked up languorously when John came in; then straightened as if she’d had a shock - but not one she couldn’t cope with; maybe even a pleasant one. 

She recognised him, that was obvious. 

But also, disconcerting. He had a good memory for faces, yet he couldn’t recall ever having seen hers before. At a first guess, she was of Amharic or possibly Tigrayan descent. Age-wise, she could have been anything between forty and seventy.

“Here’s the coincidence,” Connie said sarcastically. She waved a finger between her two guests. “Do you two know each other, by any chance?”

The woman shook her head, put her cup on the coffee table and got politely to her feet. “Not that I recall. Why do you ask?” 

“The way you looked at him, just now,” Connie said. “You’re not pigs, are you?”

“I’m Jewish,” the woman said irritably. Strong Home Counties accent.

“Well, ha-bloody-ha,” Connie said. “You know what I mean, love. I’ll spell it out. Officers of the law. Undercover.”

“Absolutely not,” the woman said. “I don’t - ”

Connie shook her head. “Because it seems an odd bloody coincidence.” She faced the woman. “You’re a ‘big friend’ of Chasha Jones’s mum, and here we both are, merrily reminiscing about Chasha like you’re trying to pump me for information.” She turned to John. “And here you are, a big friend of Chasha’s, who just happens to be in the area, looking for a place to stay. How long’s it going to be before you start grilling me about Chasha, eh?” 

The woman looked mortified. “I don’t know what to say. I – I - ”

It was a good act. Connie almost certainly couldn’t see it, but John could. 

He needed to intervene, get whoever this stranger was on his side. He had a feeling she’d be far more useful than Connie Green. He put his hands up at shoulder level.

“That’s it,” he said dourly. “I came here because I’ve stayed here once before, and you’re supposedly the friend of a friend, and I tend to be guided by the principle, ‘Better the devil you know.’ I see I was wrong now. I’ll take my fifty pounds next door, if you don’t mind, and hope for a friendlier reception. Thanks for the welcome back.”

“Oh, get a room,” Connie said derisively.

Pause.

“Er, what?” the mysterious woman said. “Pardon? What did you just say?”

“Get a room,” Connie repeated, seeming to realise she’d chosen the wrong put-down; then, that it was unsuitable enough to be incomprehensible. “You know what I mean,” she added.

“No, not really,” the woman said coldly. “Are you implying that...? Well, what are you implying?”

“Look, I smoke a lot of weed,” Connie said. “Sorry about the misunderstanding, okay? Let’s just let bygones be bygones. Can’t anyone have a little joke nowadays? You two just sit down and get to know each other, and I’ll go and make you both a nice cup of tea.”

“I’ve already had a cup of tea,” the woman said.

Connie ignored her. “This is John Mortice - ” 

“Mordred,” John said.

“He’s stayed here once before, apparently. And John, this is Stella Mackintosh.”

The woman looked like she’d been slapped with a slab of dry ice. “That’s not my name,” she said. But fatally for her cover, she couldn’t resist the next question. “Have you – have you been going through my things?”

Connie rubbed her forehead with her fingertips. “Sorry, I meant Verity Something. Harmondsworth? Was it Harmondsworth? My mistake.”

Another pause. Colder and longer than the previous one. ‘Verity’ obviously hadn’t budgeted for Connie’s kleptomania. “I’m leaving,” she said. 

“Stella Mackintosh was my last guest,” Connie muttered, as if she knew the game was up but she might as well try one last fib, for old times’ sake. “Okay? Sorry, it’s the weed. You must be Verity Harmondsworth, yeah? Verity. Harmondsworth. Got it.”

An apparently textbook example of too little too late. 

But then, with a chill of surprise, Mordred suddenly saw the act beneath the act: from the point of view of ‘Stella’, all this was going entirely to plan. She’d foreseen that Connie would go through her things. More than that, she’d banked on it. She wanted John to know who she was.

Which was worrying, given that he had no idea who she was. 

Meanwhile, she’d left the room, presumably as a preliminary to packing her things and calling a taxi. Mordred heard her climb the stairs.

Connie turned to John with a ‘Thank God she’s out of the way’ expression. “Take your coat off and sit down. How about a nice cup of tea?”

“Er, that would be great.”

“Do you play the piano? Feel free to have a tinkle while I’m in the kitchen.”

The door to the living room suddenly banged open again. Stella/Verity stood with a suitcase and a thunderous expression.

“I had two hundred pounds in my purse last night,” she said. “And I’ve only got fifty now.”

Connie looked directly at her, adopted a hangdog expression, puckered her lips, and took a breath. “Oh, dear. I hope that wasn’t Mr Collins from across the corridor. He’s a regular of mine and he’s done something similar before. Not entirely right in the head, sadly. And he’s gone now. An early riser, you see. Or you might have mislaid it. Did you look under the bed?”

“Why would it be under the bed? Repeat: I had two hundred pounds. Explain how fifteen ten pound notes could detach themselves from my original twenty whilst still in my purse, then travel through the air, and land together UNDER MY BED?” 

Connie shrugged. “It happens.”

“No, it DOESN’T bloody happen!”

“I’ll go and look. You stay here.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“Stay here. John, you talk to her. Play her some of your piano.”

Connie left. They heard her stomp upstairs as if she was in a sulk. Stella sat down on the sofa. All her anger had dissipated, although, strictly speaking, it had never been there in the first place. 

John had the weird feeling of never having met anyone like Stella/Verity before. Everything about her – at least, as much as he’d seen so far - was a performance. Or rather, she had levels, of which he suspected the deepest was permanently hidden from everyone but herself.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Good question,” she replied. “Is it a Why were you asking about Chasha Jones question or - ”

“It’s a What’s your exact role in Black Department question.”

She smiled. For the first time, she looked genuinely taken aback. “As a matter of fact, I’m its Head.”

“Oh, really,” he said sarcastically.

“I didn’t expect you to ask. Or to believe me when I admitted it.”

“Why are you here in person, then? Why couldn’t you get someone else - ”

“Shall we sit down? In roughly five minutes, Connie’s going to come downstairs with my hundred and fifty pounds, and explain that she ‘found it in Mr Collins’s room’, although Mr Collins doesn’t actually exist, and actually, she only took a hundred last night. So don’t bank on that nice cup of tea. To answer your question: I’m mainly here to meet you.”

“Why couldn’t you just introduce yourself to me in Thames House? If not there, why not somewhere closer to home? Why go to the trouble and expense of coming to see Connie Green?”

“Because everything I do is a matter of intense interest to others. If someone as important as me wants to meet someone as well regarded as you, I have to do it undercover, or tongues start wagging. I’m being watched in other words. Benignly, but even so. Thames House is out of the question, as is anywhere in London.”

“So what’s your real name?”

“Stella.”

The door to the living room opened. Connie Green stood with a bunch of ten pound notes. “I could only find a hundred,” she said.

“Where was it?” Stella asked.

“By the, er, radiator. On the left.”

“Mr Collins must have gone through my purse,” Stella said. “That’s the only explanation I can think of. Have you searched his room?”

“Not yet. Are you sure it was two hundred you had?” 

“I’m more or less certain, yes. Why?”

“Just asking.”

“I think we should search Mr Collins’s room,” Stella said. “We can do it together, if you like. Then, if it’s not there, I’ll probably ring the police. Of course, they’ll need a full description of him. And obviously, I’ll insist they examine the room for fingerprints.”

Connie’s expression darkened. She obviously knew she was being played now, but also that there was nothing she could do about it. She’d reduced all her options to one: pay up, or else. “I’ll go and check his room,” she said miserably.

Stella stood up. “I’ll help you.”

“Sit down,” Connie said. “I’ll do it.” She sighed bitterly. “John, you talk to her about... I don’t know... about Chasha or something?”

She left. They heard her stomp upstairs again. 

Stella turned to John. “I can see you think I’m being cruel.”

“She stole your money. Now you’re stealing hers. You can probably afford it more than she can. On the other hand, she started it.”

Stella took out her purse from her bag. She left the room. “Mrs Green?”

“Yeah, what?” Connie replied from a distance.

“I’ve just found it! I’ve found the fifty pounds! It was in a separate pocket in my purse! I must have put it in there by mistake!”

Silence.

“Come again?” Connie said, after five seconds.

“I said, I’ve found it!”

“What? The fifty pounds?”

“It was in a separate pocket! It was all my fault!”

“The fifty pounds?”

“Yes, it was in a separate pocket! I’m so sorry!”

“Hallelujah! Oh, bloody hell! That’s fantastic!”

“I know!”

“Oh, what a relief! And it was in a separate pocket?”

“Yes! Sorry for putting you to all that trouble.”

“Don’t mention it, Stella! I’m just glad you found it! Thank God. I’ll put the kettle on!” 

Stella re-entered the room, resumed her seat, put her purse away, and crossed her legs. “I’ll cut to the chase, John. I’m headhunting. Your wife is set to become Head of Red Department in a few months’ time, and she probably won’t want you ‘cramping her style’, as the euphemism has it. She’ll want fresh blood. Now, Black apart, Red Department’s easily the best in Thames House. I’m looking to use Ruby Parker’s departure, and Phyllis’s need to put her own personal stamp on her department, as a pretext to give the whole of MI7 a thoroughgoing, long overdue overhaul. And I intend to use your department in its present incarnation as a seeding source. I know the Heads of both Blue and Grey have only just been appointed, but the new incumbents are on a year’s probation, and it’s down to me to assess their suitability – or otherwise. When they fail, which they will with you in the frame, I’ll boot them upstairs in some manner. As I say, that’s the worst-case scenario. Alternatively, I might be able to lure them upstairs with the offer of a ‘better’ job. In that case, they’ll be on their way fairly immediately. Fingers crossed.”

“I take it you’re telling me all this in confidence.”

“Naturally.”

“Why do you need to get rid of the Heads of Blue and Grey?”

“Because you won’t want to leave Red as long as Alec’s there. You and he are partners. I need to arrange a job for him, and it just so happens that he’s long overdue a significant promotion, and as I’ve just said, I intend to rebuild MI7 around Red.”

“And you expect me to come and work for Black?”

“Phyllis aside, you’re becoming increasingly well known to the general public. It began with The Ultimate Londoner. Since then, Ruby Parker’s managed to keep a lid on it. Not as tight as she’d like, but enough to allow you to keep working. Unfortunately, it’s about to reach a tipping point.”

Mordred frowned. “The Ultimate Londoner was two years ago. People began to forget it almost as soon as it was over. It’s basically just a few stalkers now, and there’s a limit to how long even they can keep going, given that they’re getting nothing back.”

“You obviously haven’t heard about V for Vladivostok.”

He had a sinking feeling of having lost the initiative. “What is it?”

“It’s a novel. And it features a thinly-disguised version of you in the central role. ‘The first in the Knebworth Jannison series.’ It’s a fairly accurate version of your adventures in Siberia in 2014: ‘based on a true story’.”

“Are you sure? Sorry, stupid question. When’s it coming out?”

“It already has. It was published by HarperCollins last month. The author’s apparently hoping we’ll send a team of lawyers after him, citing multiple breaches of the Official Secrets Act. But obviously, that would be playing into his hands. No, we learned that lesson well enough with Spycatcher. This time, we’re going to leave it, and let it run its course. But there are other ‘based on a true story’ books in the pipeline, all about you, all written by ex-MI7 employees. There’s one coming out in September about your association with Chapman Hill.”

“Bloody hell.”

“Which is why we’ve got to get you into Black. So we can offer you proper protection. No would-be novelist would dare risk alienating us. Much as I admire Ruby, she’s sometimes overly tolerant of freedom of speech. In any other walk of life, something like V for Vladivostok would be seen as an egregious invasion of privacy, and both legally and morally inadmissible. Sadly, the British have a fetish for spies: they know they don’t understand us, but still, they simultaneously love and despise us. The very essence of mysterium tremendum et fascinans.”

“That’s what I’m called? Knebworth Jannison?

“I know. It’s a horrible name. He’s highly sexed, an expert on firearms, and he can’t seem to get behind the wheel of a car without immediately breaking the speed limit. Otherwise, he’s nothing like you.”

“Very funny. Who’s the author? I’m assuming I know him.”

“Steven Harris.”

He thought for a second. “‘Smarmy Steven’?”

“Some people apparently called him that. He began in Red Department, transferred to Blue, then he was fired at Ruby Parker’s insistence: ‘a traitorous disposition’, she said. This is obviously his revenge.”

“Does Phyllis know? My wife?”

Stella chuckled. “You’d have to ask her.”

“How come no one told me?”

“Come on, John, the victim’s always the last to know. The point is, it’s likely to get worse, and being in Black will remove you from the front line, and prying eyes. We could even pretend you’d retired. Or we could go after Harris and his crew with a baseball bat. Keep an open mind, that’s all I ask.”

“What would I be doing in Black?”

“Something very important. Something senior.”

He laughed. “I’m not the boss type.” 

“Don’t assume you know yourself as well as I do.”

“Even though we’ve never met?”

“Orders don’t have to be draconian or arbitrary. One assesses the situation lucidly, decides rationally what to do - consulting others or not, as the context demands - then deploys the personnel. When people say they don’t like giving orders, it’s usually because they’re afraid of taking responsibility. They’re moral cowards, in other words. That’s not you.” 

“Incidentally, Alec’s not my ‘partner’. Not in the police sense. He’s just a colleague.”

“He recruited you. And you wouldn’t want to leave him behind while you accept a significant promotion. By ‘partner’, I simply mean ‘friend’. You’re not in it for the money or the status. You don’t care about promotion. You do care about friendship.”

He paused for a quick re-assessment. So she actually did seem to know something about him, after all. “Okay, I’ll keep an open mind,” he said.

“Thank you. That’s all I ask.” She stood up. “It’s now time for you to resume your quest for Chasha Jones. I’m due back in London this afternoon, and, given that Connie’s a personal friend of Chasha’s, here’s not the place for me to brief you. I’ve set up a meeting for you in the Royal Standard pub on East Beach Street in an hour. Two of the agents who will be working for you when you join us. It’ll be good for you to make their acquaintance. And, of course, they’ll buy you lunch.”

“Sounds like some sort of setup.”

She smiled. “I know. But it isn’t.”

The door opened. Connie appeared carrying a tray with two cups of tea and a plate of malted milk biscuits. She put it on the coffee table.

“You two drink up,” she said.

Stella sat down again. She sipped her tea without speaking or making further eye-contact with John. 

Connie sat down at the piano and played Gertcha then Margate. She was halfway through London Girls when Stella stood up and put her cup on the table. 

Connie stopped playing and got laboriously to her feet. “Oh, are you going?”

“I’ve got a train to catch,” Stella replied. “Thank you for a lovely stay, and apologies again for the mix-up.”

“Come back any time,” Connie said.

They left the room together. John heard the front door close. Connie came back into the room, sat at the piano and resumed London Girls. 
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Chapter 4: On the Beach
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John walked over to Connie at the piano and told her he had to go. She looked blankly at him, played to the end of the chorus and stood up. “Why?” she said.

“I’m needed at work.”

“What did you want to know about Chasha? How much is it worth?”

“I don’t - ” 

“A tenner and I’ll tell you everything.”

A good deal, on the face of it, given that an hour ago, he’d been happy to spend fifty pounds on a room he didn’t want or need; but someone else might come asking, and, for the right money, she’d almost certainly let them know he’d been here and been willing to pay. “I wasn’t here to ask about Chasha,” he said. “I’m sorry if I gave that impression. I just wanted a room, but sadly, I’ve now got to go across town on urgent business.”

He put his coat on. They walked in step to the front door. For some reason, just before he crossed the threshold, he gave her a ten pound note. He told her it was for the tea and biscuits, but he knew that wasn’t true. Pathetically, it was because he felt sorry for her.

Twenty minutes later, he was at the Royal Standard pub on East Beach Street. A white, house-on-the-end-of-the-street looking building with its name in gold lettering on a red background. The sun was still out, but here, almost on the seafront, the wind chill was significantly stronger. 

A young couple sat outside, facing each other, at one of the picnic tables: a thin woman of East Asian descent in a skin-tight mini-dress and floral pumps, and a tall, short-haired man wearing a suit. Both had cocktails in large glasses with miniature umbrellas. He saw them tense infinitesimally when he came into their sight-line. He went over and sat beside the woman. She turned to face him with feigned disapproval.

He smiled and offered the woman a handshake. “I’m John Mordred.”

She gave a lopsided grin. “Er... do we know you?” 

“I’ve just played this same game with Stella Mackintosh,” he told her. “I’m here for a briefing, and for you to buy me lunch. It’s far too cold for anyone in their right minds to be sitting outside – let alone someone in a mini-dress with not even a cardigan to hand: you’ve got goose bumps, by the way - and you’re not a couple, though you’re doing a very good imitation of one.” He knew he sounded like a smart aleck, but it couldn’t be helped.

The woman accepted his handshake with a disappointed air. “Did Stella tell you how to recognise us?”

“Because she said she wasn’t going to,” the man added grumpily.

“I’ve just told you how I recognised you,” Mordred said. “And my name. Are you going to tell me yours? Or shall I just call you Mr and Mrs Black Department?”

The man stood up and extended his hand contritely. “Sorry, John. I’m Nolan Carver. This is Jessie Sekuda. Shall we get the menu?”
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