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Part 1




1


Millicent tried not to hurry.


No one suspected anything, she was sure. But she tried not to hurry. She flicked on the electric light and looked at her face briefly in the silver platter on the kitchen dresser. It would have to do. No time. She left a small package out for Poppy. No one at the Embassy had ever been mean to her exactly, but she couldn’t stay. Not once she’d found out. And there was Harold.


She put her hand to the back door, listened to the cries above for a moment – ecstasy, real and fake. The hinges creaked. She peered along the covered walkway to the back gate, saw no one. It was now or never—


‘Evening, Millie,’ a voice came out of the darkness, soft and sinister.


She hesitated. ‘All right, Big T?’


‘Off out?’


‘My shift’s done. I cleared it with Delphy, check if you like. You?’ Millicent’s voice trembled.


Big T, or Tommy, scratched his chin. Millicent could hear the stubble bristle. Her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness and she picked out his long, heavily muscled form leaning against a post, as if he was waiting for her. He wore no hat and he stood still, but his shoulders seemed to twitch and ripple under his shirt. After a moment, he cracked his enormous knuckles and replied.


‘Me? Came for a snout, didn’t I?’


Millicent saw no smokes. She nodded, pulled her handbag close and stepped past him along the walkway. Don’t run. Don’t hurry.


As she reached the back gate, she heard Big T’s muffled voice carrying through the night. ‘Mind how you go,’ he echoed.


She closed the gate behind her, looked left and right, then headed south to Buckingham Palace Road. Don’t hurry. With every step, with each yard she put between herself and the Embassy, her spirits lifted. Never again. The number 11 turned the corner off to her right and she flitted across the road just in time to step onto the plate.


Each advertisement inside offered comfort, normality, a reminder that life existed outside the Embassy. Her eyes flicked along the strips above the windows. DAILY MAIL MILLION SALES. COLEMAN’S MUSTARD. HEINZ 57 VARIETIES. MAKE 1910 SPECIAL WITH WHITE STAR LINES. FOR COUGHS, COLDS AND INFLUENZA, VENO’S LIGHTNING COUGH CURE. She checked and rechecked her bag, jangled the contents. A well-dressed gent in a bowler glared at her sharp. ‘Quiet there, girl.’


She cast her eyes down and stopped fidgeting. Only eighteen but she knew more than the old man would ever know. She let the duffer have his moment, then looked up at her reflection in the glass and recognised something there, something she hadn’t seen in a long time. Hope.


 What she did not do was look out of the back of the bus.


She hadn’t had a chance to say her goodbyes, but that could wait. She really only had one anyway, and she could write to Jax at her mum’s taxi hut, when she got the chance.


‘All change, all change,’ the conductor cried as the bus pulled in at Hammersmith. Millicent hoped he was right. He’d promised, her man, dear Harold, her big-tooted lisper. But could it be so easy? Easier than staying at the Embassy, mind.


She set off down Hammersmith Bridge Road, her heart a jumble of nerves and excitement, the Embassy feeling further and further off as she walked. A great sign flapped in the wind: Polling Booth, with a large arrow pointing down a side alley. There was a general election on. It took weeks, and wasn’t due to end until the middle of February. Not that she’d ever have the chance to vote, nor anyone she knew neither, other than dear Harold.


It grew colder as she approached the river. The traffic had thinned. A fine sleet drifted in and out of the street lamps. Up ahead, the bridge. Why did they have to meet here? She wished she’d asked Harold.


The lighting on the bridge was even worse than on the road. A high wind rattled the lamps. She could hear the river ripple and swell beneath her. She stopped, listened, and squinted into the night. Was that a cab? Her hand leapt to the small St Christopher usually hanging around her neck on a red ribbon. Then she remembered she’d left it behind.


Suddenly, out of the darkness, a solitary figure appeared on the bridge, walking towards her very quickly, with purpose.


 ‘Harry,’ she called, unsure. ‘Harold, is that you?’
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Wiggins changed caps. He stuffed the flat cap in his pocket and unfolded a sharply peaked tweed number from his inside pocket, all without breaking stride. His right leg swung round in an awkward limp.


 The two men in front of him talked loudly, seemingly unaware of their tail. Wiggins kept his eyes fixed on the taller of the two. He wore a straw boater, set at a jaunty angle, and his side whiskers were a shocking red. At almost six foot, thin and angular, he was a Swan matchstick of a man. His companion, more compact, barrel-chested, wore a three-piece tweed suit despite the warm spring day and strutted along the pavement, shoulders back. The pair pushed through the tourists outside the House of Commons. Wiggins kept pace as they moved into the back streets, away from Millbank and the river. It was emptier here, even in the afternoon, and Wiggins hunched his shoulders and slowed down. The two men showed no sign of being noticed. Yet.


Wiggins’s boss, Captain Vernon Kell, had briefed him that morning. They sat in the apartment on Victoria Street that served as the office of the Secret Service Bureau’s home section. ‘The two men are booked to lunch at Scott’s. Follow them afterwards,’ Kell said.


‘What for?’


Kell looked up sharply. ‘Because I order you to.’ He sighed. ‘I will tell you when you need to know. Is that sufficient?’


Wiggins nodded. It was. After the work he’d been doing for the last six months, following someone through the streets of London felt like a godsend of a task. ‘What if they split?’


 ‘If they do, you must follow the leader – I’m not sure which it is, so you’ll have to make a judgement.’ Kell fixed him with a stare. ‘But whatever you do, don’t stop them – they are probably armed and definitely dangerous.’


Wiggins kept his face hidden by the cap and limped on. The two men turned into a busier street. Watery sunlight bounced off a pub’s windows. A jeweller’s sign seesawed in the wind. An argument started up ahead, two streetwalkers fighting over scraps. Wiggins flicked his attention away for a second, then pulled his eyes back to his target.


Suddenly, the two men stopped. They pretended to cross the road, then doubled back towards him. Wiggins didn’t break stride. As they neared, he dipped his head still further. Both men held their chins up high. He limped past them and half nodded, in recognition of his lower status. The two men barely batted an eye, although it was quite clear to Wiggins that they were deploying counter-surveillance manouevres.


‘Hold on a sec, Bernie,’ the taller one said in a loud voice. ‘My laces.’


Wiggins ducked into a doorway and listened in. Which wasn’t hard, as both the tall one and his mate spoke in such booming voices that he could have been in the boozer opposite and still heard.


Bernie turned back to his friend. ‘Hurry up, Viv, we’re late.’


Wiggins spirited the pebble out of his shoe, changed his hat once more, and waited for the two men to walk back the way they’d come. They set off again, and Wiggins went after them, hidden behind a nanny pushing a huge pram. He tried to collect his thoughts. They were military, certainly: you could tell that by their bearing, the folds in their clothes, and their shoes.


The shorter man, Bernie, scoped the road behind him once more. Again, Wiggins didn’t break stride. The two men continued onwards. Wiggins cursed. He hadn’t been spotted but they were looking out for him, for someone.


 Bernie and Viv (Wiggins couldn’t think of them in any other way now) reached Victoria Street. The main road buzzed with veering motor cars, buses and fast-stepping government types, messenger boys and tourists staring up at Westminster Cathedral. The two men stopped for a moment. Wiggins walked close behind them now, a tight tail in the crush. He knew what was coming and grinned. This was the most exciting thing he’d done in months.


Captain Vernon Kell, head of the Secret Service Bureau’s home division, drummed his fingers on the table and contemplated a glass of milk. He disliked public houses. They never had anything decent to drink, to say nothing of the mixed clientele. The Duke of Cambridge just off Victoria Street was no different.


He sat, as previously arranged, at a table abutting the wooden partition between the lounge bar and the saloon. It was genteel enough on his side of the screen, though the polished oak panels couldn’t shut out the noise from the far more raucous saloon. A glass smashed, a loud cheer followed. At three in the afternoon? Kell looked up at the gap between screen and ceiling, as if the void itself might explain the gulf in class.


‘Good day, Kelly.’


Kell looked across the table. ‘Good day … er … C?’


‘Cunningham. In public.’


‘Sorry,’ Kell muttered.


Sir Mansfield Cumming sat down opposite with a glass of blood-red port and an air of undiluted subterfuge. He undid the button of his jacket and tried to look relaxed.


‘Not drinking?’ he said.


‘I didn’t see a premier cru,’ Kell replied.


‘Hard to trust a man who doesn’t drink,’ Cumming said, as if to himself. The two regarded each other in silence for a moment. Cumming’s brow pinched to an angry point above his eagle nose, and his stiff movements showed his age. Their collaboration hadn’t been a roaring success so far. In the days when they’d first got the commission – Kell to head a home service, Cumming a foreign one – it had seemed like a grand new beginning, a secret service designed to counter the threat from German spies at home, whilst at the same time seeking information about them abroad. A fully funded, flexible and alert Secret Service Bureau for the twentieth century. It hadn’t turned out that way.


They did not get on. Cumming was a high-handed, self-important bore as far as Kell was concerned: obsessed with code names, secret protocols and needless subterfuge. Every time they met, he insisted on being addressed as Cunningham, while he called him Kelly.


Kell sipped his glass of milk. They sat in silence for a moment longer.


‘What time do you expect—’


‘It’s fluid,’ Cumming cut him off. ‘You can’t put a stopwatch in the field.’ He hesitated. ‘But I myself do happen to have an appointment at around four …’


Kell raised an eyebrow. He heard a single tap on the partition by his ear, then a double rap. Cumming didn’t notice. Kell put his glass down heavily. ‘Well,’ he said at last. ‘I hope we can be of some help.’


Cumming sniffed.


‘I’ve wondered why you haven’t called on us more, to be honest,’ Kell went on.


‘You mean Agent OO?’


Kell nodded. ‘I know that you like to work alone, or at least you don’t like to share your plans. But you must understand, while our work is separate, we stand or fall together. If one of us fails, we both fail.’


‘I hope you’re not telling me how to do my job, Kelly, because if you are—’


‘I am not telling you how to do anything,’ Kell snapped. ‘I am merely pointing out the facts. We are a new service. In the eyes of our masters, we are the sides of the same coin. Our fates are entwined.’


Cumming glared for a moment. ‘I don’t like your Agent OO, if you must know.’


Kell lifted a hand to interrupt, but Cumming sailed on regardless.


‘I simply can’t believe he’s trustworthy. His deductive tricks were quite diverting when you introduced us. And I’m sure he can fight well enough in a street brawl. But I need intelligence on German military activity on the Continent. I need men whom I can trust in a clinch. Would you really trust Agent OO not to be bought off by the Germans? His low-born type respond to money first, and money always.’


Kell tried to interrupt once more but Cumming waved him away.


‘No, no. Gentlemen make the best agents. Men of honour, men of breeding, men of character. This current scenario is the only one when such a man as OO really has any use.’


At that moment, two men of military bearing came into the bar. Cumming stood up and gestured them over. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said. ‘Good afternoon.’ Kell rose as Cumming introduced him. ‘This is a good friend, Mr Kelly. Kelly, this is …’


‘Captain Bernard Trench.’ The tall man thrust out his hand.


Cumming stammered. ‘I-I was rather hoping … No matter, this is …’


‘Lieutenant Vivian Brandon. Delighted I’m sure.’


‘Bonfire …’ Cumming muttered. ‘Your code name is Bonfire.’


‘Sorry, still getting the hang of it.’ Brandon didn’t look sorry in the least. They all sat, Brandon and Trench with broad grins written across their faces, every inch young, off-duty military men out for a jolly in town.


Cumming tapped his walking stick on the floor. ‘Were you followed?’


‘Absolutely. Reggie told us it was a training exercise—’


‘Reggie told you?’ Cumming said, appalled.


‘Rather. So we were on the lookout as soon as we left Scott’s.’


Cumming shook his head but gestured for Trench to continue. ‘We were followed by a woman outside Westminster Abbey. A streetwalker. She trailed us into Millbank. Luckily Viv here spotted her, and we doubled back to make sure. She scuttled off as soon as she saw us.’


‘She weren’t a streetwalker.’ A small shutter in the wooden partition by Kell’s shoulder scraped open, and a voice rasped through the hole. ‘And she weren’t following anyone. She was selling flowers for evensong.’ Wiggins glugged at his beer audibly.


‘Who the devil’s that?’ Trench snapped from across the table. ‘Show your face!’


‘He’s the man who followed you from Scott’s,’ Kell said.


‘Damned sneak,’ Brandon exclaimed.


‘And don’t ever try to look at your tail – you’s just telling them you know you’re being followed, giving gen away for nothing.’


Trench turned to Cumming. ‘How dare he speak to us this way. I can barely understand a word, to be honest, but I simply refuse to be addressed so.’


‘Steady,’ Cumming said. ‘This was the exercise. It’s OO.’


‘It’s outrageous. He’s … drinking in a saloon bar. A sneak, I tell you. I’m an officer and a gentleman.’


Kell sighed and looked at Cumming. The older man raised his hand to silence Trench and hunched over the table.


‘Look here, Kelly, is there anything your man could tell us here and now? Advice?’


‘You could ask him yourself – he can hear, you know.’


Cumming pursed his tight lips, glaring at Kell as he spoke. ‘Any advice for men in foreign climes?’


‘What climes?’ Wiggins answered.


Cumming growled. ‘Tiaria,’ he said at last. ‘I can’t say more.’


‘Do they have the death penalty there?’


‘Of course.’


‘Then don’t send them.’


Brandon slapped his hand on the table. ‘This is ridiculous.’


‘Come on,’ Kell hissed through the screen.


‘You’s just sending them to the grave,’ Wiggins persisted.


Kell rapped the partition with his stick.


Wiggins sighed theatrically. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘these jokers could be in training for months—’


‘I say …’


‘—and still not know their arse from their elbow.’


‘Please,’ Kell interjected quickly, glancing at Brandon and Trench. He bent to the partition. ‘Anything you can say in a few short, preferably non-obscene words. Which might help?’


More glugging. Cumming rattled his glass on the table, impatient. ‘How should we get information out? Documents.’


‘Does, er, Tiaria have the post?’


‘As good as ours, I’m told.’


‘Then post it.’


‘Oh, this is ridiculous. Should we address it to the Admiralty?’ Trench scoffed.


‘Post it to a box somewhere else in … Tiaria … then forward it on later. It’s a cutout.’


‘Hmm, I see,’ Kell nodded.


Wiggins went on. ‘But same rules using the post as anything else – keep consistent with the cover.’


‘This is stuff and nonsense,’ Brandon said. ‘I can hardly make out a word the man says.’


‘He means,’ Kell said slowly, ‘that whenever you use the postal system, send another letter at the same time – a letter that is consistent with your cover story.’


‘Handwrite one envelope – the neutral – type the other,’ Wiggins finished.


Cumming nodded at Kell slowly. ‘In case you are being watched.’


‘Zackly.’


‘Yes, yes, I see. The Ger— er … the TRs would search the post and find the handwritten letter, but not the treasure.’


‘Is this all really necessary?’ Brandon piped in. ‘We’re due at the Army and Navy stores at four – we need to get our kit.’


‘Of course. Thank you, Kelly, for the advice,’ Cumming said.


‘Much obliged, I’m sure,’ Trench added through reed-thin lips.


Kell nodded. No one thanked Wiggins. Cumming got up, as did Brandon and Trench.


‘One more thing,’ Wiggins echoed through the shutter. ‘Bernie and Viv here …’


‘How does he know our names?’ Brandon said, to no one.


‘They should play up the couple. Act like that’s what they’re hiding.’


Brandon turned to Trench. ‘What does he mean?’ Trench ignored him, but his cheeks had begun to redden. He clenched his fists.


Wiggins carried on. ‘Then it will make sense, if they’re acting a bit dodge like. I mean, anyone would think these two are au fait, if you get the drift.’


Brandon didn’t. Trench, on the other hand, had gone a deep purple. A vein throbbed in his temple. Kell coughed. Cumming stuttered, ‘Ah, well, yes. Gentlemen, shall we—’


‘Scoundrel!’ Trench cried and leapt across the table. He ripped open the shutter, ‘How dare he …’


Wiggins was gone. All that remained was a foam-licked glass, glistening wet, empty.


Brandon scowled at Kell. ‘Keep your … man … away from us.’


 Kell pulled on his gloves carefully. ‘As you wish,’ he said finally and got up. ‘But ignore his advice at your peril. He is the finest man in the Service. And if you’re going where I think you’re going, then you’ll need every ounce of help you can get. Your lives depend on it. Good day, Cunni— oh, Cumming. Gentlemen.’ He planted his hat on his head, tipped it slightly and left the three men standing around the table, confused, outraged and affronted.


Kell turned right out of the pub and crossed the road to an apartment building on Victoria Street. A squadron of pigeons swooped past the bell tower of Westminster Cathedral. Kell watched as one of the birds, unquestionably white despite a mottling of soot, dipped beneath the others and disappeared, alone.


‘Any messages, Simpkins?’ he called out as he entered the hallway of the fourth-floor flat that served as his office and HQ.


He heard the clerk scrape back his chair, garble something through a stuffed mouth, and then break a teacup. ‘Coming, sir.’


Kell turned to his office and pulled the only key from his pocket. He unlocked the door and stepped into the room.


Wiggins sat at Kell’s desk, feet up, waiting for his boss.


Kell stopped the curse on his lips and instead, despite his better judgement, couldn’t help but say, ‘How do you do that?’


Wiggins swung his legs to the floor and sprang up. ‘What was the point of all that, then?’


Kell said nothing. He took his coat, hat and gloves off carefully, eyeing Wiggins all the time. His agent prowled around the room, picking up objects at random, placing them down, moving on.


‘He sending them jokers to Germany?’ Wiggins said at last.


‘Tiaria, Cumming calls it.’


Wiggins rolled his eyes. Kell sat down at his desk and removed his glasses. ‘I understand your frustration.’


‘You think them’ll track Van Bork?’ Wiggins said.


‘I doubt they even know he exists.’ Kell replaced his glasses. ‘Listen. The work you’ve done here in England is exceptional. Together we’ve identified a number of potential German spies—’


‘Small fry!’


‘Who nevertheless will need to be arrested in the event of war. There’s Helm in Portsmouth, Leitner in Chatham, Sternberg in Sunderland.’ As he reeled off this list, Kell pointed to his elaborate filing system of Roneo cards. ‘You found them all.’


‘Nobodies,’ Wiggins said. ‘And we got no proof they are spies, only that they might be when the time comes. We’s still missing the big wheel.’


This was true. The year before, Wiggins had helped Kell break up a spy ring, a success that had led to the creation of the Secret Service Bureau itself. As head of the home section, Kell had been given the express task of rooting out German spies on British soil. But Wiggins and he had failed to find the German kingpin behind the spies, a man known to them only as ‘Van Bork’.


‘We’ve done what we could for the moment,’ Kell said. Wiggins had staked out the German Embassy for months, but had found no leads relating to Van Bork. ‘Besides,’ Kell went on, ‘we don’t even know what he looks like, no small thanks to you. If you hadn’t let our one witness go, we might have had a decent shot.’


Wiggins scowled. Kell didn’t know the whole story, but he’d guessed Wiggins had been romantically involved with a Latvian woman who’d turned out to be an agent provocateur working for Van Bork. The woman had fled the country, and Wiggins hadn’t lifted a finger to stop her.


‘Send me to Germany,’ Wiggins said at last. ‘I’ll find him, I’ll find Van Bork.’


‘You? Oh yes, I can quite see that. A slovenly dressed guttersnipe without a word of German, swanning around the salons of Berlin? You can barely speak intelligible English, man, you’re a street urchin grown up, not some diplomatic lounge lizard. Sherlock Holmes may have taught you, but we both know you’d stick out like a sore thumb anywhere other than the streets, amongst your own class.’


Wiggins glowered at him. Kell reached for a cigarette and looked away. He fiddled with a match, then ribboned smoke into the air and went on. ‘I know you feel guilty about the boy in Woolwich. But you didn’t plunge the knife, Van Bork’s men did.’


‘I’d have a better chance of getting him than Bernie and bloody Viv,’ Wiggins replied.


Kell shook his head. ‘Firstly, we don’t even know if he is in Germany. If he sticks to his guns, then I presume he’s still operating here at least some of the time. We must wait.’


‘For what?’


‘He will show himself again, I know it. We have to be ready to recognise him when he does.’ Kell stubbed out his smoke and fixed Wiggins with a stare. ‘Secondly, it’s not our business chasing spies in Germany. We operate here. We leave the foreign stuff to Cumming. If he asks for our help, well then …’


‘Is that what you brought me back for? Teaching them toffee jokers to wipe their own arses?’


Kell winced. ‘I had hopes for a spy school.’


‘Them’ll never listen to the likes of me.’


Kell nodded slowly. Wiggins had a point. Cumming had made it clear he only wanted agents of impeccable lineage, Oxbridge, Sandhurst types. And they wouldn’t listen to Wiggins – a mistake that could cost them their lives. ‘As it happens, I did bring you back to London for something else. The King’s funeral.’


‘The King’s dead? No one told me.’


Kell tutted. ‘Not yet, but he’ll go soon. And we’re to help with the security.’


‘You asking me to wait around for someone to die?’ Wiggins grinned, disbelieving.


The telephone rang, startling them both. ‘Simpkins,’ Kell called. ‘The telephone.’


Wiggins pulled his cap from his pocket. ‘I’ll be back tomorra. For orders,’ he said.


Simpkins scuttled into the room, pausing briefly at the sight of Wiggins. He reached for the telephone and looked up at Kell. ‘It might be your wife, sir.’


‘I know.’


As the secretary took the call, Wiggins hesitated, a worried look crossing his face. Kell gestured vaguely with his hand and Wiggins strode to the door.


Simpkins gave Kell the message. ‘It’s the Cabinet Office, sir. Secretary Pears. He wants to see you at once.’




2


‘Oi, that’s my snag.’


‘Says who?


‘Says this!’ A punch flew.


Wiggins stepped past the two lads as they closed in a violent scuffle. Behind them, a reporter turned away and called for another boy.


He was in the alleyway next to the Cheshire Cheese pub. Wiggins pushed his way through a gaggle of boys who crowded around the entrance like a colony of birds on the edge of a cliff, flitting to and fro nervously.


The place was rammed, printers on one side, pressmen on the other. It was the best pub on Fleet Street, and everyone knew it. Wiggins went into the public bar. It stank of printers’ Woodbines, press ringers’ pipe smoke and cheap whisky. It stank of ink and sweat and unwashed clothes. It stank of home. After months away, Wiggins savoured London’s stale air, the glorious sounds of a City boozer, swearing, joking, spilt beer and no one giving a toss who you were, or why.


He ordered a pint of half-and-half, took a long gulp, then stuck his head into the alley outside. ‘A general for a day’s tail,’ Wiggins called.


Fourteen hands shot up in unison.


‘’Ere ya are, guv.’ ‘Experienced, me.’ ‘I do MailExpressEvening News.’ ‘Liar.’


Wiggins paused as the boys horseshoed around him. Most were aged between twelve and seventeen, Wiggins reckoned; hard to tell exactly because no one had a scrap on them. All bones and baggy trousers. These were the runners on the lookout for a job, or ‘snag’. Employed freelance by the newspapers, they did all sorts (following celebrities, running errands and the like) that the reporters didn’t have time for. Those pints in the Cheese wouldn’t drink themselves.


Wiggins made a show of scanning all the eager faces, the sharp, bright eyes like mirrors. Then he thrust out his hand, pointing beyond the crowd around him to a solitary figure who hadn’t moved. ‘You’ll do,’ he said.


The figure, who until that moment had lounged against the railings, shrugged and the rest dispersed, muttering darkly.


‘He don’t want it anyway.’ ‘It’s a gyp.’ ‘Fucking ponce, is he?’


Wiggins waited. The skinny figure, dressed like the other boys but if possible even slighter, slunk towards him.


‘Jax,’ Wiggins said quietly.


‘I’m Jack here,’ she hissed under her breath.


Jax was the daughter of Wiggins’s oldest friend, Sal, and they’d run into each other the year before when Jax had been inadvertently working for a spy ring. Wiggins had helped her out of that scrape, but she’d kept running – and kept up pretending to be a boy. He didn’t blame her for that.


He finished his pint and was about to say more when a great commotion swept through the ranks of runners. First one, then two, then more messengers came hurtling down the alleyway and barrelled into the Cheese. Moments later, the pub emptied of reporters. They came bolting out one at a time, screaming for runners.


‘What’s up?’ Wiggins said.


‘King’s all in. He’s about to snuff it.’


The runners pegged off one by one, despatched westwards by the inebriated newspaper men – to Clarence House, Buckingham Palace, Whitehall. The papers needed eyes everywhere, and the runners were cheaper than dust.


Jax looked on longingly at all this work going begging. ‘Oi, mister, I can do Downing Street,’ she called to a harried newsman, who glanced up at Wiggins.


‘He can’t,’ Wiggins said, resting a hand on her shoulder.


‘Ignore him, mister. I’m raring.’


But the reporter had already engaged another boy. Jax slumped back, upset. ‘Still gotta work, ain’t I?’


‘What do you mean still?’


‘I’m on a missing persons, but it don’t pay.’


Wind whipped stray biscuit wrappers and dust in little eddies about them, the alleyway now deserted. Even the clinking glasses and roar of chat from the Cheese had quietened. The King’s imminent death was big news.


Wiggins looked closely at Jax’s face. He stilled an impulse to brush the tears from her cheek. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll pay you.’


‘It’s not …’ She sniffed.


‘What missing person? You a consulting detective now?’


‘Don’t laugh at me.’


Wiggins patted her shoulder. ‘Come on, girl, what’s up?’


Jax sniffed again. She pulled herself up straighter and began to talk in her proper voice – higher, not quite as barked. ‘My mate Millie. Ain’t seen her for months – she ain’t home neither.’


‘She your age, seventeen? A few months, that’s nothing.’


She looked at him. ‘She would’ve said. She’s disappeared.’


Wiggins cracked his fingers and examined the backs of his hands. Soft. Hadn’t been this soft since for ever, now he didn’t have to work for a living. Not real work anyway. ‘Anything on Peter?’


‘Who?’


‘Jax. I have been paying you something, remember.’


‘I tell ya, I’m on a missing persons. And you paid me ’alf a crown. Once. That’s sod all.’


Wiggins took her by both shoulders and fixed her with a glare. ‘Where is Peter?’


Jax shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I tried, but no word, not at Jubilee Street, none of the dives you told me. He’s gone.’


‘I paid you more than ’alf a crown,’ Wiggins said.


She rounded on him. ‘Why don’tcha find your precious Rooski yourself?’


‘I’m known,’ he said. And I’m dead, he did not add.


‘Why the hell you care, anyway?’


Wiggins glanced down the alleyway. His best friend Bill had been killed the year before by a gang of anarchist terrorists. Wiggins had tracked down one of their number, a Latvian who went by the name of Peter the Painter. He’d been out for revenge, but in the end it was Peter who’d put a bullet in Wiggins’s shoulder and left him for dead.


‘I never leave a debt unpaid,’ he replied. She was too young to know what revenge meant, to understand how much he’d lost and what he was prepared to do to right that wrong. He’d give all he had to pay that debt.


‘Bollocks,’ Jax said. ‘You’s just a skank, grown up.’


Wiggins grinned and shook his head. ‘I’ll buy you an ’alf.’


Back inside the pub, they sat at one of the now free tables and pushed aside a great splay of the latest newspapers. The Cheese had all the papers, up to the moment. After all, Wiggins thought as he placed a drink in front of Jax, that’s where the journos got most of their stories – from the other papers.


Wiggins flicked through the first editions of the evenings as Jax rattled on about her missing friend. ‘It’s just not her, it’s not her,’ she kept repeating.


Every now and then, Wiggins asked a question, but Jax didn’t have much information on her friend. That’s how it was when you met people on the streets. There was nothing to tie them down, nothing to pin them.


‘Where she from again?’ Wiggins said.


‘Her ma’s in Lambeth. Vere Street or something.’


‘Ouch. And you’re surprised she scarpered.’


Jax glared at him with such hurt and disappointment that Wiggins put down the paper. ‘All right. I’ll take a look-see.’


‘Would ya?’


‘No promises, like.’


‘Fanks, Wiggins,’ she smiled shyly.


‘In return, you’s take another nose around out east. For Peter.’


‘I’m telling you, he ain’t there.’


Wiggins frowned at her, and kept the stare until she shrugged. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now hop it.’


She dragged herself from the table. ‘If you find Millie …’


‘I’ll tell her to write. Say bollocks to your mum for me.’


 Jax sloped towards the door. ‘Oi,’ Wiggins called out, holding up a large dull shilling between finger and thumb. ‘You forgot your general.’


‘Good of you to come,’ Soapy drawled.


Kell scratched at his beard. He’d known Soapy for years and yet he was never quite sure how genuine anything he said ever was. ‘It’s not every day I’m summoned to the Cabinet Office,’ he replied. ‘Simpkins even referred to you as Secretary Pears.’


Soapy glanced up at Kell. ‘I didn’t realise you had a clerk,’ he said, gesturing to the empty chair opposite his desk. ‘Pew?’


Kell sat down, slightly uneasy. Soapy was something big in the civil service, and seemed to wield more power with every passing month. He sat in the Cabinet Office like a lazy cat that never quite went to sleep. But he’d rarely summoned Kell in such a way, and they never met at the office.


‘Sorry we couldn’t meet at the club, old man,’ Soapy spoke to Kell’s thoughts. ‘Bit delicate.’ He leaned forward and offered Kell a cigarette from an ebony box on the desk.


They smoked for a moment. Kell waited. Saying too much in Whitehall could get you into trouble.


‘Asquith doesn’t like you chaps.’


‘So you tell me. Often.’


‘Hmm. Yes. But he doesn’t like the sewage workers either – doesn’t stop him, well, yes, ha ha, you get the point.’


‘I do,’ Kell said.


Soapy stubbed out his smoke. ‘And do you know about the latest treaty with Italy?’


Kell shook his head.


‘Exactly! There is no treaty. There should have been, we were poised to make a pact, to stand together in the event of war. But the Italian delegation got wind of some rather damaging information and called the whole thing off.’


‘What damaging information?’


Soapy looked up sharply. ‘I can’t go into too much detail, you understand of course. Suffice to say that many in the Cabinet are not too keen on Italians as a race. Some rather disparaging remarks, often of a personal nature, came to be known to the delegation.’


‘Good God,’ Kell exclaimed. ‘A minister leaked this?’


‘Not necessarily.’ Soapy drew another cigarette, but left it unlit. ‘Some of the material appeared in the minutes.’


‘The departmental clerks saw it?’ Kell did a quick calculation in his head. ‘Then it could be any one of a hundred people?’


‘Yes.’


‘Who stood to benefit from the collapse of the treaty? Cui bono?’


‘And now we arrive at the point. The biggest beneficiary was, of course, Germany. Which is where you come in.’


‘You want me to investigate? Surely this is a matter for the police, for Special Branch?’


‘I hope you’re not this obtuse at home. Not with Constance around.’ Soapy shook his head. ‘Your job is to find German spies, yes? Very well. My job is to protect the Prime Minister, to protect the integrity of the government. We can’t have the police investigating ourselves, can we? It would be unseemly and also bad politics. No, we need to do it quietly. Are you with me still?’


Kell nodded.


‘You and your special … Agent W … can look into it.’


‘He’s a street man, Soap, a foot soldier.’ This last made Kell wince, but he couldn’t have Wiggins under anyone else’s control. Known to his superiors only as Agent W, and to Cumming as Agent OO, Wiggins was still his alone. ‘He’d be lost in the governmental.’


Soapy sniffed. ‘Well, have him look into the clerks at least. You can look into the Germans. Half of Germany will be over for the King’s funeral, whenever that is. Perfect opportunity to do some of the cloak-and-dagger – though none of the dagger, just the cloak.’


‘Why can’t this go through official channels?’


Soapy lifted his arms in exasperation and got up. He took another cigarette, frowned at Kell, then spoke again. ‘The whole point of you chaps, as far as the PM is concerned anyway, is that you’re not quite official. So be not quite official, and find out how this information got out, there’s a good chap.’


Kell hesitated, then got up and put on his hat. As he reached the door, Soapy called out again. ‘Oh, and Kell, not a word of this to anyone.’


‘But I was heading to Special Branch, to see if they had anything on the clerks.’


 Soapy waved his hand dismissively. ‘Try to look at their files by all means, but don’t tell them why. Good day.’


Good day, indeed. Kell smarted as he made his way across Whitehall towards New Scotland Yard and the offices of the Special Branch. The wide street thrummed with tourists clogging his every step. Motorised lorries coughed out fumes, private motor cars lurched and jagged between food carts, horses and the bright red open-top buses. Fleets of bicycles sped by. Armies of clerks streamed out of the government buildings as the working day ended, queues formed at the bus stops and people bustled and shoved. Anyone of those clerks could be selling information, he suddenly realised, and it could take him months to find out who, even with Wiggins back in London.


The charge sergeant at Scotland Yard directed him up the stairs. Kell walked through the public waiting rooms, barely glancing at the wanted posters that adorned the walls. Ugly ‘mugshots’ in the American style and crude pencil portraits.


Special Branch operated out of the third floor, most of which was taken up with their operations room. Kell stood in the doorway for a moment. He eyed up the filing cabinets opposite – a repository of all sorts of vital information. Evidence drawers. A great map of London was pinned to the far wall, flanked by chalk boards scored by the marks of old crimes.


‘What do you want?’ A detective got up and walked towards Kell, in his shirtsleeves, with a five o’clock shadow and dark, hanging brows. Kell could smell his body odour. He came to a halt, half a head taller, five years younger and bristling with hair on the backs of his hands. ‘We don’t allow visitors.’


‘Superintendent Quinn?’


The detective pondered for a second. ‘Far corner,’ he grunted, and gestured with his head. ‘Don’t open the other doors,’ he hissed.


Kell inclined his head and strode slowly between the desks. By now, everyone in the room was looking at him. No one spoke. Instead, to a man they leaned back in their chairs and drew heavily on cigarettes, sentinel fires lighting his way to Quinn’s office. The room reeked of nicotine and sweat and iron. Can’t be iron. Kell shook his head. Blood? His eyes flicked to the interview rooms on his right as he walked. Special Branch had a rough reputation, and getting rougher.


Kell reached the far door and pushed it open. ‘Superintendent?’


The man behind the desk did not turn. He sat facing away from the door, looking up at the wall behind the desk. Kell followed the man’s gaze. The wall was plastered with information. A huge grid, with scribbles, maps and rubber bands connecting names, places, photographs. Kell thought of London: the telegraph wires, train lines, electric connections. Superintendent Quinn had his very own London on the wall, a complex connecting graph of threats, real and imagined, of political unrest, of terrorism. Kell noted some of the headings: Republicans. Fenians. Anarchists. The Gardstein Gang, with a question mark.


Kell shifted his gaze to the right. Another great grid, this time headed with the names of each of the Cabinet ministers – including Prime Minister Asquith – as well as all the senior members of the Royal Family. One of Special Branch’s roles was to provide personal security and bodyguards, if necessary, to all the major figures of the British state. Kell saw at a glance where everyone was, who was looking after them and where they intended to be the following day.


Kell coughed. ‘Sir Patrick?’


The man in the chair finally swivelled around. Sir Patrick Quinn fixed Kell with his lively, dark eyes. He had the bony, raw and hollowed-out look of an aging vulture, with his beaked nose and the faint suggestion of a widow’s peak. In his fifties, he looked good on it, Kell had to admit. Quinn took a pull from his pipe, exhaled and broke the silence with his mild, slightly accented Irish brogue. ‘Superintendent will do just fine, so it will,’ he said at last.


‘I need to look in the files.’


‘Do you? To avoid any doubt here, I am thinking you mean Special Branch files?’


Kell nodded. He glanced back at the filing cabinets in the large office behind him, and at the three locked cabinets in Quinn’s own office.


‘Now then, as a country man, I am not used to the ways of you city folk,’ Quinn carried on.


‘City folk? You’ve been head of the Branch for the last seven years.’ Kell couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice. He never liked dealing with Quinn. Irish. Clever. Not his sort at all.


Quinn grinned. ‘And I’m thinking, what would the War Office be wanting with such files, now. Can you tell me that?’


‘You know I’m not War Office any more – I’m the Secret Service Bureau.’


‘Right you are, right you are. I remember the letterhead now.’


‘Letterhead,’ Kell said, incredulous. ‘We’ve been in contact for months.’


‘There’s no need to be getting in all of a lather now, is there?’ Quinn twinkled, enjoying himself. ‘I’ve recalled everything. You find the German spies, we arrest them. When you find them,’ he added. ‘But as you can see, we are a little busy today – what with the King, poor man, and the very important people going hither and thither. It’s our job to protect them, you know, as well as deal with the many other threats to the nation. Now, is that all there is? Shall we be saying good day?’


Kell bridled. He knew very well what Special Branch did. And he knew, too, how few spies he’d had arrested. ‘I need to see the files,’ he said, again.


‘You have a letter of authority?’


‘It’s coming.’


‘Ah well, then I think I’ll be waiting for that.’


Kell stepped forward, ready to deliver a ‘Damn it all, we’re on the same side’ speech, about how one agency and another must work together to tackle ever-growing threats. He was about to deliver this when his eye snagged on one of the photographs behind Quinn. It was pinned to the wall, beneath a section marked Mid-level. The photograph, of five women on the street, had been taken at a distance, probably a surveillance shot. Three of the women had pencil lines drawn from them out to their names. The other two had circles, with question marks drawn next to them. The photograph wasn’t in focus, and Kell stood six feet away, but he recognised one of those circled figures only too well.


It was his wife, Constance.


‘I …’ Kell faltered. ‘Er, a lot of anarchist gangs up there,’ he gestured, trying to recover himself.


Quinn looked up at him. A shadow passed across his face, quizzical. ‘There are a lot of dangerous men in the country, sure enough. How do they concern you, I’m wondering?’


‘Me? Idle interest. Anyway, yes.’ Kell stepped to the door. ‘I will do as you suggest, and wait for official permission. For the files, I mean,’ he said. ‘Good day.’


‘Good day to you too, Captain Kell. Or is it the evening now? Have a bonny one, if I may so say. And give my best to your good lady wife.’


‘My wife?’


‘Indeed. I am a great supporter of the institution of marriage,’ Quinn went on. ‘I encourage it in all of my detectives.’


 Kell held his eyes for a moment, unsure. Then he nodded and walked back to the door. As he reached it, Quinn called out softly, speaking as if to a child so soft and lovely and lilting was his voice. ‘Captain. Never come to these offices again, uninvited. Now, you be careful on your way out.’


Wiggins picked his way through the rubbish and the empty bottles collecting at the end of Vere Road, just as the last of the daylight faded. A fine rain fell. A fine rain always fell on Lambeth, at least in Wiggins’s experience, and certainly on a street like Vere. New and shiny twenty years ago, it stank of piss and pus now, ten years of neglect, unemployment and gin.


Children clumped here and there, huddling in doorways against the rain. A scrap of a boy peered skywards as Wiggins passed, in a futile effort to spot the sun amid the soot and smoke and despair. A drunk bawled at the far end of the street. Two stray dogs chased each other in a vicious, yapping circle.


The southern side of the road had a row of small tenements, their doors open onto the street, the children threadbare sentinels.


‘Looking for Millie’s?’ he said at the door to number 18.


‘Keep looking, ponce,’ a small boy of eight or so said as he squatted next to a ragged young girl.


‘No one want an ha’penny?’


‘Fird floor,’ the little girl barked quickly. ‘But mind your head, she’s steaming.’ She held out her hand.


‘Ta,’ Wiggins said and palmed her the coin.


The girl grasped the money and then proceeded to follow Wiggins up the stairs, a few paces behind. He looked around at her once or twice, her blue eyes never off him. She was dirtier than hell and twice as sharp. ‘You ain’t no rozzer,’ she said at one point.


‘You think the rozzers are after Millie?’


‘Is that my Millie, is it?’ a throaty female voice rasped through an open door.


Wiggins stepped inside. He couldn’t help holding his hand to his mouth. If the street smelled bad, this room stank like the pit. Rag-covered beds ran along three walls, while a fireplace stood empty on the fourth, the door in one corner. A few kitchen utensils cluttered a table opposite, and in the centre of the room sat a woman, the owner of the voice, slumped in a wicker chair.


‘Millie? My poor Millie, where is she?’ the woman said.


Millie’s mother, Wiggins guessed, though he couldn’t pin her age. He couldn’t pin much about anything in the unlit room, other than that in between her legs Millie’s mother had a metal bucket – the source of much of the smell. Wiggins hoped it contained sick.


‘Where is my poor dear?’ the woman wailed again.


Behind him, the little girl whispered, ‘She don’t give a stuff ’bout Mills. Watch.’


‘Me heart is cleft, good sir.’


‘It’s coming,’ the little girl said. ‘It’s coming.’


‘My only breadwinner gone. It’s not the money I miss, it’s my poor Millie.’


Wiggins coughed. ‘I am come to find her, on behalf of a friend.’


The woman heaved in her chair. ‘Fank God, sir, fank God. You have delivered me. You are an angel, like my poor gone Millie, an angel of light and the Lord.’


‘Do you mind if I look at her stuff,’ Wiggins said, pointing at one of the bedrolls, as directed by the little girl.


‘Fank you, fank you. Anything to find my poor Millie. I am willing to do you that favour, good sir.’ The woman leaned forward, a gin reek wafting off her. ‘Although one favour deserves another, don’t you think? A shilling, sir, can you spare?’


‘There it is,’ sighed the little girl.


‘Is she ya ma?’ Wiggins whispered back.


The little girl nodded.


‘Of course, madam,’ Wiggins said loudly, ‘I will pay for your time. I wouldn’t want to impose.’


Under the little girl’s direction, Wiggins picked his way through Millie’s meagre belongings. A few old clothes, a dried and dead lavender posy, a handkerchief, a tram ticket. The little girl squatted down beside him.


By this time her mother had started singing wildly.


‘Last time she came she had new fings on.’ The little girl pushed her hair out of her eyes. Wiggins knew that gesture, one move away from tears.


‘What things? Clothes?’


‘Scanties. She showed me. Flash ’uns.’


‘She had a fella?’


‘Not so as I know. Just the scanties.’


Wiggins pocketed the ticket and stood up. ‘Thank you, madam,’ he said loudly. ‘I will do my best.’


She broke off from her song. ‘You do that, good sir. For my Millie. And the shilling?’


‘I’ve given it to the nipper here, for safekeeping.’


‘That little bitch?’ she shouted and raised an empty bottle.


Wiggins and the little girl ducked out of the room and ran down the stairs, giggling as they did so. On the landing, Wiggins stopped and gave her the shilling.


‘It’s for you. Do what you can.’


‘Fanks, mister. I’ll snag a pot of gin and water for her, and keep the half for mesel’. And mister. If you find Millie, tell her little Els says wotcha.’


 ‘Wotcha.’


Wiggins took a tram along the Albert Embankment and over into Belgravia. He made a note of all the stops and got out on the edge of the diplomatic district. It made no sense, but it was his only clue.


He walked around the streets in a grid formation, scanning the grand stucco houses, keeping his ears open. Millie’s tram ticket had come from a stop between Victoria and Hyde Park Corner – the fare points – so he knew she’d got on somewhere along this road. The idea that she’d been in and around Belgravia seemed far-fetched on the face of it, but it was the only lead he had. That and the expensive underwear.


It took him nearly two hours (including a stop for a swift pint at the nearest boozer), but as it grew late, one road in particular caught his attention. On the face of it, Ranleigh Terrace was similar to the other streets in the area. Huge houses, with big white porches, large gardens, and embassy insignia on every third building. The ones that weren’t embassies looked like the kind of society piles that were empty half the time, with the rich owners in the country. The street traffic consequently was either the posh crowd, all top hats and pearls, or else their servants.


Ranleigh Terrace had more cars on it than the other nearby streets. More taxis, more often. It also had the strangest embassy Wiggins had ever seen. Bright light burst from every window, despite the late hour. A huge electric light illuminated the entrance porch and he could make out from the kerbside the lettering above the door: THE EMBASSY OF OLIFA.


It was a rum go all round. He’d never even heard of Olifa, yet they had one of the biggest houses in one of the best areas. Fully electrified, too, and not afraid of showing it. He hurried on, not wanting to attract attention.


At the end of the street, he took a left and then a left again down the mews that ran parallel to the terrace and along the back. It was darker there but Wiggins had no trouble in identifying the Embassy. They had more lights on than all the other houses combined. His boots slid on the cobbles and his stomach rumbled. He suddenly realised he hadn’t eaten since lunchtime, other than the three pints at the Cheese plus the extra one around the corner. It made him feel light-headed and a little wobbly. He almost stopped there and then. What the hell was he doing? He was meant to be finding German spies for his day job, and looking for that bastard Peter the Painter when he had the time. But he’d promised Jax. And something told him all was not what it seemed at the Embassy.


A noise sparked him into life once more, a copper walking past the end of the mews. Wiggins slunk back into the shadows, then hustled towards the Embassy’s ivy-clad back door. He took a quick glance around, burped and heaved himself up onto the wall.


The Embassy was alive. Cracks of light striped every window. A gramophone gently wheezed and crackled over the night air. Right up to the very highest windows – it was as if even the servants were partying. Wiggins looked along the garden. A covered walkway ran from the back of the house to the door he’d just tried, out onto the mews.


This was like no embassy he’d ever seen. These Olifans must be fun-loving sorts. But where there’re fun seekers, there’s also darkness. Where there are parties, there are girls. He took tight hold of the ivy, then dropped down into the garden.


He got up and inched out onto the stone paving under the canopy. The ale repeated on him. He knew he shouldn’t have had another. Still. He wiped his mouth, then crouched down and loped along the walkway, keeping one eye on the back door and one on the windows above. Suddenly, the bright button of a flaring cigarette appeared by the doorway, and he dodged behind a bush. ‘What the fuck am I doing?’ he said under his breath.


‘Zackly,’ someone said behind him.


Wiggins turned, only to be met by a fist, full in the face.
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MASSIVE EARTHQUAKE IN COSTA RICA – NO BRITONS DEAD.


Kell threw down the newspaper for the third time that morning. Other than the earthquake, the King’s bad health filled the news. There was a piece hinting at industrial unrest in the northern factories, and a dry article about the rising cost of bread, as if he cared about another halfpenny on a loaf. He sat at the breakfast table, waiting for his wife to join him. She had already been asleep when he arrived home the night before, and she’d risen before he’d had a chance to confront her.


He practised what he would say. ‘Constance, dear, why are you wanted by Special Branch?’ was the straightforward approach, but he baulked at that. Or, ‘The advances in photography these days are quite remarkable. Only the other day I was …’


It was exceedingly awkward to have a suffragist as a wife. They had argued about the cause often, an argument that he somehow never managed to win. It had come to such a pass that they barely talked about anything else – which meant they barely talked about anything. The government was staunchly against the right of women to vote. Even as they pretended to offer one sop or another, Prime Minister Asquith and his key men were all implacably opposed. So Kell had kept Constance’s political leanings to himself.


The photograph, however, represented an escalation. He’d always assumed Constance’s involvement had been of the genteel variety, with the other Hampstead ladies. Attracting the interest of Special Branch was most troubling, for her, for him, for his career.


That wasn’t the only thing that troubled him about his meetings of the day before. Sir Patrick Quinn was more hostile than usual, certainly, and something wasn’t quite right about Soapy. Kell had the vague feeling he was being set up for something, but he wasn’t sure what. The secret task Soapy had given him smacked of the near impossible, almost as if he wanted him to fail. And if he failed, who better to step into the breach than Sir Patrick Quinn?


Upstairs, he heard Constance upbraid the children, then issue a stream of commands to the staff. His wife was not a quiet woman. Energy swirled around her like a wind-whipped dust devil. Finally, she clattered down the stairs. She did not come into the room, however, and he heard her rummage in the coat stand.


He moved towards the doorway. ‘Where are you going?’


‘Why do you ask?’ She carried on fussing, pulling on an overcoat, checking her umbrella.


‘I just …’


‘Vernon, what is it? Is there something you want me to do?’


Kell couldn’t hold his wife’s gimlet eye. Instead, he saw the photograph in Quinn’s office, the big question mark beside her face, the peacock feather in her hat.


‘Do you have more work for me?’ she said as she pulled her gloves on. She’d proved an adept assistant the year before, in a trap he’d set with Wiggins. Razor-witted, hyper-observant, unwavering – in another life she could have been one of the finest agents of the Service, though he did not tell her this.


All he said was: ‘No, it’s not that. It’s—’


The telephone burst into life, right by his ear. ‘Only, I—’


The bell insisted.


‘I have a meeting. Of the Hampstead committee,’ she said, gesturing to the door. ‘It’s very important.’


‘About that, I was—’


‘Are you going to answer that, or shall I?’


Kell hesitated. Constance looked at him oddly, then swiped the instrument into her hand. ‘Hampstead 202,’ she said, her foot tapping the floor in irritation. ‘Oh, hello, Soapy.’


 Constance listened carefully, stood straighter. ‘I see. Yes, of course.’ She put the horn down carefully and turned to Kell. ‘You’re to go to the Cabinet Office at once. His illness is over. The King is dead.’


Wiggins opened his eyes. A band of light ran at a diagonal across his vision. Other than that, the room was musty, cold and dark. He felt his right eye, tender, painful. A shiner for sure. He sat up and checked his pockets – watch, change, all still there. Dust caught in his throat and his head pounded. He raised his hand into the darkness and felt first one sharp corner, then a second and a third. He was in a cupboard under the stairs.


The last thing he could remember was a full, fat fist in his face, and the black eye wasn’t going to let him forget it in a hurry. He got to his knees and found the door handle. The band of light was the crack of the door. He hesitated, wary, but what was the point? Whoever knocked him out knew he was there – either the door would be locked, or it wouldn’t. He pushed it open.


Stepping into a servants’ hallway, Wiggins’s first thought was escape – through the back door off to his right. But his head turned to the strange noises coming from the kitchen: women talking, laughing, shrieking, punctuated once or twice by a deep bass voice – a voice that had a hitch in it, a vague tickling of familiarity. Wiggins paused. Was it the voice of the man who had punched him? There was something else about that voice, something older chiming in his mind.


‘’Ere, he’s awake!’ A small boy dashed past Wiggins and into the kitchen.


A second later, the boy stood in the doorway and looked at Wiggins with pity. ‘In ’ere, mister. You deaf?’


Wiggins nodded and followed him.


He was greeted by the strangest kitchen he’d ever seen. He’d expected it to be filled with maids, cooks, valets – the usual attendants of a grand house. But this kitchen was full of women, and not one of them dressed like a servant. Many of them weren’t even dressed at all, bar their underthings. The others had bright, frilly dresses, elaborately curled hair, and thigh-high boots. They all wore long gloves, though, and most had long red ribbons tied either to their dresses or around their necks. Wiggins counted fifteen. There was chatter, great steaming cups of tea and the smell of frying bacon.


The small boy looked up at Wiggins expectantly, but none of the women paid him much heed, except one. Dressed a little more soberly than the rest, and a little older – about his own age he guessed, thirty or so. She cast an amused eye over him while sipping her tea. Black curly hair fell over her shoulders and her dark skin glowed. She smiled at him. The dust of last night’s make-up cracked.


‘What kind of embassy is this?’ Wiggins asked her, incredulous.


‘A place of sanctuary, communion, safety.’ She took a sip of tea. ‘A place for people to speak frankly, to reach out in friendship and fellow feeling. My name’s Martha and this is the Embassy of Olifa.’


‘You’re Big T’s mate, ain’t ya?’ The little boy tugged at Wiggins’s arm.


He looked down at the boy, then up again to Martha. ‘Academy more like.’


She laughed. ‘That’s old-fashioned slang. This is a high-class establishment, not a street brothel.’


The kitchen door swung open and a huge figure, a man, appeared. He coughed like a foghorn, then stuffed a bacon sandwich into his mouth.


‘Tommy?’ Wiggins said, amazed.


The big man swallowed. ‘Big T to you.’


The bubble of conversation and giggles had stilled on Tommy’s entrance, Wiggins noted. Two women shuffled aside to let him sit, not scared exactly but hardly at ease either. Martha glanced back at Wiggins as Tommy sat.


‘You’re bigger than I remember,’ Wiggins said.


‘Stronger too.’ He took another gargantuan bite out of his doorstep. Someone placed a mug of tea by his right hand. ‘Wouldn’t smack me in the face now, would ya?’


‘Only ever had a good reason, Tommy.’


Tommy grunted. His huge shoulders rippled underneath his shirt, open at the collar. ‘Doing your tricks, are ya?’


Wiggins had been looking at Tommy’s calloused knuckles, noted the flecks of grey in his close-cut hair, the shaving nick on his chin, the double crease in the nose, his cuffs.


He left off at Tommy’s words and said, ‘You’ve been inside. Twice. Here and up north. Took up boxing proper, and worse. Hard times. But you’re doing all right now, I see. Off the booze, clean living.’


Tommy held Wiggins’s eye. ‘Still sucking God’s cock, are ya?’


GOD – that’s what they sometimes used to call Sherlock Holmes, their old boss. The Grand Old Detective. Wiggins grinned. ‘He’s long retired.’


Tommy stared at him, then hawked up a globule of spit and pinged it into his empty mug.


‘Right, girls.’ Martha clapped her hands, sensing the mood. ‘Bedtime. Delphy’s due any minute, and we wouldn’t want to disappoint her.’


‘Sorry, ladies,’ Wiggins said, catching Martha’s eye. ‘Me and Tommy—’


‘Big T.’


Wiggins smiled. ‘Me and Big T go way back. And it ain’t always sunny.’


Tommy ate the rest of his bacon sandwich with slow, destructive force. The women bustled past him to the door. One of them, young, not more than twenty, twisted her head around for an instant as she left, locking eyes with Wiggins, then away at the floor.
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