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Rendezvous

30 January 1959
Harrogate, England

Fraser Henley had fought against a blustering gale to arrive at the rendezvous point just in time. His fingers and toes were numb, flakes of snow melted on his coat sleeves, his shoulders, his neck. Everywhere. If it weren’t that this meeting, and the opportunity it presented, was his only hope of living to see his twenty-eighth birthday, he certainly wouldn’t have bothered.

He approached the entrance to the Old Bell Tavern, across the street from the pump room in Harrogate’s centre. Heat and golden light streamed through the pub’s windows. The sweet scent of ale filled the chilled air, for a moment drawing him back to the quiet, peaceful days of his former life, before he became entangled in the dark, sticky world of deceit and double-crossings and debts that must be repaid.

He checked his watch – five minutes past one in the morning. His contact was late, which wasn’t a particularly comforting thought. He dug around in his coat pocket, pulling out a small chrome cigarette case and lighter. He didn’t smoke, but a lit cigarette was his signal, a part of the plan. And if there was one thing he’d come to learn about this wretched organisation to which he was chained, it was: you never strayed from the plan.

He lit up and took a long drag, exhaled the smoke into the icy air and peered warily at the street ahead. A part of him now hoped his contact wouldn’t arrive at all. That way, Fraser would have a perfectly credible excuse to turn around and make a run for it. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time he’d tried.

But where could he go?

He felt the wind cut through his coat, the cold sting his eyes. Everywhere he turned, he saw the edge of a coat tail slip behind a wall, a figure pull back from a windowsill. He heard their whispers on the breeze, felt their presence watching him always.

Wherever he ran, they would follow.

A shiver swept through him, rattling his teeth. He looked up and noticed something ghostly materialise at the top of the street – a stooped figure shifting from the darkness, moving swiftly towards him as though part of the wind itself.

Fraser’s heart rate piqued as he saw the figure glide in and out of sight between the sheets of fog. But seconds later, it was right there in front of him: an elderly man, dressed in a dark grey trench coat down to his ankles, a chequered felt hat, a suitcase and polished ebony cane. He had a haggard appearance, deep furrows criss-crossing his brow. The muscles on the right side of his face were atrophied, giving him a permanent and threatening scowl. But even without this distinctive feature, Fraser would have recognised him anywhere – the man of his nightmares, the master of death.

He took a reflexive step backwards, recalling tales of the old man’s past, rumours of his malice. He collected himself, realising that any hint of trepidation wouldn’t be met with kindness or understanding. He inhaled a quick calming breath and spoke the line he’d practised ad nauseam the past few days. ‘Fine weather for a smoke, eh?’

The old man frowned, turned his eyes skywards. The snow was falling faster and thicker than ever – vast sheets of it now layering the footpath like powdered sugar. ‘Isn’t it just?’ he said with a grin, answering the secret signal. His English was clean, save for a hint of an accent.

They stared at each other knowingly, muted exchanges passing between them. Fraser knew he was only in this situation because he’d already made one stupid mistake, already deceived his deceiver, overplayed his hand. And in turn, the old man knew Fraser would do anything now for a chance at redemption.

‘Fancy a chat?’ the old man suggested, grinning maniacally. He turned around, calling out over his shoulder. ‘Come along, follow me.’

Fraser hesitated, but only for a moment. It wasn’t a request and he knew it.

The pair made their way around the back of the pub and into a narrow street lined with rubbish bins and scraps of waste. It was dark and mostly quiet, save for the hum of mixed voices from the pub and a peculiar mewling sound coming from somewhere near a large skip less than a yard off.

‘By God!’ Fraser said, unable to stop himself as he caught sight of the battered, nearly unrecognisable figure lying on the pavement to the left of the skip.

He jerked forwards, but the old man held out his cane, blocking the way.

‘Now now, careful, young man, or you might end up the same.’

Fraser stopped, swayed on his feet. He was numb again, though not from the cold this time. ‘Wha-what’s going on?’

The old man pulled a crisp white handkerchief from his breast pocket and began polishing the head of his cane. ‘I thought that might be obvious.’ He fixed Fraser with those awful dark and harrowing eyes. ‘We know what you did, you and your witless friend over there.’ He gestured casually to the crumpled form, who was writhing and burbling, spluttering blood. ‘You thought we wouldn’t find out? You actually believed you could run away?’

‘No,’ Fraser blurted, a reflex. He didn’t like to think of himself as a coward, but he realised now, he’d do anything to save himself, including betray his closest ally. ‘It wasn’t my idea,’ he lied, glancing again at the body near the skip. It was moving, squirming, barely alive. How long had he been kept like this, half-conscious, in hopeless agony? And in those hours of pain and torment, what secrets had he revealed? ‘I told him it was a stupid thing to do. I told him not to.’ He turned back to the old man, unable to look his friend in the eye as he embellished the lie. ‘I was going to turn him in. I just needed time to come up with a way—’

The old man interrupted. ‘You were out of contact for five days. Did you not think that might look suspicious?’

‘I wasn’t thinking straight, everything happened so fast.’ He breathed long and deep, drawing out whatever strength he had left. ‘But I’m here now.’

The old man tapped his cane twice against the ground, a signal Fraser didn’t understand. ‘Does that mean you’re still one of us, then?’

Fraser didn’t falter this time. He was either one of them or he was dead. Easy choice. ‘Of course.’ He shifted his gaze to the left. Even in the alleyway’s pale light, he could see the tapestry of contusions and swellings sprawled across his colleague’s arms and legs. By God … even his face. But it was the distinctive mark singed into the left side of his chest that cemented Fraser’s fear: a rose, pressed deep into the flesh with a branding iron, the old man’s hallmark.

He looked away, unable to stomach it.

The old man, apparently satisfied that his message had been received, extracted a small leather satchel from his suitcase. ‘Well, I’m very pleased to hear that. And I don’t want you to worry, young man. There’s no need for you to suffer the same fate as your colleague. So long as you do as you’re told. And do it well, of course.’

Fraser took the satchel, extracted a file. He flipped it open. Pages fluttered in the wind, dislodging a letter held loose inside: an invitation printed on buttercream paper. The letter was addressed not to him, but to an alias he’d never used before. The Florist grinned as Fraser’s troubled expression deepened.

‘This is—’

He stopped, searching for the correct word, staring down at the envelope and considering what it represented: vindication, or a death sentence? He flipped through the file, a curriculum vitae containing a hazy photograph, a date of birth (not his own), personal history (completely fabricated) and list of talents (none of which he possessed).

‘Everything is already set up,’ the old man said, grinning still, a ghastly lopsided expression that turned Fraser’s stomach once more. ‘All you need to do is transform yourself into someone else, as you’ve done many times before. Take up this young man’s identity, cast aside your own.’

Fraser ran his thumb over the photograph. Indeed, the face staring back at him was his own. But the eyes were cold and vacant, as though the soul inside had withered. And it would only get worse with time, he knew. Another metamorphosis, another untruth, another piece of his character stripped away, replaced with something alien.

He swallowed back the lump in his throat, folded the photograph and slipped it into his coat pocket. ‘The application has been approved, I presume?’ He’d been warned many months ago that this stage of the mission might be necessary, the hardest part, the most dangerous part. Only, he’d hoped to have vanished by then.

The old man, who’d been watching him with flickering eyes, now said: ‘Partially. The final step is up to you. An interview. All you need to know for the time being is inside the file. The rest I shall explain as soon as we’ve established a reliable system of communication. Now,’ he added with a note of misplaced levity, ‘there’s a train to London early tomorrow morning. You and I will be on it.’

Fraser decided not to ask any further questions. Frankly, the less he knew right now, the better. He forced his eyes to meet the old man’s, who was still smiling at him with the air of someone awaiting his moment to deliver the punchline of some hideous joke.

‘Simple enough, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ Fraser answered with thinly veiled horror.

The old man clapped his hands together merrily. ‘Wonderful, wonderful!’

Fraser turned back to the crumpled form behind the skip, bile rising in his throat as he allowed his brain to accept what his eyes were seeing – his once vibrant, healthy friend, now nothing more than a bag of crushed bones. ‘What about—?’

‘Ah, I’m glad you asked.’ The old man leaned over his cane and extracted something else from his suitcase.

A Makarov pistol, Fraser realised with a start.

‘Consider this your first … trial.’ He handed Fraser the weapon.

In that moment, it was as if every thought in Fraser’s head disappeared, clearing space for the only thing he needed to think about. He knew perfectly well what the old man was asking him to do and he knew just as well what would happen if he didn’t. He looked at Eddie – his colleague, his friend, the man he’d spent six years training with, on assignments with, drinking and dancing and taking out girls. Those years had been such an adventure, even though in the back of their minds they’d both known that one day it might come to this if they were unlucky and foolish enough. They’d played with fire and now one of them had to burn.

‘Your life or his,’ the old man whispered, barely loud enough to hear above the swirling wind and the low drone of music drifting out from the pub’s back window.

Fraser closed his eyes for a moment. He wished he were someplace else, in Prague with Eddie, back at home with his mum, at the bottom of the Thames, anywhere but here. He wished he could rewind the past six years, go back to the start and choose a different path. But underneath all that there was also something dark and vile cowering inside him. Something that reminded him why he was here in the first place. Self-preservation.

Your life or his.

He opened his eyes. The snowfall was lighter now, the wind softer. Dawn was coming – a new start, his only hope. He might be a coward, but he was a survivor, too.

He looked at Eddie – his swollen, bloodstained face fixed in an expression of agony, his mouth slightly parted, eyes wide and staring. The rose branding on his chest, testament of his betrayal, stark against his pale skin.

‘You’d have done the same,’ Fraser said as he pulled the trigger.
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A Dark Day Dawns

9 February 1959
Fulham, London

Even though it was well past ten o’clock on a Thursday evening, the normally quiet and lifeless atmosphere of the Filing Department at Miss Brickett’s Investigations and Inquiries was bustling more than it had in nearly a decade.

Here, concealed within a vast subterranean network of convoluted passageways, workstations, training chambers and grand halls, lay the ‘post office’ of Miss Brickett’s, the clandestine private detective agency that served the City of London in a way no other could. Jutting out from the department’s eastern-facing wall were the termini of hundreds of pneumatic tubes that climbed like tentacles upwards through miles of rock and brick to reach concealed postboxes dotted across London, through which Miss Brickett’s received case requests and tip-offs.

Now, as the alert light blinked and its bell chimed, a letter appeared from one of the tubes and was collected, documented and sorted according to its contents. The Filing Department, on average, received around ten letters a week from the citizens of London – those who knew of the Inquirers’ existence and the location of the secret postboxes. But tonight alone, the agency had been overwhelmed with nearly two hundred hastily scribbled pleas for help. The requests had started pouring in around 5 p.m., just as Marion Lane, a second-year apprentice detective, had finished up her training duties and settled in the library bar with her colleague and best friend, foppishly handsome Bill Hobb. Marion adored Bill for uncountable reasons, but principally for his ceaseless inclination to protect her from physical strain or emotional turmoil. As if to affirm this once again, he pulled out a rickety bar stool and steadied it as she climbed up before hauling her overfilled haversack onto the counter (wincing with the effort). Bless him. But despite her build – flimsy as a willow branch – she was slightly more proficient at heavy lifting than Bill, though she’d never tell him so.

Unfortunately, they’d not managed even a sip of their selected drinks (wine for Marion, a pint of ale for Bill) before they were accosted by a short, robust lass with cropped hair, dressed in ill-fitting trousers rolled up to the ankles and a loose blouse. Maud Finkle burst into the bar, poured herself a whisky and announced: ‘I need help.’

Only because she looked as if she were about to have a fit, Marion and Bill agreed to follow her through the library and down a set of stairs into the Filing Department.

‘Blimey, what’s going on here?’ Bill asked, rolling up his sleeves in preparation as he noted the sky-high piles of unsorted letters scattered across the department floor. Bill was just the sort of person you’d call on in a crisis – quick-witted and invariably rational, always ready to help, albeit with a grunt and the occasional eye-roll.

Maud, normally utterly unflappable and indifferent, pointed to the ceiling and declared: ‘The weather.’

Bill frowned, moving a hand through his dark hair. He passed Marion a questioning glance, who offered him a shrug.

Eventually, Maud elaborated. ‘Thick fog, a real pea-souper. Zero visibility around London, jams everywhere.’ She pressed a thumb into her eye. ‘At least six people have already been injured in collisions. And there’s looting, of course, and people struggling to get home. And since our sodding filing assistant decided February is a good month to take his annual leave, I’ve been stationed here all alone! The Met Office say it’s already worse than the first day of the Great Smog.’ She took a much-needed breath and tightened the belt of her cropped trousers (which were in no way compliant with the official agency uniform for women – pencil skirt and blouse – not that she ever seemed to care).

‘Worse than the Great Smog?’ Bill asked incredulously. ‘You sure?’

The weather outside, whatever it happened to be, was generally of little concern to the employees of Miss Brickett’s, sheltered below the earth in a perpetually sunless world.

A bell chimed from somewhere within the department. The yellow alert light flickered urgently and the lid of receiver box number eighteen – which was connected to a postbox hidden near the turnstile at Blackfriars tube station – clicked open to reveal a folded note.

Simultaneously, a group of five fully trained Miss Brickett’s detectives (known as Inquirers) raced through the department and up the stairs towards the library, not giving Marion or the others a second glance. As was always the case when out in the field, the Inquirers were dressed inconspicuously in heavy grey overcoats and knee-high boots, each carrying a small leather briefcase, which Marion knew to contain a collection of Miss Brickett’s curious and unique contraptions – light orbs, Vagor Compasses and reels of gleaming silver rope.

The bell chimed a second time.

‘Someone get that, please!’ Maud begged, waving her hand furiously as yet another letter popped from the end of receiver box number eighteen.

Marion jerked forwards. ‘Right, yes.’ She dashed to the receiver box, Bill hurrying behind her while Maud – who was particularly good at rapid, impassive decisions – took up position at the sorting station.

Marion picked up a newly delivered note and read its contents out loud.

‘Dear people under there,

I don’t know what you’re doing, but we need you. NOW. My neighbour’s son wandered off just an hour before the fog started and hasn’t come back. We live in Norwich Street. Please help.

Jackie & Tom’

‘That’ll be a category three,’ Bill pronounced as Marion handed him the letter.

Category three meant the contents of the letter required immediate action and thus the letter was dropped into the Inquirers’ inbox, where it would be collected by an available detective as soon as possible.

Click.

Another letter appeared. This time in receiver box twelve, which was connected to a pipe that extended almost five miles from a postbox outside Waterloo station, under the Thames and onwards towards Fulham.

Marion retrieved the letter and read it swiftly:

Hello down there,

I lost my wallet when someone bumped into me coming out of Euston station. It has all of my money in it. And a picture of my late wife. Please help. I’ll wait by the station entrance. Am holding a black umbrella. I’m a man.

Thank you.

Marion handed the letter to Bill. ‘Don’t suppose we have time for this one?’

He showed the note to Maud, who simply rolled her eyes and pointed at the rubbish bin.

‘Poor fellow,’ Marion said, eyeing the crumpled letter and wondering if she should contest its swiftly decided upon fate.

She understood the Inquirers were incapable of assisting every individual who sent forth a request (especially on a night like this), but it always troubled her to imagine those desperate souls above ground, sending letters that would never be answered. For she knew, better than almost anyone, what it was like to feel unheard, disregarded.

‘What if he waits there all night? We should at least tell him we’re not coming.’

Maud flashed her an impatient glance. ‘You’re welcome to hop upstairs and help him, then. I’m sure it’ll be easy finding a man with a black umbrella in this fog. Oh, and while you’re at it,’ she added, reading a new letter Bill had just handed her, ‘have a look for Mrs Raleigh’s lost “heirloom” brooch on Chester Avenue.’

At last, around three in the morning, there was a relatively long lull in the incoming stream of requests.

‘Suppose we can leave?’ Bill asked hopefully, stretching his arms behind his head.

Marion yawned. ‘One of us has to stay in case something urgent comes in.’

‘You’re offering, then?’ Maud asked, still in a foul mood though slightly less flustered.

‘We all stay. Only fair,’ Bill cut in assertively.

Maud mumbled something unsavoury, pulled a large silver hip flask from her bag, took a generous swig and handed it to Marion. She accepted, gratefully gulping down a mouthful of what she unfortunately discovered was straight vodka. She coughed and spluttered and didn’t bother passing the flask to Bill, who hated vodka just a little more than she did. Maud looked at her and shrugged, snatched the flask back and took another long gulp.

Marion sighed, curled up into her chair. It was quiet now, save for the occasional patter of feet from the library above. Her eyes stung with fatigue, her neck ached. It had already been a long day of cleaning and fixing and assembling devices in the Gadgetry Department, followed by a two-hour shift in the agency kitchens. There, she’d assisted the head cook with lunch preparations, which she never got a chance to eat because by the time she’d finished, she was already late for her second stint in Gadgetry.

She loved her job more than anything. It was one year since she’d been recruited and introduced to this strange, twisted world to which she now felt – in every sense – tethered. And while the hours were long and the work occasionally irksome, there was nothing in the world Marion would rather be doing, no vocation or cause she’d rather be dedicated to. And, she realised as she glanced at Bill – who was flipping through yesterday’s copy of The Times – and Maud – who was chuckling at a joke she’d just made under her breath – Miss Brickett’s Investigations and Inquiries had not only given her a home, but also a family of sorts. Two things she’d lived most of her life without.

‘Crikey, that’s grim,’ Bill said, lifting his face from behind The Times.

‘What is?’ Marion asked, unfurling herself and shuffling over.

Bill placed the newspaper on the desk between them and read the headline article out loud. ‘Bizarre facts leaked as the investigation continues in the case of Eddie Hopper’s heinous murder—’

‘Oh, I heard about this,’ Maud piped up, wiping a trail of vodka from her chin. ‘Poor sod was branded like a farm animal before he was shot.’

Marion looked at Bill for confirmation. He ignored Maud and continued reading.

‘The leaked coroner report of the body of a missing Londoner, who was found in a skip behind the Old Bell Tavern in Harrogate’s town centre last week, has been released. According to an anonymous source, thirty-three-year-old Eddie Hopper was brutally beaten and his chest marked with a rose-shaped branding iron before receiving a fatal bullet to the temple. The barbarity of the case has shocked, mortified and intrigued the citizens of England, who have dubbed the perpetrator “the Florist”. Scotland Yard has appealed to the public to remain vigilant and—’

Maud snorted, cutting in again. ‘Hah, well that’s bound to come to us, then. Remain vigilant is Scotland Yard speak for we haven’t the foggiest who the killer is or where they are, so watch out, folks, you might be next.’

Bill folded the newspaper and sighed, giving up.

‘Seems about time. Anyway,’ Maud went on, unrelenting, ‘we haven’t had a murder case in weeks and it’s starting to get a bit dull around here. I’m tired of pushing papers and polishing gadgets. I want some action, something to get my blood pumping.’

Bill rolled his eyes. ‘If you want something to get your blood pumping, sign up to join the tunnel maintenance team. I hear they’re dealing with another rodent infestation near the field office.’

Maud muttered an insult into her hip flask as Marion turned to the door that led to the Intelligence Department – a hall lined with desks and cabinets and, usually, clacking typewriters. By now it was utterly empty, except for one lone Inquirer hunched over her desk, fast asleep. In some ways, she knew what Maud meant, about wanting to be an Inquirer in the field, trawling the foggy streets, searching for lost children, guiding the vulnerable home, interrupting the inevitable vandals who always emerged amid chaos and gloom. But she’d had more than her fair share of excitement and turmoil the year before. And, although it seemed in some ways to flow against the current of her personality, she now savoured the mundane, the unremarkable – so far as such things were possible at Miss Brickett’s. Fortunately, nothing bizarre or unexpected had happened in the past nine months of her training and she’d been able to concentrate wholly on her career. She’d already been promoted to the position of assistant mechanic to Professor Uday Bal – her beloved colleague and head of the Gadgetry Department – and was just one step away from his first mechanic, the position she was hoping to earn at the end of her apprenticeship.

She’d also performed unexpectedly well on her first round of apprenticeship assessments – barring the one she’d been given in the middle of Michelle White’s murder investigation. White was the agency’s former filing assistant, killed by another employee whom Marion identified and brought to justice.

She rubbed the palm of her left hand, throbbing now as her memory flickered back to that fateful year and Michelle’s killer, Edgar Swindlehurst, who’d poured acid over Marion’s pinky finger, disfiguring it within seconds. Swindlehurst was gone now, locked away within the vast depths of the agency’s underground prison, and yet his villainy still haunted her.

She blinked, turned to the department entrance where Nancy Brickett – the enigmatic agency founder – now stood, her trim figure sharply dressed in an ivory A-line skirt and white blouse. She gave the apprentices a short, businesslike smile, put on a pair of cat’s eye spectacles – which only extenuated her astute appearance – and gave the department a quick scan; focusing on the noticeboard (now devoid of any light) and the pile of neatly sorted letters and envelopes.

‘Very good,’ she said as she sat down near the sorting station. ‘You may leave. I’ll monitor the receivers until morning.’

‘Eh, you’re sure?’ Bill asked, more to Marion than to Nancy, who, as far as anyone knew, had never monitored the receiver boxes in all of her years.

‘Thank you, Miss Brickett,’ Marion intervened before Bill could say something stupid like, Do you know how to sort incoming requests?

They wished Nancy goodnight and, in something of a daze, the trio dragged themselves to their feet and stumbled from the department.

‘You’re staying here for the night?’ Marion asked Bill and Maud as they made their way down a short corridor that led into the staff quarters several passageways south of the Filing Department. Marion was still the only second-year apprentice who held a permanent address at the agency, while Bill and Maud lived above ground.

‘Common room, I suppose,’ Bill yawned, stretching his neck from side to side.

‘Unless you’re offering up your bed?’ Maud asked, perfectly serious.

Marion grunted. ‘I’m not.’

‘Fair enough. The common room it is, then.’ Maud waved goodnight and lumbered off down the corridor, leaving Marion and Bill alone.

Immediately, Bill stiffened. He looked at the door to room number fifteen and Marion sensed what was coming next. He slipped his hands into his trouser pockets and fixed her with an expression that was a mix of concern, awkwardness and irritation.

‘I heard you and Hugo are together now?’

Marion sighed inwardly. Bill had tried to bring this up on several occasions over the past week and, every time, Marion had changed the subject before he’d had a chance.

‘It’s just a rumour, Bill.’

He smiled in an odd, forced way. ‘But I heard—’

Marion knew how this particular rumour went: she and Kenny Hugo (American detective and now Miss Brickett’s junior Inquirer) had taken to the sheets last week after a long night in the library bar. Sweat, jagged breath, pumping blood, etcetera. But it wasn’t true – Marion and Kenny hadn’t so much as held hands. Unfortunately.

‘Just a rumour,’ she repeated with a snap.

Bill lifted his hands in a placatory gesture. ‘Just asking.’ He smiled again, the same feigned expression. There was another tense pause. ‘And to be clear, I’m not jealous—’

‘I know that!’

She really did. Yes, there was more to their friendship than banter and adventure and a shared distaste for hard spirits. But rather than love, it was something rooted in an understanding that they were here together in this strange underground world. Lost together, afraid together, so inseparable it sometimes frightened her. Which was why she knew Bill’s curiosity about her ‘relationship’ with Kenny Hugo had nothing to do with jealously, but instead an odd fear that Marion would inevitably spend less time with him.

‘Anyway,’ he said, now sounding mighty awkward, ‘just thought I’d get the news from the horse’s mouth. If there was any. Which there isn’t, obviously.’

This could have been the end of the conversation, but some fiendish mix of exhaustion and adrenaline made Marion want to draw out whatever Bill wasn’t willing to say.

‘You don’t like him, though. Admit it.’

‘Okay,’ Bill said without missing a beat. ‘You’re right. He gets on my nerves.’

‘Why?’

‘Lots of reasons.’ He paused, squared his jaw.

Marion crossed her arms. If she were being entirely honest, Kenny occasionally got on her nerves, too. Only … she liked it.

‘He’s loud,’ Bill elaborated. ‘He’s arrogant. He thinks he knows everything about everything. And he thinks he’s far too good for this place. Ex-New York City Private Detective Extraordinaire. Oh, and worst of all, he’s no clue what football really is. I’m just tired of it.’ He looked angry for a minute, then chuckled and waved his hands dismissively. ‘You know what I mean.’

Marion shook with suppressed laughter. ‘You’re ridiculous!’

‘But I’m right.’ He laughed again, mimicking an American twang as he quoted one of Kenny’s habitual phrases: ‘Blazes, what is that thing?’

‘Okay, okay,’ Marion said, jabbing him in ribs. ‘That’s enough. I’m off to bed.’

Bill smiled, genuinely this time, his dark eyes flecked with relief. ‘Night, Mari. See you tomorrow.’

Marion waited until he’d disappeared, then stepped inside her room, dragged herself over to the washbasin and dowsed her face, armpits and chest in icy tap water. She looked up to examine her weary features in the mirror. Her eyes, normally cornflower-blue, were ribbed with broken capillaries and her eggshell skin had turned a concerning shade of grey. She really did need a good night’s rest. But as she turned to her bed, something out of place caught her eye – an envelope, slipped under the door.

She walked over, crouched down. The envelope was stained with grubby brown blotches, yet tied with three delicate silk ribbons of red and gold. She untied the ribbons and removed the letter inside.

Marion,

Let me introduce myself as your partner, or perhaps informant is more apt. I believe we’ll have much to offer one another in the coming months.

But I’ll go first …

One of the new recruits is not to be trusted.







3

Algorithm of Blood

Marion woke what felt like minutes later, turning on the gas lamp beside her and drawing the duvet up over her shoulders. The low-roofed windowless room was cold and damp but decorated with fragments of comfort – framed photographs of her late parents and new friends, a side table scattered with an assortment of mismatched gadget parts and treasured tools. Opposite the bed was a small wooden chest she’d recently acquired, overflowing with a collection of ginger nuts, butterscotch gums, salted crisps and six tins of Ceylon tea leaves, a speciality her estranged grandmother – Dolores Hacksworth – had shipped over from America for Marion’s twenty-fourth birthday. These, unfortunately, would have to be repurposed because, unlike so many of her countrymen, Marion Lane didn’t drink tea.

It was a Friday and she lay in bed contemplating the day ahead. First, there was her meeting in the Intelligence Department, then a double shift in Gadgetry directly afterwards, followed by a three-hour case study session in the library after lunch. She realised just how fortunate she was to have a job she actually enjoyed and couldn’t imagine what direction her life would have taken had she not been recruited last year. Would she have married that horrid furniture salesman Dolores had picked out for her, Mr Smithers of Smithers Furniture and Supplies? Or would she have followed her grandmother to America and taken up that clerical job on offer? She couldn’t imagine either, so perhaps she’d have run away. Packed her bag (there was only one) and hopped on a train to Scotland. Or a ship to Ceylon to return those six unopened tins of tea.

She smiled at herself as she stretched and sat upright. Ceylon or Scotland would have been a grand affair, and yet she’d found all the adventure and mystique she could handle, right here, beneath the streets of London.

She turned to her bedside table and the folded scrap of paper there. Three ribbons of red and gold silk lay tangled on the floor and the shreds of the torn, grubby envelope beside them. It was a testament to how exhausted she’d been last night that, for a moment, she actually didn’t know what she was looking at. She read the letter once more, though the curious message it contained was no clearer than it had been the first time. Her logical brain was screaming prank, another mindless quip courtesy of one of her colleagues.

But why was she the recipient of this strange piece of information – false or otherwise?

One of the new recruits is not to be trusted.

By ‘new recruits’, she presumed the letter was referring to the fresh batch of first-year apprentices due to start at the agency that week. She hadn’t heard much about them yet. She didn’t even know how many there were. But if the general chatter and whir of anticipation in the preceding days was anything to go by, she wasn’t the only one at Miss Brickett’s eagerly awaiting their arrival. And where excitement bloomed at the agency, so often did rumour and gossip.

She turned the letter over. It was blank on the other side and there was nothing else inside the envelope – no clue as to the sender’s identity, no further information of any sort. It was certainly odd, but with no time to waste on the matter, she tucked it away under her pillow.

She applied a lick of burgundy gloss to her lips, slipped into her greyscale uniform, bundled her burnished hair into a low knot and started for the Intelligence Department.

Intelligence, the beating heart of Miss Brickett’s Investigations and Inquiries – where cases were discussed, plans organised and secrets shared – was in fact a gloomy rectangular hall lined with office desks and perpetual clouds of tobacco smoke.

Today, on account of the thick smog still lurking in London’s streets, many of the Inquirers who’d been called above ground last night hadn’t yet returned from their expeditions and those who had – including senior Inquirer and head of the department, Aida Rakes – were hunched over stacks of unanswered letters and partially completed case files.

But Marion’s focus was immediately drawn to a man seated at a desk somewhere in the middle of the hall. He was tall, obviously so even when slouched. He wore a collared shirt, crisp white and half tucked in under a black leather belt. His flaxen hair was slicked back into a perfect wave and even from such a distance, Marion could smell Kenny Hugo’s musk and sandalwood cologne.

Self-consciously, she pulled the cuff of her left sleeve down over what remained of her fifth finger, smoothed her skirt over her thighs and threaded her way through the maze of desks towards him.

Kenny smiled as she approached. His deep hazel eyes flickered with interest, though Marion could never quite tell if this was because he was pleased to see her, or if his eyes just did that whenever they fell upon a member of the fairer sex.

‘Heard you had a long night,’ he said, pushing aside the case file he’d been working on.

‘Not as long as yours. How was it up there?’

He leaned back in his chair, legs outstretched, ankles crossed, a pen behind his ear. ‘Madness. Never seen anything like it. Nothing too serious happened, though, and the Met Office predict the fog will clear by tomorrow. All that about it being worse than fifty-two was a load of trash.’

‘Ah, well I’m glad.’

‘Yeah … ’ He looked to his left.

Three desks over was junior Inquirer Kate Bailey, someone Marion had hardly ever interacted with but whom she now realised was very good-looking. Her hair was white-blonde, her eyes turquoise and shining. She looked like a doll, actually. Kenny and Kate exchanged smiles.

Marion raised her eyebrows. ‘Your field partner last night, I presume?’

‘She was.’

Kenny managed to tear his eyes from Kate and set them on Marion instead. His expression, as he did so, changed from obvious admiration to something more like curiosity.

‘I heard Bailey’s gunning for a promotion in Intelligence?’ Marion said, repeating the rumour she’d heard over lunch a few days before.

‘Yeah, that’s the word,’ Kenny said. ‘She’s hoping for Special Case Officer. She’d be brilliant at it.’

Beautiful and brilliant. Why, of course. Marion decided to change the subject. ‘Did you happen to receive a letter this morning?’

‘What’s that?’

‘A letter.’

Kenny looked befuddled. ‘No. Should I have?’

‘I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking. A letter was sent to my room last night.’

‘How?’

Marion sighed. Kenny Hugo was intelligent, but sometimes he really did make it hard to believe.

‘It was slipped under my door. Does it matter?’ He continued to stare at her blankly, so she went on, thinking out loud. ‘I was in my room briefly after six p.m. and there was nothing there then, and I was working in Filing until around three a.m., so it must have been sent sometime between six and three. It wasn’t signed, so I was just wondering who it was from.’

Kenny turned quickly back to Kate. They exchanged another brief smile. ‘Well? What did it say?’

Marion faltered. It seemed awfully odd to repeat what the letter had said, and Kenny would probably think it was a piece of rubbish and wonder why she was paying any attention to it (or, for that matter, telling him about it). He’d then suggest she find something else to occupy her thoughts and she’d snap at him for being rude. It just wasn’t worth the energy.

‘Nothing much,’ she decided to say instead. ‘Something about a meet-up.’

One corner of his mouth lifted in a smile. ‘A meet-up? You’ve a secret admirer?’

Marion checked his features for any sign of jealousy. But no, he just looked as if he were having fun. ‘That’s definitely not it.’

He tilted his head to the side. ‘Pity.’

Marion frowned and didn’t say: What’s that supposed to mean?

Kenny straightened up, pressing a hand into the small of his back with a groan. He seemed to have lost interest already in her letter and potential secret admirer. Not a good sign.

‘What are you doing later? After work?’

‘I … well, nothing, I suppose. Why?’

‘Kate and I are heading to the Mayflower if you’re interested? Around eight.’

Marion looked over at Kate, who was staring at them intensely, scowling even. ‘You and Kate are going? Just the two of you?’

‘Well, yeah. And you. If you decide to come. But anyone’s welcome, really. Even Hobb.’ Kenny sniggered at this, for whatever reason.

‘Sorry, I can’t.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m busy.’

‘You just said you’re not doing anything later.’

‘Well, I am, I just remembered.’ Marion looked at her watch, not really to check the time but rather to detach herself from Kenny’s penetrating gaze. Why did he always look at her like that, as if he were trying to read further meaning into her expression? Perhaps they confused each other in equal measure. ‘I’d better go,’ she said. ‘See you later.’

If Kenny sensed any hint of annoyance in her voice, he ignored it completely. He smiled, raised a hand in farewell and turned back to his typewriter. A second later, he called out after her.

‘Oh, forgot to tell you … your meeting got moved.’

Marion walked back to his desk at a fast clip. ‘Sorry?’

‘You’re supposed to have a case meeting now, with Aida Rakes?’

‘Yes,’ Marion said, making it sound like a question as she looked across the hall to where Miss Rakes was still slumped, now fast asleep.

‘Well, it’s not here.’ He nodded over his shoulder to some vague direction. ‘Frank’s office.’

‘Right, thank you,’ she said impatiently, turning on her heels.

Feeling even a little worse than she had half an hour ago, Marion made her way from the Intelligence Department, through the adjoining Filing Department and up the staircase, across the library and onwards down several more corridors until she came to Frank’s office. The door was already open and she stepped inside.

‘In here,’ came a voice from somewhere out of sight. ‘Behind the wardrobe.’

Marion scanned the room, noticing that the large antique wardrobe she’d seen on all of her previous visits was no longer quite flush with the wall. She approached, peered around the back, where, much to her surprise, a corkscrew stairwell led upwards through the ceiling. ‘Right,’ she said to herself, manoeuvring her torso and limbs into the tight space, then up the stairwell, through the ceiling and onto a narrow landing that led to a brightly lit room.

‘Ah, you got my message,’ said a middle-aged man with tousled brown hair and grey eyes, dressed simply in a beige cardigan and matching chinos. Frank Stone was many things to Marion. High Council member, head of the Miss Brickett’s apprenticeship programme, detective, tutor, counsellor and, most importantly, father figure.

Marion took in her surroundings – a concealed room, extravagantly furnished with red velvet wing chairs, a billiard table, card table and drinks cabinet, all pushed aside to make space for a work desk covered in office paraphernalia. In add­ition, a large corkboard had been erected on the wall opposite the hearth. Pinned to the board was an enormous map of England, over which lay a spiderweb of red string, tentacles of thread spinning out from a central point labelled: Harrogate. Harrogate? she thought to herself. Why did that ring a bell?

‘I call it the Games Room. Do you like it?’ Frank asked, practically fizzing with pride as he gestured to the space. ‘It was an attic for years, but I had it refurbished recently into something a little more interesting. Allows me a bit of privacy now and then.’

‘It’s lovely,’ Marion said, grinning at the delight on Frank’s face. ‘Only, I thought my meeting was with Aida Rakes. And in Intelligence?’

Frank’s enthusiasm to show off the Games Room faded swiftly as he gave the corkboard a fleeting glance. ‘Yes, there’s been a change of plans. Miss Rakes has too much on her plate since the smog last night.’ There was a short pause. The fire in the hearth crackled and fizzed, throwing a bronzed light across the room. ‘I heard you had a busy night. Did you get any sleep?’

Marion, as usual feeling it necessary to convince Frank she was perfectly capable of anything, answered with an easy shrug. Frank had hired her one year ago and in doing so, changed her life. She’d never let him regret it.

‘I don’t sleep much, anyway.’

She turned to look at the corkboard and the collection of notes pinned to it. Time of death? Motive? Isolated? Rose? It was clearly a murder investigation, and a complex one at that. She pushed back her shoulders, straightened her spine, a spark of adrenaline coursing through her as she realised she was about to be assigned to yet another tangled case. Even though she was still just an apprentice, over the past year, Marion had found herself embroiled in many of the agency’s most challenging inquiries, including last year’s lead investigation into the whereabouts of a London arsonist known as the Scorch, who was finally brought to justice just before Christmas.

‘What is all this?’ she asked, gesturing to the corkboard and its web of string.

‘A location algorithm. We received a rather unusual correspondence from Constable Redding last night.’

Marion nodded. Letters from Constable Redding of the Metropolitan Police, the agency’s singular outside liaison, were seldom good news and almost always an indication that the case in question would be long and drawn-out.

‘What’s it about this time?’ she asked.

‘The investigation Scotland Yard is awash with at the moment. You’ve probably read about it in the papers.’

Marion blinked.

‘The murder behind the Old Bell in Harrogate?’ Frank prompted.

‘Oh, oh,’ she said, recalling The Times article Bill had read out to her last night. Harrogate, that was it. ‘It sounded awful, from what I remember.’

‘Quite so. The victim was badly beaten, then branded on the chest with a rose-shaped soldering iron.’

‘Any idea why someone would do something like that?’

‘I suppose you’d have to ask a criminal psychologist, but it’s clearly not a simple murder investigation. A killer who makes his victims suffer like that … ’ He trailed off.

‘Sounds like the type of thing you see in gang violence. Do we have anything like it on record?’

‘Not that I’m aware of.’ He retrieved a slim file from his briefcase. ‘Redding sent us a copy of the docket. He was assigned to the case two weeks ago, but I’m afraid he’s now removed himself from the investigation entirely.’ Marion gave him a questioning look, to which he responded with a shrug. ‘Health reasons, apparently.’

‘But if he’s no longer involved in the investigation, why did he contact us?’

Frank stared into the middle distance. ‘I’m not sure.’ He shook his head, as though to untangle a thought. ‘His letter seemed to imply that we should know more about the case than we do.’

They were silent for a moment. Footsteps clipped through a nearby corridor. A door clanged shut from somewhere further off.

‘Anyway, it seems we’re obliged to take on the case, and to do so with a certain amount of urgency.’

Marion watched Frank as he wrung his hands.

‘Do we have any evidence from the crime scene? Fingerprints? Murder weapon?’

Frank consulted the case file, drew out a sheet of paper. ‘Not according to the docket. Neither the pistol used to kill the victim, nor the iron used to mark his chest, have been located and there were no fingerprints anywhere on the body.’ He moved over to the corkboard, fastened a sheet of paper to it, a list of some sort. ‘In fact, we only have three leads of any use. The first,’ he said, reading from the list, ‘is the suspect – the Florist. We don’t have a real name for him yet. Nor
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