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At the Casino

"Shouldn't you
be at college?" asked Agent Blue. He towered over a young
red-haired woman seated between four attentive poker players. Her
long red dress touched the floor in a cascade of French silk. His
well-worn sky-blue suit out of place among the flock of tuxedos at
the Flamingo, one of London's most established boutique casinos. He
smelled of Old Spice, but she carried the scent of freshly plucked
almonds within the curling smoke of a Don Juan cigarillo. The brim
of a red sun hat cast a soft shadow over her face, obscuring lively
dark brown eyes carefully framed with eyeliner. Her long coppery
hair fastened with silver clips escaped here and there onto
freckled shoulders, the focal point of the men huddled around the
table. The punters occasionally paused their hand, distracted by
every move, every flick of her hair.

She raised her head slightly and tapped
the table for the moustachioed croupier to slide another card from the shoe.
Peeking the corner of the card, a Queen of Diamonds, helped satisfy
any lingering doubt to her hand's profitability. She threw two red
fifty-dollar chips into the pot – she always bet red.

The four men at
the table exhaled noticeably.

Behind the
Carrera sunglasses her face betrayed no hint that she was bluffing.
Sunglasses were forbidden at the table, but the floor-manager made
an exception in exchange for a warm smile, something she did not
give away cheaply. None of the other players objected – they were
able to see the occasional flash of her cards in the reflection,
though none of them suspected it was part of her carefully
constructed game plan.

There was more
to winning poker than playing cards – this was a game of
psychology., and to the young woman an opportunity to practice
observation. An errant smile, the flash of a card clutched behind a
white-pressed hand. Seeing the lie before it escaped a player's
mouth to seek refuge in the ears of willing victims. For weaker
players, Poker was just a game of chance, for stronger players – a
game of cunning. For the best – mathematical wrestling.

Agent Blue
pulled his hand from his pocket, waved away the smoke rising from
her cigarillo, and coughed politely.

"I have the day
off," the young woman replied curtly without looking away from the
table. She focused her attention on a stout Japanese man wearing a
Hawaiian shirt printed with palm fronds. He wrapped pudgy fingers
protectively around his stack of chips, grinning at her through
gold-capped teeth.

"Not according
to your field professor. It took an age to find you – the places
I've been would shock you." Blue's slicked-back hair and
Mediterranean tan showed he lived life outdoors and not in the
eternal twilight of the casino.

"What kind of
girl do you think I am?" Red's eyebrows furrowed into thick, dark
apostrophes – the only quirk inherited from her Spanish father, the
rest from her Scottish mother.

"I've heard
rumours from the other students. Anyway, they've sent me to collect
you. Special order." Blue held out his hand. "Shall we?"

Red eased the
cigarillo from her mouth and rested it gently between
acutely-manicured fingers. She blew smoke over the table. "I shall
finish my hand. It would be rude to throw in the towel now."

Blue plucked up
her cards and with a flourish burnt her hand into the centre of the
pile of chips. "Don't bother, you've lost. There's a flush on the
table, not yours, Black Aces over Kings if I'm not mistaken. You've
been duped."

Red gaped at
his arrogance while the Japanese man, a long-time master of the
double-double-bluff, chuckled to himself and gathered up the red
chips from the croupier's rake. His own silver lighter placed
strategically to reflect the cards he wanted to reveal. Red downed
the remainder of a well-nursed scotch bitters before plucking up a
little black Carminé handbag bought in Switzerland the previous
week for 200 Francs on credit. It would have to be returned. "I'm
terribly sorry, gentlemen, I have to leave."

The men voiced
their protests. "One more drink," said an old bushy-eyed man in a
black suit as old as he was, but Agent Red was already at the
door.

 


* A Personal
Telegram *

 


Prism, March
2nd, 1972. 06:41am:

DIFFERENT
PEOPLE IN DIFFERENT PARTS OF THE WORLD, BUT ALL WITH A COMMON
MISSION, FOR EACH IS A HOSTILE AGENT OF THE WORLDWIDE NETWORK RUN
BY THE INTERNATIONAL HOUSE OF CARDS.

THEIR MISSION?
TO EXPLOIT IF AND WHEN THE OPPORTUNITY ARISES – YOU. THE SPECIALIST
AGENT IS HIGHLY TARGETED, HIGHLY DESIRABLE DUE TO YOUR KNOWLEDGE OF
POLITICAL AND COMMERCIAL AFFAIRS AND MILITARY TRAINING. YOU THE
SPECIALIST AGENT ARE UNDER THREAT THIS VERY DAY, FROM A NEW WAVE OF
DARK AGENTS WORKING TOGETHER TO DESTROY OUR WAY OF LIFE. WE MUST
INTERCEPT, INTERROGATE, AND INCAPACITATE THESE AGENTS AT ALL COSTS.
ORDERS ARE ENCODED AND ALREADY DELIVERED TO HEAD OFFICE. COLLECT AT
ONCE.

DESTROY THIS
MESSAGE NOW.

 


London was
under attack by a cliché of weather – dark skies punctuated by
frantic howls of wind. Prowling monsters lurked in doorways
searching for a sliver of comfort and a bite, and had this been her
early teenage years Agent Red may have shied from the miserable
streets, escaped to some library or coffee dive, but the surge of
wildlife no longer worked her nerves. She was likely the most
dangerous person on the street. She fought her way through the
weaving, scurrying working-class until she reached the looming
glass building – a thirty-story high-rise filled with unspeakable
horrors, betrayed by a mere façade of joy, as workplaces often are.
A river of men and women in grey suits bustled into gleaming
elevators, no expression on their tired faces, or beneath their
round spectacles, or underneath their black hats. No signage broke
the sophisticated lines of the building, and no external lights
either. This was the headquarters of Clear Incorporated, the most
secret company in the world.

Most long-term
inhabitants of London were unaware that there were, in fact, two
Londons. There was greater London, whose streets grubby-haired
tourists photographed with ever-clicking Kodamatic cameras, the
London traversed by an endless parade of red buses and black cabs,
and then there was The City. The City was a straight square mile of
unassuming grey bureaucracy at the direct heart of greater London.
The City had its own mayor (name unknown) elected in secret by
twelve City Banks and corporations. In The City only companies and
billionaires had the vote. The City had its own police, its own
prisons, and if one stole a single farthing from a Cityman, well,
the punishment seldom fit the crime.

Clear
Incorporated was at the epicentre of the City of London. Nothing
had changed in The City in two hundred years. This was not the
place for fashion, there was no trend to follow, and certainly no
children. In these financial barracks one seldom spotted a female
in any role.

Red's presence
garnered more than a hint of attention. She handed her fleece-lined
red coat to the bespectacled receptionist, but kept her hat. A
Prismatic agent wore a hat at Clear Inc, that was the rule. She
never saw someone outside an office without the proper hat, ever.
Agent Red's own chapeau de jour was a wide-rimmed crimson matinée,
matched by a crimson-striped gored skirt and ivory-white silk
blouse. The flashes of colour not merely little acts of defiance
among the broad canvas of grey suits, but colours earned within the
desolate machine of Clear Inc.

She stepped
into the elevator with a press of grey men and stabbed at the large
unmarked glass button above all the other smaller buttons. The men
in grey suits did not smile or acknowledge her by raising their
hats, despite her killer looks, or perhaps because of them. One
wrong word here could trigger an international incident, echo
through the political wire and out to the street and perhaps, if an
agent was careless (or politically strategic), make it to the front
page of the tabloids. One by one the grey men left the silent
elevator until only Red remained. The well-oiled elevator moved
disconsolately with no pleasant bing and no charming whirr. On the
35th floor, Agent Blue, dressed in his usual pale blue suit and
today smelling of citrusy Turkish kolonya, entered and stood next
to her.

"You're late,"
he chided above a crisp blue tie. The flash of colour another act
of rebellious identity, an homage to The Job.

"Incorrect.
Synchronize your watch." Red faced the door in front without her
eyes so much as wavering in the other agent's direction. Blue was
her mentor, of sorts. A chaperon sometimes. Annoying, almost
constantly.

He glanced at
the blue-rimmed Timex emerging from a white cuff and sighed, "Ah,
two minutes fast," before releasing the winder and correcting the
oversight.

Red smirked to
herself under her brim, out of sight of the tiny hidden camera
above the third panel. The counter-spies, likely Chinese or
Russian, had done a shoddy job of retrofitting the micro-camera
within the corner screw of the mirror. She would have used a dab of
blush to discolour the screw to match others in the elevator,
covered the lens with a sliver of one-way mirror scraped from the
restroom. Amateurs. The agents knew about the foreign espionage
points in the building, but the foreign spies didn't know they had
been discovered and thus could be fed false information through the
various bugs and cameras peppered through the hallways.

"Klopensky will
be in Russia tomorrow," Red offered.

"Mmm." Blue
responded. There was no Klopensky. Just a mnemonic to trace over
the newly computerized telegram system. A communications officer
could listen out for Klopensky on the wire and track counter-spies
all the way to their handlers.

The elevator
skipped past several unmarked floors and picked up speed until it
finally slowed to a halt. Some inner machinery uttered a brief
mechanical meshing of gears and now the elevator travelled sideways
across the sky-way into the unnamed and featureless building
adjacent. If Clear Inc. was mysterious, this building was doubly
so, for no regular people worked in the floors below, and what the
floors contained was a mystery known only to the most senior
Prismatic Agents.

The door
whirred open and Agent Red instinctively analysed the room. A
surprising large lounge, two possible escape routes through
shuttered windows, a door to the rear, six active lights in the
ceiling, so it would take at least six shots to cast darkness. A
central couch propped with white cushions would offer no
protection, but the side table on which an array of whiskeys waited
at the ready looked like Teak, thick enough to stop a .22 calibre
round if tipped on its side.

Two elderly
people in plush chairs sat opposite each other – one female in a
modest black dress with long sleeves, practical black shoes, not
overly matronly, but comfortable, the other an elderly gaunt male
who idled by in a white suit, white loafers, bushy grey eyebrows.
He was old, but wiry, the hint of a bulge under his left armpit
betraying the illusion of safety the building provided. The woman
was not overly old, but too old to be unarmed in this environment.
Red tried to shut off her critical eye for a moment. This was the
heart of Clear Inc, the corporation funding The Agents of Prism.
This was a safe place, possibly the safest place.

"Blue," the old
man greeted without a smile. He picked up a bright red dossier and
briskly leafed through the scant selection of papers inside. He
flipped over several photos of Red training at the college survival
course, including one taken covertly during a snowy survival run,
and nodded at her without vocalizing a greeting. "I trust your
training was adequate. Your results reflected as much."

Red was taken
aback. This was them, the couple who had bankrolled her
military-grade education, plucked her from a mundane council flat,
public school life and shepherded her into the Prismatic College.
All without ever meeting, until today. They had given her the
opportunity to reach a better life and she had not taken it for
granted. "I graduated top of my…"

The old man in
white waved her silent with a liver-spotted hand and Red flushed
under her light make-up. Out of the corner of her eye she caught
the old woman in black smirking, looking her up and down, though
she looked away when Red turned to gaze at her fully.

The man's voice contained the gravel of a
lifetime. "As this is your first mission I shall make sure it is a
simple one. A little intel gathering. Nothing
off-colour." He threw
the red dossier back to the table. "Sometimes a female agent gets a
bee in her bonnet about proving she is just as capable as her male
counterparts, and this ridiculous notion, of course, upsets the
status quo. I trust you shall not succumb to such feminine
exuberance."

Red kept her
arms firmly at her sides. Two years of intense training had gifted
her the ability to strangle even the most resilient target in mere
moments, but after a few seconds fantasizing about leaping catlike
in-between the smirking couple and silencing their judgemental
stares she brought herself back to the moment. "I shall carry out
whatever orders I am given."

"Hmmm, we'll
see."

"I wasn't
expecting you to have copper hair," said White. "We really should
upgrade, our photos are all black and white. It's a tad unusual for
someone of your, uh, hue, isn't it? Artificial?"

"It's quite
natural. I'm one in a million," replied Red. White looked her over
unashamedly as if she was a racehorse he had just purchased to run
in the next derby. Black chose to ignore Red and instead busied
herself leafing through an orange dossier.

"What are you?
Chinese? Korean? North African? It's hard to place your
features."

"I'm British,
born and bred."

"Uh huh." White
looked unimpressed. "Adopted."

"No, stable
childhood, parents live in Essex." Strange, they obviously knew
every detail about her, but were testing her in some way. The truth
was Red herself didn't know exactly what she was. She had never
asked her parents where they had immigrated from, it never seemed
important, and she was not unaccustomed to the idea of defining a
personal identity. She had always changed her identity to suit the
environment, like a chameleon, often fighting her way out of tense
situations at school.

Life changed
rapidly. The two people in front of her had paid for her to attend
a secret private college; the escape from frequent school-yard
punch-ups to a mundane middle-class life meant something. "I just
want to say thank you for the opp..."

White waved her to be silent once more and
took the orange dossier from the woman in Black's hands. He flipped briefly through the
pages before handing it to Red.

Red glanced
over the internal documents and quickly memorized the places, and
names. One section contained photos of a pile of twisted bodies
like tree branches left in a ditch to rot. Another set of blurry
photos taken with a telephoto lens, too abstract to make out
details except the vague shape of a man and a woman.

White tipped
four sugar-cubes into his steaming tea and stirred in a heavy dose
of cream. "There are few things worse in this world than a cup of
tea left too long, gone cold."

The look of
disgust on Black's face was palpable, but White sipped the
warm-sweet brew nonetheless and smacked his lips a few times in
contempt of her traditional lemon ways. "We have, unfortunately,
left one of our more delicate cups too long. One of our contract
hires, code-named Orange, is at this very time taking matters into
his own hands and conducting what appears to be international
chemical warfare. Without our authorization, of course. He is a
foreign hire obtained through formal channels."

"It was a
terrible mistake employing this individual," Black added, glaring
at White and back at Red, "hence our more personal attention today.
We want to know who we're dealing with face to face. We've
conducted security checks on your whole family of course, the few
we can trace."

Red's family
was a distant memory. She had survived on her own since she was
young, her parents not entirely absent, but not exactly a guiding
presence in her life. They were seldom together, leaving her to
raise herself.

White
continued, "In his clumsy efforts at a political interlude Orange
has expired a number of innocent civilians, at least according to
reports, the details are sparse. I need you to find him, confirm
the reports, and either return him to the palette or erase him.
Understood?"

Blue
interjected, "This would hardly be a trivial first mission for a
new agent. I should accompany her to ensure the operation runs
smoothly." If he noticed Red's fiery glare he gave no
indication.

"Hmmm. Very
well," White acceded. "It might be better to have a seasoned man
along to make sure things run smoothly."

"Why can't she
do it alone?" Black's sudden bark gave Red a start. "What did we
pay for if not to educate her to be at least marginally
competent?"

"You can't
expect a new agent to understand the complexities of the world
straight out of college," White chided. "Especially one
disadvantaged."

"I'm sorry,
disadvantaged?" Red blurted, and Blue nudged at her to be silent
while pulling at the back of her top.

"I'll be sure
to brief Red thoroughly on the subtleties of our operation." Blue
winked at Red and right there she wanted to slice downwards with
the heel of her hand against his epiglottis and silence him, before
turning her hand sideways into the soft flesh connecting his neck
to his chin, breaking the hyoid bone. Strangulation was best
conducted with the edge of the hand, not the palm. One hand at the
neck, one hand pushing the top of the head down into the rigid line
of the strangling hand. Her hand itched to try it on a real person
and not a training dummy.

Black's frown
was a permanent fixture on her face, annexed by the lines of many
worrisome nights. Her dark-grey hair was clipped into a ponytail,
unlike many old women who chose to hide their ageing ears with a
bob or perm she displayed them proudly, long-hanging lobes
decorated with a pair of simple black studs. She eyed Red's
stilettos with disdain. "A simple collection, yes," her voice
rasped, "but be sure she understands the gravity of the mission,
Blue. We can't afford another expensive clean-up after your last
little recruit."

Red opened her
mouth to speak but was silenced by Black's firm voice. "One last
thing." Black reached forward and grasped the orange folder from
Red's hands before replacing it with a thick matte-black envelope.
"Deliver this to Liz on your way, won't you? It's high priority."
The envelope was sealed with an intricate design surrounding a
thumbnail-sized, flat, glass Prism, pressed neatly into a daub of
black wax. The paper stock was velvety and heavy as leather. "That
will be all." Black waved her hand.

Red said
nothing as she followed Blue to the door, looking over her shoulder
to make sure she hadn't missed some detail about the lavish room.
Important rooms were always worth remembering, and most especially
ways to get back in without using the door. White sat spread-legged
on the sofa and nodded his head, almost asleep before they had
reached the door.

"Well, that was
rude," said Red.

"Shhh," Blue
hissed and rolled his eyes momentarily to the ceiling.

Stupid me, Red
thought, gazing momentarily at the wall above the lift. One out of
every three lights in the ceiling was very clearly a camera, though
not of foreign design. Red remained quiet until they had weaved
their way through the building and out to the wind-blown
street.

"What the hell
were you going on about in there?" She demanded. "You were out of
line. You know very well I can handle this mission on my own."

"Oh, come now,
don't be such a spoiled brat. You don't expect this job to be wine
and roses, do you? Field work is nothing like the breezy days of
college, it's serious business." He patted Red lightly on the back.
"I'm just trying to help, so let's focus on the mission,
alright?"

Red pushed past
some pedestrians who always seemed to be in her way but never in
her tall companion's way. "Fine, I get it. We're going to kill
someone, just like that. I've never killed someone before, I'm
rather looking forward to it."

"You're not going to kill anyone. I am
going to decolour Orange
if necessary and you are going to stay quiet and learn."

Red pulled the
brim of her hat low to ward against the howling wind and rain, and
also to hide her fiery glare. They walked across the street to a
black cab idling next to a brightly-lit chip shop. The driver threw
his Times-wrapped fish and chips parcel in the bin and wiped his
hands on his handkerchief before opening the back door.

"Where exactly
is Orange anyway?" Red asked. "Those two didn't exactly provide a
wealth of information."

"Likely because
they don't know yet. Knowing is our job. When you've been working a
few years you won't need information spoon-fed to you, if you're
paying attention that is."

"Am I to assume
you know something?"

Blue entered
the back of the cab first. "You watch the news, surely."

Red climbed in
after him and relaxed into the comfortable leather. This was no
ordinary cab. "Of course. Only BBC though, the American media is
awfully biased."

"Exactly why
you should watch it, to see what they're reporting through
omission. What was the last foreign situation you saw?"

Red pondered
for a moment. "The usual scuffles in the Middle East, some genocide
unfolding in Libya or Afghanistan. A shipping accident
somewhere."

"Where exactly?
Think."

Red closed her
eyes for a moment to recall the broadcast from her deep memory.
"Vietnam. Outside Hanoi somewhere. Haiping?"

"Haiphong."

"That's it.
Twenty people found dead adrift in a research vessel. No
survivors."

"And you don't
find that strange? People get killed in larger numbers than that
all the time. Twenty seems low. Why did they headline that
particular story?"

"I don't know.
Slow news day? Pirates? Is it relevant?"

"Of course it's
bloody relevant! News is propaganda. Anything that appears on the
television is a threat to us. It's not news, it's a call to
action."

"So you think
Orange is in Haiphong?"

"How did those
people die?" Blue asked with a hint of impatience in his voice.

Red racked her
brain, trying to recall the documents she had seen minutes before.
"The report didn't say exactly."

"You saw the
photos in the dossier. What did they look like?"

"Those were the
same people? Oh, now it makes sense! Bodies twisted, faces in
agony. No sign of injury. Ah! Something toxic."

"What type of
signature?" Blue asked curtly.

"Well, there
were twenty of them, so nothing too personal like a food additive,
although it's possible, one chef with access to a crew can do a lot
of damage, but they're hand-picked for the job. More likely
something impersonal and remote controlled like poison gas."

"See? The world
is simple when you pay attention." Blue tapped on the dividing
glass of the cab. "Airport."

Red gaped at
him. "Right now? I don't have a passport. Or clothes."

"Oh, good God.
Do you really think the world works the same for us as for the…
grey

people?"

"I don't know.
I've never been out the country before. Except for winter exams,
obviously, but I never saw anything other than bloody snow."

"You have a lot
to learn, little one."

Red's eyes
narrowed into mere slits. The temptation to shove Blue's umbrella
up into his chest and wind it around and around until his entrails
were taut was near overwhelming, but instead she sat back against
the plush leather and looked out the window at the people in grey
suits going about their lives, oblivious to the drama playing out
on the world stage. She pitied their ignorance.

Blue
interpreted her scowl correctly. "If you ever do need to kill me I
would prefer a bullet to a knife."

Red ignored
what she thought was sarcasm. "This is fancy for a cab." She patted
the rose-coloured seats, not the usual cab-fare, but covered in
expensive Damara sheepskin leather and finished with gold
stitching. Something she'd have at home if she could afford it. The
driver was separated by the thick glass panel and wore a white cap
that obscured his features, his cauliflower ears the only clue to
his history – a boxer or a bouncer – someone who fought off tough
opponents. The rest of the interior was equally comfortable, the
usual angular surfaces rounded off or padded with cushioned
leather.

Blue flipped
open a small door between the seats to reveal a few teacups and a
copper faucet. He poured two cups of hot black tea to warm them
against the outside chill. "A cab always on hand is one of the many
perks of the job."

The cab stopped
at a traffic light and Blue rolled down the window.

"As long as you
don't think I'm one of the perks. Your last little recruit?"

"I beg yours?"
asked Blue mid-sip, momentarily distracted by a group of hippies
arguing with a gang of punks about which of the current wars was
the worst. He flagged a paper-boy for the Times.

"Black alluded
you had another recruit before me."

"Oh, quite. Bit
of a sad story, really. Terrible mess." He took the paper without
paying the boy but received no complaint. "Let's talk about more
pleasant things, hmm?" Blue unrolled the paper and laying it over
his cross legs skimmed the headlines.

Red did not
press the issue. Blue was typically a stone wall when it came to
talking about personal details. Red did not even know if he had a
family. "I'd actually like to talk about our mission," she
offered.

"Try the tea,
it's imported fresh. Not the usual dry rot the supermarkets feed
the proles."

"It doesn't
bother you? Killing, I mean. Without a proper trial."

"Trial? What on
earth do you need a trial for? There is no law at the political
level. Law is for commoners. We can't risk waiting months for old
bill to finally swing his truncheon and let this rogue escape and
wreak more havoc. A well trained agent abroad doing whatever he
wants? Chilling prospect. Governments have been toppled, wars
started."

"So this has
happened before?" Red tested the tea and knew quality when she
tasted it.

"Years ago.
Before you were born."

"You still
remember it, then?"

If Blue picked
up the jibe he did not say. "Let's just say it didn't turn out
well. There were repercussions. A single agent can do incredible
damage to a country if they choose. Access to so much political
power is a terrible responsibility."

"One would
think there would be checks and balances against that, to stop a
rogue agent from, well, going rogue."

"There are. We
are the checks. We are the balances."

"Quis custodiet
ipsos custodes."

"I'm sorry?"
Blue vaguely recognized the phrase, but could not recall it's
meaning.

"Who watches
the watchmen?" Red offered, glancing over her shoulder at the
usually random flow of traffic. Something felt wrong.


Cab Ride

"The world is
in quite a state. Private wars, subterfuge, sabotage. It is our job
to clean up the mess."

Red gazed out
of the cab window at the passing traffic while Blue philosophized,
something he did when he had nothing to say. He did not like
surprises, he preferred the world to be ordered, neat and tidy.

"I'll teach you
the finer points of diplomacy, of course," he continued. "It takes
a deft hand."

"I'm sure your
hands have been quite busy," Red muttered.

"Yes, quite,"
Blue responded. He gave no indication he had understood her
sarcasm, but he read something in her tone. "There is no hierarchy
among the agents. Some of us simply have more experience."

"Fair enough."
She peeked at the rear-view mirror to check her lipstick.

"After our
meeting with Liz we should go over each other's briefs."

At any other time Red may have burst out
laughing, instead she twisted her head and stared intently forward.
"We have a tail. Champagne-coloured Jag, Northern plates."

Blue grasped
the door handle. "Where? I don't… Are you sure?"

"Don't look
back. He's trying his utmost to be unnoticed. Let's find out what
he wants."

"Does he have
clearance?" she pointed at the driver.

Blue nodded.
"He knows what we are."

Red leaned
forward and flipped the little red switch on the panel behind the
seat that she guessed was the intercom button. "Be a good chap and
circle the block."

The driver
tipped his cap and swerved in front of a red bus into the adjacent
lane. Behind them the Jaguar swerved around the bus and pulled into
their lane, first waiting for another car to sweep past to hide
behind, peeking out as they turned down a narrow road and
ultimately pushing through a throng of crossing pedestrians to keep
up, to much consternation and brolly-waving.

Red pulled out
a slim gold tube of Obsessión Devil-Red lipstick (£29) and
pretended to touch up her pout in the rear-view mirror. "Middle
aged man, curly blonde hair. Judging from the angle of his neck
around six foot seven, nineteen stone. Any idea who that might
be?"

"No one I've
met before," said Blue. "What's he wearing, uniform or plain
clothes?"

"Light yellow
shirt, cream jacket, no tie. Clean shaven but far too much chest
hair."

"Interesting
you would notice that," said Blue, resisting the urge to look
around and confirm the description.

"I thought you
may remember him more clearly that way."

Blue groaned as
they turned the corner for the second time. "Oh, this is
ridiculous, we'll be going around in circles all day." He pointed
to an empty parking spot. "Stop by that post box, let's just get to
the bloody point."

The driver
inserted the cab into the tight parking space next to the Aces
Wilde Department Store and the agents climbed out of the car and
waited. As the Jag edged past, Blue waved the driver to pull up
alongside, but the Jag driver pretended all was well and continued
driving.

"He must be a
hired hand," said Red, having experienced many a cruising man in
her youth. "Surely a solo operator wouldn't pass up an opportunity
like this."

"Yes, indeed,"
said Blue. "No idea who he is, though."

"Hello," Red
nudged Blue's arm, "I think we're about to find out."

The man in the
yellow shirt approached though a stream of pedestrians. Blue waited
for him to make the first move, readying his stance and resting his
right hand lightly near the hidden slit in his jacket where his
pistol lay in its tailored holster.

"In case you
haven't noticed," the man in yellow blurted out, "you're being
followed." The man had a posh accent, his vowels tight against the
roof of his mouth.

"You don't
say," Blue replied. "Mind telling us what you want?"

The man in
yellow's eyes narrowed. "Not me, you incompetent buffoon. The three
men in the Vauxhall Viva. Get in the car."

Blue spun
around and quickly found the dull green car parked across the road.
Three men in plaid suits were watching them like cats auditing a
bowl of cream.

Blue and Red
climbed back into the cab, the man in yellow sitting between them.
He was broad-shouldered and thick-legged and despite the cab's
roomy interior it was a tight fit.

"You must be
Red," the man held out his hand. "Enchanté. Call me Yellow."

"Ah, so you're
Yellow." Blue shoved his hand in front of the man's chest before he
could lay a kiss on the back of Red's outstretched hand.

Yellow
reluctantly let go of Red's palm to pump Blue's hand several times.
"I don't believe we've met."

Blue matched
the man's vigorous grasp. "I've heard of you. Quite an operation
you carried out in Libya, installing puppet oligarchies and all
that."

"If you boys
could stop bantering for a second and tell me who are the men in
that car behind us?" Red angled her head to see the car more
clearly in the rear-view mirror.

"They're Mudd's
men," Yellow said. "I recognize the style of their suits."

"Style is a
strong word," Red replied. "They look like a pack of playing cards
fell in the gutter."

Blue was
confused. "Mudd? I thought Prism took care of him years ago."

Yellow tutted.
"Apparently he has a new backer, bit of a mystery. Intel thinks
it's a Scottish conglomerate. Dark pools of money and all that.
Anyway, he has collected a loyal gang of followers. Amazing what
minimum wage will buy these days."

"Old friends of
yours?" Red inquired.

"Mudd is a
member of The International House of Cards," Yellow explained.
"They're a gang of millionaires whose sole purpose is to topple
oligarchies, cause chaos, but without government permission and
such of course."

"Of course,"
Red replied.

Yellow pushed
the intercom button. "Give us a closer look, will you, Simon?"

The driver
operated a joystick on the dash and a hidden camera installed in
the tail-light zoomed in on the men's faces. The driver flicked a
switch and the image was relayed to a television screen that popped
out from a panel behind the back seat.

"I didn't know
company cabs could do that," mused Blue while he tapped a few
buttons on the screen to pan the camera. "Ragged looking bastards.
What do they want?" Seeing them close up revealed that besides the
ill-fitting tweed jackets the men sported mismatched Fedoras and
black-rimmed glasses. One man with greased-back hair was
indiscreetly operating a large set of army-issue binoculars to scan
the street.

"The same thing
Mudd always wants. To stick his nose in other people's business."
Yellow leaned back and gave Red a warm smile. "He's a failed
agent," he explained. "Lost his colour after botching an important
job decommissioning a foreign spy. Erased the wrong person,
unfortunately. Almost an international scandal, took us ages to
scrub the Istanbul newspapers of the affair. One more day and the
BBC would have been all over it like raisins on a sticky bun."

"Oh my word,"
Red replied, trying to ignore Yellow's eyes sporadically flicking
down to take in her cleavage. "So now he's resentful and out for
revenge."

"Yes, quite. He
blames the agency instead of taking responsibility. Terrible mess,
though. The woman he erased was a fetching girl like yourself, much
loved in the business."

"An agent?"

"Good lord no,"
Yellow gasped. "We haven't had a female agent in years. No, she
was... a lady of questionable repute."

"Ah." Red
wondered if it was the same agent Black had mentioned, but did not
want to press the issue just yet. "What does he think will happen?
What does he want?"

"To interfere,
surely. We think he secretly wants to be welcomed back into the
fold, but he has no inroads open to the agency and so must resort
to wreaking havoc. Bloody nuisance if you ask me."

One of the men
in tweed held up a device and the television set in the cab
flickered with static momentarily.

"Are they
listening now?" Red asked.

"No doubt they
are trying," said Blue, "but this cab is soundproof, I know that
much."

"You boys
really do think of everything," said Red. "If they're not going
away and not relevant, perhaps we should ignore them and focus on
our own agenda?"

"Yes, quite,"
Blue replied. He held out his hand and Yellow shook it reluctantly.
"Do let's meet again, what."

Red suppressed
a smile. It was wholly unlike Blue to be so rude. Red moved aside
to let Yellow out, not an easy task in the confines of the cab. It
took Yellow several attempts and several misplaced "terribly sorry"
hands before ending up on the street. When Yellow was some distance
away Blue tapped the driver. "We're stopping at Number 3 first.
Lose Mudd's men on the way, will you?"

"It will be my
pleasure, sir." Simon flipped the top of the gear-knob exposing a
silver button, which he depressed. He eased the cab into racing
gear and it sped off through the mass of cars. No traffic officer
dared follow the specially marked cab, but when Simon radioed a
nearby squad car they were quick to pull over the men in the
Vauxhall racing to catch up.

"Does Liza work
at the government office?" Red asked, running her finger over the
envelope hidden behind the wall of her coat pocket.

"Liz. And yes,
occasionally she does," Blue replied. "She is, what you may call,
from a different organization."


Number 3

It did not pass
Red's notice that no one asked their identity on their way into
Number 3. An array of butlers had suspicious bulges under their
jackets, even the chamber maid was betrayed by sinewy legs, the
kind procured from active duty. They strode through a marble
hallway on a plush velvet carpet. Around them paintings of royal
relatives adorned the walls edged by side-tables filled with family
heirlooms.

"Do you have
the envelope?"

"Yes, right
here." Red tapped the black envelope against her hand. "You know,
I'm truly grateful you've accompanied me on this difficult mission,
don't know what I would have done without you."

"Oh, it's…"
Blue finally grasped the sarcasm and closed his mouth.

"So we deliver
it to Liz, easy enough. Does she have a secretary?"

"What do you
think?"

They walked up
a staircase and found themselves in a long corridor, heavy doors on
each side, but the door at the far end was larger and heavier than
the rest, decorated with rose inlay and gold leaf.

"Go ahead,"
Blue ushered her forward. "I'll be close by in case you need
help."

Red pouted at
Blue before stepping forward and knocking politely.

"Yes?" A light
voice said from inside. Red cautiously opened the door and stepped
inside. She curtsied briefly, taking a few moments to understand
the scene, before handing the black envelope to the Queen of
England. The Queen sat in a plush chair next to a window
overlooking an ornamental garden while a heavyset woman dressed in
a pink floral dress curled her hair. The Prime Minister was sitting
in a chair reading the Times. He made no effort to acknowledge the
newcomers. A thick-set woman rubbed his shoulders with her elbows
and every so soften he groaned with delight.

 


"I… er…" tried
Red, holding the envelope in front of her with both hands.

"Oh, splendid!"
The Queen nimbly broke the black seal, depositing the tiny Prism
into to Blue's outstretched hand, and flipped open the flap. She
pulled out two Polaroid photos of a pair of small dogs dressed in
tweed jackets and bow-ties and propped them up against a hairbrush.
"I've been waiting for these."

Blue walked to
the window and watched the dogs playing in the garden outside. He
tapped his finger on the glass a few times. "Is this glass German
or British made?" But the Queen was silent on the matter, indeed
she ignored Blue completely, instead handing the black envelope
back to Red to dispose of before admiring the photos once more.

In the corner
the Prime Minister had dozed off and was snoring softly. The burly
woman standing behind the Queen sternly motioned for them to
leave.

*

"You could have
told me Liz was only the bloody Queen!"

"And miss the
priceless expression on your face? You must be joking."

"I was shaking!
You are incorrigible, Agent Blue. What must Her Majesty think of
me, a mumbling fool barely capable of delivering the post?"

"She is
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