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Chapter One.



In a small, picturesque village in East Sussex stands a quaint-looking teashop. Not too surprising really as many small, attractive villages in East Sussex - and, indeed, other parts of England - have quaint-looking teashops. They help keep the tourists around and spending money for that little bit longer. This particular teashop had the obligatory quaint name referencing a part of the local area - in this case, it was called The Market Cross Tea Shop even though it was in a small alleyway a few minutes walk away from the market cross, and the very small square in which it stands. The square is now more of a traffic hazard and a place for coaches to drop tourists off at than anything, although as all the buildings surrounding it arent modern, it was clearly never very much of a square to start with.

 Despite not being on the square, and despite there being competition from other teashops and the like, The Market Cross Tea Shop pulled in a fair amount of business, even out of season. The reason for this could be seen on a board outside proclaiming that it sold The best Spotted Dick Pudding… in the world. The sign, drawing the usual sniggers from pre-adolescent boys and some tourists, might be taken for the normal self-promotion, except that it did actually sell the best spotted dick pudding most people had ever tasted - there are always one or two naysayers who will proclaim their grans was the best, or the one they did at prep school was better than anything, and so on. It had gathered a following by word of mouth, and - very late to the party - by food critics who somehow overcame their distaste at not reviewing a top restaurant to sample the wares.

 And the alleyway wasnt such a bad location for a teashop, anyway - after the tourists had ooh-ed and ahh-ed at the quaint old buildings, they would walk down the alley towards the tiny church (famous despite its size), and then on to the river, which meandered down to the sea. And then, of course, back up past the teashop to meet their coach, and hopefully time for a quick cuppa before it leaves.

 Not that this was the only alleyway in the village - far from it. But tourists, there only for a day or less, tended not to find the smaller ones. Oh, they probably heard about them - the village had its fair share of stories about smugglers, hidden paths and tunnels between buildings. But they werent that easy to find, even now. The more jaded tourist will tend to believe these tales have been made up to get more business and bear no relation to the truth, the less cynical will merely think them embellished, possibly heavily so. In fact most of the stories arent that far from the truth - the village could have been the template for smuggling stories. Some things have been glossed over, true, and others romanticised, but the tunnels, larger-than-life characters, rowing boats coming up-river in the dead of night… all true.

 Which brings us back to the The Market Cross Tea Shop. Local tales have it that one of the tunnels links, among other places, one of the village inns (there are several), a cottage near the church (and the river), and the tea shop. The current owner, like her parents and grand parents before her, refuses to verify this - laughing it off as one of the few embellishments made to the tales. And even though running a tea shop in a small village in East Sussex is not the most lucrative of businesses, and even though she is not - as far as anyone knows - independently wealthy, she has also refused every offer to sell the familys recipe for spotted dick pudding.




Chapter Two.



Whilst the recipe for the pudding remained with the teashop owner and her family, puddings made to that recipe travelled all over the world, brought back by travellers as gifts. You might find a Yorkshireman in Scotland enjoying it, or a Scotsman in Hampshire. Over in America, a Texan took a break from tending to his garden to enjoy some, whilst another tried to protect hers from her flock of cats. In the Arizonian desert, a grandma shook her stick at some cheeky kids who tried to sneak up on her to steal it, and further north a pshrink locked his door, turned the heating up then lay back on his couch and took a quick break to enjoy some. Another made its way to France, via Wales, smuggled in with a packet of HobNobs. Somewhere in Canada, two pieces, in two separate buildings, lay covered - one to protect it from wood shavings, the other to protect it from paint. Down under, a snake warily climbed onto a balcony to try and grab a piece, then shot off, convinced for a moment it saw an ape of some sort guarding it. In Germany, a piece was enjoyed with some beer, even though they didnt go particularly well together. 

 Not everyone was happy about this. In particular, the ICC (International Cake Cartel, nothing to do with cricket, although it did use that august organisation as a front) wanted to get hold of the recipe and either mass produce it or destroy it for good. Either one would be satisfactory. However they couldnt be seen to do something so ruthless as steal the recipe themselves. What they could do was organise a harmless advertising campaign that could change the hearts and minds of thousands, which might just be to the advantage of another organisation - if they would do the actual work. Sara, deputy assistant to the assistant of the deputy assistants assistant to the CEOs deputys deputy assistant, got on the phone.

 Good mor, err, afternoon, PDHIMETTDJPNS, Sally speaking, how may I help you?

 Allo? Is thees the PNS? said a female voice with possibly the worst fake French accent ever. Sally glanced at the phone. The caller ID showed the caller was calling from the UK. She rolled her eyes. 

 Yes, how may I help you? 

 Ahh. I am Mis….errrm, mademoiselle Lee. I am calling on bealf of Monsieur Kipleeng. May I speak with Monsieur Nuttking? 

 Transferring you now, caller


Chapter Three.



Its a glorious summer day. They sky is blue with picture-postcard little fluffy clouds, the sea shimmers between blue and turquoise, small waves break on sandbanks and beaches with just enough white foam to look picturesque but not so much it frightens small dogs and children, and boats bob around lazily. Some white cliffs topped with green downs roll along the coast, broken by the mouth of a river lazily flowing into the sea. On either side of the river picnickers eat sandwiches and drink from Thermoses. One more adventurous couple start a small stove going on one of the wooden groynes, only to quickly remove it and throw water over the place where the stove sat. Some people sunbathe, some paddle. One or two swim in the river mouth. Two young guys paddle a canoe out of the river and into the sea, turning west along the coast. Gulls scream overhead. A gentle breeze whispers through the grass before dying down again. 

 Out at sea, a motor launch slows almost to a stop, in line with the river mouth, but some way out at sea. The people on board are indistinguishable black shapes. Theres a slight splash, and the boat speeds off again. Where the boat was a small black shape can be seen, moving slowly closer to shore. Eventually it resolves into a man, wearing a wetsuit, swimming with a large waterproof bag. After some minutes he reaches the eastern shore of the river, walks up the shingle beach to behind a convenient shrub. There is some shuffling and scuffling noises, and if anyone was close enough they may have heard three very quiet, but very distinctly different, voices muttering at each other. He emerges again a few minutes later, dressed in normal clothes and nonchalantly heads off up a path by the side of the river, still carrying the bag, which is clearly far too large to just be holding his wetsuit. Most people on the beaches either side of the river only pay cursory attention to this performance, as if it is something that happens every day, before going back to their activities. 

 An hour or so after this, the two chaps in the canoe paddle back up the river from the sea, looking a little sunburnt. People come and go, walking off over the Downs, or up the river to the pub and micro-brewery further upstream. Boats drift along out at sea, powered by wind or motor. 

 It is the sort of summers day that exists usually more in memory and dreams than reality. A day for enjoying and relaxing. Certainly not a day for intrigue and plotting. 

 Further up river, now past the pub and micro brewery, and over the main road, past the sheep centre and country park, past all of the day trippers and most of the walkers, past the rivers larger meanders and man-made channels, the man with the waterproof bag pauses. A group of swans glide effortlessly past, watching him curiously. Higher up, a white horse - carved as a drunken prank a couple of centuries back - watches silently. He glances around, pulls out a notebook and compass, nods to himself, then strips down to a pair of swimming trunks, stowing his clothes in a bag within the bag. Ignoring the fact that only a few hundred yards upstream there is a bridge, he crosses the river, part wading, part swimming. Then, checking his compass once more, he heads towards a clump of bushes at the base of the hill, and vanishes from sight. 

 Back at the mouth of the river a tall, hairy creature - which looks suspiciously like a yeti (confirmed sightings (Sussex): 0. Confirmed sightings (SE England): 0. Confirmed sightings (UK): 0. Actual numbers: Unknown, at least one) - looks at an empty bag longingly and mutters something about really wanting a spotted dick pudding. His companion, sporting a badge that says Im a llounge llama - let me back in there! looks warningly at his tummy before commenting that they ought to be making a move anyway, and did he want to go along the river or along the coast?




Chapter Four



Meanwhile, a bit further west, a chap set out for an afternoons pootling around Poole harbour in his grey RIB. As it was such a pleasant afternoon, and as he had a plentiful supply of food with him - including his mothers famous pie, he decided to see if he could land on one of the islands - maybe even Brownsea. Avoiding the larger boats he went along quite merrily, until he became aware of a powerful diesel engine not that far from him. Glancing around, he saw the harbour masters boat racing along. Someone was in trouble. He shrugged, and carried on his way. Shortly after, he realised the harbour master was hailing him.

 Hullo there! Whereabouts are you heading?

 Oh - thought Id pop over to one of the islands for a picnic he said, nodding meaningfully at his hamper

 I see There was something in the harbour masters tone which suggested that what he saw was very much not to his liking. And, um, are they with you then? he asked, nodding towards the back of the RIB.

 The chap looked at the harbour master. Was he drunk? Suffering from sun stroke?

 Ummm….? he offered by way of a reply.

 Them. Little grey things in your boat The harbour masters temper was clearly wearing thin, so the chap thought it might be best to humour him, when a brief flash of movement in his RIB caught his eye. There, crouching almost nonchalantly in the stern of the RIB, was a brace of squirrels. Grey squirrels, to be precise. Outlawed on the islands in Poole Harbour to allow the native reds to flourish.

 He followed the harbour master back to a dock, and glowered meaningfully at the squirrels. You two, hop it. Or Ill call my mum - and she makes a mean squirrel pie and he glanced meaningfully at his hamper.

 As if they understood, the creatures scooted out from the boat, and the chap could have sworn he heard one of them mutter commie sympathiser as they scuttled off. Scratching his head, he set back off again.

 Further inland, a tense phone call was in progress.

 So, for the promise of some positive advertising which will probably sway hearts and minds, but cannot guarantee us even a reconsideration of our banishment, you want us to steal arguably the most famous recipe in the country? You dont think thats a bit, um, one-sided, do you?

 Well, no. Not really. Think of the influence our adverts wield. Think how trusted our brand is. If we come up with a suitable campaign it will turn the tide of public opinion, and from that will come a re-consideration. And lets be honest, as soon as the tabloids get on your side, your case is won.

 I still think youre… hold on a moment and Mr Nuttking put the phone on hold as one of his many minions scurried in, holding a piece of paper. Cyril took the paper and read it. Then read it again. Pies? he bellowed. PIES! Ill give them sodding pies! and with that he took the phone off hold.

 Mr Kipling - you have a deal. But I have one condition. No mention of pies. At all.

 No pies. We do cakes, remember? And I look forward to working with your organisation on this matter. When can you start?

 As soon as I possibly can, Mr Kipling. As soon as I possibly can.




Chapter Five



In The George Inn, George (no relation) - one of the landlords - paced nervously. It was summer, and that meant the brewery would send a man around unannounced to see how things were going. On top of that there was what looked like a mythical hairy creature wearing shorts, sandals and a T shirt tucking into a rustic platter in the beer garden; and an odd noise coming from the cellar. At least there were no SHUMS around. He half-chuckled as he remembered muttering invectives about them within the hearing of an elderly priest who, naturally, asked what a SHUM was. On being told, he looked at George askance and told him for being uncharitable to the blessed children. He then went out into the garden, where the SHUMS were. And came back in a few seconds later, ashen-faced. He nodded to George and muttered I see you have a point, actually, and went and sat as far from the garden as he could.

 The noise was getting too distracting. He headed down to the cellar, torch in hand. He was carrying it more for the weight of the thing, making it useful as a cosh, than its light-emitting properties. The cellar, after all, was wired to the mains and had lights and other such mod cons. He turned the lights on, and descended into the maze of barrels and casks, boxes of glasses and crates of empties. At the foot of the stairs he paused, sniffing slightly. He thought he had caught a whiff of outside air coming from a direction it didnt normally come from. And then he heard the noise again, coming from the same direction. He pulled out his diary, checked and double checked todays date, frowned and cautiously moved off. He mentally chided himself for leaving his mobile phone upstairs, then mentally chided himself for mentally chiding himself - there was, after all, no reception down here.

 A figure stepped out from behind a tall pile of boxes, smiling a little apologetically, and looking like hed been dragged through a hedge backwards, sideways and maybe forwards for good measure. Moreover, his shoes were squelching slightly, and George was sure he could hear something from within the large bag the man had with him.

 You! George shouted in a whisper. Youre not due here now. Ive had no notification. Nothing.

 Training run, all a bit hush-hush, sorry said the other. He noticed Georges eyes go towards the bag. Change of clothes, small inflatable boat, and, well… you dont want to know the rest. Is, err, my room free? Only Janey is a bit more sensitive to how I look than you. Plus I need to check a couple of things.

 George shook his head in exasperation, then nodded Sure - you know where the other stairs are. Oh yeah - key… he patted through his pockets and handed over a key. Weve a couple of guests, but theyre all out now. Although two of them are only out as far as the beer garden.

 The other nodded, and vanished quietly up the other stairs. George shrugged, and went back up the normal stairs, and noticed a very obvious tourist being obnoxious at the bar. Great, he thought, the brewery man is here, too.


Chapter Six



Sometime later, in a bedroom with wall paintings dating back to Tudor times, Hugo lounged on a bed. Lefty was draped mostly across the arm of a chair, in a position that looked mostly uncomfortable but which he maintained helped stretch him out to his full length.

 So Hugo said, a training exercise. Im sick and tired of training exercises. I want to see some action again.

 Hugo, said Lefty, were in a sleepy Sussex sillage, errr, village. We arent going to see any action. Unlike Hugo, Lefty sounded quite pleased at this.

 We may as well have stayed in Paris for all the good this jaunt is going to do us

 But… I can get some more postcards! Lefty said, brightening even more.

 Outside, the stairs creaked with the weight of someone walking up them. Hugo and Lefty glanced at each other, and fell silent. Footsteps fell in the corridor, pausing briefly outside their door, then carried on. Voices drifted up from outside, a background murmur in which the occasional sentence could be deciphered.

 Aww lookit that squirrel! Its climbing up the drainpipe!

 Hugo and Lefty exchanged glances. Hugo wriggled his way under the duvet, and Lefty threw himself to the floor and squirmed under the chair. Seconds later, a small, grey furry face peered in through the window, then carried on up the drainpipe to floor above. Minutes passed. Hugo slipped up a little and peered towards the window. Seeing no squirrel, he coughed gently. Lefty pulled himself back up onto the chair, praising the forethought of the person who had completely covered the leg in grippy fabric.

 The squirrel, meanwhile, satisfied with her reconnaissance, headed over the rooftops towards the alley. She perched on a roof, out of sight, but perfectly able to hear everything going on.

 You! Janey exclaimed, mostly sounding pleased.

 Cant stay for very long - training He pulled a face. But while Im here… any chance of…?

 I need to get some more underway - wait up here and have a cuppa.

 The squirrel smiled - this was the opportunity shed been waiting for. The woman called Janey had her hair up in a bun, which was sitting on the top of her head, rather than the back. As the man turned his back, the squirrel dropped what looked like a small acorn. Perfectly aimed, it landed in the bun with just enough force to slip slightly under the hair, but gently enough that Janey didnt feel a thing.

 Janey went inside, and went down to the cellar where the famous family recipe was kept. She didnt need to check it really, not after all this time, but if she didnt follow the complete ritual, she was never satisfied it tasted as good. Having checked it, she set about preparing the next batch of spotted dick pudding. It was the only dish no-one else was allowed to make, and she had her own kitchen in the cellar especially for cooking it in. Once it was underway, she went back upstairs, and interrupted him mid-flirt with one of the waiters. She was about to say something when he pointed at her hair.

 Youve got an acorn in your bun! he exclaimed, and picked out out of her hair and threw it out the door.

 The squirrel heaved a sigh of relief. She had been wondering how best to retrieve the acorn, and now some-one had done it for her. She shimmied down a drainpipe, skittered across the alleyway, picked up the acorn, and shot off.

 Janey and the man watched. It almost sounds like its laughing! Janey said.




Chapter Seven



A short while later, he left the tea shop, full of spotted dick pudding and tea. Something was tugging insistently at the back of his mind. Something he had seen earlier had triggered the recollection of a memory of an insinuation of a hint in a reference in a book referred to by a manual mentioned in passing in some notes he had casually, but hurriedly, read one day. And as the notes were upside down and he was trying not to let on to the person they were the right up for that he was trying to read them, he couldnt be sure.

 It was something about superior computing in a small device.

 No. Not superior.

 Advanced. That was it.

 Advanced computing visual something or other.

 Visual detection web.

 No. Not that. Transmitter, maybe. Advanced computing optical detection transmitter.

 No. Still not it.

 Advanced computing optical recognition transmitter.

 No. The devices had both transmitters and receivers in them.

 He paused in front of the post office, idly scanning the advertising cards - cleaners, builders, plumbers, IT consultants… all peddling their services. A nearby village was advertising its monthly local business networking event. Several cottages were up for let in the holiday season. A prize-winning Siamese had a litter of kittens looking for good homes.

 He popped in and bought a bottle of water and some stamps, for no reason beyond a very strong belief that village post offices should be supported by any means possible.

 Something about the noticeboard stuck in his mind. He scratched absent mindedly at his head, and discovered that not only was something from the notice board stuck in his mind, but a large-ish splinter from it was also stuck in his head. He pulled out it out, wincing, then yelled as the word fell into place. Network.

 That was it.

 The device was known as the advanced computing optical recognition network.

 Something about that made him think of the squirrel. He couldnt quite place his finger on it. He walked on, not paying enough attention to his surroundings, especially given his profession.

 Something landed on his head. Followed by another. He broke out of his reverie and realised he was walking under an oak tree, which was dropping acorns on him. Pulling himself together, he walked on, far more aware of his surroundings, and acutely conscious that the missing piece of the jigsaw puzzle was hiding in plain sight.





