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It is an old maxim of mine that when you have excluded the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.


—“The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet,”
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle


That’s all very well, but what do you do when nothing is impossible?


— Detective Constable Andrew Chuah, formerly of the Metropolitan Police, now attached to the Checquy Group
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For the rest of her life, whenever Louise remembered that moment, she would feel a horrendous stab of shame through her heart. Shame because her first thought was not for the well-being of her brother Edmund lying sprawled on the floor but because, in a flash of selfish insight, she thought only of the implications for her, what it might mean for the rest of her life.


She was moving forward before that thought left her. For all that her horrible egocentric mind was screaming about the future, everything else was focused on her brother.


“Oh, Jesus, Ed! Please! Please!” She fell to her knees by him, afraid to touch him. He was on his back, an expression of pain frozen on his face. His blond hair, usually parted meticulously, was all awry. One of his eyes was slightly open, and the sight of the blank, unfocused pupil turned her stomach. She hesitantly took his arm. It was horribly heavy. She felt his hand and thought it was warm. But he was not breathing.


“Fa!” she screamed. It was instinct, not thought. Her father would know what to do. He always knew what to do. But for all the things her father was, he was not a doctor. He must have learned some first aid, surely, during his time in the army, she thought frantically. She tried to remember her own training from the Girl Guides. She had vague memories of a little her and Alix and Imogen giggling while they contemplated giving the kiss of life to a limbless mannequin.


I don’t think any of us ever did get that badge in the end.


But now she was looking down at her brother’s graying face and wondering if she should be breathing into his mouth or pounding on his chest.


“FA!”


And her father was there, but for the first time in her life, she saw fright on his face.


“Oh, my boy,” he said weakly. “Oh, no.” He knelt and took Edmund’s hand, feeling at his wrist.


“Fa,” she said, “should I — should I get them to call for —”


“Yes — no, wait!” he said sharply. “Where is Odette? Is she here?”


“Odette?” repeated Louise blankly. Odette Leliefeld was the girlfriend of her younger brother Nicholas. She was pleasant enough, from Belgium. “Yes, she’s here, I saw her earlier. She came to watch a film with Nicky.”


“Get her,” Fa said in his military commanding voice. “Now. Not a word to anyone else.”


“But why?”


“Go!”


Bewildered, Louise ran out of the room and down the hallway. She flung open the door to Nicholas’s bedroom, but it was empty, and she ran on. With every step, she was aware of time wasted. Time that might make all the difference. They should be calling for a doctor. Why was she chasing about after this girl? Edmund was … was … She flinched away from the thought.


Finally, she burst into the lounge, and the girl was there, seated on a sofa and paging through a book. She looked up in surprise.


“Louise?” she said, and Louise bit back a moment of irritation.


“Where’s Nicky?”


“In the garden,” Odette said. Her Belgian accent was noticeable, but she spoke English fluently. “He had to take a call, so we paused the movie.” Her eyes narrowed. “Something is wrong. What has happened?”


“It’s Edmund, something’s … I found him, and —” Louise wanted to weep. “Fa said to get you, but I don’t understand why.”


“Where is he?” said the girl. She stood, so smoothly that the motion was almost alien, and Louise took an uncertain step back. Odette’s usual calm mien had been replaced by something sharper, focused.


“The library,” Louise said. “He wanted to borrow a book.” As if that were an important detail.


The girl was already moving swiftly. She was past Louise and running down the hallway before Louise could get to the door. By the time Louise caught up, Odette was already on her knees by Edmund’s sprawled figure. She had peeled open his eyelids, and her face was close to his. Then she placed two fingers against his neck, feeling for a pulse.


“We’ve already done that,” said Louise impatiently. Odette ignored her, and a faint line appeared between her brows. For a single, crazy moment, it seemed to Louise as if the veins in the girl’s two fingers swelled up and then shrank. Her head was tilted, as if she was listening intently. She shook her head and took her fingers away, and Louise caught a glimpse of something glistening on her brother’s throat, like a spot of liquid.


“Odette?” said Louise’s father, and she held up a hand to quiet him. She leaned forward and, to Louise’s shock, kissed her brother full on the lips, and then on the brow. As she drew back, she licked her lips a little, and made a sound of frustration. Then she tore open Edmund’s shirt and carefully placed her hands on his chest.


All right, good, she’s doing CPR. Finally, it’s making a bit of sense. Except that Odette was not pushing on Edmund’s chest in any sort of rhythm. Instead, she pressed down firmly and held her hands there. The muscles in her wrists jerked, there was an odd squelching sound, and Odette drew her hands back quickly, clearly braced for something to happen.


But nothing did. Edmund just lay there.


“Fuck,” the Belgian girl said quietly. Louise noticed that her palms were red and swollen. Odette wiped her hands on her skirt and then slapped Edmund’s face hard. “Edmund! Edmund, wake up!”


Odette took a deep breath and placed her hands on Edmund’s chest again. Louise could see her straining, and then her shoulders slumped. She was breathing heavily, and when she looked up at Louise and her father, she was pale, and dark patches had appeared under her eyes. There was a look of immense sadness on her face.


“Anything?” her father asked in a small voice. Odette shook her head.


“I am so sorry, sir,” she said. “He’s gone.”


“Oh!” exclaimed her father in pain. “Oh, my boy!”


“What are you talking about?” demanded Louise. “We have to call a doctor! I don’t understand why we even brought you.” She broke off as her father closed his hand tightly on her shoulder. “Fa?”


“Nothing more could have been done,” he said. There was an inexplicable air of finality in the way he said it, as if Edmund had just been worked over for hours by a team of experts, instead of getting pawed and kissed and slapped by his brother’s unemployed girlfriend.


“What?” exclaimed Louise.


“Thank you for your efforts, Odette.”


“Sir.”


“What?” repeated Louise. “What do you mean?” It was as if they had all gone mad.


“Oh, my darling,” he said to her, and pulled her close. “I’m so sorry. I am so, so sorry.” The defeat in his voice was what broke Louise, and she began to weep against his chest. Only distantly did she hear him speaking.


“Odette, you’ll need to call someone. We’ll have to …” He broke off, and with her cheek against his chest, she felt it as he swallowed. “We’ll have to tell them that the Prince of Wales has died.”
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Alexandra “Alix” Victoria Dennis-Palmer-Hudson-Gilmore-Garnsey, twelfth Lady Mondegreen, lay limply in her bedroom in the east wing of Wyndham Towers, sweating in the horrendous summer heat, and asked herself yet again why she’d come home.


And why has no one, in a dynasty that stretches back to the time of Good Queen Bess, ever bothered to have air conditioning installed here?


Her trip to the Towers really was an extremely poor idea. She had a perfectly nice, painfully expensive flat in London, one with air conditioning and her stuff and easy access to entertainment and, most importantly, a complete lack of family members. She had two weeks’ leave that she’d been told it would be wise for her to take, she had a goodly amount of money in the bank that would have enabled her to stay in comfort in any part of the UK or Ireland (she was not permitted to go anywhere else without written permission from the Home Secretary), and she had no boyfriend to object to her taking off.


So why had she felt compelled to come to the most isolated part of the Scottish-English border and be awkward and uncomfortable among her family while dying of heat exhaustion in a sweltering ancestral pile?


Admittedly, Wyndham Towers did come furnished with a pack of absolutely lovable dogs, four of whom had realized that Alix had one of the house’s few fans in her room. Accordingly, she was currently framed entirely by panting dogs.


On each side, she was boxed in by a Scottish deerhound, John on the left and Lulu on the right, while a border collie named Wompus had ensconced himself between her knees, his fur slowly welding itself to her skin. Finally, a dense little nugget of a Cairn terrier, Poppy, had inserted herself between Alix’s pillow and the wall, so it looked as if she were wearing an amiable brindle fur hat.


And the house was lovely. All pillars, porches, and parapets, it was the brainchild of the eighth Lord Mondegreen. He had engaged some genius of an architect in the late 1820s to produce a family seat worthy of a centuries-old family who’d just made an astounding amount of money through something cunning involving copper mines in some other part of the world.


The previous version of Wyndham Towers, which had accreted over the centuries, had reflected a mishmash of period styles, with an emphasis on being able to retreat into it and hold off the most immediate threat, ranging from border reivers to salesmen. It had served its purpose, insofar as the Mondegreen line had survived, but it wasn’t what you might call gracious.


The new house, however, was one of the nation’s foremost examples of “Jacobethan” architecture. It would have received far more attention if it hadn’t been so remote that even the most dedicated of architectural historians couldn’t bring themselves to visit. The nearest town was an hour and a half away and always gave the impression of being in the last stages of some terminal disease.


Of course, it was entirely fitting that Alix be there. As the Right Honourable the Lady of Mondegreen, she was a Laird o Pairlament in the Scottish peerage. Wyndham Towers was her ancestral manse, and it was proper that she spend at least part of the year there. Especially, she reflected grimly, since the family had only been able to avoid selling the place off by selling her off.


“Alix!” She opened her eyes and found her mother standing in the doorway. Charlotte, the dowager Lady Mondegreen, was tall, slim, beautiful, and convinced that the world existed entirely for her convenience. “I’ve been calling you! Telephone!”


“Who is it?”


“It came in to the library phone.”


Oh, thank God. Some sort of supernatural emergency that will take me away from here. She felt a little guilty about her relief at the prospect of escape from the bosom of her family, but not terribly so. She hauled herself off the bed, peeling her legs away from Wompus, who opened his eyes, regarded her balefully, and then rolled over onto his back, letting the breeze from the fan play across his belly. John and Lulu sighed heavily and spread out a little more so that they resembled piles of extremely regal laundry.


Because of the house’s remoteness and the surrounding hills, the mobile phone reception was shit. There were two landlines: one that anyone could (and did) pick up an extension for and eavesdrop, and one in the library that the government had installed at substantial expense and from which the entire household was forbidden to make outgoing calls. Alix had a sneaking suspicion that her younger sisters, desperate for privacy, violated that prohibition fairly regularly, which meant that every personal conversation with a boyfriend or bitchy gossip-fest with a schoolmate that Cecily, Lillian, or Frances had conducted on that line had been recorded and analyzed by government agents, with transcripts that would reside in secret archives until the end of time.


Alix closed the library doors. The telephone was waiting, off the cradle.


“Hello?” she said when she picked it up.


“Identify.”


“Pawn Alexandra Mondegreen. ID code 45 Fatalistic Aureate 85 Zulu.” There was a pause as the listening computers analyzed her fricatives, labials, coronals, dorsals, pharyngeals, laryngeals, and accent and decided that it was indeed her.


“Hold for Lady Farrier.”


Oh, hell. If it was the Lady calling, rather than the Rookery, then it was a political rather than operational matter.


“Alexandra?”


“My lady.”


“You’re needed in London.” There was no expression of regret for disturbing her compulsory vacation leave. Any such expression would have been patently insincere anyway. Alix was there to be summoned.


“I’ll leave right away,” said Alix. She looked at the clock. If I call British Rail now and ask them to stop at the halt, I’ll be able to catch the train in half an hour. The estate had its own little platform on the rail line that the trains would stop at if given sufficient notice. “I’ll call once the train is approaching London, if the office could send a car to Euston.”


“No, we need you immediately,” the Lady said. “A helicopter will be there in … twenty minutes.”


“A helicopter?” repeated Alix. “Coming here? All right, ask them to land on the south lawn. Will there be room for luggage?”


“It’ll be just you, so yes, but there won’t be time to change once you arrive. You’ll come straight to the palace.” Alix winced. It was that kind of emergency.


“A formal event?” Experience had taught her that trying to put on makeup and do her hair in a helicopter inevitably led to a look best described as “electrocuted clown.”


“No,” Lady Farrier said. “But dress … soberly.”


What does that mean?


“I’ll be ready, my lady.” When she opened the door, her mother was standing right there, and she flinched back. “Mummy!”


“Hello, darling,” her mother said brightly. “Was that the office?”


“On the official office phone?” asked Alix. “Yes, it was.”


“Going back to London?”


She hesitated. “Yes. Sort of official emergency.”


“Of course.” Her mother smiled. “Did I hear they’re sending a helicopter?”


“Mummy, you really shouldn’t be listening in on these calls.”


“Do you think there might be a spare seat?”


Cecily, Lillian, and Frances greeted the news of their sister and mother’s departure with no expression at all. It was apparently no more than they expected. They didn’t even come to the windows to watch the helicopter land or see their sister rush across the lawn in a dark gray suit while their mother teetered behind her in heels and a bright summer dress, her bag in one hand while the other held her hat on against the downwash. To Alix’s mortification, the pilot did not seem surprised by the addition of her mother to the passenger manifest. Indeed, he seemed almost to have been anticipating it.


Apparently, word about the dowager Lady Mondegreen has gotten around the office. The Checquy had confronted the greatest supernatural horrors of history head-on, without giving an inch, but when it came to her mother, it was just easier to pre-capitulate.


The journey was tedious. There was no briefing packet to read, and so she had to sit and watch her mother blithely reading glossy magazines she’d brought with her and drinking her favorite melon-flavored bottled water, which, to Alix’s horror, had been waiting for her in the helicopter. Alix then cringed when they arrived at the heliport at Battersea to find two cars waiting for them.


“Oh, isn’t that nice,” said her mother. “They could have just dropped me off at the flat on the way.” The possibility that this detour might have been out of the way did not occur to her. “Well, bye, darling.” She gave an air-kiss out of the side of her mouth without bothering to turn her gaze away from the car.


“I’m over here, Mum.”


“Hmm?”


“Never mind,” sighed Alix, as her mother got into the car and was whisked away without a backward glance. “I suppose we’d better go,” she said to the driver of the other car.


“The Lady is waiting, Lady Mondegreen,” he agreed.


“Lady,” not “Pawn.” Alix felt the familiar stab of embarrassment, anger, and sadness but didn’t try to correct him. She would have just gotten the usual blank stare.


“You know I’ll have to sit in the back, right?” she said.


“Of course.”


“It’s just for the look of the thing.”


“It’s fine, my lady.”


There was no briefing packet in the car. Alix turned on her phone, but there were no coded texts from the Rookery masquerading as messages from friends. She resorted to checking the mainstream media, but the big news was all happening elsewhere in the world.


Not even a hint of something that might be a cover-up. So perhaps this isn’t a heightened alert situation where they want subtle protection for the royal family. Is something going on at the palace?


She had the royal diary and the court circular bookmarked on her phone, and neither mentioned any specific engagements that evening. In fact, the royal diary revealed that there was nothing scheduled that day except the Princess of Wales opening a women’s shelter in York.


“Do you have any idea why I’ve been called in?” she asked the driver. “Has there been some major manifestation?”


“No, it’s been quiet all ’round the country, far as I know.”


Then what the hell is going on?


Feeling increasingly uneasy, Alix decided to keep busy. She drafted a breezy social media update announcing to her civilian friends that she had returned to London and sent it off to an email address belonging to the Tactical Deception Communications section, known in-house as the Liars. Her draft would be reviewed by no fewer than five people, including at least one former journalist, one political scientist, one social media expert, the duty chief for the media watch room, and one manager. They had been known to call in additional experts as necessary.


It prevented any form of spontaneity, but since she was one of the few Checquy operatives who was permitted to use social media — in fact, was obliged to use social media — she had to do it. Sometimes they merely altered a word or two or added a strategic emoji. Sometimes, however, they changed large portions of her posts. On one occasion, to her irritation, the best photograph she’d ever taken — a magnificent shot of an electrical storm above the hills around Wyndham Towers — was replaced by an enthusiastic update about the pastries in a café that she’d never visited. Presumably, the change had been made for purposes of national security.


In any case, she would eventually receive the approved text and then have to post it herself, just to mesh with GPS expectations.


There were no members of the press at the gates of Buckingham Palace. The building reared above her, a cliff of windows and white stone, and despite herself, she felt a shiver of awe. She’d been there a thousand times. She’d spent hours wandering its hallways and even more studying its blueprints. She knew all 775 rooms, including the staff bedrooms, the principal bedrooms, the staterooms, the cinema, the post office, the jeweler’s workshop, and the doctor’s surgery. She knew the forty acres of grounds. And yet it was still impossible to take it for granted.


As the car turned in to a courtyard, a man was waiting to open her door. She recognized him as Pawn Anthony Whomsley, a fellow operative of the Checquy who was currently attached to the King’s protection detail. He ushered her into the palace but stopped her when she went for the usual stairs.


“This way.” He led her down corridors that became less and less grand and more and more utilitarian. She could remember running through them as a child, giggling madly with Louise. Locked doors opened at a swipe of Whomsley’s pass as they moved out of the service areas, through the public and reception spaces, and up deserted staircases to a higher floor.


Just before they came to the royal family’s private quarters, he opened a door that she recalled led to a conference room. Inside, seated at the table were the only two other people in the Checquy to have their own Wikipedia pages.


The first, Linda, the Right Honourable the Viscountess of Farrier, had the smallest page, and it really only existed because there were apparently people out there who felt compelled to catalog every member of the British aristocracy. It recorded her parentage (daughter of an earl), her spouse (the Right Honourable the Viscount of Farrier, obviously), and her two children. It noted that she had been a lady-in-waiting two queens ago; that her entry in Who’s Who listed her charity work, including her position as chairwoman of the Foundation for Juhász-Koodiaroff-Grassigli Syndrome; and that her pastimes included quilting, dogs, and archery.


Unsurprisingly, it did not mention her ability to enter and manipulate other people’s dreams, or that she was co-leader of the Checquy Group, a covert agency within the British government that dealt with, and was partially staffed by, the supernatural. Nor did it mention any of the accomplishments that had made her legendary within the Checquy: how she had tracked down an oneiric parasite that had been stalking through the sleeping psyches of the British populace for months. Over the course of seventeen weeks, it had driven thirty-eight people to commit suicide by self-immolation and left fifteen people in a state of permanent insanity. Then-Pawn Farrier had finally cornered the entity in the erotic dream of some fourteen-year-old boy in a suburb of Canterbury and, while dream women with improbable breasts looked on in bewilderment, she had torn the parasite apart with such force that everyone in the house developed epilepsy.


Nor did Wikipedia mention how, as Lady of the Checquy, she had accomplished the unprecedented and stupendous feat of gaining a budgetary supplement for the Checquy Group from the Exchequer in a recession year — not once, but twice! In consecutive years!


Alix had known Lady Farrier since she was six, and the two had been collaborating on responsibilities surrounding the royal family since Alix was ten. Yet she still regarded the older woman with a feeling of nervous reverence. Although they were both ladies, Linda Farrier was the Lady.


The Checquy had existed for centuries, and one of the quaint cultural elements that it had retained into the modern day was the nomenclature for its people. If you had supernatural capabilities, you received a chess-based title. The vast bulk of such operatives were pawns. A pawn could be a manager, a clerk, a soldier, a scholar, a maintenance worker.


Above them was the Court — the executives — consisting of rooks, chevaliers, and bishops. And at the very top, in charge of the entire organization, were the Lord and Lady (the chess theme having been strategically ignored at this point because referring to oneself as a “king” or a “queen” in the British Isles sent a very specific message).


It was archaic, and faintly ridiculous, but the terminology served as a reminder. You were special, yes. You were elite. But you were also a piece in a vast, important game, and you could be sacrificed at any time. People regarded the position with a grim pride. And this was the reason that Alix winced whenever one of her fellows addressed her as “Lady.” It said that as far as they were concerned, she was not a real pawn and enjoyed unfair privileges.


The Wikipedia entry for the second woman, Odette Leliefeld, was much longer than Lady Farrier’s because she was currently dating the dishy third in line to the throne, Prince Nicholas, and so was the subject of much public attention. The entry had some things right: it identified her as being twenty-one years old, born to parents who were academics in Belgium. There was palpable agony on the part of the page’s editors over the fact that the circumstances in which Odette and Nicholas met was not publicly known.


In fact, the circumstances were highly classified. They hadn’t sat next to each other at an officer’s ball or some party, or been introduced by mutual friends. Instead, they had gotten to talking during a secret ceremony at Balmoral in which Odette’s centuries-old ancestor had sworn his allegiance and that of his brotherhood of flesh-crafting alchemists — the Grafters — to the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland.


It had been an occasion of profound significance, and not just because two attractive young people had started chatting and arranged to go out on a date. The Checquy and the Grafters had loathed each other for centuries. For the two groups to bury the hatchet anywhere other than in each other’s faces was momentous.


Alix had been present at the ceremony, about two horrified meters away from Nicholas and Odette’s initial flirting, and she had been hard-pressed not to intervene with some extremely strong objections. She had known Nicholas pretty much his whole life and felt a sort of big sisterly protectiveness. Meanwhile, Odette was not only herself a Grafter with impossible surgical abilities, but her files indicated that she had a fair amount of biological weaponry tucked away inside her. Alix, like all members of the Checquy, had been brought up to despise the memory of the Grafters. It was bad enough knowing they’d be comrades without having one of them date her honorary little brother.


Now, in the conference room, the Grafter did not look like number four on the list of the World’s Most Glamorous Women as voted by the millions of dedicated readers of www.elitegossip.goss.co.uk. Her clothes were rumpled, her eyes were bloodshot, and there were some odd blue streaks across her forehead, as if she’d wiped her brow with inky hands.


“Thank you, Whomsley,” said Lady Farrier. “Resume your position outside the apartments.” He bowed his head slightly and withdrew.


“My lady,” Alix greeted Lady Farrier. “Pawn Leliefeld.”


“Alexandra,” said Farrier. “I’m afraid that there has been a great tragedy.” Alix shot a look at the distraught Leliefeld.


“Has something happened to Nicky?”


“No,” said the Grafter. “His brother.”


“Edmund?” gasped Alix.


“Yes,” said Lady Farrier. “The Prince of Wales has died.”


“No!” exclaimed Alix. “Oh, God, what happened?” Her hands fluttered to her hair, and then she found that she was holding them hard to her chest, clutching at her blouse.


“We don’t know, precisely,” Farrier said. Her gaze was steely and her voice calm, but there was a sheen of tears across her eyes.


“Princess Louise found her brother on the floor of the library,” Odette said. “I was here, visiting Nicholas, and the King summoned me to administer first aid.” Alix nodded. The Grafters were the premier medical experts in the world, and the King knew that. “I did everything I could, but the prince did not respond. At all.”


“So he was dead by the time you got there?” Alix said.


“Even if he was dead, the treatments I administered should have elicited some reaction. But there was nothing. It just seemed so wrong. I advised the King of the possibility that it might be Checquy-relevant, and then called Lady Farrier.”


“I came immediately,” Lady Farrier said. “Odette explained her concerns, and I authorized her to conduct an immediate autopsy.”


“What?” said Alix. “Where?”


“In the library, where he was found,” the Lady said.


“Are you serious?”


“We couldn’t move him,” said Odette. “The staff might have seen. And we couldn’t bring in anyone else.”


“You cut Prince Edmund up in the library? Aren’t autopsies incredibly messy? Liquids coming out of people, and smells.”


“I had a specially bred surgical sheet in my handbag. It absorbs any spilled blood and other body fluids,” Odette said.


“Yes, but don’t you need tools? Tell me you didn’t do it with cutlery from the dining room.”


“I always have tools,” said Odette. “And it was just a basic examination. I didn’t leave any marks for a surgeon to see.”


“We needed to know if an autopsy by a normal doctor would reveal anything supernatural,” Farrier said.


“So what did you find?”


“There were no obvious wounds to his body, so I began by examining his brain.” Alix choked a little at this, but Odette proceeded undaunted. “I removed his skullcap and identified an immediate anomaly. There was a small gray pyramid emerging a few inches from the top of his brain. Three-sided, perfectly smooth.”


“What the hell does that mean?”


“I don’t know! I’ve never seen anything like it!” snapped Odette. She took a breath. “I decided not to proceed any further. I left the thing untouched, replaced the top of the skull, and welded it back together. I moved the face and scalp back into position and sealed everything in place.”


“Bloody hell.”


“A routine autopsy will not identify a trace of my examination,” Odette said. “But any doctor will identify the anomaly that I found.”


“A thorough examination will be needed,” said Lady Farrier, “in a secure facility where more precautions can be taken. But the object in the prince’s brain was undeniably unnatural, which places this within the jurisdiction of the Checquy.”


“Who knows about this?” asked Alix.


“The only people to know about the prince’s death are we three, Sir Henry, Pawn Clements, the King, Prince Nicholas, and Princess Louise.” Alix nodded, dazed. Sir Henry Wattleman was the other leader of the Checquy. Who was Pawn Clements? The sorrow at Edmund’s loss, her sympathy for his family, the shock that the cause was supernatural … it all combined to set her head reeling. The poor King! And Louise! I should go to them.


“What about the Princess of Wales?” she asked.


“She’s away in York, opening a women’s shelter,” Odette said.


“Yes, but she doesn’t know?”


“No,” said the Lady. “No one will know until we have some answers.”


She’s his wife! thought Alix. No matter what they find, he is still going to be dead.


“First, we must know if this was an attack,” Farrier continued. “It could have been a manifestation within the prince’s own body. He might have had abilities that activated and killed him. Pawn Clements is now in the library, reading the history of the room to see if there was anyone else there at the time of his death.”


Right. Felicity Clements, the psychometrist. Clements was a barghest — a soldier in the Checquy’s elite tactical response team — but she also possessed the ability to read the history of objects and locations. It made sense to call her in to view the exact circumstances of Edmund’s death. “How we will proceed depends on what she sees. If it was an attack, the royal family will be evacuated to a safe location, and the palace will go into lockdown.”


“Where are they now?” Alix asked.


“They are together in the King’s study, with Pawn Ganly,” said Lady Farrier. “Ganly does not know the situation, but he knows we are at elevated alert.” Alix nodded. Solal Ganly was attached to the palace security team, and if there was some sort of attack, he could have the family safely transported to safety in a heartbeat.


Although I don’t know how they’d explain to Louise how she’d been teleported to the upper branches of the nearest oak tree.


“Meanwhile, there are issues we need to address,” Lady Farrier continued. “As you know, Prince Edmund leaves no heir.” Alix nodded sadly. Earlier in the year, the prince’s wife Gemma, the Princess of Wales, had been six months into her first pregnancy when she abruptly lost the baby. The entire nation — in fact, the entire world — had been shocked and dismayed.


“And because of the Succession to the Crown Act of 2013, Princess Louise, rather than Prince Nicholas, is the heir apparent,” said Lady Farrier. “She is now the crown princess.”


Oh, Lou, I’m so sorry. I know you never wanted this.


“Of course,” Lady Farrier was saying, “because of his experience in Yorkshire, Prince Nicholas is aware of the Checquy.”


That and he’s been shagging a bio-sculpted super surgeon from Brussels for a few months.


“But,” continued the Lady, “you are quite certain, Pawn Mondegreen, that the princess does not know about the Checquy?”


“Not so far as I’m aware.” Certainly not about me.


The Lady leaned forward, her eyes fixed on Alix’s.


“How do you think she will react if she learns?”


And suddenly Alix understood.


“Oh, my God. You’re asking if she can be trusted.”


“I’m asking if you think the future queen of the United Kingdom will have a psychotic break if she is confronted with the existence of the Checquy Group.” Alix gaped at her. “There is precedent,” the Lady said, “and we have to be practical.”


“Edmund is dead down the hallway, freshly autopsied on a rug, and you want to know how this will impact future operations!”


A part of her knew that, of course, the Lady would be concerned for how this would affect the organization, but it was Edmund, a man they both knew and cared about deeply. And now he was gone, ripped away from them by something inexplicable, and Farrier wanted to talk about the bureaucracy of it.


“When confronted with the undeniable existence of the completely inexplicable, the vast majority of people do not react well,” Lady Farrier said. “Even in calm, controlled circumstances with plenty of preparation, there are usually significant psychological repercussions. The crown princess will, of course, have to undergo a significant evaluation before we can decide whether she should be made conscious of the Checquy’s existence. If it is not safe, we will have to explore alternative arrangements for the royal responsibilities.” She noticed that Odette was looking confused.


“We’re required to have two members of the royal family read in,” the Lady explained. “And they have to be either on the throne or within the first ten in line. Currently, we have the King and Prince Nicholas, but ideally it will be the monarch and their direct heir because otherwise, they can be moved down and out as various royal children come on the scene. If we end up having to maneuver around Princess Louise, then it’s going to make things very complicated, especially once she’s queen. So, right now, I’m curious as to what you think.”


“Well … if you’re asking for a gut evaluation … I think she would be okay,” Alix said hesitantly. “Louise is rational and, you know, sensible.”


“Those are not always good things in these circumstances,” said Farrier.


“Her brother seems to be fine with it.”


“Nicholas is only doing … sort of all right,” Odette said. “He is seeing a Checquy therapist a couple of times a week and he is on some quite serious antidepressants.”


“But he’s dating you!” exclaimed Alix. The other two women froze. “I beg your pardon.”


“I think he finds it reassuring that my abilities are rooted in science,” the Grafter said. “It may be science that he doesn’t understand, but it’s easier to contemplate than a man who shatters into hundreds of sapphires, or a woman with jasmine vines growing out of her mouth.”


“Pawns Sanchez and Macnair?” asked the Lady. “When did he meet them?”


“He came to visit me at my office,” Odette replied. “He introduced himself to some colleagues, and Sanchez was so excited to see him that he tripped down the stairs and had to be swept up.”


“It’s not the worst thing the prince has seen,” Farrier said. “Now, back to the matter at hand. Until we have the results from Clements’s investigation, the three of us and Pawns Ganly and Whomsley will be providing immediate security to the royal family.”


“Shouldn’t we call in troops?” asked Alix. “Or at least let palace security know?” Or the Prime Minister?


“The biggest story in the world is waiting for Clements to finish her work. Until we know what we are dealing with, however, I will not allow it to break.”


At that moment, a faint noise of gongs came from Lady Farrier’s handbag. She checked her phone.


“It’s Clements.”
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The difference between the service area and the royal family’s private quarters was so striking that it was like entering a new, much more expensive world. They moved down rich carpets, past art-covered walls that climbed up and up and up to high ornate ceilings. Alix’s brow wrinkled; it was much quieter than she was used to.


“Where are the servants?” she asked. Usually, there were people bustling about cleaning or fetching things. “Oh, wait. It’s an at-home day, isn’t it? That’s why the diary was empty.” Odette nodded.


“Because all the siblings were in town,” the Grafter girl said. “Louise just got home yesterday, now that she’s graduated from Exeter and packed everything up, and Nicholas is on leave from the army, so the King and Edmund blocked off any appointments. The Princess of Wales had been booked months ago, and it’s for one of her primary causes, so she wouldn’t get out of it. The King wanted to cook for the family, so staff have been staying out, giving them privacy. A quiet day.”


It’s going to be a good deal less quiet now.


Lady Farrier led them to the door of the library, where Pawn Felicity Clements, an athletic blond woman, was waiting.


“Clements,” asked Lady Farrier. “What did you see?”


“My lady, no one was in there with him when he died,” said the pawn. “He was standing by a bookshelf, reading a book, and then he just collapsed.” She sighed. “I’m very sorry. Of course, I can’t guarantee anything, but I didn’t see any other physical presence in the room.”


“All right, thank you, Clements. Would you please join Whomsley outside the entrance.”


“Yes, my lady,” said the pawn. She put her hand on Odette’s shoulder for a second and then hurried away.


The Lady dialed a number. “Tristan, is the line secure? Good. Patch me in.” She paused. Alix assumed that she was being connected to the rest of the Court, the Checquy’s executive leadership.


The phone beeped. “This is Farrier, I am in the family quarters of Buckingham Palace. It is my regretful duty to advise that the Prince of Wales was found dead here late this morning.” She paused, presumably while the Court digested this bombshell. “Odette Leliefeld has conducted an examination and has confirmed that the prince died as a result of unnatural causes.” She listened. “No, Prime Minister,” the Lady said, and Alix twitched in surprise. “We cannot be certain as to the source. There will need to be a full investigation. Preliminary examination suggests that this is not the result of a deliberate action or attack, but I recommend heightened preparedness throughout the commonwealth. I propose that the Checquy should be stood up to alert status Heliotrope. Sir Henry, do you agree? … Good, then. Rooks, the command is given. Enact measures immediately.


“I will remind you that this means additional pawns in place at Buckingham Palace, Nonsuch Palace, Kensington Palace, Lambeth Palace, Number 10, Number 11, Bute House, Áras an Uachtaráin, the Steward’s Lodge, and that fish and chip shop in Tunbridge Wells. Every member of the royal family will have at least one PPO from the Checquy … I’m sorry? Oh, that’s personal protection officers, they’re bodyguards from the Metropolitan Police. We have a few agents salted in there.


“Bishops, you’ll need to advise the Court of the Croatoan of our upgrade in alert status.” Alix nodded. The Croatoan was the American version of the Checquy — in fact, it had been formed by Checquy operatives who remained when the colonies went independent. The two organizations remained close and shared a great deal of information.


“Forty-eight hours from now, barring manifestations, we will reconvene to review the situation and decide if extension or escalation is needed. I will speak with the King now and advise him of the situation, and then he will raise the alarm. Prime Minister, Taoiseach, First Ministers, I expect that your offices will shortly receive word that the Prince of Wales is being rushed to hospital. We leave it to you to gauge your response.


“In keeping with all applicable acts, because the prince’s death represents a manifestation of inexplicable events, it will be announced as the result of natural causes. The bishops will coordinate the list of everyone who will be informed of the truth, but it will need to be kept to a small circle, given the prominence of the deceased. Any questions? No? All right, we’ll talk again soon. Goodbye.” She hung up and looked at the two pawns.


“Alexandra, Odette, you will remain here, outside the library. Once I’ve spoken to the family, I will call for you, Odette. I will then bring the King back here. He will call for help. The official story will be that he discovered the prince and raised the alarm. You will ensure that no one enters until the King has arrived.”


“Louise will want to know what’s going on, why I was providing medical care, and why it’s taken so long to alert anyone else,” Odette warned. “I expect she’s been asking from the moment it happened.”


“I will give an edited explanation,” said the Lady. “Pawn Leliefeld, I will say that you have some medical training.” She paused a moment and thought. “From your mandatory military service in Belgium.”


“Belgium doesn’t have a mandatory military service,” objected Odette.


“I doubt the princess will know that. But fine, we’ll say you served in the reserves. We need, however, to justify your having greater knowledge than a basic first-aid course.” She tapped her lips thoughtfully. “I’ll explain that we should alter the official story in order to protect Leliefeld, so that she does not receive public scrutiny as the woman who failed to save the life of the next King.” Odette shifted a little uncomfortably at this. “No one blames you, but that’s how it could be seen. And we’ll also want to divert attention away from Louise and onto the King, who is better equipped to deal with it. It will also protect Louise’s legacy. Otherwise, her discovering her brother’s dead body could feature in every article and history written about her.”


“Do you think they will go along with that?” Odette asked dubiously.


“Oh, yes. They’re used to that sort of thing.” The Lady wrinkled her nose. “After all, when Stephen the Third was dying, he was eutha­nized to ensure that the news made the morning papers, rather than the evening ones.”


“What was wrong with the evening papers?” Odette asked faintly.


“They were judged less suitable,” said the Lady. “Now, after I have spoken with them, Leliefeld, you will take the prince and princess to the lounge and sit with them while I take the King through the actual situation, and we get ready for the entire world to go insane.” She moved off, leaving Alix and Odette standing awkwardly outside the library.


“You knew him well,” Odette said finally. Alix looked at her. “The prince?”


“All my life, pretty much,” Alix said. The Grafter nodded sympathetically.


“I only met him a few times, but he seemed very kind.”


“He was incredibly patient,” said Alix suddenly, surprising herself. “Even when he was a teenager, he never minded Louise and me being annoying little girls and running around the place. He didn’t ignore us or tell us to leave him alone. He would play ponies or shops or school with us, and let us boss him around.” She took a breath. “He was a good listener. He had me over for lunch after I graduated from the Estate, and I unloaded a bit, and he was so kind about it, just let me talk out all my worries and fears.” And now he’s lying dead on the other side of the door. She bit her lip so that she wouldn’t start crying. Then she realized who she was talking to and collected herself. “Anyway, I always thought those were the things that would make him a good king.”


“May I ask, Pawn Mondegreen, when did you enter the Checquy?”


Be polite.


“I was six when they became aware of me.”


“But you remained with your family, no?” Alix stiffened. “Nicky says your parents are friends with the King, that you are all often present at occasions.”


“My father passed away two years ago,” said Alix. The Grafter opened her mouth, presumably to offer her condolences, but Alix plowed ahead. “But, yes, we’ve spent quite a bit of time with the royal family.”


“Is this usual?” asked Odette. “I understood that children who develop abilities are removed entirely from their families? It is a complete severing of ties, with no contact.”


“Yes,” said Alix. She could feel a hot blush starting to burn her cheeks.


“But your family is of the aristocracy, yes? Is there a different rule for the nobility?”


“No,” said Alix tightly. “There isn’t.”


“Ah, I’m still learning how the system works,” said Odette. She did not seem at all uncomfortable, but as far as Alix could tell, the Grafter was genuinely curious, rather than deliberately pressing a finger on a painful nerve. “My eye is always caught by anomalies— it’s my training, you see. And you seem to be something of an anomaly.”


Presumably her training had also taught her to overcome any qualms about asking personal questions.


“Was it your family’s relationship with the King?” the Grafter asked. “Did he intercede on your behalf?”


“My parents,” said Alix tightly, “did not become acquainted with the royal family until after I came to the attention of the Checquy.” The Grafter finally seemed to realize that she was touching on a sore subject and fell silent.


The two of them stood quietly, pretending an interest in the furnishings and décor.


Alix’s phone rang. It was Farrier.


“The King wishes to speak to you. Come to the study with Odette.”


“What does he want to speak about?” asked Alix, but the line was already dead.


The door to the study opened as they approached, and Farrier escorted the prince and princess out into the hallway. Louise looked at Alix, bewildered for a moment and then startled as she recognized her.


“Alix?” she exclaimed, and broke away toward her. “Oh, God, Allie!”


“Oh, Lou, I’m so, so sorry,” Alix said, and then they were holding each other tight. She rested her cheek on the top of Louise’s head. She could feel the heat of the princess’s tears soaking into her blouse.


Lady Farrier cleared her throat. “The King is waiting,” she said. Nicholas stepped forward, and Alix transferred Louise into his arms.


“But why is —” Louise began, but the door to the study was already closing behind Alix, leaving everyone else outside.


It was not the formal office, in which the King met weekly with the Prime Minister. This was the King’s actual study, a small, cozy room with a fireplace and landscapes on the walls. Framed photos were scattered about, and Alix knew that she featured in a couple of them. However, her eye was drawn to the man leaning over the desk.


James III (except in Scotland, where he was James VIII), by the Grace of God of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and of His Other Realms and Territories King, Head of the Commonwealth, Defender of the Faith. He looked like a king. Tall, broad-shouldered. His sandy hair was cropped close — he’d never let it grow since his time in the army. His face was on banknotes, his profile on coins all around the world, although she always thought the images never captured his reassuring air of calmness.


As a child, Alix had been dandled on his knee, and she still received Christmas and birthday presents from him. He was the closest thing to an uncle she’d known in her life, albeit a very reserved uncle whom she never addressed by name.


“Your Majesty.” Automatically, she was doing the curtsy that she’d mastered when she was seven.


“My dear girl,” he said. He came toward her, his hands out. She put her hands up to take his, but to her surprise he caught her up in a rough hug. “Thank you for coming.”


“My cond —” She gulped. “My condolences, sir.” She swallowed back a sob and could feel him shaking a little. Alix had never seen him like this, not even when his wife had passed away seven years earlier. Finally, she felt him take a breath, and then he patted her on the back and let her go.


“I still can’t believe it. Seeing him on the floor …” He brushed a hand across his eyes. “Odette, she did her best, I could see that.”


“If she couldn’t help him, then no one could have.”


“Lady Farrier and Odette believe that there was something … uncanny about his death,” said the King. Alix nodded. “What can you tell me?”


“Nothing, yet, sir,” she said. “They’re certain that it was unnatural, but they’ll need to conduct an in-depth examination.”


“Do they think it was an attack of some sort?”


“It’s possible,” she said carefully. “But it could just as easily have been a random event. Nevertheless, we’re increasing the security level around the country and around the palace.”


He smiled weakly. “It’s still strange for me to be talking to you as a soldier of the Checquy. I can remember when you first came here, just a tiny girl, making your little curtsy, almost falling on your bottom.”


“My mother nearly had a heart attack. She’d drilled me for hours, wanting everything to be perfect.”


“It was adorable, I thought everything went very well. You ended up calling me ‘Kingy.’”


“You were very nice,” said Alix. “Not at all grand and frightening.”


“I wanted to set you at ease. And your parents.”


“I’m afraid they were immediately at ease. They were ecstatic.”


For her parents, becoming intimates of the royal family had been the pinnacle of their ambitions. They gloated over their standing invitations to Easter lunch at Nonsuch Palace and their regular attendance at palace receptions. At least once a year, they attended the theater with the King and Queen. They were seen in the royal box at Ascot. The sitting room at Wyndham Towers featured a large framed photograph of Lord Mondegreen, his wife, and part of Alix’s shoulder seated prominently at Edmund’s investiture as the Prince of Wales.


The fact that it had all been under a certain amount of duress had never diminished an iota of their pleasure.


Alix’s father Peregrine, the eleventh Lord Mondegreen, had enjoyed spending money and living the life that he thought was owed to a lord. He’d attended and thrown extravagant parties, dressed in tailored clothes, traveled around the world, and driven expensive cars, despite the fact that all this cost more than he could possibly afford, especially given that doing a tap of work was not the life he thought was owed to a lord.


To make matters worse, the eighth lord (he who had commissioned the fancy new incarnation of Wyndham Towers) had been the last Mondegreen to show any facility with making money rather than spending it. Peregrine was the latest in a long line of Mondegreen spendthrifts, each of whom had been obliged to marry for money, resulting in the multiple hyphenations of their surname.


In his midthirties, having burned through a sizable portion of his inheritance, Peregrine was obliged to take stock of his situation. It was not good. The family coffers were nearly empty, the London flat had been foreclosed upon, the cars had been seized, and the bailiffs were looking speculatively at Wyndham Towers and the estates. Peregrine hurriedly followed in the tradition of his forebears. A society marriage to Charlotte Dennis and her family’s banking money gained him a respite from the creditors, a wife just as eager as he to live the high life, and yet another hyphenation.


The two of them lived lavishly for a couple of years until Alix came on the scene. They curtailed their revels briefly, not out of any wish to spend time with their infant daughter but because Charlotte refused to allow Peregrine to go out without her, and also refused to go out until she’d lost the baby weight. Eventually she resumed the shape she wanted, and they found a nanny who would keep the child out of their sight for months at a time.


By the time Alix was six, Lord and Lady Mondegreen had managed to shift all of their combined inheritances out of the family coffers and into the coffers of tailors, designers, hoteliers, restaurateurs, jewelers, bookmakers, and croupiers. They were grimly contemplating selling off the Towers when they were saved by the inexplicable, in the form of the daughter they could not have picked out of a lineup.


Peregrine and Charlotte were not aware that their daughter had begun developing supernatural abilities. The Checquy Group, however, had become aware of the situation, and they approached the couple with a proposal.


Normally, the Checquy did not negotiate when it came to children with supernatural powers. It simply took them from their families, usually in such a way that the family did not know the child was still alive or that the government was involved in any way. Very occasionally, the child might be acquired for money — a process that, while much less complicated than stealing the child, was almost more distasteful. Whatever approach was taken, it was all done in complete secrecy and was perfectly legal, even if in accordance to laws that were themselves completely secret.


When it came to Alix, however, some clever soul identified a unique opportunity. The little girl was a member of the aristocracy, had no inhuman features or characteristics, appeared to be sane, had powers that could be devastating but could also function discreetly, and was the same age as the King’s daughter.


The royal family and everyone around them was exposed to a level of scrutiny that bordered on the ludicrous. A new face in the royal orbit inevitably attracted outside attention and speculation. Security personnel were always obvious. With young Alix it would be possible to insert a Checquy presence into the close personal circle of the royal family with no questions asked. They could begin laying the groundwork now, establishing her as Louise’s friend.


Later, once Alix was trained, she could attend occasions where the Checquy deemed that subtle security was needed. By then, she would be known as an intimate of the royal family, a socialite noblewoman whom no one would suspect had any combat abilities, let alone supernatural powers. The advantages of such an unobtrusive agent were clear.


In order to pursue this plan, however, she would need to remain a part of her family, minor nobility though they were. At this point, the financial acumen that had eluded Lord Mondegreen all his life manifested with such a vengeance that it practically constituted a supernatural power of his own. The Dennis-Palmer-Hudson-Gilmore-Garnseys sat down with representatives from the Checquy and hammered out the details. Peregrine and Charlotte argued that in order for their child to be a friend of the royal family, they themselves would need to be friends of the royal family, and in order for that to happen plausibly, they would need to be kept in the style to which friends of the King were accustomed.


The Checquy representatives rolled their eyes (and, in the case of Pawn Manguel, his face) but acceded to the couple’s demands. The Mondegreens’ debts would be paid off. They would receive lifetime use of a flat in London (whose furnishings the Mondegreens would select, and which the Checquy would pay for). They would receive a generous monthly index-linked allowance. All of this in exchange for the Checquy’s lifelong ownership of their daughter.


I hope you know that despite the circumstances, I’ve always been very fond of you, Alexandra,” the King said. “And your friendship with Louise has always struck me as completely genuine.”


“I really wasn’t aware of any ulterior motive in bringing us together at the time,” she told him. “I was only, what? Seven? Of course, I knew that I couldn’t tell anyone about being in the Checquy — that had been drilled into me for a year by that point. I just thought it was a special occasion.”


“You’ve grown up with my daughter. You know her as well as anyone.”


“Well … ,” began Alix awkwardly.


“I wish I could give her privacy, time to mourn, but who we are makes that impossible. Her life is going to change, radically.” He paused. “My sister and brother always felt like the ‘spares to the heir.’ I have always tried to make it clear to Louise and Nicholas that they were not fallbacks, that we had them because we wanted to have them. But they have always known what came with being part of this family.”


He swallowed, then went on. “Louise has never allowed being ‘royal’ to define her. She has built her own life, with her studies, with an eye toward something of her own. And now this has happened …” He sighed. “She will need support. Not just from her family, but from people she can trust.”


“Of course, sir.”


“And we do not know if Ed — if his death was deliberate. I need my daughter to be kept safe. I want you by her side.” He looked at her intently. “You will be one of her ladies-in-waiting.”


Oh.


No.


There was a knock at the door.


“Come,” the King said.


It was Lady Farrier.


“Your Majesty, it’s time.”


Alix sat alone in the study. The door was ajar, and she could hear the scenario playing out down the hallway. People came rushing at the King’s call, there were gasps, then frantic shouting. Lots of people moving about. She heard weeping, and then, later, distantly, the sound of ambulance sirens.


Alix could tell when word spread to the outside world. Her phone vibrated with a text message from a civilian friend. Then again, from another. Then all the messages she was not answering set it to clattering across the table like a lobster having a seizure.


A distant murmur rose outside. Alix looked through the curtains and saw people gathering at the palace gates. Members of the public looked forlornly through the bars. Sunlight flashed off phones held up to record or take photos, and she flinched back. Beyond the civilians, there were members of the press, their backs to the palace as they spoke to cameras.


Do they know he’s dead? Or just that he’s been taken to hospital?


The door opened, and Lady Farrier entered.


“It went as planned,” the Lady said. “The prince and princess accepted the need for our official story. The King has gone to the hospital to be with the prince’s body. Princess Louise and Prince Nicholas are still here. Odette has left — I didn’t want her answering any questions from the princess.”


“What about the library?” asked Alix. “Has it been secured for the Checquy investigation?” Despite her sorrow, her investigative instincts were unsheathing themselves, and she was concerned about the manifestation scene being disturbed.


“Once the prince’s body was removed, the King ordered the room locked,” said Farrier. “We’ll work out the arrangements for the investigation.”


“Has Edmund’s death been announced?” Alix asked. The Lady looked at her watch.


“In seventeen minutes, he will be pronounced dead.” Alix winced. The Lady regarded her thoughtfully. “This is going to change a great many things. I understand that the King spoke to you about being a lady-in-waiting.”


“I don’t want to.”


The Lady looked at her with a withering raised eyebrow, but Alix was too appalled to be withered. On a day that had been full of nasty, world-altering surprises, this was the blow that struck at her own life most directly.


Alix was a foot soldier in the Checquy Group — a pawn. She was an investigator, called out to examine sites of supernatural manifestations and identify the causes. It meant lots of abrupt travel around the country, and then lots of time sifting through information, thinking about it, and writing it up.


She specialized in botany, but all Checquy operatives were trained to undertake combat if necessary, and so she was sometimes deployed to situations in which her particular abilities might be useful. Seven months earlier, she’d been flown to an oligarch’s country estate in Hampshire to take point on the manifestation known informally as Ossuarius Rex, when the man’s private museum of dinosaur bones had animated and threatened to run wild. Just sixteen days ago, she’d been called in to help with the operation that had resulted in her ordered-and-just-canceled vacation.


On top of all that, she was periodically dispatched to be a guest/secret bodyguard/informed pair of eyes when the Checquy felt that additional, subtle supernatural support was needed at a royal event.


She enjoyed her work and she was good at it. When so many elements of her life felt false, she consoled herself with the fact that what she did was important. And she wanted to climb in the Checquy, partly because of her own ambition, and partly because she desperately wanted to prove to her colleagues that she deserved her place and was worthy of respect, in spite of her title.


The Checquy was not a pure meritocracy. Some positions would only ever be available to those with supernatural capabilities — the pawns. But there were no sinecures, one had to earn one’s promotions. Every advancement was scrutinized by higher-ups and discussed endlessly by the rank and file. The nature of the work meant that no job could be done half-assedly, and people who did not live up to their roles, if they survived, were demoted. The incremental advancements in Alix’s career so far had occurred because she’d proved herself.


Becoming a lady-in-waiting would put paid to that. The role had changed a great deal over the centuries, even over the past few years. She wouldn’t be expected to taste Louise’s food or scrub her back in the bath, or even, probably, manage her diary. Modern princesses came with a full professional support team, including a private secretary and a personal assistant.


The role of lady-in-waiting, however, was exceptional. It meant being a confidante and companion to the princess, a close counselor at the heart of her court. For members of the royal family, it wasn’t easy to make genuine friends, and even as they were meeting scores of people, their roles could be incredibly isolating. They needed individuals they could trust to be in their lives, friends who knew the rules. This was one of the reasons ladies-in-waiting traditionally came from the aristocracy.


There was no telling what Louise would require of her ladies-in-waiting. Until now, the princess hadn’t had any entourage beyond the obligatory bodyguards. But because she was a working royal, that was going to change. A modern lady-in-waiting might shoulder some of the traditional responsibilities for the princess’s wardrobe and jewels, and for handling correspondence, but she was also a representative, a deputy hostess, a messenger, a pair of eyes, a problem solver.


The job had its perks, and it was a tremendous honor, but for Alix it represented professional suicide. Because above all else, ladies-in-waiting were attendants, which meant they needed to attend. Alix knew that royal responsibilities would almost always take precedence over Checquy responsibilities. When called, she would have to come, and be in the public eye. There was a world of difference between being the friend and occasional guest of the royal family and being a lady-in-waiting to the crown princess. The fact that Lady Farrier herself had been a lady-in-waiting and had risen to head the Checquy was no comfort. She’d been in the role before her abilities had ignited and gotten her drafted into the Checquy. Things had changed in the thirty-odd years since she’d held the bouquets for Louise’s grandmother.


In a life that had afforded Alix very few choices, becoming an investigator was an accomplishment she could take pride in. She had achieved it, rather than being born to it. She had needed to develop specific expertise and prove herself capable of working in the field and producing satisfactory results. She had beaten out other candidates for the role, convincing people who were inclined to doubt her. Now she faced the prospect of being shunted off into a professional cul-de-sac.


Forever. Ladies-in-waiting did not retire — you were in service to your lady for life. Alix could see all her plans crumbling in front of her. The expression on Lady Farrier’s face made it clear that Alix’s plans and her wishes in this matter counted for less than nothing. And this fact was so obvious that it didn’t even need to be declared.


The ongoing silence was painful, and Alix flailed about for something to say, anything that might serve to derail this train. A possibility occurred to her.


“Also,” she said cautiously, “I don’t know that I would be Louise’s first choice.” She paused. “I probably wouldn’t make the top five.”


It was true. Although she and Louise had been friends for years, they were not really boon companions, despite the machinations of the Checquy. And there had been plenty of machinations.


Alix had been sent to the same school as Louise (with the Checquy picking up the tab), and they were always assigned to the same class, although Alix had missed quite a bit during her frequent absences. She had been a member of the 1st Buckingham Palace Company of Girl Guides, re-formed so that Louise could have the experience of being part of a club.


When they were small, they had played together frequently. The mandarins and strategists of the Checquy had probably congratulated each other as the two little girls attended each other’s birthday parties, had sleepovers, and romped around on plenty of playdates. As they grew, they had snuck their first beers together, gone clubbing, and attended balls and weekend house parties, but eventually they grew apart. Though they remained fond of each other, they were not best friends. They had different interests, different likes.


When they graduated from high school, they went their separate ways. Louise went to Oxford to study PPE — philosophy, politics, and economics. Alix undertook a year’s intensive study at the Estate, the Checquy’s training facility (explained to the world as a gap year in New Zealand). Then she had moved into full-time work as a pawn of the Checquy (although as far as the world knew, she had gotten a job with the world’s least interesting legal firm).


While Alix was being deployed on investigations and operations, Louise had kept herself firmly out of the papers by maintaining a small group of friends and not getting photographed drunk, doing drugs, or wearing even mildly interesting clubbing clothes.


The princess had then gone on to Exeter to study business, leadership, and sustainability. They sent each other occasional emails, met for drinks when they were both in the same place, and gossiped about former classmates.


Now they were old friends who could slide into easy conversation no matter how long it had been since they’d last seen each other. The relationship had simply settled at a certain level of affection, and then stayed there. The Checquy Group could corral a wild horde of seizure-inducing pangolins in Dover, they could arrange the assassination of a wirry-cow in the back of her limousine in rush-hour traffic on the M5, and they could steal children from their families without leaving a trace of suspicion, but they could not engineer a strong devotion between two girls.


“The crown princess will not have a choice in the matter,” the Lady said.


“Understood,” said Alix dully.


“Good. Now, I must go to Apex House for the autopsy.”


“What should I do?” asked Alix.


“You’re to remain here in the family quarters for security,” said the Lady. “You’ll have your usual guest room. But for now, stay close to the princess. Same room if possible. If she’s in her bedroom with the door shut, you’re near the door.”


What about clothes? Alix wanted to ask, but the Lady had already left the room. Ugh, it’ll get figured out. She was about to leave when her eye was caught by one of the family photos on the wall. It was a picture from Edmund’s wedding day, taken informally at the end of the day when the party was winding down. He and Gemma had been caught in midlaugh, their heads close together as they shared some private words.


They were so happy. There had been no posing. She knew, because she’d taken the photo. Oh, Edmund. This shouldn’t have happened to you.


She turned at the sound of the door opening, and Louise strode in. Her face was emotionless.


The princess was shorter than Alix, but so were most women. Whereas Alix’s jaw was so strongly defined that it only just stopped shy of being mannish, Louise’s face was oval, with delicate pavonine features. Her chestnut hair hung straight and manageable, in contrast to Alix’s russet curls, which had been known to catch on picture frames and pull them askew. Edmund had once remarked that they both looked like princesses, except that Alix looked like one who would have conquered Britain while wearing only blue paint and pig-grease dreadlocks, while Louise looked like one who would have died in Versailles while giving birth to the Dauphin.


For all her delicacy, however, Louise possessed tremendous strength of will, which had enabled her to set the course of her life, and bypass a great many expectations. It was one of Alix’s favorite things about her.


“Lady Mondegreen,” said the princess.


Oh, it’s going to be one of those times. Sometimes, Louise decided that she was going to be “the princess,” usually when she was pissed off.


“Your Royal Highness,” said Alix.


“So, you’re sleeping with my father?” Louise said coldly.
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Covert battle instincts honed over a lifetime of intensive training and tested in the heat of supernatural battle utterly failed to help Alix respond to this development.


“I — you — sleeping — wha — what?”


Louise appeared to interpret Alix’s bewildered fumbling as guilty admission.


“I can’t believe you,” said Louise. “You come here — I haven’t invited you, and you haven’t called me to let me know you’re coming. Then, on the worst day of our lives, when everything is falling apart, Fa has you into his study for some alone time. I don’t even want to know what you did to comfort him.”


“Now, hold —” began Alix, but Louise cut her off.


“You disgust me,” the princess said. “My father has informed me that suddenly I will have to have at least three ladies-in-waiting, that you will be one of them, and that I have no choice in the matter.” Her mouth twisted. “I can only presume this is to facilitate his access to you.”


“Lou —” Louise’s face stopped her. “Ma’am, you’ve gotten entirely the wrong idea.”


“Have I? This is going to be very convenient for you, isn’t it? No one will question your presence, so you’ll just be hanging around the palace, ready to be summoned to the royal bedchamber. It’s disgusting, as if my father were Henry the Eighth.” The contempt burning in Louise’s eyes, the unfairness of it, at last burned any idea of deference out of Alix’s mind.


“I can’t believe you would accuse me of that!” spat Alix. “I don’t want this either, you know! I don’t want to spend my life trailing after you. This is going to totally fuck up my career!”


“Your career? Your job at that nothing law firm? You’re not even a lawyer, and you’re worried about your career! It’s pathetic.”


“That’s how you think of me?”


Alix’s “job at that nothing law firm” was her official cover. The law firm was housed in the Hammerstrom Building —“The Rookery” to those in the know. It was the nerve center for all the Checquy’s domestic operations and housed several deliberately mundane cover businesses.


“What do you even do there?” sneered Louise. “You never talk about your work. You just say you do ‘office stuff’!” She snorted. “Such a waste. You had all that excellent education.”


“That’s not my real job, you fuckwit!” Alix snapped back. “I can’t believe you thought that’s what I’m doing with my life!”


“Of course not, not when there’s so plum a job as royal mistress.”


“I’m not sleeping with your father!”


“Please!”


“I’m not!” insisted Alix.


“What then? What the fuck is going on?”


“He didn’t tell you anything about this?”


“No!”


Thanks a lot, Kingy.


The two women stared at each other, panting after all their rage.


What do I tell her? I can’t lie to her but I can’t give her the whole truth, not without permission and clearances, and the assurance that she won’t have a nervous breakdown.


“Well?” demanded Louise.


“What do you think Lady Farrier’s job is?” Alix asked.


“Linda?” said Louise. “I don’t know. She advises and briefs Fa on various government things. She’s very quiet about it, so I assumed she was MI5 or MI6.” Her eyebrows rose. “Is that what you do? You’re a spy?”


“I work for her, but we’re … a fully separate body.” Alix flailed about for an explanation that might encompass the mission of the Checquy without sounding insane. “We deal with the occult.”


“Like cults?”


“Sometimes …”


“Why have I never heard of this?”


“It’s a peculiar organization,” said Alix. “Not something we publicize. It wouldn’t look good for the government.” All of which was perfectly true but didn’t really convey what the Checquy was or why it was kept secret.


“Why would we have a bureau of cults? Are there that many?”


“Not so many,” said Alix, wary of suggesting that they dealt exclusively with weird little sects. “It’s a legacy body. It’s very old.”


“How old?” asked Louise. “You make it sound like it goes back to the witch trials.”


“You’re in the right neighborhood,” said Alix. In fact, the origins of the Checquy were lost in the mists of time and lack of effective recordkeeping, but it certainly stretched back centuries.


“You can’t be serious!”


“Well, it’s not like we’re putting witches on trial now,” said Alix. If we found any witches, we’d probably sit them down and explain the juicy retirement plan they’d be eligible for if they signed up with us. “The organization was set up with certain powers and authority, and it’s proven useful. It’s discreet and lets the government undertake certain operations without having to explain things.”


“And you’re part of this?”


“Yes.”


“What do you do?”


“I’m on leave at the moment,” hedged Alix.


“What’s the last thing you did, then?”


Alix hesitated. The last thing she’d done had resulted in being obliged to take leave after she’d broken a total of fifty-eight bones, none of them her own, and several of them belonging to colleagues.


Alix had already been in a bad mood when she stepped into the briefing room at the Checquy’s Leeds facility. She had been at her desk in the Rookery, working away on a report on a pot of malevolent nasturtiums in Cumbria that had been directing bees to swarm people and also steal their credit card details, when she’d gotten the call that she was required, immediately, in West Yorkshire. A plane ticket had been sent to her phone; there was a car waiting downstairs to take her to Heathrow, and no luggage or equipment would be needed.


To make matters worse, this was not a deployment to an investigation, or even a tedious assignment to act as a worker in some undertaking for which the Checquy could not just call a labor hire company and ask for some temps. This was a combat requisition.


Pawns’ occupations within the Checquy were not determined by their supernatural abilities. Just because your teeth could be plucked out and thrown as high-explosive grenades did not mean you were going to be a soldier. A person’s ability to transform concrete into a delicious and highly nutritious cakelike substance with a glance did not automatically get them assigned to catering or demolition. People were generally allowed to pursue the positions they wanted, provided they were qualified and competent, and there was an opening.


The particulars of one’s power did mean, however, that one would periodically get requisitioned for a specific mission, if one was the exact right tool for the job. The woman in the Education and Training section of the Wolverhampton office who could breathe in fire might be called in to extinguish an unquenchable blaze in the sewers of Sampford Brett. Or there might be a supernaturally toxic building that could only be destroyed completely if they brought in Pawn Sammy Rabkin from Porlock to eat it.


Alix’s abilities made her very good at damaging people, but it was not something she liked to do, so she was already feeling somewhat on edge. Then, just to make things quadruply bad, when she finally arrived at the Checquy offices, she was greeted with a sight that elicited a heavy sigh and a lip curl.


“Lady Mondegreen, I’m surprised you’ve deigned to join us,” said Pawn Sweven, putting the slightest but snottiest emphasis on the “Lady.”


“Oh, Mark, it’s not just me. Everyone here is deigning to work with you,” she replied.


She’d known Mark Sweven for years — they had been in the same class at the Estate. They loathed each other.


Sweven possessed the power to stretch and harden his skin into a startling array of shapes. He had been removed from his family and well settled at the Estate for a year when Alix arrived at the age of six and three-quarters, having undergone several months of training to make sure she didn’t accidentally kill her new fellow students. He noticed her disjointed schedule of arriving for training and then departing for weeks at a time. It marked her as different.


Later, word had gotten around as to why Alix had such an unusual routine. That she retained a relationship with her family and was also attending a normal school had rankled some people, including Mark. He began putting about that Alix wasn’t truly part of the Checquy, and that she thought herself superior because of her family and their royal connections.


The rumor spread. It was difficult to be an outsider in the Checquy, when its members included four siblings with one shared mind, a hyper-intelligent brown bear, and a boy made out of living mahogany, but apparently being a part-time student was enough to do it.


Every time Alix returned to the Estate, the situation was a little worse, with more students regarding her sidelong. As she grew older and was enrolled at the same boarding school as Louise, Alix’s time with her peers became even more irregular. Her schedule was dizzying, shuttling back and forth between the Estate and Whyteleafe School, especially as she was expected to stay on top of her studies for both institutions.


Of course, an alibi was needed for her time at the Estate. The Checquy, dubious about the trustworthiness of photo doctoring, had concocted a stratagem whereby her parents enjoyed exotic vacations, and Alix was flown in to be briskly photographed with them, and then briskly flown out again, having rarely spent more than half an hour in their company. Making close friends at either school was difficult.


Her class’s graduation into the role of fully fledged pawns had meant their deployments all around the UK and Ireland, and to various international postings. She was sent to London while Sweven went to Edinburgh, and she hadn’t seen him since.


Until now.


“Right, people!” said a woman with viridian hair. “Welcome to Leeds. I’m Pawn Metalious, I’m heading this operation. A quick recap: the stats boffins have identified an anomalous upturn in the number of assaults and brawls in the greater Leeds area over the past four months. Domestic violence is up drastically, but so are incidents of spontaneous random attacks.”


“It’s not because the Rhinos are having a bad year?” asked some wag. The city’s rugby league club had been knocked out of the running very early in the season.


“It’s possible,” said Metalious, “but our people think it’s more likely linked to this woman.” A picture flashed up on the screen. A thin white woman in her fifties, with mouse-brown hair that had been ill-advisedly trimmed to ear length and then apparently ignored. She was dressed in drab clothing and had a sober expression.


“Grace Merritt. Fifty-four, single, lifelong resident of Leeds. No history of anything unusual. But her phone’s location records show that she was in the vicinity of all the incidents, including the Small Champs football fight.” There were mutterings. Footage of the fight had gone viral.


It had started out with two teams of seven-year-olds playing endearingly incompetent football. Then, for no apparent reason, all the children suddenly started fighting each other. The adults stepped in to break up the melee but then began fighting among themselves. The footage turned nauseatingly chaotic since the cameraman had been using his phone as a weapon. Still, it had produced some shocking images, and one shot of a father yelling while four children clung to his legs and bit him had become the basis for a popular series of memes.
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