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PART ONE










PROLOGUE


Hello, diary.


My name is Bob Howard, and this is my workplace journal. It’s classified TOP SECRET BORING, BIN BEFORE READING, and it really is, so if you’ve read one of these journals before you can skip this entire chapter, which is just background bullshit.


My name is Bob Howard, and I’m a mid-level officer in the British Government Security Service that guards the United Kingdom against magical threats to the realm. I’ve been working here for nearly two decades and going by my pay grade I should actually be about a third of the way up the senior civil service promotion ladder, but instead I’ve got unique responsibilities of my own (ahem: I wear a pair of dead man’s shoes inherited from my former boss and predecessor, Dr. Angleton). I’m a troubleshooter: the kind of trouble I shoot comes with tentacles and magic attached.


Maintaining a workplace journal is a requirement for all employees tasked with active operational roles. It’s a measure intended to help retain institutional knowledge in the event of the unexpected death of the diarist, namely yours truly. I’m not sure how useful this is in practical terms: I do so much codeword clearance work that I’m pretty sure nobody short of a Senior Auditor is cleared to read this. Hell, I’m not sure I’m cleared to read it.


(Anyway, dying in the line of duty has only happened to me a couple of times, and it didn’t stick. But I suppose it’s more fun than dreaming up new and creative ways to lie on my time sheet, so here we are.)


Let me start with a word about my agency. We are—or were—Q-Division SOE (nicknamed the Laundry, because during the war we worked out of offices above a Chinese laundry in Soho). We are Her Majesty’s Occult Security Service, and we’ve been grappling for some years with a contingency codenamed CASE NIGHTMARE GREEN.


So. Here’s what you need to know about magic: feel free to skip ahead if you’ve heard it all before.


Magic is a side effect of computational processes that you can perform using your brain, a computer, a pocket calculator, or even a Magic: The Gathering card deck. (MTG is Turing-complete: its rules are sufficiently rich and complex to emulate any other abstract computing system.) The paradox of CASE NIGHTMARE GREEN is that the more magic there is, the easier it becomes to do magic. More brains? More sorcerers. More computers? More thaumaturgic processes. It’s a doom loop, and it’s been getting doomier and loopier ever since microprocessors showed up in the early 1970s.


This century, there are more than ninety microprocessors for every human being on the planet, with billions more manufactured every month. The effect on magic snowballs, so much that superhumanly powerful and inhumanly malevolent entities—let’s call them Gods—have been trying to move in and squat the collective subconscious, because they find brains and computers tasty to snack upon. We’ve beaten some of them back, but our luck ran out eighteen months ago in the worst disaster the UK has suffered since the Second World War: the elven invasion of West Yorkshire. With the walls between the worlds thinning, a sorcerous combined arms brigade retreating from a magical world war in another universe popped out of the dream roads in Malham. And then they attacked Leeds.1


You can’t cover up a five-digit death toll in the third most populous city in England. King Arthur was supposed to come back and save the Britons in their hour of greatest need—there’s a frankly bizarre contingency plan called FORLORN AVALON that I read a year or two ago—but Art isn’t answering the red telephone these days. So who’re you going to call next?


With the agency in disgrace, a deadly dangerous religious cult called the Golden Promise Ministries got far too cozy with the government. We—what was left of the Laundry, after the then Prime Minister shut us down—were on the ropes: so in order to keep fighting, our high-ups struck a Faustian bargain. Instead of letting the cult sacrifice us all to their alien god, we invited in one of its rivals: Fabian Everyman, political supervillain and living avatar of His Dread Majesty N’yar Lat-Hotep, the Black Pharaoh.


After neatly cleaning the clock of his rival cultists, Mr. Everyman stormed to victory in a surprise by-election, was elected leader of the Ruling Party by unanimous acclaim, threw a snap general election, wiped out the opposition completely, and established himself as the head of a government called the New Management. All in three months flat. Oops.


In the aftermath of the first conquering army to rampage on English soil since 1688, and the subsequent brain-worming of the British government by minions of the Sleeper in the Pyramid, petitioning a greater power to tidy up our toy chest seemed like a proportionate and reasonable response. But once Nanny gets her feet under the table it’s not up to the children to dictate when she leaves: and this particular nanny, better known as N’yar Lat-Hotep, the Black Pharaoh, was now the Prime Minister.


So we went from being an organization dedicated to keeping the eldritch horrors out, to being an organization dedicated to serving one.


Instant existential crisis, right?


Here is a necessarily incomplete list of important points that didn’t occur to our departmental executive until it was much too late:




	An avatar of an Elder God manifesting in the person of a politician might possibly have an agenda of his own and might be sufficiently competent at finding allies, or at least adoring cult members, to win the largest general election landslide victory since 1945.


	The UK, as Lord Hailsham famously remarked in 1975, is an elective dictatorship.


	Consequently, such a politician might be a bit harder to control than a merely human Prime Minister.


	One of the most fundamental rules of Applied Computational Demonology is “do not summon up anything you can’t put down in a hurry”; the avatar of an Elder God is pretty clearly something along those lines.


	This particular avatar of an Elder God turned out to be immune to: bell, book, and candle; bullets; blackmail; botulinum toxin; bribery; bombs; back-bench plots; banishment; and (worst of all) bureaucracy.


	Not only are we unable to banish the Prime Minister, every entity we are aware of who might be able to do so is even worse.






It turns out that when an organization like the Laundry accidentally finds itself doing the exact opposite of what it’s supposed to do, its members can respond in at least three different ways. The psychology of how human beings behave during a crisis sheds some light on this: sinking ships, house fires, plane crashes, alien invasions, that sort of thing.


In general, during an acute emergency, only about 10 to 25 percent of people will react appropriately—that is, by taking effective action.


Humans are social animals, and they take their behavioral cues from the other people around them. They know how they’re supposed to behave on a ship or airliner, or in a shopping mall, so that’s what most people do—even when things are going sideways around them. They pay no attention to the flames or the waves lapping at the upper deck windows or the gunshots in the concourse. They just sit tight and assume that somebody will sort it out.


Uncertain and confused people hesitate, and that’s how they turn from potential victims of disaster into actual victims. Hesitancy afflicts 60 to 80 percent of people in an emergency, and accounts for most of the deaths.


Which brings me to the final 10 to 15 percent, who realize something bad is happening but who drive right past the turn-off to Safety City and floor the accelerator all the way to Panic Attack, where they then increase the death toll by adding themselves to a fiery multi-metaphor pile-up.


What has happened to the Laundry since the New Management came in isn’t an acute crisis but an ongoing state of emergency. And we’ve all been flailing around in it for months now. I’d like to be able to tell you that highly experienced civil servants who have spent their entire careers facing down tentacle monsters can handle themselves better than civilians in a crisis, but I’d be lying.


The organization is still here, and is back in roughly the same shape it was before the previous government dissolved it. We’re the same people, doing the same jobs in some of the same offices. Same paperwork, same pay grades, same beige paint on the walls, same dire coffee.


But about 75 percent of our staff are in complete denial. Eating, sleeping, writing reports, dealing with minor diabolic infestations, attending meetings—it’s the same job, right? They’re still shopping at IKEA and Tesco, picking up the kids after school, budgeting for a family package holiday over the school vac.


They pay no attention to the chrome and steel gibbets at Marble Arch, rattling with the skeletonizing corpses of priests who sold their souls to the wrong god. They block out the blood-robed hierophants of the Black Pharaoh, droning their imprecatory prayers at the enemies of the Prime Minister. They refuse to see the sullen coffles of sacrificial victims winding their way toward the altar in Westminster Abbey, where they will be beheaded with Excalibur reforged.2 And they pay as little attention as possible to the horrors in the background on the Nine O’clock News.


Sociologists call this normalization of deviance: deviation from correct or proper behavior becomes normalized if it’s allowed to persist. And the vast majority of our staff don’t notice anymore.


(Another 5 to 10 percent are on long-term sick leave, huddling under the duvet and gobbling prescription meds with both hands. I can’t say I blame them: even if their reaction is less than helpful, at least they recognize the severity of the situation.)


And that leaves just 10 to 15 percent of us who recognize that the plane is on fire, the ship is sinking, the Joker’s minions are out of the Asylum and sweeping the mall with automatic gunfire, and it’s up to us to save the day.


And despite knowing all this, I’m still not sure which category I’m in …


Mo is reading over my shoulder, and she thinks I’ve taken it for granted that you know about magic—about what we do at the agency, not card tricks and stage magic—so I’m going to backtrack a bit.


I usually cover this stuff in my Applied Computational Demonology: 101 introductory lecture, but this isn’t a classroom and there’s no exam, so you can skip to the end of this chapter if you already read about this stuff in New Scientist. (Go on, I dare you.)


We live in a multiverse. There is a transfinite number of parallel universes, created and destroyed by merger whenever quantum indeterminacy brooks multiple outcomes. Mathematics—in the most abstract sense—underpins the quantum multiverse we experience. There’s a deterministic substrate below the Planck scale: the reality we experience appears to be a buggy full stack simulation. Because we’ve learned how to exploit some of the bugs in reality, acts of symbolic logic manipulation allow us to pass messages to localized entropy-reversing entities in other domains of the multiverse: for convenience we will call these entities “demons.” We can ask them to do things, and they respond reasonably predictably, that is, almost invariably deterministically. We call this process “magic.”


Of course, when doing deals with demons you want to use the simplest possible constructions, to minimize the risk of a sorcerer’s apprentice scenario (or, as we in the comp. sci. sector call it, an unterminated loop). And you hope like hell that you never attract the interested attention of a greater demon—one with a mind of its own—because they don’t necessarily stick to your instructions.


Now, I’d like you to imagine you’re trying to design the simplest possible program for an extradimensional entity. You’re writing code for a very stupid imp—on the order of Maxwell’s Demon—that can read an instruction from an input, write an output, and execute a very limited number of tasks (“put this electron into an excited state,” “pause,” “resume,” “halt and catch fire” … ) with extreme rapidity and absolutely no discretion. It’s not exactly Microsoft Excel, so how much can you do with this?


Everything, as it turns out: the basic abstract model of all computers everywhere, a Universal Turing Machine, only needs four basic instructions and a unidimensional storage tape of infinite length to carry out any computable process. The full set of opcodes for our physical reality is only a bit more complicated than Intel’s 64-bit instruction set. But—and here’s the catch—just as it takes a lot of steps to write a PC operating system, it’s the same with magic.


If you want to do spells, you’re going to have to start by obtaining a degree in computer science. Then you need to forget everything you’ve learned about how actual computers work and start over again with a wildly different abstract machine architecture. Then you need to learn how the whole rigmarole of software engineering methodologies, test harnesses, and teamwork apply to demonology before you write your first “hello, imp” invocation. And that’s the safe way to do magic.


Of course, there’s an unsafe way to do magic. Nervous systems like brains are also computational substrates, and it turns out there are thoughts you can think—unnatural, spiky thoughts that make your eyeballs catch fire if you get them wrong—that get the attention of some of those extradimensional listeners. If you manage to get a handle on how to do this without emulsifying your brain or transmuting 1 percent of the carbon nuclei in your body into silicon (which, believe me, is an explosively bad idea), then you can get the demons to obey you just by thinking. You don’t even have to draw diagrams in blood and annotate them in abstract syntax notation! It’s wins all round! Except that doing magic in your head can attract several types of microscopic parasites from the dungeon dimensions—variously called eaters or feeders in the night or V-symbionts—which bite microscopic chunks out of your gray matter because they find human sorcerers tasty.


Being brain damaged by alien parasites causes a condition called Krantzberg syndrome, alternatively Metahuman-Associated Dementia, which is the leading cause of death or early retirement among ritual magicians. (It also accounts for the tendency of every computer running Windows to blue-screen at the most inconvenient time—if you wondered if they could sense your desperation and choose the worst possible moment to crash? You were right.)


Some mages avoid succumbing to cortical bit-rot, but that’s not great either. I mentioned V-symbionts: they’re magical parasites that confer handy benefits on the human mage who hosts them, in return for the host helpfully introducing them to other victims, who eventually die of cortical bit-rot by proxy. We have a special term for these mages: we call them “vampires” (or, in bureaucratese, PHANGs).3


Not everyone who thinks spiky thoughts realizes they’re doing magic. You might have noticed the headlines about so-called superheroes and supervillains? These are autodidact magic users who grew up on a diet of Marvel and DC comics and are acting out their adolescent power fantasies while the parasites drive them insane. (Or worse, they’re autodidact magic users who are copying the comic fans inaccurately—which makes them dangerously unpredictable.)


It’s possible to design a ward—a protective shielding amulet—that keeps the eaters out of your head. Again, the agency provides these to approved government-licensed superheroes, field agents, and practitioners. It’s rumored that they even leaked a flawed version of the schemata on the darknet, “Anarchist’s Cookbook” style, so that would-be supervillains would create wards for themselves that signal FREE ALL-YOU-CAN-EAT BUFFET HERE rather than saying NO EATERS ALLOWED.


Now, as to the reason for CASE NIGHTMARE GREEN: it turns out that reality exhibits subtle caching behavior so that, as magic becomes more prevalent, it increasingly enables algorithmic processes to proceed to completion in linear time. The more computers there are, and the more brains there are carrying out computational processes, the easier it gets to repeat a set process. It’s not something that our classical computers can take advantage of, but it’s a force multiplier for quantum computers—and also for mages and monsters and things that go bump in the night. We are hurtling toward a sorcerous singularity: and if you’ve been wondering why we’re suddenly drowning in Elder Gods and Lovecraft’s nightmares, this would be why.


And all this is by way of leading up to an explanation of what I do for the government.


Now, some more about me: I’m Bob Howard, and I’m a specialist.


I started out as an ordinary computational practitioner—doing sorcery by means of software. But two years into my deployment on Active Operations, I got cross-wired with an entity known as the Eater of Souls. It was an example of what used to be called demonic possession: a group of incompetent cultists tried to sacrifice me in order to control the Eater, not realizing that he was already incarnate. Upshot is, I carry the Eater of Souls around in my head but I’m still Bob … I think.


The other human previously bound to the Eater of Souls was my former boss Dr. Angleton, but he died during a security incursion I still have nightmares about years after the event. So I’m now its sole living avatar. Am I still Bob Howard, now with extra magic mojo? Or am I a hungry ghost dreaming that I’m him? I dunno. Mo, to whom I’ve been married for over nine years now, thinks I’m still him. I mean, me. But Mo is a mite uncanny, too, ever since she relinquished her violin made from undead human bones in return for a really disturbing superpower. And that was before she got a ringside seat at a boss fight between godlike entities at Nether Stowe House, which by rights should not have been survivable—at least not by a merely human bystander. Who cares? (I still love her, I’m pretty sure she loves me, too. The family of sorcerers that sacrifices together stays together and all that. I just try not to think too hard about it.)


My uncanny status comes with some perks. I’m immune to K syndrome: the Eater of Souls eats any feeders who come near me. I’m also immune to PHANG syndrome—I’ve been bitten, the V-symbionts that tried to chow down on me died. Go, me! (I try not to think too hard about the fact that I’m the bogeyman vampires warn their brood about.)


I have other duties—troubleshooting, like I said—but the biggest threat besetting the agency is beyond me, namely the New Management itself. Maybe I was responsible for the biggest zombie-raising in Western Europe this century, but I’m still not in the same weight class as the PM.


And then there’s the little problem there’s only one of me.


The power of a bureaucracy lies in its ability to throw more interchangeable bodies at a problem. Unfortunately rock star necromancers don’t scale—and that’s what I am. Here’s your analogy: most magical practitioners are four-year-olds running around the playground wearing dad’s threadbare dressing gown, pointing a stick at people and shouting, “Bang, you’re dead!” I am skulking around the woods in urban camo with a loaded L85 service rifle. And then you get to the Black Pharaoh, who can tell His artillery corps where to point the big guns.


Anyway, this is all a long and involved lead-up to the story of why Iris Carpenter—the PM’s chief of staff—tapped me for the operational side of the investigation into the first assassination of a reigning monarch since the Middle Ages. And the explanation of why SOE Q-Division, also known as the Laundry, no longer exists. Also why Westminster Abbey is being rebuilt, there’s a giant Aztec-style skull rack at Marble Arch, and I’ve been pulled off operational duties for the indefinite future, stuck here in a cubicle in the basement of the archives, writing my memoirs.


Let the fun begin …










DEATH BY BUREAUCRACY



Things they never taught you in Sunday school: even after the apocalypse, there will still be committee meetings—and attendance is mandatory.


Well, they may have taught you that. My parents didn’t send me to Sunday school so I don’t really know what they teach there. What I do know is that the apocalypse happened on the evening of Saturday the 17th of May, 2014, during a party at Nether Stowe House in Buckinghamshire. Things got slightly out of control: half the Cabinet was brain-wormed by extradimensional hypercastrating parasites, and in the resulting reshuffle Fabian Everyman1 became our new Prime Minister, leader of the New Management.




To say this upset the Civil Service would be an understatement. And I am, for better or worse, a Civil Servant. Hence the committee meetings. (It’s what we do best.)


So here I am, sitting in Conference Room D7 on a rainy Tuesday afternoon in mid-January, trying not to doze off while Vikram Choudhury drones on about our assigned roles and responsibilities in the current operational plan for this event—his voice is quite remarkably soporific when he’s reading from the minutes of a previous meeting. I mean, even Jim Grey is channeling the spirit of Alex in the aversion therapy scene from A Clockwork Orange, looking for all the world like his eyelids are being held open with surgical steel clamps—


“—Dress code is strictly black suits, white shirts, black ties, and a black armband. Dresses, skirts, or trouser suits for the ladies, also black; hats with veils optional. In other words, full formal mourning wear or mourning dress uniform where applicable for the two weeks after LONDON BRIDGE is announced. After the funeral, retaining the dress code is advised for the remainder of the month but may be relaxed if absolutely no public-facing duties are required. Footwear—strictly no sandals. Bob. Bob? Are you still with me?”


I blink helplessly. “What about trainers?” I ask, because I know the answer but I’m a glutton for punishment.


“Definitely no trainers”—Vik looks horrified that I’d even ask—“you do own a pair of black dress shoes, don’t you?”


I cringe slightly. “Not currently, no,” I reply. I had a pair, but a couple of months ago our cat committed an act of unspeakable feline desecration against them for some obscure slight, and I haven’t replaced them yet.


“Buy a pair, break ’em in, then store them in a plastic box against the day—God Save the Queen,” interjects Gerald Lockhart, his tone so witheringly dry that I imagine the rain outside freezes from sheer terror for a few moments. Strictly speaking Gerry needn’t be in this briefing for middle-managers like me—he’s Director of External Assets, he has minions to delegate to—but I suppose LONDON BRIDGE briefings show up on his monthly matrix: it’s as inescapable as taxes.


Operation LONDON BRIDGE, the cause of this afternoon’s tedious recap of dress codes, is the operation that will be activated when Elizabeth Alexandra Mary, better known as Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, dies. She’s 88 and in just one more year she’ll have beaten Queen Victoria to the gold medal for longest-reigning British monarch. So of course we have contingency plans for Operation National Granny’s Funeral, and the older she gets the more portentous and elaborate they become, because the Palace has a neurotic compulsion to be seen to be licking the coffin handles. Hence this annual wankfest we’re required to attend instead of working—


“Bob?” Someone is waving a hand in front of my face. “I think he’s catatonic—”


“—Smelling salts—”


I force myself to inhale deeply through my nose, breathe out, breathe in again (thereby avoiding a yawn that would have given the game away), and try to look alert. “Yes?” I ask.


Vikram leans toward me. “We were talking about your shoes, Bob.”


Jim Grey glowers. “They’ve got to go.” (Which is okay for him to say, he’s a cop and gets to wear shit-kickers the whole time.)


“There’s nothing wrong with my trainers,” I say defensively, flipping my phone face-up to unmute it and check if there are any notifications important enough to get me out of this purgatory.


“They’re different colors,” Jim accuses me. “And you’ve got a red one on your right foot and a green one on your left. Do you even sail? They’re back to front!”


“Yes, but they’re the same make and style,” I reply. “And I alternate daily! It’s called wear leveling.”


Pinky chirps up: “If someone would assassinate the Queen it would put us all out of Bob’s sartorial misery!” (See, I knew someone would take my side.) “At least until the next monarch croaks,” he adds.


“Not helpful,” Gerald says repressively, then glances at his watch. “Kindly stop wasting our time, Bob, some of us have homes to go to.”


“I’ll shoe shop this weekend,” I promise, hoping the concession will put an end to the footwear nonsense and we can move on to ensuring that the black crepe in the stationery cupboard isn’t time-expired. (As opposed to, say, planning how to get the necromantic horror that currently passes for a Prime Minister out of 10 Downing Street.) But right at that moment my cursed phone takes matters into its own metaphorical hands and barfs a series of alerts that will undoubtedly spice up my week, because I had to fuck around and find out.


See, it’s not that the messages themselves are in any way interesting, but the notification sound? It’s that sound sample. What can I say? Pinky, Brains, and I were in the pub after work last night and after three pints of Landlord it was mildly amusing to see who twitched when it went off, and neither of my idiot co-conspirators stopped me. And it would have been fine if I’d set it back to the default chime when I left.


But I didn’t. Which is why the sudden flurry of help desk notifications on my phone sounds like a stream of incoming Grindr chat alerts. And when I glance up I meet a very irate pair of eyes, and cringe as I realize that I’ve accidentally outed the head of External Assets.


Do not meddle in the affairs of senior civil servants, for they are quick to anger and will drown you in paperwork, as J. R. R. Tolkien probably wouldn’t have admitted in public—he would have known better than to inadvertently out a head of department. But then, I never claimed I was smart enough to invent Middle Earth, did I?


As it happens there were no immediate consequences from my god-awful choice of alert sounds. Nobody in the meeting acknowledged Gerry’s brief expression of shock, or my own contrition as I muted my phone and apologized. It was like the silent but deadly fart that lingers in a stuffy room, denied by all. So by Friday I was beginning to think I’d gotten away with it—but at 4 p.m. Outlook threw a meeting notification at me:


Monday, 9 a.m.: Secure Briefing Room 14, MR Building, discuss sensitive new assignment with Iris Carpenter.


Iris was my line manager some years ago, until that one time when she tried to sacrifice me. She doesn’t work for the Laundry anymore: but after her stretch in Camp Sunshine she received an official pardon then prospered alarmingly. These days she’s the Prime Minister’s Chief-of-Staff, and so far above my pay grade I need to bring an oxygen cylinder to meetings. (Rumor has it that her handbag rates motorcycle outriders.) She’s a political animal, and by animal I mean the kind with venom sacs and stingers: I try not to attract her attention if I can avoid it.


Our bad history aside, Iris and I have a degree of mutual respect for each other’s abilities. She’s a coldly ruthless management shitweasel and evil sorceress with a mind as twisty as a seven-dimensional Möbius strip, but to be scrupulously even-handed, she probably thinks I’m a Generation X slacker unfairly gifted with powers that make me the necromantic equivalent of a walking neutron bomb. And the hell of it is, we’re both right.


For her to be visiting our offices—even the executive suite, five minutes’ walk from Downing Street—is slightly horrifying. Especially if it’s to have a quiet word with me.


So on Monday morning I report to Secure Briefing Room 14 in Mahogany Row to hear my doom.


(“Don’t worry, she won’t put you in charge of LONDON BRIDGE,” Mo reassured me over breakfast. “She likes to play with her toys so that they last longer, not run them over with a steamroller.”)


We’re meeting in a boring office building off Whitehall that Laundry senior management was moved to six months ago. It is distinguished from other secure briefing rooms in that there are thaumaturgic containment grids on all the surfaces—walls, floor, and ceiling. If you die of shame while they’re hauling you over the coals, your ghost isn’t allowed to leave until it’s been deleted by Payroll and exorcised by Janitorial Services.


“Come in, Bob. Long time no see.” Iris gives me a fey smile. She looks slightly haggard, as if she’s been on the go continuously since midnight Black Mass on Saturday. (For all I know, maybe she has?) She’s upgraded her wardrobe for Downing Street to tailored black business suits and heels, so I’m feeling outgunned from the get-go. “I ordered coffee,” she tells me. That is a surprise: it implies I’m not in immediate disfavor. “You still take it white, no sugar?”


“Yes, thanks.” I stifle a yawn. “I don’t think I’ve seen you since … was it last month’s break-out session? How have you been?”


“I’ve been good.” Her smile fades into a mild frown. “I’m running divisional meetings here this month because His Nibs wants me to monitor you lot personally, and Number Ten is an eighteenth-century rat’s nest—no occult security at all—and my office there is being rebuilt. So you can find me right here every Monday from nine to one, at least until all the fires are out and the restructuring is under control. My door is, as they say, open. How’s Mo doing these days?”


We make small talk for a few minutes but I barely register it because I’m in a state of mild cognitive dissonance. Iris is normally the model of self-assured professionalism. For her to be feeling the pressure, or less than on top of her game, is disturbing. And for her to take time out from biting the heads off delinquent cabinet ministers to make idle chitchat with little old me is unprecedented.


“—Which brings me to why I wanted to see you. I get reports.”


I clear my throat, desperate to cover the fact that I zoned out for a second or two just now. “Is this about Gerry? Because I can explain—”


“Not my circus, not my monkeys. Just remember to mute your phone in future: oh, and Gerry really likes his Speyside single malts. No, I wanted to see you about something else. Forecasting Ops have flagged up a sensitive upcoming contingency, and I’m putting together a tiger team to deal with it. There will be an investigatory phase which you might be useful for, but you’re a particularly good fit for containment if events develop as prophesied. So this is your advance notice that you’re going to be drafted.”


My alarm bells are ringing so loud that my phone is about to scold me for exposing myself to damaging noise levels. (The New Management likes euphemisms: containment phase is usually code for kill them all, god will know his own.) So of course I Do The Stupid and ask: “What kind of forecast is this?”


“We—” she begins, but then pauses as the VISITOR lamp beside the door flashes. We wait while our coffee delivery arrives. (Rank has its perks, I see: we’re getting the good china from the executive dining room.)


After the door closes and locks, she continues. “Forecasting Ops has received credible indications of a threat to the Crown. They read the entrails and said the immediate threat level is low right now, but it rises to near-certainty in about six weeks—right around the first anniversary of the snap election.”


“By the Crown”—I pick my words carefully—“do you mean the Queen, or His Dread Majesty?”


Iris’s cheek twitches as she replies, “Yes.”


“Oh,” I say, feigning enthusiasm: “I love ambiguity.”


Later that week—gift-wrapped apology bottle of whisky notwithstanding—I am experiencing the full brutality of Gerry Lockhart’s revenge. It didn’t take long for him to point a new assignment at me, and it’s an absolute masterpiece of bureaucratic evil. The worst part? From the outside it looks like a promotion.


FLASHBACK:


“Bob,” says Jez Wilson, who I technically outrank but can’t ignore because she’s kinda-sorta Iris Carpenter’s successor (minus the dark priestess bit), “I’ve got a niche role opening up and Gerry passed me your name, I hope you don’t mind? It’s good for about one day a week for the next six months, strictly desk liaison stuff, needs someone fairly senior to stick on the org chart but it’s not public-facing and doesn’t involve a lot of boring paperwork.”


And because I’m a nice guy I nodded politely and said, “Do go on.”


BACK TO THE PRESENT:


That conversation is why I’m trying really hard not to bang my head on the desk or turn the idiot in the chair opposite me into a midwife toad.


“You’ll understand if I find this all a bit much to swallow,” the man-sized specimen of Alytes obstetricans snarks patronizingly. His name’s Allen Stephenson and he’s on the planning approvals board of Birmingham city council.


“Next you’ll be telling us the moon landings were real!” his companion simpers. This is Laura Jones, who is a grand panjandrum in municipal waste and recycling outsourcing management.


We’re sitting in an office in Birmingham where I am surrounded, outgunned, and in some cases outranked, by an office full of middle-ranking local government managers, all of whom share the peculiar delusion that magic isn’t real. I’ve been sent here to disillusion them, and it’s not going great. It’s like trying to deliver a lesson on celestial navigation to an audience of flat-earthers. Excuse me; Sorcery Skeptics, Demonology Denialists, the salt of the earth: hence the codename for this boondoggle, MUGGLE WONDERLAND.


These people did their research on the internet: watched the YouTube videos Penn and Teller released explaining how they stage magic tricks; read op-eds debunking palmistry, astrology, and witchcraft in Scientific American; binged on MythBusters episodes … they’re hardcore unbelievers. Under normal circumstances this would be a good thing—we don’t need a Civil Service run by conspiracy theorists—but these are the days of miracle and wonder, as Paul Simon sang. Lives could be lost if the authorities refuse to believe their eyes when a necromancer targets Sutton Coldfield cemetery, or a supervillain raids the Jewellery Quarter.


I manage not to roll my eyes. “I’m not talking about stage-magician magic, sleight of hand or trickery that relies on distraction. When we use the term ‘magic’ we’re doing so in a technical sense to describe resonance effects—”


“Oh! Oh!” Marissa McCoyle presses the back of her wrist to her forehead like a fainting Victorian ingenue: “The vibrations! Can you feel them? There’s something coming through!” Ms. McCoyle is the deputy director of libraries and adult education. She has a master’s degree in education and an MBA, and she thinks she’s here to take the piss. “Really, it’s not news that the new Prime Minister is up to his eyeballs in mystical bullshit but we don’t need that here—”


I smile and blank her out, because informing her that His Nibs is talking about reintroducing the criminal offense of Lèse-majesté would not contribute anything positive to this circus (even though it’s true). Besides, I’m trying to think of a suitable demonstration that won’t result in me being up on a disciplinary notice tomorrow morning—I knew it’d be a tough audience going in, but this is some above-and-beyond denialism. At least nobody’s called me a fraud yet.


“Is that all?” I ask after Ms. Jones titters something about knowing how to deal with rubbish in her department. I look around: “Have you got it out of your system yet?” I stand up and stretch, then wrestle my cuffs back into position because I’m not really used to the whole suit thing. “I assure you, it’s just as real as the maniac who animated the Bull Ring bull last month and took it for a ride around the Grand Central site—”


Ms. McCoyle interrupts again: “That was just a viral marketing event for the latest New Avengers movie.”


“No it wasn’t.” Right, that’s it, I think, and before I can work through all the possible ways this can go wrong I utter a phrase in Old Enochian, a language that was never intended for late morning local government meetings—the air actually turns blue for a couple of seconds, the pale aqua of liquid oxygen shimmering in the corpse-light of an ancient white dwarf star. The walls of the conference room fade into translucency, laying bare a desolate, frosted landscape beneath the bowl of a black sky. It’s pierced by the merciless pinpricks of stars seen without the protection of a caul of atmosphere as the full moon floats high above us, its pockmarked silvery face carved into the likeness of Adolf Hitler by unspeakable ancient powers. “Like I said, magic is real, and it’s what my department deals with. Or do you think I smuggled a planetarium into this meeting room in my pocket?”


The illusion is actually a reified memory of mine, from a very unpleasant experience—a visit to another timeline or pocket universe via the ghost roads, a world where the Second World War had ended in a pyrrhic victory for the Third Reich. The Birmingham Skeptics Society don’t need to know the background deets, or feel the bone-deep cold of a world refrigerated to the temperature of high noon on Pluto, but they do need to smell the coffee. I snap my fingers and the illusion vanishes, leaving me with their undivided attention.


“There are other universes. We use resonance effects to access them, and the bleed-through between different versions of reality lets us manipulate stuff in this realm more or less at will. But there are consequences—take that world, for example. I was there about fifteen years ago”—give or take a year or two because who’s counting?—“and it’s lifeless and barren, all the heat sucked out of it by monsters that live in the darkness behind the walls of the world.”


I sit down again. “You don’t know about this stuff because the agency I work for, and our foreign counterparts, have spent decades papering over the cracks. But it’s impossible to keep the lid on tight anymore. Something equivalent could happen here. So, look, I want you to take it on trust for now that there’s a very specific thing we refer to as magic, and it’s not to be confused with card tricks and pulling rabbits out of hats on stage. It’s a real problem, like asbestos wallboard in the school estate, and we need to deal with it. And to make matters worse there are jokers out there who will call anything they don’t understand magic, and you need to be able to tell whether—”


Which is precisely when my phone emits the nuclear attack air raid siren screech that means big trouble ahead.


BEHOLD THE TRUE HORROR OF GERRY LOCKHART’S REVENGE:


There are roughly 450,000 people in the British Civil Service at present. That’s not including the million and a half in the NHS organizations and the third of a million in the military and the police. We operate on a gargantuan scale, and doing so coherently is an immense challenge.


When you’re dealing with roughly two and a half million people a certain amount of nonsense is inevitable. At any given time, a couple thousand of them will be undergoing an acute psychotic break. Another ten or twenty thousand will have joined one bizarre religious cult or another—from the relatively mild, like Seventh Day Adventists, through the reality-disconnected, such as the Fully Automatic 24-hour Church of Elvis. (At least two dozen will have fallen down the rabbit hole of call-the-PREVENT-hotline stuff like the Cult of the Mute Poet.) Maybe 10 percent of the population are flat-earthers, another 20 percent are young earth creationists, and don’t get me started on how many of them worship the royal family.


Then you come to the Laundry, and the revelation in the media that magic is real and we have, in fact, spent half a century working to suppress it—hey, it’s an actual government conspiracy! A real one! Men In Black going door to door near you!—and we’ve spent so long educating our highly intelligent civil servants to disbelieve conspiracy theories that, now we’re owning up to one, they won’t listen to us.


When a secret government agency confesses to a conspiracy, people often refuse to believe the confession.2 It doesn’t matter how much supporting evidence you provide if it doesn’t reinforce their existing beliefs. This is especially true when what you’re confessing to is a half-century-long coverup of something even more bonkers than usual—secret Cold War bases on the moon, vampires run the banking sector, that sort of thing. So now the requirement for a coverup has passed, and we need the Civil Service to work with us, we’ve run head-first into the unpalatable truth: about 30 percent of our own people refuse to believe anything we tell them.


Jez asked me to be part of our outreach team, visiting outlying offices to explain the facts of life to the skeptics, and muggins here was stupid enough to say “Sure.” And that’s why I now spend a day a week in meeting room hell.


Welcome to Gerry’s revenge!


I pick up my phone, despite the dirty looks and exasperated sighs from around the conference room in Birmingham. It’s a work call, with a high enough priority to override my do not disturb filter.


“Mr. Howard? Duty Officer here, please confirm.”


“I’m in a meeting—”


“Please confirm.”


“Um. Oxtail, Antelope, Brimstone. Over to you.”


“Sideboard. Teapot. Excalibur. You have a flash priority call from Mr. Choudhury, please hold.”


(Swearing ensues, then I make my apologies to the room: a minute later I’m crouching in a supplies cupboard just along the corridor.)


“Bob? Are you secure?”


“I am now. I’m supposed to be conducting a MUGGLE WONDERLAND training seminar—”


“—But you’re in Brum, am I correct? City council headquarters?”


“Yeah, visiting Council House. What’s up?”


“You need to get down to the lobby right away. A police armed response unit will pick you up in the next five minutes. There’s a metahuman incident in progress at a comic book shop on Queensway and you’re the nearest asset we’ve got to ground zero.”


I swear. (A lot.) “Isn’t this a job for TPCF? The Home Office heavies? You know who I am, right?”


“TPCF teams one and two are currently out fighting fires in Lancaster and Fishguard and can’t make it back in time. Your assistant”—Peter-Fred—“is in remedial diversity awareness training this morning. The Duty PHANG can’t handle it because daylight hours lock-down, the other H-list officers are variously on annual leave, off sick, or busy, and the Queensway situation hasn’t escalated to major incident yet so we can’t assign an OCCULUS team.”


(I sigh.) “Okay, I’m moving, I’m moving. What do you mean by yet?”


“There are Daleks.”


Oh God, and by God I mean Shub-Nuggirath, the Stoat of a Thousand Young, it’s one of those incidents.


“It’s a comics shop siege,” Sergeant Samson sums up succinctly when I pile in the back of the police BMW. His driver, Constable Nobby (he hasn’t told me his name and I’ve been reading Pratchett last thing at night so that’s what I’m calling him) floors the accelerator and hits the lights and siren. “Some saddo wanted his latest fix and wouldn’t take no for an answer.” (It’s Thursday, comic release day is usually Tuesday. Don’t ask why I know this: I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.) “When the owner asked him to leave things turned weird.”


I manage to strap myself down between tire-screeching corners as I grapple with the conundrum of an armed siege in a comic shop. “I was told Daleks were involved? Is this a prank?”


A Gatso camera double-flashes our numberplate from behind as we accelerate. “That right there was half an hour of extra forms to fill out after end-of-shift so I sincerely hope not, sonny.” More screeching tires. “Whoever’s responsible will be getting a piece of my mind. You’re with the X-Files crowd, you can sort it out.”


“Daleks,” I prod.


“Awright. Sitch is called Andromeda Bookshop, they do books and comics, and apparently they’ve got a Doctor Who exhibit running. Saddo is holding the owner and two or three members of the public hostage with a couple of Daleks from the BBC props department”—he’s interrupted by a burst of radio fuzz—“he wants his copy of the next issue of Squidbob Shartpants or whatever right now or he’s going on a rampage in the Bull Ring Centre.”


“But Daleks?” Daleks aren’t real! a part of me is screaming.


“Oh yeah, he animated them and it turns out that makes them really angry and they exterminated the hell out of a red pillar box before we could clear the street. So there are more MOPs sheltering in place.”


Sounds like I’ve got a rogue animator on my hands—a powerful one if he’s making constructs with firepower. Or maybe he’s an invoker? “Fuck my life,” I mutter.


“Fuck your life indeed, sonny,” the sergeant says affably. “We’ve got AROs on site backed up by SFO snipers at each corner but it’s anybody’s guess how effective they’ll be against robot Space Nazis. It’s up to you to handle it.”


“Sounds like I’m going to need specialist support. Let me make a call,” I tell him, then get on the blower to the Duty Office.


BACK TO IRIS’S BRIEFING …


“Forecasting Operations can’t give us anything specific because an adversary is fuzzing the probabilities. They’re getting hit with haruspicy countermeasures, oracular paradoxes, nonlinear invocations, all sorts of stuff that point to a top-rated occult operations agency. Anyway, the threat—when it shows up—will need to be investigated, and the adversary needs to be told to fuck off with extreme prejudice before His Dread Majesty notices and gives it His personal attention, thereby generating an international incident and much screaming from the Foreign Office. He’s planning something for the anniversary and He will be most displeased if His elbow is jogged.”


Threats against Her Majesty the Queen are an everyday occurrence. Nutters: we have them. The police deal with them when needed.


Threats against the Prime Minister also come up regularly, but are not a problem for the police: anyone stupid enough to get in the PM’s not-a-face generally leaves only a greasy smear on the ground.


But I doubt I’d be sitting in a securely warded briefing room if this was a normal threat.


My heart is down to periscope depth and still diving even before she adds, “It needs to be done without making visible waves. It’s probably the neighbors, and we don’t want to give them the impression we can’t take out our own trash.”


“Oh boy,” I say faintly.


Mention of the neighbors puts this particular threat well beyond the frontier of normal and deep into yikes territory, because the neighbors most likely to pull this kind of stunt are our US counterpart agency, the Black Chamber.


While the US and the UK are theoretically allies, a better fit would be frenemies: the USA acquired many of the British Empire’s former possessions at gunpoint, and in the occult sector the mugging is still ongoing.


Anyway, they’ve had the knives out for us ever since His Dark Majesty sent a team into Washington, D.C., in February last year to kidnap—er, rescue—the President, who they were planning to sacrifice because an unharvested head of state is an amazing store of mana, magical energy accumulated through worship. The Pentagon Ringwraiths are extremely peeved, and our relations with them are chilly at the best of times, so some kind of counterattack is totally in their wheelhouse.


A thought occurs to me: “Are any of the YELLOW OLYMPIC team available?” I ask, “I mean, the survivors?” YELLOW OLYMPIC was the operation in D.C. “I mean, they’ve gone up against BC operatives and survived, and Officer Friendly alone would make a huge—”


Iris makes a cutting gesture. “Sorry, Bob, Jim is unavailable.”


“He’s unavailable? Why?”


Iris looks momentarily uncomfortable. “Almost all the team who weren’t already vampires came back as PHANGs. As for the others—” She pauses. “Given your history I assume you don’t want to work with the crazy alfär mage, either.” Iris is right: Yarisol of the Host, the anomalous alfär sorcerer Mhari dragged along on her caper, is bad news.


Iris stands, clueing me in that it’s time to leave. “I have another meeting to get to. Meanwhile don’t get too far ahead of the eight ball just yet. I’m assigning you to ops, but you’ll be working under an Auditor—in case you have to go head-to-head with senior executives in the course of the investigation—and they’ll be reporting directly to me.” So I’m going to be in charge of operations but number two on the org chart? Whoopee, all the work and none of the credit. I can hardly wait. “I’m going to read them in next. Anyway, this is just your initial heads-up: enjoy your coffee.” And with that, the meeting’s over.


If this is how my week is starting, surely things can only get better?


Ten minutes after leaving Council House the police car I’m sitting in has slowed to a comparative crawl. (Say what you will about police drivers, but even they aren’t crazy enough to play chicken with trams.) And I’m on the phone to the situation room and back-office support the Duty Officer has scared up for me.


“I need to know exactly what items besides the two Daleks they’ve got in the exhibit,” I explain. (There’s nothing like a rogue Cyberman or unaccounted-for Auton to ruin your day.) “In particular, is there a TARDIS in the shop? And if so, is it a BBC prop or just a cardboard cutout?” (I have the beginnings of a plan.)


“Let me just loop in someone in the Beeb’s publicity team and get back to you, sir,” says the support officer, who is irritatingly bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for a Thursday morning. “Is there anything else you need in the meantime?”


I pinch the bridge of my nose. I manage to bite back a sonic screwdriver: this is not the time for inappropriate humor. “What’s the ETA if I ask for an OCCULUS team?”


“Unit One is already en route from Hereford, but they’re at a standstill on the M5—there’s heavy congestion from a multi-vehicle RTA earlier this morning. They’ll be at least an hour.”


Fuck it. “Okay, you go talk to the BBC, I’ll hold.”


I lean back and try to close my eyes as Nobby drives us up onto the pavement to get around an inconveniently parked Amazon delivery van. “Any joy?” asks Samson.


“OCCULUS is a support unit for this sort of incident, looks like a generic Fire Service command vehicle except it carries a specialist squad of Territorial SAS operatives.” (Well, they used to be that—they’ve got a different name now—but the tiger doesn’t change its stripes.) “You may not have worked with them before but they’re used to working with you guys. Once they get here they’ll take point and your job then is strictly support and mop-up. But this time they’re snarled up in a jam on the M5 because, I say again, fuck my life.”


I’m interrupted by my phone again. “The shop is currently hosting a traveling exhibit of Doctor Who props including two original model Daleks, an older TARDIS mock-up, and a cardboard cutout of the latest Doctor and his companion (this year that’s Peter Capaldi and Jenna Coleman). Apparently the owner has friends in high places at BBC Wales. OCCULUS are rolling again but traffic is slow to clear, so ETA is still an hour and a half. Mr. Choudhury says to be aware the press are taking an interest so please keep it low key?” (Translation: no explosions. So that rules that out.)


Finally—finally—ten minutes and half a kilometer later, we pull up behind a mob of police vans and barricades parked at one side of a dismal dual carriageway. To our right, a row of offices and retail storefronts curve toward the Bull Ring. It looks to be one of those brutalist smash-and-grab raids on our historic architectural heritage that were all the rage in the 1950s. There’s a weird shortage of moving vehicles and pedestrians—not too surprising, under the circumstances—so when we pile out onto the pavement the first thing I do is ask my minders, “Right, where’s the nearest hotel?” just as I see a sign for a Radisson Blu further up the street.


“Not so fast, son …”


In my experience the three stages of any positive interaction with the police are: suspicion, incredulity, and a good old-fashioned briefing. (Or, if you’re interacting with them negatively, a good old-fashioned beating.) This time around I get hustled straight into the third stage, courtesy of a very annoyed chief inspector who clearly doesn’t approve of bizarre bookshop bandits. Especially when they’re accompanied by screeching cyborg Space Nazis who shoot up innocent law-abiding pillar boxes. So I get my ears pinned back by a very irritated Inspector Angel, who, unlike the sorcery skeptics in the council offices, is fully up to speed on supernatural crimes and is having none of my shit. “You’re that clown off Newsnight? I know your type! Understand this—I want a clean takedown, no casualties, no injured bystanders or hostages, no property damage, and definitely no fucking zombies. Can you do that, son? Because if not, if you can’t match those targets, I don’t want you on my patch—you’re just another distraction and I’ve got six of those already.”


I do not roll my eyes at Inspector Angel: he’s got a twitchy eyelid and a taser and this is something like the fifth metahuman-associated incident in Brum so far this year. “How about this: I get you in through the back door and we can take a look? I’ll update the OCCULUS team who’re inbound, then if it’s safe you can neutralize the, uh, overenthusiastic fan. If it’s not safe, then we sit tight and wait for OCCULUS. Does that work for you?”


Angel crosses his arms angrily. “There is no back way in or we’d have been through there faster than a TWOCer on the Aston Expressway—”


I hold up a finger: “As it happens there is a back way in—for my type. I can get you inside. Want to tag along?”


“Jesus Fuck, this I have got to see …”


Fifteen minutes later I’m wearing a helmet, a stabby, and a set of borrowed overalls that don’t fit very well as I lead Angel and a posse of tooled-up SFOs into the hotel.


The front desk manager smiles at us glassily. “How can I help you?” she asks, trying not to stare at the firepower on display in her lobby.


“Which way to the laundry?” I ask. She points at a door bearing the mystical sigil STAFF ONLY. Right. “Okay, follow me,” I tell Angel.


“Hey, there’s no way—” I hear one of the AFOs begin, then I push through the door and we’re into the familiar drab service passageway and—


—I hold up my warrant card and squint as I think my way through a soft spot in the structure of reality and—


—Break through into hotelspace, the manifold of passageways that connect every hotel everywhere (and ever) in space and time. It’s a patch of the hyperdimensional manifold that spiritualists and some ritual practitioners call the Other Side, and we mostly call the dream roads or the ghost roads, and it connects liminal nonresidential spaces where transients bed down. I’m not kidding; if you get lost in a chain hotel in Birmingham and take the wrong turn you could wander for hours before you come out in the Trump Hotel in Chicago, or the Grand Hotel Budapest. Or, as I intend, you exit into—


—A different kind of twisty infinite manifold of passageways and spaces, dimly lit with dangling tentacular ductwork, blue-tinged lighting panels, and curved interior walls. It’s almost as if we’re walking through the intestines of a biomorphic machine, rather than the crew quarters of—


“—Fuck me, is this the TARDIS?”


I hold up a hand and stop. “The TARDIS doesn’t exist,” I tell my escorts. “This is an expression of the collective subconscious, made real by viewers’ beliefs in the TARDIS.” A cult TV show that has been running since before I was born can accumulate some serious mana3 along the way.


“We’re dealing with a powerful animator here, one who can turn plywood-and-aluminum shells with sink plungers into plausible Daleks.” Most animators are kids, and mostly they animate Barbie dolls and Playmobil minifigs, that sort of thing. Alien invasions, not so much. “But that’s a good thing for us, because the shop also has a sound stage TARDIS in its exhibit, and I can tap his mojo to make it sufficiently real to serve our purpose.” It’s not real enough to actually function as a spacetime ship, but it’s plenty real enough to hook up to hotelspace via the back door. “From here on, keep your voices down—I’ve no idea how good the sound insulation is, and we’re nearly there.”


A left, another left, a right, and then we’re crouching just behind one of the archways leading onto the mezzanine level that circles the TARDIS control room. The front door is closed, so I tiptoe down the steps and peer at the hexagonal central console. Up close there’s a slight whiff of PVA glue and polystyrene, and I can see that the display screens are painted on. The nearest one is a green screen, which is just too bad—it means I can’t magic up an external camera view of the shop. Inspector Angel waves off his troops and now he follows me down to the plywood floor, which creaks slightly under his weight. The shadows cast by the indirect lighting make a death mask of his face, and for a moment I’m not sure whether I should be more afraid of the rogue metahuman outside the door or the feral copper inside it.


Angel surprises me by saying, “Right, son. How d’you want to play this?” Apparently I’ve earned some Brownie Points for getting him this far. He’s not exactly deferential, but he’s not snarling at me anymore.


“Er—” I run out of planning. We’re standing inside a life-size mock-up of a TARDIS control room ten meters across that somehow also exists as a one-and-a-third-meter-wide, two-and-a-half-meter-high Police Box inside a books and comics shop. There are no windows, and opening the door seems inadvisable. “Are you any good at eavesdropping?”


“Watch me,” he says, holding his G36c out of the way as he crab-walks toward the entrance.


It turns out that the door is made of plywood and wishful thinking. It’s lined with low density foam but there are gaps so we can hear everyone in the shop quite clearly. And it doesn’t sound great right now, because our suspect is clearly so far out of his tree the squirrels are sending out search parties. And also—


“Why don’t you have Annihilator? I want my Annihilator order! It’s on my pull list and it’s two days late and I want it right now!” shrieks the perp, his voice cracking horribly midway through. “Also, where’s my Hellboy?”


“Fuck me,” Angel mouths silently, “he’s a kid!” Any copper above the rank of sergeant is to some extent a political animal and I can hear the gears whirring in Angel’s head as he realizes we have a Problem.


I shrug: What can I say? “It’s your call.”


The kid is over the age of criminal responsibility so the plod can arrest and charge him, but shooting him will go down like a lead balloon unless he’s actually killed someone, not just sent his angry killbots to shoot up a postbox. So the job just got a whole lot tougher.


Someone—not the boy—says something which I don’t catch, because my attention is on the inspector (who has safed his big scary gun and is fiddling with his taser). It seems to upset our perp because now he screams—and I cannot believe I am recording this blatant Girl Genius rip-off—“Fools! I will destroy you all! Ask me how! Go on, I dare you!”


I hold up a hand in Angel’s direction and toe the door open. Then I hold out my hands to show they’re empty and step through—


NEW PAGE six panel grid, three rows.


Panel 1: Long shot: Scene is a view through the window of a bookshop. Bookcases stretch away into the background from an open area at the front of the store. A handful of terrified bystanders sit on the floor by the counter at one side, hands on their heads. Opposite the counter is a life-size TARDIS. Bob, wearing a rumpled suit, stands in front of the TARDIS. He looks a little like David Tennant with a hangover. He’s facing SPIZZ.


Bob (thought bubble): Oh fuck me, he’s just a kid.


Bob: “Yeah, go on. Tell me how?”


Panel 2: Detail on Spizz. He’s a skinny 12-year-old white boy wearing joggers, cheap trainers, and a hoodie. He’s having a growth spurt so his sleeves don’t reach his bony wrists. He holds his arms up toward the hostages but is looking at Bob in surprise. His hands are glowing and surrounded by whirls of occult energy.


Spizz: “Da fuck are you and how did you get in here?”


Bob: “I’m the Doctor! I’ve been in the TARDIS all along.”


Panel 3: View from window display again. Spizz steps back and turns to point his scary glowy hands at Bob but his posture is defensive. We can’t see his face in frame but we can see Bob and Bob does not look impressed.


Spizz: “I want my comics!”


Bob: “We got the message. Your comics are on the way.”


Panel 4: Wide angle from the back of the bookshop looking out at the protagonists. The back of the TARDIS is at one side, and beyond the window, on the left, we can see police barricades with an Armed Response Team crouched behind them. They’re facing something just outside the right of the frame.


In the foreground we see Spizz facing off with Bob, and both of them have glowy hands now.


Spizz (screaming): “Not good enough! I want them now!”


Bob: “Let me sort it out for you—”


Panel 5: Same view from back of shop. Outside the shop window, the police are shooting at a DALEK which is entering from right of frame. In the foreground Spizz is throwing down with Bob. Both their hands are extra glowy and surrounded by swirling vortices that suck in the background image like whirlpools.


Dalek: “Exterrrrrrmin—”


Police: “DakkadakkadakkaPEWPEW”


Spizz: “DIE, EARTHLING SCUM!”


Bob: “Not today, kid.”


Panel 6: Same view. Beyond the window, the police are unloading some heavy firepower and the DALEK has bullets emerging from its back. The DALEK is returning fire and one of the cops is falling over, smoking and skeletonized by its exterminator.


In the foreground, Spizz is facing off with Bob, oblivious to ANGEL emerging from the TARDIS to shoot him in the back with a taser.


Insp. Angel: “You’re fucking nicked, my lad!”


Bob: “Leave the Daleks to me.”
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