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UNWANTED COMPLICATIONS



It was a bright, cold morning in Hyde Park, and a detachment of Household Cavalry was riding along North Carriage Drive in parade dress, escorting a tumbril of condemned prisoners to Marble Arch.


Imp—Jeremy Starkey, also known as the Impresario—paused beside the Peter Pan statue to watch. A tall, skinny man in his early twenties, with swept-back hair and a narrow, intense face, Imp might have been a grown-up Pan himself: a Peter Pan who’d lost his wings and grown up hard and cynical under the aegis of the New Management. He tugged his scarf with unease, then checked his counterfeit Mickey Mouse watch. He wasn’t going to be late to the meeting with his sister and her lawyer if he took an extra ten minutes, he decided. Nevertheless, he drew his disreputable duster tight and hunched his shoulders. A chill wind was blowing, as if practicing to set the cartful of fettered felons swinging once they danced the Tyburn tango. It was 2017, yet some things in Bloody England never changed.


Albeit not quite everything.


Cavalry soldiers in polished silver cuirasses riding huge animals through the park were nothing new. But beside their cuirasses and high-plumed helmets these riders wore polished steel plate that covered them from head to foot, with wireless headsets and grenade launchers, quadrotor observation drones whining overhead. Their faces were blank behind curves of bulletproof mirror glass. Their horselike steeds had sickle-bladed claws on either side of their hooves: their heads bore fanged maws and the front-pointing eyes of predators. Someone was clearly concerned about rescue attempts.


Imp shuddered and looked away from the dour procession. The distant noise of the crowd gathering around Marble Arch to watch the execution hurt his ears. He didn’t want to hear the taunts of idiot rubberneckers who couldn’t imagine that one day it might be them.


“Not my circus, not my monkeys,” Imp muttered under his breath. Not my holiday, not my hanging, he meant. He brought his roll-up to his lips and began to inhale, but the joint had burned out, and besides, it was down to the roach. He walked across to the dog-waste bin and dumped it, then continued on his way.


It wouldn’t do to keep Eve and her solicitor waiting, even though he feared the coming meeting almost as much as his own personal execution.


There’s a fine line between love and hate, Eve reflected, as she watched her brother explain his mistake to the solicitor. Will she testify against me if I murder him? Eve asked herself. Is provocation a defense?


Like her brother, Eve was tall and lanky, but there the resemblance ended. She’d carefully curated her image as a blue-eyed ice queen in a designer suit. A penchant for sudden-death downsizings and the warm and friendly disposition of an angry wasp went with the territory. It had been utterly essential while she’d been Rupert’s executive assistant. But now she wondered if the weight of armor she wore was worth the cost: even the lawyer seemed leery of her.


The solicitor cleared her throat, glanced at Eve for permission, then addressed Imp. “Let me get this straight, Mr. Starkey. You didn’t ask your sister to confirm that she was undergoing a security clearance background check. You did not seek professional advice before initialing every page of the, um, ‘nondisclosure agreement,’ and the witness statement attached to it. You didn’t read pages two through twenty-six. You did not ask for a translation of section thirteen, paragraphs four through six, even though it was written in medieval Norman French. Nor did you read section fourteen, the special license, which was drafted in fourteenth-century Church Latin, or the codicil stating that the contract—most of which you didn’t read—was subject to adjudication under the laws of Skaro—an island in the English Channel with its own unique legal code—and that by signing you ceded your right to redress in any other jurisdiction. At no point did the messenger offer you any payment or inducement for your signature. Is that right?”


Imp nodded sheepishly. “I was very stoned. We’d just buried Dad.”


Eve’s cheek twitched, but her expression remained as coldly impassive as the north face of a glacier.


The solicitor clearly found it a struggle to maintain her facade of professional sympathy. “Well then. To summarize, you signed an affidavit certifying that you were the oldest living male relative of your sister, Evelyn Starkey”—the lawyer sent Eve a tiny nod that might have passed for feminine sympathy—“and signed a binding agreement to marriage by proxy, solemnized under special license as permitted by the Barony of Skaro, where the messenger acted as the representative of the groom, Lord—”


“Baron,” Eve corrected automatically, then bit her tongue.


“Baron Rupert de Montfort Bigge, Lord of Skaro.” The solicitor sent Eve another coded look. “Is that your understanding, too, Ms. Starkey? Or should that be Mrs. de Montfort Bigge?”


Fuck. A very expensive crunch announced the demise of the Montegrappa Extra Otto Sapphirus Eve held clenched in her fist. She dropped the wrecked fountain pen on her blotter and flexed her aching fingers. The writing instrument, carved by hand from solid lapis lazuli, was one of the most expensive pens on sale anywhere: it had come from Rupert’s desk. The body might be repairable but the converter, siphon, and nib were a write-off. Emerald ink bled across the absorbent paper like green-eyed anger.


“I go by Starkey,” she said, ruthlessly strangling a scream of rage in its crib. “So, what are my prospects for an annulment?”


The solicitor switched off her voice recorder and restacked the papers. “I’ll need to do some research, I’m afraid. Skaroese law is a very esoteric speciality and I can’t offer you a professional opinion without further work, but this is my supposition: in general a proxy marriage contracted in a jurisdiction where it is legal—the lex loci celebrationis—is recognized as binding in England and Wales. Assuming this contract is properly drafted—and there would have been no point in obtaining your brother’s signature if it was not—an annulment would have to be carried out under that legal system, which means . . . ,” she trailed off, side-eying Eve’s brother.


Imp looked up, his expression hangdog. Unlike any canine he knew exactly what he’d done wrong.


“Jeremy.” Eve pointed at the door. “Scram.”


“Aw—” Whatever protest he’d been forming died unvoiced when he looked at her: Eve’s expression was deathly. He uncoiled from his visitor’s chair and slouched doorward, shoulders hunched. “I’ll just be in the staff break room.”


Eve waited for the door to shut. “Finally.” She congratulated herself for her restraint in not strangling him as she rubbed her forehead, heedless of her foundation. The viciously tight bun she’d put her hair into in anticipation of this confrontation was giving her a headache. “How bad is it? Really?”


“Well.” The solicitor slid her folio sideways, out of Eve’s direct line of sight. “If your hus—if Baron de Montfort Bigge is dead, and if you can obtain a death certificate, then you’re off the hook. Once you obtain a death certificate it’s all done and dusted and you can remarry if that’s what you want to do.”


“Assume he’s not dead, just missing. No body, but no proof he’s alive either.”


“Then you need to either provide proof that he died or run down the clock. You can apply for a declaration of presumed death after seven years in the UK, and Skaroese law probably says the same—I will confirm that later—so, six years and nine months from now. In the meantime, if he’s missing, his continued existence is not an impediment to you unless you wish to marry someone else—” The solicitor raised her eyebrow. “Or is it?”


Eve’s cheek twitched again. “The law takes no account of magic. Or aliens and time travel, for that matter.”


“Magic—” The solicitor was momentarily nonplussed. Eve hoped she wasn’t one of the materialist holdouts. The arrival of the New Management (not to mention an elven armored brigade rampaging through the Yorkshire Dales, vampires taking their seats in the House of Lords, and superheroes breaking the sound barrier as they sped to intercept airliners) had sent many people into reality-denying madness. They called the casualties of the Alfär invasion crisis actors and used elaborate conspiracy theories to explain the Prime Minister’s penumbral darkling and appetite for human souls. It was all a Russian disinformation scheme, a viral pandemic that induced delirious hallucinations, or a conspiracy of (((cosmopolitans))). “Seriously?”


“Contracts have implications for ritual magic.” Eve let her smile slip, allowing her feral desperation to shine through. “If he’s not dead then as long as the marriage is legally binding, I’m—” She shook her head. “Let’s not go there.”


Rupert had imposed a geas on her—an obedience compulsion—as one of the initial conditions of her employment. She’d thought it contemptibly weak at the time, and he’d never tried to use it, so she’d never tried to break it. He ensured her compliance through traditional means—gaslighting and blackmail—and she was completely taken in by his pantomime of sorcerous incompetence. When she finally discovered the proxy marriage certificate after his disappearance, it became clear that he’d known exactly what he was doing with the geas: the bumbling was a malevolent act.


Skaroese law was based on medieval Norman law, but hadn’t been updated much since the fourteenth century. The Reformation had passed it by, and it still embodied archaic Catholic assumptions. Skaroese marriage recognized the status of feme covert: a married woman was legally of one flesh with her husband, a mere appendage with no more right to own property or express an opinion in court than his dressing table or his horse. A geas given additional strength by such a marriage contract was only distinguishable from chattel slavery because the rights it granted her husband were nontransferable.


Since discovering the document, Eve had awakened in a bath of cold sweat at least three times a week, stricken by the conviction that her scheme to rid the world of Rupert had failed.


The solicitor continued to lay out the dimensions of her prison. “As the marriage was contracted under Skaroese law, you should apply for an annulment in that jurisdiction.” (And I can bill for more hours, Eve mentally added, a trifle unfairly.) “You’ll need to obtain a decree of nullity from the diocese, essentially a declaration that the marriage never existed. That’d be the diocese of Skaro, which is the first stop. Have you spoken to your priest?”


“Ah, there might be a problem with that.” Skaro had been taken over by the Cult of the Mute Poet a generation ago. The worshippers of Ppilimtec, god of wine and poetry, did not play well with other religions—and Rupert was its bishop. There had been no other church on Skaro for decades. “I might be able to get one, though.” If I offer to cover the repair bills, pay for the exorcism and reconsecration, and fund a stipend for the priest and his bodyguards, surely the Catholic Church would assign someone? It wasn’t as if she was a believer herself, but her mother had dragged her through baptism and confirmation in her childhood, so no loophole there. As for the bodyguards, Ppilimtec was a jealous deity. Annulment was going to be expensive, but as she had effective control of the Bigge Organization, money was the one thing she was not short of.


“Then that brings me to another question.” The solicitor paused apprehensively. She tugged at her jacket, brushed imaginary lint from her lapel, screwed up her courage, and asked, very quickly, “In strictest confidence, Ms. Starkey, have you ever engaged in sexual intercourse with Baron Skaro? Either before or after the proxy marriage?”


Eve shook her head. “No, I never had sex with—” She paused for a double take. “Does telephone sex count?”


“Tele—” The solicitor gave her a blank look. “Could you clarify that?”


No, Eve thought, but her mouth answered regardless. “Rupert would phone me at any hour of the day or night—I was his executive assistant and PA, both hats at the same time—and treat me like a phone-sex worker. The only way to get him to shut up was to tell him a pornographic bedtime story until he finished wanking.” She could feel her cheeks glowing. “It was workplace sexual harassment, but I couldn’t quit the job—”


Eve felt something cold and moist on the back of her left hand. She glanced down with carefully concealed distaste. The solicitor had laid a hand on her wrist: the woman wore an expression of heartfelt sympathy. “I understand completely,” she said. Show me where the bad man touched you. “I’m pretty certain the Catholic Church doesn’t count coerced telephone sex as intercourse for purposes of obtaining an annulment.” She smiled apologetically.


“In general, the three requirements for a valid marriage in canon law are that the couple married freely and without reservation, that they love and honor each other, and they accept children lovingly from God. None of those apply to you. I see absolutely no way that these papers”—she tapped her folio—“can be construed as anything other than an attempt to bypass the intent if not the letter of the law, so I think it ought to be possible to convince a parish priest to petition the diocese tribunal for an annulment on your behalf. It normally takes eighteen months or so to obtain one, with the right supporting documents. But as I said, I need to research the minutiae of Skaroese law.” She rose. “Is that everything you wanted me to cover?”


Eve suppressed a brief impulse to bang her head on the table. Eighteen months. Eighteen months of maximum vulnerability, eighteen months of night terrors, eighteen months of uncertainty and paradox. “It’ll have to do,” she said tightly. “If there’s anything I can do to speed the process up—anything, whatever the cost—be sure to let me know.” She stood and led the lawyer to the door of her office. “Day or night,” she emphasized, showing her out.


Rupert de Montfort Bigge, Baron Skaro, had been missing for nearly three months, lost in the dream roads that connected other lands, times, and universes. He’d been trying to retrieve a cursed tome that Eve had procured on his behalf, and creatively mislaid.


If he was still alive, Rupert would be in his late thirties but appear a decade older. He’d chosen his grandparents well: born to a birthright of privilege and wealth, he’d had the freedom to squander everything fate handed him and to write it off as a learning experience.


After schooling at Eton he’d studied Philosophy, Politics, and Economics at Oxford. While at university he’d joined the Oxford Union, a debating society and the usual first step toward a Conservative junior minister’s post. He’d also joined other, less savory clubs, and a particularly damning video shot at a boisterous underground dining club had surfaced when his name was put forward for a parliamentary seat. Bestiality was a crime, necrophilia was a crime . . . bestial necrophilia in white tie and tails fell into a Twilight Zone loophole that Parliament had failed to criminalize, but the candidate selection committee nevertheless felt it best to err on the side of caution. (Questions about his vulnerability to blackmail had been raised.) Rejected by politics Rupert sulkily slouched off to the City, apparently intent on dedicating the rest of his life to the pursuit of drugs, depravity, and wealth beyond the dreams of avarice.


Had Rupert been just another chinless wonder with a penchant for Bolivian nose candy, high finance, and the English vice, his subsequent trajectory would have been undistinguished and short. But somewhere along the way Rupert conceived a plan. The precise details were obscure—he fully confided in no one after the Dead Pig Affair—but this much was clear: Rupert still harbored political ambitions, but not parliamentary ones. His new path to power centered on the secret cult he had joined before he was sent down.


Strange faiths that practiced unspeakable rites were springing up everywhere these days, growing in numbers and spreading like clumps of horrifyingly poisonous toadstools as the power of magic waxed. Rupert ascended rapidly through the priesthood of the Mute Poet, using their sacramental rites to obtain investment guidance from his unholy patron. And he made use of every available edge, from option trades to obsidian sacrificial axes, to bloat his fortunes and selectively evangelize the faith.


The Cult of the Mute Poet presented itself to the public as a somewhat eccentric Christian sect: the Church of Saint David, patron of poets. Its inner circle, however, worshipped Our Lord the Undying King, Saint Ppilimtec the Tongueless, who sits at the right hand of Our Lord the Smoking Mirror. Fifteenth-century conquistadores in the New World had witnessed the rites performed by Nahua priests and been impressed by the results: so they had copied their practices and applied them to their own corrupted saints. When you recited the right phrases and made sacrifice appropriately, things that dwelt in other realms might listen and lend their will to your ends—even if they were not the beings toward which your pleas were directed. And it wasn’t as if the Catholic Church wasn’t syncretistic by design—it was right there in the name—so what if it required a little human sacrifice to energize the power of prayer?


The Church of the Mute Poet was not the worst of the sanguinary cults that festered beneath the aegis of the Inquisition. Most of the most gruesome offenders were stamped out before the return of magic. In any case, all were overshadowed by the New Management, the government of the Black Pharaoh—N’yar Lat-Hotep—the Crawling Chaos Reborn. But the followers of Ppilimtec the Tongueless survived, alongside certain others. They thrived under Rupert’s Machiavellian leadership, building congregations and attracting converts, and with every victim sacrificed and each service of worship conducted, Rupert funneled power to his Lord.


In return he received the benefits accrued by a high priest.


But to what end?


Eve neither knew nor truly cared. She just wanted to be free of his demands. She’d risen to a position of power almost absentmindedly, unaware of the proxy marriage that made her his magically enslaved minion (and, inadvertently, his heir). Discovering that as his wife or his widow she controlled his hedge fund and web of offshore investment vehicles was a pleasant bonus, but in truth, Eve hadn’t tried to kill him for the money.


Eve had ambitions of her own. She was bent on revenge against another cult, the Golden Promise Ministries, who had taken the life of her father and the mind of her mother. Unfortunately, cleaning up the mess Rupert had left behind—his followers had been up to their eyeballs in foul schemes—was sucking all the air out of the boardroom and leaving Eve no time for her own plans.


Then, as if that wasn’t bad enough, she’d come to the attention of very important people.


Two weeks into the new year—four weeks after she led her security team to Castle Skaro and interrupted her husband’s followers, who had been attempting to sacrifice a family of superpowered children in order to summon Rupert’s shade from wherever he’d been banished to—Eve received a visit that she had been both expecting and dreading for some time.


Taking control of Rupert’s business empire in his absence was one thing (she’d already deputized for him over a period of years). But his occult empire was another matter entirely. His followers were numerous and murderously devoted to their Lord. He’d sent them instructions via an after-death email delivery service: Eve dared not read her incoming messages without first subjecting them to three layers of filtering, just in case he tried to Renfield her from beyond the grave.


At least she’d cleaned house in the security subsidiary. She’d had to, after a failed assassination attempt. Sergeant Gunderson had proven to be trustworthy, although she hadn’t managed to extract any useful intelligence from Eve’s would-be killer before he choked himself to death on his own tongue. And Eve’s own basement den was safe, although she used Rupert’s ostentatious luxury suite upstairs for receiving visitors.


She was reviewing the quarterly figures from the Bigge Organization’s defense procurement subsidiary when her earpiece buzzed. “Starkey,” she snapped irritably. “I’m on do not disturb for a reason. Is the building is on fire?”


“Ma’am, you have a visitor waiting in reception,” said the receptionist who’d interrupted her spreadsheet-minded musing. Something in her tone put Eve on notice that perhaps the building was on fire, figuratively speaking. “She’s from the House of Lords and she’s asking for you by name.”


Eve shuddered: this was absolutely a metaphorical house fire. “I’ll be right with you,” she said, much more politely, and hung up.


Eve secured her laptop then pulled her heels on and checked her makeup, clearing the decks for action. Those people—the House of Lords—didn’t exactly pay house calls: they had minions to do that sort of thing. And a mere minion wouldn’t turn up unheralded and expect to see the boss. So, while it might be something minor—a social call on Baron Skaro’s widow, for instance, an invitation to discuss Rupert’s tax returns, a request for a cup of sugar—Eve was fairly certain that it wasn’t minor. And that meant she had to get her game face on. After all, the sequel to the curse may you live in interesting times was may you come to the attention of very important people. And they didn’t come much more important than the New Management of Prime Minister Fabian Everyman.


Under the New Management, the House of Lords wasn’t just a sleepy debating club for aristocratic coffin dodgers. In 2007 the House had been reconstituted as a serious, albeit unelected, revising chamber that handled a lot of lawmaking and committee work on behalf of the government. Then when the New Management arrived, it had been given executive responsibilities as well. In particular, matters of thaumaturgy, necromancy, and demonology now fell within the ambit of what had once been known as the Invisible College, a secretive body originally established under the governance of the Star Chamber.


Eve was not one to overindulge in Star Wars references, but as she entered the ground-floor lobby area she sensed a disturbance in the Force. It felt as if a thunderstorm was about to break: the doorman, the receptionist, and the duty security guard had frozen like rabbits before a hungry fox, all of them paralyzed and unable to look away from a woman of indeterminate age. Her glossy black hair was as tightly controlled as her bearing, and her suit was vintage Chanel, Eve guessed. At her shoulder stood a man whom she recognized immediately as ex-military, quite likely ex–special forces.


“You must be the Ms. Starkey I’ve been hearing so much about.” (Eve felt a treacherous flash of relief at her visitor’s use of her real name. Way to make a good first impression.) The woman smiled as she extended her gloved hand. “Johnny, introduce me,” she told her bodyguard.


“Yes, Du—Your Grace.” Despite being a mountain of muscle in a suit of sufficiently generous cut to conceal a small arsenal, and despite having a vestigial Scottish burr, the bodyguard showed dangerous signs of sentience. “Ms. Starkey, please allow me to introduce Her Grace, Baroness Persephone Hazard. Her Grace is the Deputy Minister for External Assets.”


“Please, call me Seph,” said the baroness. “I think it’s long past time we had a little talk, don’t you agree?” She met Eve’s eyes, smiled, and gazed deep into her soul.


Eve’s brain froze as words failed her. She had an apprehension that she was in the presence of a great predator: perhaps a triumphant witch-queen, or the viceroy of Tash the Inexorable in a broken Narnia where Aslan had been crucified before the sacrificed corpses of the Pevensie children. But then the ward she wore on a charm bracelet around her left wrist grew hot, the sense of imminent damnation began to recede, and she blinked, broke eye contact, and regained self-control. A hot prickling flush of embarrassment and anger spread across her skin. Baroness Hazard was not only a practitioner but a really strong one: stronger than Eve, stronger than her father, stronger than Rupert. And Persephone had just rolled Eve, spearing through her defenses before she realized she was at risk.


But Eve was still alive. Which meant the baroness wanted something from her, not just her skull on a spike. So the situation was probably still salvageable? The gridlock behind her larynx broke. “Follow me,” she said hoarsely, then turned and retreated downstairs to her office. She heard footsteps following her: the baroness’s heels and Johnny’s heavier tread.


Eve’s office was much smaller than Rupert’s, but it was less prone to interruption and Eve had ensured it was secure. She sat and waved at the seats opposite. The visiting sorceress sat, while her bodyguard stepped inside and closed the door, then took up position beside it. He stood at parade rest, his unblinking gaze fixed on a spot a meter behind Eve’s forehead. Eve raised an eyebrow at the baroness. “Is he . . . ?”


Seph nodded. “Johnny has my back,” she said with complete assurance.


“Always,” he rumbled, a hint of warning coloring his voice.


Eve fought the impulse to hunch her shoulders. “I’m sure your time is very valuable,” she said, smiling but keeping her teeth hidden. “How may I help you?”


Seph crossed her legs, smirked, and asked, “What do you know about the Cult of the Mute Poet?”


Eve felt as if her life ought to be flashing across her vision at that moment. It didn’t happen in real life, but if it did this was the right time for it to happen, wasn’t it? The baroness was clearly not asking her to read back the Wikipedia article on the god Ppilimtec, Prince of Poetry and Song. There was another game in play.


She took a deep breath, then very carefully said, “I am obedient to His Majesty the Black Pharaoh, N’yar Lat-Hotep, wearer of the Crown of Chaos. I will swear any oath required of me to confirm my loyalty. Is that why you’re here?”


The baroness cocked her head to one side. In the distance, Eve felt rather than heard the rumble of the breaking storm. “That is an acceptable start, but I fear I was insufficiently precise. Let me amend my question. What is your connection with the Cult of the Mute Poet?”


Eve licked her desert-dry lips, then began to explain everything: from her mother’s fall into a decaying orbit around the black hole of the Golden Promise Ministries to her own vow of revenge, to her recruitment by Rupert, the subsequent degradation and depravity, the proxy marriage she had only found out about the previous month, and finally her discovery that Rupert was in fact not only an organized-crime kingpin but the cult’s bishop or high priest and that she was, in the eyes of Skaroese law, of one flesh with him. Midway through her confession her phone rang. She muted it and carried on. The baroness nodded when she enumerated her visits to Skaro and to the church in Chickentown, described the bloody carnage in the conference room and the underground chapel, then confessed her own desperate anxiety about the question of Rupert’s existence. It was, she felt, as if she had lost control of her own tongue—but that was impossible, wasn’t it? Rupert’s office was thoroughly warded, she herself was warded, she’d know if—


Finally, the baroness spoke.


“I find it interesting that your former employer”—Eve felt a stab of gratitude that she said former: it implied a certain distance—“left werewolves in your security detachment. And even more interesting that the survivor suicided.”


“Werewolves?”


“Not actual shape-shifters, skinwalkers don’t exist, you can trust me on that! I mean undercover loyalists with orders to conduct assassination or terror operations on behalf of their absent leadership. It’s something you usually only see with State-Level Actors.” Seph paused, then looked thoughtful. “Was Rupert an SLA? In your opinion.”


“Not on the same level as His Majesty, but”—she recalled the paperwork from his office, under the battlements of a Norman fortress—“obviously he has his own jurisdiction, doesn’t he? Held in feu as a vassal of the Duke of Normandy.” Unless somehow one of Her Majesty’s ancestors’ law clerks had fucked up and—no, don’t go there, Eve thought, don’t even think that thought. “He had a surprising number of heavily armed goons, connections to shady arms dealers, annual revenue measured in the billions of euros, and his own cult, so yes, I think you could reasonably make a case that he was a State-Level Actor. Or at least that he fancied himself as a kind of occult Ernst Stavro Blofeld.” (The kind of necromantic Bond villain who liked to relax by hunting clones of himself on a private island, or extorting trillion-dollar ransoms from the United Nations in return for not repopulating New York with dinosaurs.) “But then he died”—hopes and prayers—“and his mess landed in my lap.”


“Jolly good, Ms. Starkey.”


Persephone’s smile flickered like heat lightning, liminal and deadly, and Eve had a sense of barely constrained magic aching for explosive release. The baroness was clearly of human origin, but sorcerers of such power rarely stayed human for long. Either the Metahuman Associated Dementia cored them from the inside out, or they made a pact with the deadly v-symbionts that thrived in the darkness. Or they transcended their humanity in some other arcane manner: it mattered not. What mattered was that whichever path they chose, they trod the Earth like human-shaped novae and left blackened footsteps in the molten rock, until they finally burned out and collapsed into some incomprehensible stellar remnant of proximate godhood. Persephone was still human for the time being, but Eve uneasily apprehended that she was sharing her office with a polite but not entirely tame nuclear weapon.


“Understand that I speak now as the mouthpiece of the New Management. It pleases His Majesty,” Persephone continued, and there was an echo in her voice as if a god was taking note of her words and nodding along gravely, “for you to do as you wish in the matter of the Church of the Mute Poet.” Which, Eve interpreted, meant she’d just been handed enough rope to hang herself with—and not a centimeter more.


Then Persephone continued, in more human tones, “But are you absolutely certain that Rupert de Montfort Bigge is permanently dead?”


Eve froze. “I sincerely hope so!” she burst out.


“You didn’t actually see his corpse, did you?” Persephone had the effrontery to look sympathetic, damn her eyes.


“I didn’t,” Eve confessed. “But I don’t see any way he could have survived if he followed my directions. And he had no reason not to.” She flinched as an entire herd of black cats padded across her open grave.


“Well.” The distant shining darkness entered Persephone’s gaze again. “Let it be understood by all that Rupert de Montfort Bigge, Baron Skaro, is hereby de-emphasized by order of the New Management. Should he set foot on these isles again, he shall find no sanctuary in the House of the Black Pharaoh. He is outside the law, and though he may live or die, none shall give him aid and comfort. Furthermore, the New Management decrees that pursuant to the marriage contract executed by the outlaw Baron Skaro in her absence, being his lawful wife, Evelyn Starkey is recognized as his sole heir and assignee.”


Persephone paused. It was just as well: Eve was on the verge of hyperventilating and needed an entire minute to regain control once more. Eventually the black fuzz at the edges of her vision receded.


“I, uh, I . . .” Eve couldn’t continue.


Persephone continued, back to speaking in her own voice, “You are summoned to attend the Court of the Black Pharaoh within the next three months—you will receive instructions by post in due course—at which time you will swear allegiance to His Dread Majesty.” Or else was a given. “At that time His Majesty may choose to leave you be or dispose of you in accordance with his wishes.” Eve found it hard not to flinch again. “That’s not necessarily detrimental to you—the government has numerous executive posts to fill and a shortage of competent vassals. If you play your cards right you may prosper, never mind merely survive. But. Terms and conditions apply, as they say. Your complete submission is a nonnegotiable and absolute requirement of the New Management: no ifs, no buts.”


Translation: You’re drafted! Eve steeled herself and nodded. “What else?” she asked.


“As heir to Baron Skaro’s properties, rights, and duties, His Majesty holds you responsible for any future transgressions by the Cult of the Mute Poet. The buck, as they say, stops here.” The baroness pointed a shapely finger at the desktop in front of Eve. “But the New Management is not hanging you out to dry. You are welcome to call on me for advice and guidance, and if at any time you feel you really can’t cope, you can petition to be relieved of your responsibilities. That’s a card you can play only once, but it’s better than ending up with your head on a spike.”


Eve translated mentally: We’re taking over your operation but we’re keeping you on as Corporate Vice President for Cannibal Club Poetry Slams, unless you fuck up so badly we decide to execute you. She nodded, her mouth dry. “Is that all?” she asked.


“Not quite!” Baroness Hazard beamed at her. “There’s one last thing. His Majesty appreciates tribute, as a gesture of submission on the part of new vassals. In view of the uncertainty surrounding the postulated death of your husband, and in order to prove beyond reasonable doubt that he is dead, I would strongly advise you—and I am sure this aligns perfectly with your own preferences—to gift His Majesty with the head of the outlaw Rupert de Montfort Bigge when you are presented at court. It would be a perfect addition to His Majesty’s cranial collection, and it would be one less thing for everyone to worry about—both His Majesty and yourself, if you follow my drift.”


With that, she rose. “Welcome to the team, Evelyn. I look forward to working with you in future. Goodbye!”


The year is 2017, and in a few months’ time it will be the second anniversary of the arrival of the New Management.


Welcome to the sunlit uplands of the twenty-first century!


One Britain, One Nation! Juche Britannia!


Long live Prime Minister Fabian Everyman! Long live the Black Pharaoh!


Iä! Iä!


(Now that’s the spirit of the age, eh what?)


Magic, in abeyance since the dog days of the Victorian era, has been gradually slithering back into the realm of the possible since the 1950s. Wartime work on digital computation—the works of Alan Turing and John von Neumann in particular, the codification of the dark theorems that allowed direct manipulation of the structure of reality—turn any suitably configured general-purpose computing device into a tool of hermetic power. Cold War agencies played deep and frightening head games with demons at the same time their colleagues in rocketry and nuclear physics reached for the stars and split the atom. Old dynasties of sorcerers and ritual magicians—those who practiced magic as an intuitive art rather than methodical science—have gradually regained their skills and rediscovered their family secrets.


The onslaught of microelectronics cannot be described as anything less than catastrophic. For five decades, Moore’s Law has driven a relentless exponential increase in performance per dollar, as circuits grow smaller and engineers cram more transistors onto each semiconductor wafer. Minicomputers the size of a chest freezer, costing as much as a light plane, arrived in the 1960s. They rapidly gave way to microcomputers the size of a typewriter, costing no more than a family car. Speeding up and shrinking continuously, they became cheap and ubiquitous. Now everybody has a smartphone as powerful as a 2004 supercomputer. And while most people use them to watch cat videos and send each other selfies, a small minority—mere millions of sorcerous software engineers, worldwide—use them for occult ends.


More brains in the world, and more computers, mean more magic: and the more magic there is, the easier the practice of magic becomes. It threatens us with an exponentially worsening explosion of magic, a sorcerous singularity. When it was first hypothesized in the 1970s, this possibility seemed so threatening that the security services gave it a code name (CASE NIGHTMARE GREEN) and considered it a worse threat than global climate change. Then the floodgates opened, and in the tumultuous wake of a major incursion that killed tens of thousands, the security services made a very explicit pact with a lesser demiurge. They pledged their support to a strong political leader who understands the nature of the crisis, and who has promised us that He will save the nation—for dessert, at least.


Long live Prime Minister Fabian Everyman!


Long may the Black Pharaoh reign!


Iä! Iä! N’yar Lat-Hotep!


H. P. Lovecraft1 misspelled His name and libelously misconstrued His intentions. Egyptologists questioned his very existence. Nevertheless, N’yar Lat-Hotep is very real: an ancient being worshipped as a god for thousands of years who takes a whimsical and deadly interest in human affairs. For a period of centuries, perhaps millennia, He absented himself: but then, not so long ago in cosmic terms, He squeezed one of His pseudopodia through the walls of our world and installed Himself in a nameless, faceless human vessel. A cypher, a sorcerer overwhelmed, or one who made a pact with a force beyond his understanding: it makes no difference how it began, only how it ends.


Having obtained a toehold, He applied himself to the challenge of taking over a small and fractious landmass on the edge of Europe, a nation with an overinflated regard for itself, a fallen imperial hub not yet reconciled to its own loss of primacy. Its complacent rulers were easy prey for this canny and ancient predator. He took over the ruling party in the summer of 2015 and declared Himself Prime Minister for Life, to the unanimous acclaim of Parliament, the royal family—for the PM approves their civil-list payments—and the media—or at least those editors who value their lives. (Nobody bothered to ask the public their opinion: the Little People don’t count.)


Since 2015, the New Management has made some changes.


His Dread Majesty is nothing if not a traditionalist, and also a stickler for the proper forms. By appointing His minions to the House of Lords He has brought the foremost occult practitioners of the land into His court—those who are willing to swear obeisance to Him, of course: there are certain followers of rival gods who are unwilling to bend their necks, and consequently run the risk of bills of attainder and execution warrants being laid against them. But there is a silver lining to His rule! He has very limited tolerance for corruption among those He entrusts with the business of government in His name. He prizes efficiency over humanity, consistency over mercy, permanence over progress. It is possible to thrive and grow wealthy in His service, but only as long as one’s loyalty is above reproach and one strives tirelessly to build the Temple of the Black Pharaoh. The old oafish ways of bumbling inefficiency and furtive old-school handshakes passing envelopes stuffed with banknotes are banished forever! And the nation is healthier for all that.


It should be clear by now that worshippers of the Red Skull Cult, members of the Church of the Mute Poet, and devotees of mystery cults devoted to gods and monsters that claim to be His rivals are not, to put it mildly, likely to flourish under His Dark Majesty’s eye. Which is why Eve’s summons to pay court to the Prime Minister is such a big deal. As a high priest of Ppilimtec—the Mute Poet—Rupert was swimming against a riptide: but the Prime Minister is nothing if not strategically generous, and He has granted Eve an opportunity to kiss the ring, bend her neck, and distance herself from her missing-presumed-dead master.


At a price, of course.


“Tuesday, March seventh,” Wendy Deere spoke into her voice recorder. “Castle Skaro, Bailiwick of Skaro, ABLE ARCHER on assignment for Ms. Starkey, Chief Operations Officer, de Montfort Bigge Holdings. Investigation of tunnels continuing.”


It was a cold spring morning on Skaro, a craggy island in the English Channel, close to the Normandy coast. Skaro was a lump of rock with perhaps two square kilometers of usable land area, bounded by cliffs at one side and a slope down to a village clustered around the sheltered harbor at the other: the top of the island was dominated by Castle Skaro, a stone-faced example of medieval military architecture.


Wendy had arrived at the castle with Imp the previous evening, flying in on the company helicopter. Her stuffy guest room resembled a failed hotel conversion from the 1950s, and at Imp’s suggestion she ate supper in her room. (“You don’t want to risk the dining room,” he warned her. “The staff will insist we wear evening dress while they stare at us disapprovingly, and the food’s shite.”) Now it was morning, and after an unappetizing buffet breakfast in the grand hall she’d marched down to the dungeon to get started.


Not for the first time she asked herself what the hell she was doing here. Bad enough that it meant spending time with Imp, who was charming if chaotic, not to say supervillain adjacent. His sister was cut from an altogether darker cloth, and Eve’s missing boss—the subject of Wendy’s extended investigation—was an absolute horror show. Lie down with dogs, get up with fleas, she thought with a shudder. Or rabies.


The tunnels under Castle Skaro had gotten a lot of use over the centuries. The feudal lords who’d ruled the rock in times gone by had stashed assorted criminals, casks of wine, pirates, contraband, hostages, inconvenient relatives, and barrels of gunpowder in the cellars. They’d also served as a refuge for outlawed Catholic clergy on their way into exile on the Continent, which perhaps explained the old chapel, before it had been reconsecrated and put to horrifying sacrificial use by the Cult of the Mute Poet.


There were other tunnels dug into the opposite flank of the cliffs—excavated by Nazi slave labor, with reinforced concrete gun platforms on top. According to the very incomplete maps that existed the Nazi tunnels didn’t connect to the castle cellars, although Eve had her doubts. Wendy could understand why: piracy and smuggling were the main reasons why Skaro had been settled in the first place. It certainly wasn’t for the sandy beaches, sunbathing, and fine dining.


Wendy shouldered her day pack and trudged down the first flight of stairs. The scene-of-crime people had done their thing and the cleanup crew had been and gone. The dehumidifiers and air purifiers had taken the clammy chill out of the air, which now felt no worse than any other deep-dug cellar. Nevertheless, she shuddered as she passed the cells (their doors chained open to display freshly painted walls and floors). People had been imprisoned here and murdered in the chapel next door. Rupert had disemboweled his most recent victims just before Christmas, removing their organs then weighing and inspecting them in a carefully scribed sorcerous energy-containment grid. His success as a private-equity investor was based on haruspicy, the reading of entrails: his profits were drenched in entirely unmetaphorical blood.


“C’mon, Imp, where are you?” Wendy muttered. They were supposed to map at least one more tunnel today, and if possible make a start on the third level. But there was no way in hell Wendy would risk exploring these abandoned tunnels on her own—if you slipped and broke an ankle down here it might be years before anyone found your remains.


“Yo! Sorry I’m late!”


Imp bounded through the door behind her, like a greyhound eager to share his latest mud bath with anyone who’d stand still for it. He was tall and lanky—long-boned, Wendy’s dad would have said—and wore an antique tweed greatcoat over drainpipe jeans and a ruffled shirt. He could have been the walking personification of the word “louche.” And indeed, he was an art-school dropout and would-be filmmaker. But he was also a supervillain of sorts and Wendy was still an ex-cop, even if she was working for his sister these days. Which, she supposed, made her the feline counterpart to his mutt.


“Mr. Starkey.” She tilted her chin and narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re late. What time do you call this?”


“I call it boyfriend-drama o’clock.” Imp was brazenly unrepentant. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a signal on this godforsaken lump of rock? I had to go all the way down to the castle gates to call Doc! He was texting me all night—he keeps complaining that I’m only here so I can skip washing-up duty, but if I’m not there and not making any dirty dishes why should I wash his plates for him?”


Wendy gave his complaint precisely the weight it deserved (none) and instead got to work. She tapped her voice recorder. “Second passage, exploration starting.” She opened the door and shone her headlight down a low-roofed tunnel that looked as if ancient hands had clawed it out of the living rock with their fingernails. She glanced round. “Coming?” she asked.


“If you insist.” Imp’s grumble was pro forma. He complained whenever anyone asked him to do something that might be mistaken for work. He did it as a point of principle: Imp was one of those people who’d never take an honest job that paid twenty pounds if there was a dishonest one that paid ten pounds instead. “What do you expect to find?”


“No idea.” She switched on her GoPro. The tunnel stretched ahead, sloping gently downward. Shallow steps were cut into the rock at roughly one-meter intervals. At the end she could just discern dark openings to either side.


Actually, Wendy had some vague expectations. Somewhere in this warren the old lords of the isle would have built an emergency escape route—probably to the underwater caverns used by the smugglers. The cultists must have taken the bodies of their victims somewhere, and that would be a good bet for where to look for a chamber full of nightmares. The door they’d entered by was too new and too well maintained for this tunnel to lead to a dead end.


“What’s that ahead?” Imp asked as she approached the far end.


“Looks like a crossroads chamber. You’ve done more of this live-action dungeon-crawling shit than I have.” The opening swallowed the beam of her headlight, leaving just a dim puddle of light to spill across the floor of the room. “Wait—” Something gleamed in the darkness. “Well, that’s different. Voice memo, there’s a gated fence down here in chamber, uh, tunnel two, chamber one past the chapel vestry.” She leaned close, inspecting the lock. “Looks to be quite recent.” Padlocks went way back, but bike chains with plastic jackets were signs of modernity. “Imp?”


“What?”


“Witness.” Wendy willed an imaginary pry bar into existence between her hands.


“What is it with you and gates?” he asked, as she slid the tip of the bar into the first link of the chain.


“Shut up and give me a hand.” Wendy sidestepped to let Imp get close. Her illusions had heft and solidity but only lasted as long as she maintained physical contact with whatever she’d created: a couple of seconds after she let go they faded out. “Put your hand here and help me pull—”


Imp grunted, adding weight. The chain link came apart on the welded steam: it was made from poor-quality steel. “Okay.” She unlooped the chain. “Voice memo, forced the padlock, entering the gated chamber. There is another tunnel. Proceeding along it.”


“First it was that charnel house in the graveyard, now it’s a dungeon. You and your chains, Wendy, it’s not healthy!”


Wendy tuned his whining out. The new passage was cold and dank. The walls narrowed and Imp had to duck to avoid scraping his head on the ceiling. It descended more steeply, with deeper steps cut into the rock at close intervals. “How much farther do we have to go?” Imp asked.


“I don’t—stop!”


Wendy stumbled to a halt and braced, but Imp managed to avoid trampling her. “Why did you—”


“Look.” Wendy reached into her shoulder bag and pulled out a much larger flashlight. “Voice memo: corridor ends in a natural cave. Floor is flooded with, I think—” She knelt. “—it’s seawater. Which means—”


“Look over there,” Imp said, his voice hushed. His torch beam illuminated a patch of rock that rose above the lapping water.


“Where—oh. Oh, right. Is that a rowboat?” It was upside down on the narrow quay. Some of its overlapping planks appeared to have rotted through, and a filthy tarpaulin covered one end.


“Look past it.” Imp guided his beam sideways to illuminate more of the quay, a narrow rim of dry path surrounding the underground pool. The dark mouth of an open doorway gaped at them. “There’s another chamber!”


“Okay, going there. Voice memo: going left around the edge of the flooded cave.”


Wendy paused by the overturned boat. It was indeed half-rotted away: nobody was going to go fishing in it, let alone smuggling spirits or guns or sacrificial victims—whatever the denizens of Castle Skaro felt the need to bring in and out by dead of night. “This looks really old,” she noted. “I wonder how long it’s been here?” The door beyond was ajar, hanging by a hinge that had corroded in the damp, briny air.


“Voice memo, open door in semiflooded cave. Behind it—”


Imp gasped as her headlight illuminated the next chamber, flickering across the rotting hulk of a much larger wooden ship. It leaned against the wall of a dry dock: it had clearly been abandoned a very long time ago.


“What the hell?”


Kensington Palace, overlooking Kensington Gardens, is one of the most exclusive residences in London. Built in 1605, it has been continuously extended and repurposed as a crash pad for second-tier members of the royal family and their friends and houseguests. Currently there are four dukes and a princess rusticating there ostentatiously, greeting official visitors and dining in state beneath portraits of their ancestors. For privacy they retreat to cottages in the palace grounds. The public areas of the great house are sometimes open for guided tours: tourists pay an entrance fee to walk through the State Apartments and gape at their rococo decor and the works of art from the royal collection.


Imp lives next door.


On the other side of the back wall of Kensington Palace there is a quiet side street called Kensington Palace Gardens. It is lined with eighteenth- and nineteenth-century town houses built by up-and-coming members of the beau monde, the cream of society: those who had the blunt to live next door to the younger, wilder royal offspring. These houses are smaller, cheaper, meaner, and less accessible to the public than the royal palace and its outbuildings. They are also in a parlous state of neglect. Overgrown hedges and crumbling walls shield their cracked windows and rotten roofs from the public gaze. Their lawns are rewilded jungles, an urban paradise for feral cats and the rodents they stalk. Rusty camera enclosures stare blindly at their facades, and prominent notices warn of patrolling security guards, but the buildings are far gone in decay—in some cases the joists have collapsed, and during heavy rainfall water cascades down the mildewed carpets of the grand staircases.


The houses in Kensington Palace Gardens do not rot because they are worthless. On the contrary: this is some of the most expensive real estate on the planet, second only to the grounds of the Imperial Palace in Tokyo. None of these derelicts are worth less than fifty million pounds on the open market. Almost all of them are held as investments by private-equity organizations and sovereign-wealth funds. The owners don’t care about the physical structure—rebuilding a collapsed house would cost mere single-digit millions. Meanwhile the London property market glows white-hot, like a Wolf-Rayet star getting ready to throw its supernova retirement party. Tenants are not acceptable, lest through some arcane legal sleight of hand they acquire squatter’s rights to the dwelling. So they are left to subside, empty and neglected. Except for one:


Imp and Eve’s ancestral home.


To unaided eyes it’s no less derelict than its neighbors. But if viewed with a thermal camera, it glows, and a peek in the microwave spectrum would reveal a residence rotten with Wi-Fi and cellular data. Imp lives here these days and plays host to housemates: his boyfriend, Doc Depression; their associate Game Boy; and the occasional visit from their teammate, the irascible Deliverator, and her girlfriend, Wendy.


Imp and Eve’s great-to-the-nth-grandfather had purchased the town house during the first flush of family wealth in the nineteenth century. At that time the London property market was merely expensive rather than insane. Great-to-the-grandpa was a ritual magician—more precisely, an oneiromancer: one who works sorcery in dreams. He made arcane alterations to the top floor before he passed the dwelling on to his children and grandchildren. Over the decades, the Starkey family created a dreamworld maze of imaginary bedrooms and kitchens and corridors and stairwells and sculleries. The labyrinth opened off a closet door in the attic, forming a concrete representation of the Starkey dynasty’s spells in the shape of a reified memory palace, shared by the entire family.


When magic went into eclipse in the early twentieth century the Starkey family fell upon hard times. Their spells fell dormant: the family lost most of their power. Their immediate grandfather had to sell the family home. His son in turn eked out a living as an accountant, their mother a computer programmer turned housewife. The house of dreams passed from hand to hand, eventually running aground on the shoals of a foreign investment vehicle’s balance sheet. There it rotted, unoccupied and unloved for over a decade.


It was during this period of neglect that Imp broke the lock on the gate, redirected the unwatched CCTV cameras, and turned it into a discreet squat for feral artistic supervillains. Then, three months ago, Eve arranged for one of the Bigge Organization’s subsidiaries to indirectly fund her acquisition of the deed to the house. And she hired Imp as her live-in janitor.


But Eve had not spent the thick end of sixty million quid merely to regularize her younger brother’s living arrangements.


Last December, Rupert decided to get his hands on a long-lost book of arcane lore. He’d given Eve orders to obtain it by any means necessary, so she’d hired her brother and his team for the retrieval. Whoever had stolen the manuscript had stored it in a nightmarish dream of a past that never was, and she needed Imp’s help to break into the dream roads upstairs.


The imaginary, liminal spaces behind the closet door on the top floor gave access to rooms that didn’t actually exist—rooms decorated and furnished in the styles of bygone decades. The dream roads were a sorcerous network of paths that connected different places and times, both those that were real and others that were less so.


Venturing past the burned umber wallpaper, shag carpet, and music centers of the 1970s, the intrepid explorer might find bathrooms furnished with avocado-green ceramics. Farther inside they might discover white porcelain toilets, encaustic tiled floors, kitchens plumbed for town gas and fitted with hand-cranked mangles and wooden washboards, pantries with cold slabs and iceboxes. Beyond the pre-war era, the dim filament bulbs gave way to hissing gas mantles and soot-smeared windows that opened onto a view of damp Victorian cobblestones. Doc and Game Boy had opened an outside door leading into the years of the Great War and heard the wail of the zeppelin-raid sirens. And as a group, they’d once visited the Whitechapel slums of the 1880s, where Imp and Eve’s ancestor had hidden the tome from which he had gained his power—at a terrible price.


It was a fitting tomb for a concordance bound in human skin, a malignant document that had been misfiled more than a century ago in a charnel library belonging to a sorcerous secret society. The book was cursed: anyone who came into possession of it without permission from its lawful owner would die horribly, and ownership descended down the family line.


Rupert had neglected to be sufficiently precise in his instructions to Eve, and she had taken full advantage of his free rein: although she’d used his corporate accounts to pay for it, she’d laundered the funds creatively enough to bamboozle a nineteenth-century thaumaturgist’s intent-based spell. When she finally returned to the realm of the real and met Rupert coming to take possession, she verbally resigned from his employment—then directed him to where the book lay waiting, like a bloodthirsty sentient mantrap.


Now Eve needed to maintain control of her ancestor’s memory palace. In this age of resurgent magic, the spells encoded in it were becoming alarmingly active. In return for signing over co-ownership of the house and a salary as part-time janitor, she’d given her brother one overriding, urgent duty. Imp was to prevent unwelcome visitors from emerging via the dream roads, by any means necessary.


After Rupert vanished, Imp had nailed the closet door shut then painted over it. He and his friends lived downstairs like dwellers on the slopes of a dormant volcano, doing their best to ignore the sleeping death beneath whose shadow they existed.


But sometimes even long-dormant volcanoes may erupt without warning.





1. Racist, bigot, and author of numerous fictions of the occult that are as accurate a guide to the starry wisdom as the recipes for explosives in The Anarchist Cookbook.










BONES AND NIGHTMARES



Immediately after Baroness Hazard’s visit, Eve booked herself a three-hour one-on-one etiquette-training session. She was looking forward to her court presentation about as much as root-canal surgery—with or without anesthesia—but doing it without preparation was an obvious no-no.


Eve had grown up in the middle-class suburban wilderness of Croydon, not rubbing shoulders with the elite. As Rupert’s assistant she’d taken a strictly supporting role: always the servant, never the master. But there was no way to avoid stepping into the spotlight when her summons arrived. Hopefully Lady DeVere could at least prepare her for the worst pitfalls. But as the metaphorical drill bit whined and grated against her second molar, preparing her for the operation to come, she was having second thoughts.


“Tell me again, in your own terms, what it is you want to accomplish,” Mary said breathily. “I’m sure this must be very exciting for you! What do you look forward to most about your first presentation?”


Eve’s cheeks froze. “I hope not to end up with my skull on a spike down Tyburn Way.”


Mrs. DeVere’s answering smile was strained. “Please don’t pull faces, dear, it’s unflattering. The unwritten number-one rule of this sort of event is, everyone is happy to be there! It’s a good life! Nobody likes a misery face, do they? So best to put your happy face on: we can’t help but feel cheerful when we look cheerful and it makes the time fly by so much faster, so give it your best old school try, what?”


Eve forcibly defrosted her facial muscles and took stock of Mrs. DeVere, whose own smile was now teetering just on the right side of simpering. Her tutor was turned out in classic Sloane-dowager style—a Jaeger twinset and pearl necklace—the sort of outfit Diana Spencer might have worn had she failed to launch and instead married a minor earl with an estate in the home counties. (Which wasn’t far from the truth, in Mary’s case: she’d started her etiquette consultancy to round out her alimony payments and make useful contacts in preparation for her twin daughters’ debut.)


“Remember, happy thoughts only!” Mary twinkled. “Otherwise the cornfield awaits!”


“I shall try to remember that,” Eve conceded. Old money, she reminded herself. Let me tell you about the very rich. They are different from you and me. Things were different again for those to the manor born, whose wealth was measured in centuries and pedigree rather than dollars and derivatives. “It’s not going to be easy.” Eve was not known for her sunny disposition, especially after half a decade carrying water for Rupert. “I’m afraid of putting my foot in it by accident and saying something . . .” She rolled her right wrist.


“Well, we’ll just have to work on your internal censor then, won’t we? Can you talk me through your situation again?”


“I’ve been invited”—a white lie, there had been no RSVP on the card: it was an unambiguous summons—“to be presented before His Dread Majesty in the Long Gallery at Lancaster House. It’s to happen next Tuesday, six P.M. for a seven P.M. start, dinner at eight P.M. Dress code is white tie.” The appropriate level of formality for a royal reception: Eve had blown the price of a midrange Porsche on a court gown she would only wear the one time. “A plus-one is permitted but not encouraged. In my case, I’m going stag.” She forced a brittle smile. “So it’s a royal reception with the Black Pharaoh, not the Windsors. Have you met him yourself?”


Mrs. DeVere wilted slightly. “Yes, well, sometimes life hands us mildewed fruit and we’re still expected to make lemonade. . . .”


Eve deduced that Sally DeVere had not been personally introduced to N’yar Lat-Hotep, Crown Prince of Chaos and Despair, Master of the Ineffable Void, and current Prime Minister of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Otherwise her reaction would likely have been more emphatic.


Mary added, “I’ve had tea with his chief of staff—Mrs. Carpenter—and she said he’s a firm believer in tradition, if that’s any help? I’ve seen him once or twice—at a distance, of course. But I would hardly call myself an intimate—”


Eve let her teeth show. “I do not believe intimacy is a desirable outcome on the occasion of one’s introduction to the living avatar of an ancient supernatural horror. But setting that aside for the moment, can you walk me through what ‘firm believer in tradition’ normally means in terms of royal etiquette?”


“That I can certainly do!” Once back on familiar turf, Mary brightened perceptibly. She launched into a dissertation on the protocol to be observed at royal events—and indeed any upper-class shindig—that lasted nearly two hours and was sufficiently comprehensive that it overloaded even Eve’s detail-oriented brain. She demonstrated (on slightly creaky knees) the precise degrees of curtsey due to different levels of nobility, the mandatory requirement to never turn one’s back on the monarch (whether they were the Queen of England—living in seclusion, or, some might say, house arrest at Balmoral—or the Black Pharaoh himself). Small details that had eluded Eve received Mary’s laser-sharp focus. For example, this was technically her court debut, but because she had absentmindedly acquired her title through marriage rather than inheritance, her dress and headpiece did not have to be white. (Not that there was sufficient time to procure an appropriate replacement.) “Moreover, because your husband is not confirmed dead you are not required to wear mourning colors! Isn’t that ever so convenient?” she trilled.


Eventually Eve reached her limit. “This makes no sense! A baron’s spouse, or a female baron, is a baroness, a duke’s equivalent is a duchess, but an earl’s wife is a countess? Which means you, I assume? But there’s also a viscount, and a viscount’s wife is a viscountess? And the rule about what color your gloves are depends on the time of year, unless it’s a ball: I mean, why? Where does it all come from, who invented this stuff? How am I supposed to remember it all?”


“I—” Mrs. DeVere gave Eve a most peculiar look. “You know, I never thought of it that way. A moment, if you please?” She fell silent for a minute or so, and when she resumed talking she sounded quietly reflective. “Etiquette is all about communication, and in this case it’s like learning irregular verbs, I think. Irregular verbs don’t make sense, they just are, but we have to learn them if we are to speak the language correctly. You can’t just go around conjugating ‘I am/you am/they am’ unless you are willing to be taken for an oaf, or a foreigner.” It was perfectly obvious, which Mrs. DeVere considered worse. “It’s just how things are, and the general consensus among people who matter is that if you don’t know that, you’re not fit to participate in polite society.” Mary paused again. “You must think I’m awfully—” She flapped a hand as she searched for words.


“Specialized?” Eve offered, after a suitable silence.


Mrs. DeVere nodded gratefully. “You’re right: these details are obvious to me because I grew up with them,” she said, in a tone of voice that suggested she was discovering something not entirely forgivable about herself. “But I’m sure you acquired some sort of equivalent knowledge in your youth—family recipes for social success, if you like.” Eve thought back to her father’s lessons in sorcery and sacrifice, and held her tongue. “Let’s go back to first principles.”


Mary paused, then continued slowly and carefully. “The aristocracy are, above all else, about keeping land and blood in the family. Some of them hold estates that go back centuries, all the way to the Norman conquest or even Saxon times, passed down through the family line—eldest sons inherit, second sons fought in the Crusades or built an empire, third sons joined the clergy. The daughters’ duty was to make a suitable marriage, either marrying up, or, if their parents were in financial embarrassment, marrying for money.” Her moue of distaste caught Eve’s eye. “The upper crust marry as a business arrangement—not for love, unless they’re very lucky. Daughters provide heirs and manage the lord’s household. So . . .”


She leaned forward again. “The points of etiquette I’ve been discussing, the details of a lady’s introduction to society—these customs are the prerequisites for closing the biggest financial deal of a young lady’s life, one on which her future prosperity and the prosperity of her children depend absolutely. Well, maybe less so in the past couple of centuries—we have so many more opportunities than our ancestors!—but land endures, and the ingrained customs of the land-owning gentry die slowly. A debutante still has to impress her mother-in-law-to-be, and her mother. Obeying the rules, even if they seem quaint and dated, signals one’s willingness to conform to the really important requirement, which is to keep the family estate intact and pass it on to the next generation. Remember, it’s all about blood and soil.”


The furrow between Eve’s brow had been deepening for some time. She finally reached the ends of her self-restraint. “But why should this matter to the Prime Minister? He’s not even human!”


“But he’s the Black Pharaoh, our lord and master, and rulers always require absolute obedience. The closer to the Crown one approaches, the more important one’s obedience becomes. Conforming to the expectations of polite society shows that you’ve got skin in the game—the game of land and family, passing it down the generations. Which in turn reassures His Majesty that you’re not going to turn all bolshie on him, doesn’t it? You can’t pass your land and title on to your firstborn if you go to the guillotine. Loyalty to the standards of the establishment implies loyalty to the monarch who leads it. And that is why it’s important for you to mute your smartphone, smile, and always accept a gentleman’s offer to dance.”


When she’d been Rupert de Montfort Bigge’s PA, Eve had rated a windowless basement office for a workspace. But as the acting CEO of the Bigge Organization she was now entitled to use the CEO’s office, not to mention the numerous homes (and one castle) he owned around the world. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to move into Rupert’s den full time: it was grotesquely jammed with eighteenth-century rococo furniture, and besides, the paintings were a crime against good taste. But playing who’s got the biggest desk was as much a part of the job as playing who spent more on their bespoke suit, and during the week following Baroness Hazard’s visit she’d called in Security to sweep for bugs and clean house, in anticipation of the inevitable repeat intrusion.


Which had finally come.


“Good morning,” she said, shaking Persephone’s hand. “Sorry about the decor—I haven’t had time to fully redecorate yet.” She’d replaced Rupert’s Bond-villain lounger with an Aeron just so she wouldn’t have to sit where his buttocks had rested, but replacing the dogs-playing-poker-grade paintings would be a time-consuming chore.


Her visitor glanced around. “I imagine you had bigger things on your plate.” She nodded at the broken cuckoo clock on the wall and added, “Black Forest? Really?”


“It’s bolted to the front of his personal safe.” Eve walked around the desk and waited for her visitor to seat herself. “I have no idea why, I mean it’s almost as much a cliché as hiding it behind the artwork, isn’t it? But never mind. What can I do for you?”


Her Grace Persephone Hazard—Baroness Hazard, Deputy Minister for External Assets, and all-around scary operator in the service of His Dread Majesty—smirked. “How about some refreshments? We might be here awhile.”


Eve nodded and tapped her earpiece. “Starkey here. Order for Caffè Nero: I’ll have my regular, plus a soy mocha grande with ristretto doppio and nonsugar sweeteners on the side. Deliver to the first-floor office.” She made eye contact. “That’s your preference, isn’t it?”


Persephone nodded. “I see you did your homework.”


“After your last visit, yes.” Eve’s smile went Botox-tight. “I got the message.” It was clear to Eve that her position was precarious. The clock was ticking, the calendar entry saved. This second visit, though, had to be about something else. “And, ah, the tribute you suggested.” Mary had confirmed that the Prime Minister was keen on symbolic demonstrations and gifts as tokens of submission.


“Yes, that.” Persephone’s smile faded. “You found it, I hope?”


“Yes, well, I think so.” Eve hesitated. “I mean, I’m pretty sure it’s the right one, but there are disturbing anomalies.”


“Yes, so I gather. That’s why I’m here—we wouldn’t want to disappoint Him, would we? Do you mind if I examine it?”


Eve bit her lip. “To be honest, I was hoping you’d be able to authenticate it, but I didn’t want to presume.” She pushed her chair back and stood again. “It’s an ugly thing. I didn’t know if I should tidy it up—have it cleaned—so it’s just as it came. I’d better show you.”


The office door opened and a Gammon entered, bearing the coffee. She nodded at the sideboard. “Leave them there.” The Gammon departed, and Eve waited until the door closed again before she walked over to the broken cuckoo clock. There was no point putting anything in her stomach right before handling the gift for His Dread Majesty.


“Excuse me, but would you mind turning your back for a moment?” she asked.


“Really?” Persephone sounded amused but closed her eyes anyway.


“I make no apologies for good security practice.”


“Carry on,” Persephone said dismissively. “Practice on me all you like.”


Eve stood before the clock and opened her mind’s eye. She flexed her mental muscles, projecting an imaginary arm between the broken doors where once a wooden bird flew. She was not a powerful telekinetic—she could lift heavier weights by hand than by willpower—but the safe was booby-trapped, and she was quite certain she did not wish to experience wrist-reattachment surgery.


Picking locks by mind required intense focus even when she wasn’t being watched—and judged—by the baroness. But Eve had opened the safe a few times now, and she only fumbled and had to restart the process twice. By the time it clicked open, a thin slime of perspiration glued her silk blouse to the small of her back. She tugged the edge of the clock, swung the wall panel open, then palmed a tissue and mopped her brow while Persephone was distracted by the shelves and recesses within.


When Eve had first cracked the safe she’d found a royal ransom in gems and jewelry in its shallow drawers, beneath a shelf lined with bulging ring binders. The files were worth more than their weight in platinum. The baubles remained in the safe, albeit itemized, bagged, and tagged—Eve intended to wear three of the fancier pieces to the reception—but she’d sanitized the contents of the files, shredding the most incriminating documents and delivering certain others to the baroness as a gesture of good faith. Now half the file shelf was occupied by an antique black leather hatbox, secured with a tarnished lock.


Eve carried the box to her desk and concentrated until the lock clicked open. Then she pulled on a pair of white cotton gloves, raised the lid, and removed the object within. It was about the size of a bowling ball and weighed about a kilogram. At sometime in the distant past the front had been tarred and wrapped in strips of linen rags, but a few hanks of straggly, brittle hair still clung to the back and sides. The lower mandible hung loose but was held in place by more tarred linen strips, stained with streaks of rust from the iron cage. The vertebrae were entirely missing.


“This is he.”


She placed the mummified head carefully on her desk blotter, then turned it to face Persephone.


“This is the skull of Rupert de Montfort Bigge, hanged for piracy on August thirty-second, 1816, according to the notice attached to his gibbet cage.”
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