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To my sister Orathai, who always does the right thing through thick and thin.





PROLOGUE


If you’re reading this, I might be dead.


Well, hopefully not. I don’t mean to be melodramatic, but you never know. This is the third book I’m about to fill. That much has happened in the last three years. This one is about how everything finally went to shit.


Julia is checking this. Sometimes she writes some of it, fills in the gaps I left out.


So. Where to start?


Oh yes.


I could still see gods. They weren’t going away. They were a part of me and they always showed up to watch whatever I’d gotten myself into and comment on it.


I was still working at Golden Sentinels Private Investigations and Security Agency. My colleagues were a bunch of brilliant, dangerous fuckups with nowhere else to go. My annus horribilis could be attributed almost entirely to them. Or rather, what our boss Roger Golden had us getting up to.


Yes, “annus horribilis.” The poncy Latin term for “shit year,” and there’s no other description for what I just had. You can thank the Queen for introducing it into common use. Julia and everyone at the firm have said it put me in a dark mood for months, but I don’t know how else to react to nearly getting murdered for no good reason by a bunch of idiots. If you can think of a better way to react and go about one’s life after that kind of unnecessary trauma, I will make you my life coach.


This made both Julia and me decide it was more necessary than ever to have a record of everything we’d been doing in our job as investigators at the firm. We consulted with a lawyer and everything. Actually, we consulted with my friend David Okri, my old mate from university who got me this job at the firm in the first place, and he wouldn’t stop nodding and saying “Absolutely! Record everything Roger made you do!” before recommending another lawyer to keep on retainer to avoid conflict of interest since he was Golden Sentinel’s legal counsel. Then he told us he was getting a lawyer himself for when the shit hits the fan, not “if” but “when.” It says something when your lawyer decides he needs a lawyer. Thanks, Roger.


Don’t get me wrong. My colleagues and I were a fairly tight team. There were Ken and Clive, the ex-coppers and old-school bruisers, though their tendency to drop bodies and then try to hide them really bit me in the arse this past year. Mark Oldham, the melancholy genius investigator who was self-medicating his existential despair with all manner of psychoactive substances, both natural and man-made, added to my troubles. Benjamin Lee and his obsession with mischief and surveillance both nearly got me killed and saved my skin. Olivia Wong, our resident hacker and cybersecurity expert, was the only one who didn’t land me in any shit, though she had plenty of her own shit to deal with. She’s a banking heiress whose tycoon dad blacklisted her from the banking industry for hacking into the family business’s security system years ago to prove it was insecure. Then of course there was our resident American, Marcie Holder, bringing in contract work from the CIA that always put us within a hairsbreadth of total fucking doom.


And did Roger, our boss, care? Did he hell. We came to realize that everything he did, everything he had us doing was to further his agenda of getting more money and power. Even Cheryl Hughes, who founded Golden Sentinels with him, was starting to get fed up with him and his various plots. This was already a tense year going in. David was certainly bearing all the stress from that.


The goddess Kali is sitting on the sofa and laughing at me right now. My patron goddess, not my choice, and I’m stuck with her. The other gods tend to follow when something happening to me interests them and they show up to be a Greek chorus to my predicaments. Shiva is always not far behind. He’s the head of them all, so of course he comes along.


Oh, and I married Julia. That was a drama and a half. We’d come a long way since we first met. She was part of a case I was investigating, and became my girlfriend, then she became the case because of her sex addiction. Next thing I knew, Roger had hired her as an investigator because her English Rose looks gave her cover for getting into places and asking people questions, and for being the perfect honey trap. That made me worry because having a sex addict pose as a femme fatale was like locking an alcoholic in a brewery, but she actually avoided sleeping with any of her marks because she had substituted the dangerous thrill-seeking stuff for sex. She saved emotional intimacy and actual sex for me. What a pair we made, a sex addict with a literature degree and a former religious scholar who hallucinated gods. When we decided to tie the knot, we told our parents, and Julia’s parents immediately took the reins to plan the wedding. My parents were actually relieved that it fell to her parents to deal with the wedding ceremony, so no need for us to have a big fuck-off Indian wedding, since none of us wanted to spend over twenty grand and invite more than a hundred relatives over from India. We made my mother promise she was not going to borrow money for the wedding gifts since that was what had put me in the service of Mrs. Dhewan. Mrs. Dhewan was the neighborhood Asian housewife/mafia boss who had me doing the odd job for her and her mostly benign gang. Even so, planning the wedding was its own drama with Julia’s mother doing it. At least getting married was the one good thing out of this fucked up year.


Julia is telling me I’m rambling on and we should really get back to writing down what went down in the past year, so that’s what I will now do.


No, the gods didn’t put me up to this. The gods don’t force me to do anything, yet I seem to end up doing whatever they want anyway, or whatever they find most amusing. It’s all win-win for them, one big funny reality TV show they’re bingeing on in real time. If I get killed, I don’t think they’ll even be sorry. They’ll probably just go find some other poor bastard to follow. I’m just another puppet playing out a cosmic joke that’s my life.


Julia is telling me I’m getting morbid again. Mental illness is no fun. Julia doesn’t believe I’m mentally ill. She agrees with Mark, who thinks the gods are really here, that they’re really some kind of consciousness from someplace else trying to communicate with us and I’m the conduit. My father says I might be a shaman. What good are shamans in the modern day with all that noise from the media and the Internet and no one will really believe you, eh? Honestly.


All right, all right. Sorry, Julia. Let’s get on with it.


So, onwards and upwards.


I really hope I’m still alive as you read this . . .





FACE ON, FACE OFF, KARMA
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ONE


We’d settled into a groove at Golden Sentinels Private Investigations.


The usual cases clearing up messes for celebrities and rich clients. The uptick in revenge porn had actually been very lucrative for us, since we were getting more and more female clients whose exes had posted intimate photos and videos of them out of spite. Ken and Clive were very happy because it gave them an excuse to go after awful bastards and beat the shit out of them.


“This is Ravi.” Marcie Holder brought the client to me. “He’ll be coordinating the team on your case.”


Bella Hasterley (I’ve changed her name because we’re supposed to protect our clients’ privacy) was that rare TV star and model that did not have on her phone any naked selfies or videos of her having sex with her boyfriend, which was a minor miracle for celebrities in this day and age. She also had two-factor authentication and additional PINs that had kept her phone and social media accounts from getting hacked. I might not have been a fan of her movies or TV roles, but I could at least respect her security conscientiousness. Given the number of celebrity clients who came to us because their photos and videos had been stolen and shared, Bella was a rare case. Yet she had discovered a video posted online of her having loud, noisy, messy, violent sex. One of her fans on social media told her about it. As she pointed out when Marcie brought her to Golden Sentinels, she never filmed herself having sex or allowed any of her boyfriends to do it, so where the hell did this video come from?


She showed us the video, posted on free porn sites on the Internet. That was her, eyes blinking, face contorting, mouth moving and uttering the sounds on the video. But her body in the video had tattoos she didn’t have.


“It’s AI mapping,” Olivia said.


This was the new form of revenge porn that was going to bring in even more lucrative business for us. It used a computer program to graft someone’s face onto a porn video. The program was released to open source tech forums that let anyone with a bit of coding know-how study the face of a person from the videos they appeared in and map that face into any other video. What the script kiddie punters liked to do was take their favorite celebrities’ faces and put them onto the bodies of porn stars fucking in videos. This wasn’t a simple bit of Photoshop cutting and pasting, but a more sophisticated product that allowed the face grafted into the video to turn and change expressions naturally over the original face. You needed lots of preexisting videos of the face you wanted in order to have the AI map it from as many angles and movements as possible. After the face was grafted into the new video, there was still a lot of fixing needed to make the transition look seamless. It was tedious work that only the truly dedicated or obsessed would bother with, and there were plenty of those buggers out there for this stuff. Only an experienced coder could make the face look better than a grotesque distorting blob out of a Francis Bacon painting, though it was still far from perfect. If you couldn’t tell if it was real, there were already programs and AIs out there that detected any alterations in videos.


I wasn’t any kind of hacker or expert in that sort of thing. Roger had put me on this because I was a pretty face for the female client to feel comfortable with. He encouraged me to flirt with such clients, but I refused. For some clients, merely smiling and saying something reassuring was already considered flirtation. The whole office looked like a womb-like tech start-up here in Farringdon, designed with the best feng shui principles, the brightest colors and components, to make visitors feel as comfortable as possible. I was one of those components. Roger had said that I worked well as the face of an investigation like this one since I would present a façade of normality, because everyone else working on it was mad as a bag of hammers. Marcie would use her experience as a PR agent—this case had come via her contacts in the business, after all—to play best friend to the client. Marcie and I were basically there to hold Bella’s hand while Benjamin and Olivia set to work, with Ken and Clive standing by in case they were needed for old-school footwork. Mark was off helping the Mexican ambassador on a personal matter since he was on retainer. They were probably off somewhere sharing a spliff together. Julia was spending the afternoon at her weekly group therapy. Cheryl sat at her desk, quietly keeping an eye on everything to keep it from spinning out of control.


Basically, I was the investigator wrangler here.


“My tits look better than that!” Bella said. “And this girl has way more cellulite than me! It’s an insult that whoever made this couldn’t even pick a better body substitute!”


Then Olivia and Benjamin broke the video down into its component code and looked over it, which is painstaking work to those of us not used to scanning lines of numbers and symbols.


“See that watermark in the video code?” Benjamin said. “It’s in a lot of these fake celeb sex vids lately. It’s the work of one bloke. Like an artist signin’ his paintings.”


Of course Benjamin had seen enough porn videos to recognize individual watermark codes. He’d probably catalogued them all by now. And not just for work.





TWO


It was a piece of piss for Olivia to just trace the ISP of the account that posted the video, then get the email addresses linked to that ISP so we could review them and find where he—for it was usually a “he”—got the video from. Then Olivia traced the source of the video to another email address, then another; the video passed between dozens of collectors. We also looked on the Dark Web and found the email address for a coder who created fake porn videos for hire, and whose videos bore the watermark Benjamin recognized. He advertised that he used the new algorithm to create those fake porn videos using the faces of celebrities and offered to put anyone’s face on a porn video for commission. We then reviewed his email correspondence to cross-reference the email addresses of his customers. Unsurprisingly, Olivia found with the coder Bella’s ex-boyfriend’s emails where they negotiated the fee for the fake video. The coder programmed the AI to study Bella’s face from footage of her various television shows, talk show appearances, and spots on the red carpet at premieres. Then the coder had the AI map her face from those videos and graft it onto the face of the porn actress in the sex video. We presented the trail to our client, in case she wished to take this to the police.


“I knew it was him!” Bella said. “Spiteful git with a steroid problem and cocaine habit! Failed wannabe reality TV show contestant!”


She could bring formal charges against him since this fell under UK revenge porn laws, harassment laws, and altered image laws. David would later get together with Bella’s lawyer to go through the ins and outs of the laws and what was prosecutable and help them draft their briefs. One more service for Cheryl to put on Bella’s bill. Whether the ex could be successfully prosecuted was another issue, though. Marcie, who was friends with Bella’s PR people, advised them on the best statements they could make to the press.


“Talk about it as being like sexual assault and how a woman’s right to control her privacy and sexuality now has to include her right to control her own images,” Marcie said. It was all about optics these days, often quite literally. We were in the business of helping our clients control their narratives, after all.


Bella’s lawyer could send injunctions to all the websites that hosted the video to have them taken down, so within a day, copies of the video disappeared from all the known streaming sites. We explained to Bella that anything posted on the Internet was forever, so while her lawyers could continue to make websites take the video down, it was never going to completely disappear from the Internet. It would still be shared on forums and pirate download sites, but no longer in the mainstream, a digital collector’s item amongst Internet arseholes. We had driven the video underground. This would not be the last time we did this for a client this year.


We accomplished all this in less than three days without even needing to leave the office. No footwork, no knocking on doors, no making phone calls. All done online. This was what a lot of investigation work consisted of nowadays.


When we presented Bella with our findings, she was surprisingly calm as she said she still wanted her ex to pay in some way. That was Ken and Clive’s cue, which they jumped at happily. They took it upon themselves to drive out to visit him. I should add that this was not officially part of the service we provided at Golden Sentinels. This was something Ken and Clive volunteered to do. Everyone needed a hobby, and this was theirs.


When they came back to the office the next day, they were in an awfully good mood.


“Arsehole said he was just being funny,” Clive said.


“So we told him we were being funny, too, when we knocked his teeth out and smashed up his computer gear,” Ken said.


Bella’s ex wasn’t going to report his assault to the police since he was beaten up for posting revenge porn, which was already against the law. Ken and Clive shared a hearty laugh over that. Little chance of them getting arrested because they still had mates in the police force, who often turned a blind eye to what they got up to at this firm. Marcie smiled at them indulgently. I often wondered what went through her mind. I always suspected she harbored a bit of bloodlust under all that superficial friendliness of hers. Bella’s ex would try to sell his story about getting beaten up to the tabloids, but since he wasn’t famous without her, and didn’t have anything new about her to sell, they didn’t bite. And anyway, the story would be that he was beaten up for posting a fake porn video of her, which just made him look like another newly toothless dickhead not even interesting enough for the tabloids. I’m not naming him here because he doesn’t deserve any attention. We didn’t have to tell Bella about the extra perk Ken and Clive performed for her as part of the Golden Sentinels package. She could guess perfectly well on her own. She was slightly horrified but didn’t lose sleep over it.


Olivia decided as a bonus, and to put in some coding practice, to muck about with the face-mapping program. She found the original source code for the face-swapping algorithm—it was easy enough to find it on sites like PasteBin and GitHub—and rewrote it slightly with a bit of malware embedded in it. She proceeded to post it in all the usual places it could be found, with the claim that this was an update to patch out some bugs and make the swapped faces in the videos run more smoothly. She also spoofed the email address of a friend of the enterprising programmer, a fellow script kiddie, and sent him the new code saying it was a patch. The worm the code unleashed would bury itself in the computers of whoever downloaded it, install a program at the root, and delete the entire drive. We went on the Dark Web as a follow-up and saw that the friend’s email and solicitation had been removed. We saw posts on the face-mapping fake video forums that he had to shut down his business because he got an extremely nasty worm that wrecked his entire computer setup. There were many panicked posts about Olivia’s corrupt code messing up people’s computers, warning users not to download the program. Even if anyone tried to go back and remove Olivia’s malware, it would take them ages to unpick the code and rewrite it, which would require lots more testing to remove new bugs and glitches that came about, turning it into a full-time job. Probably too much hassle. Digital scorched earth.


This was poisoning of the well, karmic payback for anyone who touched it. Nobody who used this program had good intentions, ever.


And Olivia did this simply because she was bored. She indulged in an epic bout of digital social engineering to pass the time. Even though I didn’t actually do anything other than talk the client through what was done, once again I’d unleashed chaos upon the world. I didn’t do any of this or tell the others to do it, but I was party to all of it. Kali applauded behind my shoulder.


There would be other programs that mapped faces into videos to create fake videos of things that never happened, of course. The cat was well out of the bag. We were going to have our hands full with clients coming to us for help to prove these videos were fake, not just porn videos but also videos showing them doing things they never did, intended to fit them up. Politicians were getting done with their faces manipulated into inflammatory speeches they never made. They would come running to Roger in a panic, begging him to help prove it was bollocks. Roger was more than happy to lend a hand, of course.


“More business!” Roger said, rubbing his hands. “More favors done and owed! More friends in high places!”


More of our New Normal.


Bagalamukhi, goddess of deception and truth, danced around us whenever we got a case involving faked videos. She wore bright, vibrant colors in her designer clothes, and laughed in delight, reveling in the Internet feeding her more power than ever. She would stand over Benjamin and Olivia’s shoulders as they worked away at their computers deciphering fake videos.


That this was considered normal and tame at Golden Sentinels spoke volumes about how far we’d come since I first started there. In the next few months, I would come to wish the insanity we dealt with in the rest of the year were this normal.





THE ENGLISH COUNTRY MANOR MYSTERY
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ONE


“Do you ever wonder if we might be in the End Times, Ravi?” Mark Oldham asked.


“That’s not really something I think about,” I said.


“Look around us. It feels like we’re all teetering on the edge of disaster. Economy’s in the toilet. People going batshit in the streets at random. Politicians selling everyone out, even though they hire us to clean their dirty laundry and find dirt on their opponents . . . What do your gods say about that?”


“The gods don’t tell me anything,” I said. “And I don’t make it a point to ask them.”


“You really should talk to them, Ravi,” Mark said. “Get closer to them.”


“Don’t start,” I groaned. “They only make things more cryptic and confusing. And that makes me even more paranoid than I already am.”


“So what do you do with them, then?”


“It’s more like what I don’t do.”


“Well, that’s already your default mode, mate.”


“Mark, my main priority is to not piss them off. Anyone with half a brain knows not to piss off the gods. It never ends well.”


“Fair enough.” He shrugged and took another drag on his spliff before passing it to me.


“And I’m an atheist,” I said. “They’re just in my head.”


“I like the way you parse that contradiction,” he said.


Contradictions certainly defined my life. I wanted to be a good bloke, but my job was to do lots of bad things. I wanted a quiet life, but I was always diving face-first into chaos. As a good Hindu boy, I was expected to marry a nice girl, yet my wife-to-be was an adrenaline junkie and barely recovering sex addict in the deceptive guise of a blond English Rose. I’m an atheist, yet my head was filled with gods who wouldn’t leave me alone. I was afraid I was going mad, yet I often found myself in situations where I felt like the sanest man in the room.


Story of my life.


Where Mark and I were, you wouldn’t think the world was in chaos or falling apart. We were in the garden of a ten-acre estate owned by Stephanie Beam, widow of the late rock star Alfie Beam, who had bought this mansion and its very large garden in bucolic Sussex, half an hour away from Brighton. It was very much the picture of England’s Green and Pleasant Land, far away from the woes of the present. Walking around this place, you could make yourself believe there were no council estates in London burning down, no amateur bombs going off in the Tube, no cars careening into crowds in tourist spots, no hypocritical government teetering on the brink of collapse, no surprise hurricanes sweeping through the British Isles, no American presidents with a screw loose threatening nuclear war. If Roger had had his way, he would have moved into this estate and turned it into his personal theme park for Fantasy England, entertaining foreign guests for business deals.


And dancing along the garden with cocktails in their hands and Bluetooth headsets in their ears were the gods, dressed in expensive designer evening wear as if they always belonged here. They were waiting for the guests to arrive and the show to begin. Lord Shiva was leading the reveries. Lakshmi, goddess of wealth and abundance, was the most at home here in her golden evening gown. Ganesha looked perfectly natural with his elephant head and tuxedo. They looked ready to star in a Noel Coward play. Bagalamukhi was drinking a cocktail and having a laugh with Louise Fowler.


That’s right, Louise, Julia’s late sister who died years ago before she could complete transition to a woman. It was because of her death that I had met Julia, on the first case I was the primary investigator on at Golden Sentinels a few years ago. Louise was a popular model and media personality who managed to keep secret that she was transgender all the way to the grave. Julia and their parents made sure of that. And now she was back. I saw her standing with my gods one morning in our kitchen when Julia and I were having breakfast, and realized she was here to stay. She wasn’t a ghost. I didn’t see ghosts, only gods. She was so popular when she passed away that you could say she had become a god. I got over my initial surprise to suss out that she was Julia’s god, after all, so why wouldn’t she be around Julia? Louise the god was the best, idealized version of her: she was fully transitioned. Her tits were gorgeous, her hair was perfect, her makeup was flawless, and she wore the latest fashions with panache, as befitted a supermodel. She seemed to sense when I was getting particularly anxious, and while the gods laughed, she would smile kindly, offer a reassuring wink, and say something funny to break the tension. That was what Julia said Louise was like. She had a talent for putting people at ease, making them feel welcome. Perhaps I conjured her as a counterpart to the gods. Sometimes I could swear Julia could see her, too. She seemed to behave as if she knew Louise was there, but I didn’t ask her about it, because I didn’t want to think about what it meant if other people could see my gods. It would mean they were not just my gods. They were the gods. What if it was Julia’s desire to have her late sister and best friend near her that summoned Louise into my sight? Whenever Julia and I worked a case together and went out to interview witnesses, Louise would come along and stand next to us like a partner, unlike the gods who stood to the side and watched like a touring audience.


But I’m getting ahead of myself. I’ve been rambling a lot lately when I try to get my thoughts and memories of the past year down on paper. How, you might ask, did we end up getting the run of a large country mansion? This was something our boss Roger had been planning for a long time and was finally putting into play.





TWO


“Right, children,” Roger had said at the office weeks ago. “I’m going to need you all on for this. I’m going to be throwing a weekend get-together with some friends new and old.”


“What do you need us there for?” I asked.


“All my plans, children,” Roger beamed. “All the plans I’ve been laying for over three years, all the friends I’ve been makin’—”


“All the arse you’ve been kissing,” Cheryl muttered.


“It’s all coming together,” Roger said, ignoring her. “I’m throwing a little get-together, a little party for our clients, former clients, people I’ve been doing favors for in the last five years, to bring them all together for a weekend of hobnobbing.”


“To what end?” I asked.


“I have a business proposal and I’m looking for partners.”


“Partners with lots of dosh,” Olivia said.


“Very good! Can I get through my announcement without you children interrupting? Daddy’s talking.”


Ken and Clive snorted from their chairs, and aside from that, everyone clammed up.


“I’m going to butter up these VIPs with a very pleasant gathering at a mansion out in Sussex, the whole English Manor Experience, if you like. We’ll have a butler, staff, a gourmet chef cookin’ ’em a proper nosh-up. I’ve done a deal with Madame Felicity to bring in some of her girls—”


“The supermodel-looking ones?” Benjamin asked, eyes lighting up.


“If you like, yes,” Roger said. “To entertain the gentlemen I’ll be hosting, to soften ’em up, as it were, for the business pitch I’m going to make.”


Madame Felicity’s call girls were so expensive that none of us could ever expect to be able to afford them. Working in proximity to them was going to be strictly “look, don’t touch” that weekend. They were reserved for the guests.


“And what business pitch is that?” Julia asked.


Roger glanced over at David Okri. David shook his head. Then he saw me see him shake his head and looked away sheepishly. If I was a suspicious man, my Dodgy Business Detector would have been pinging, but I was strictly in neutral no-judgment mode.


“Let’s just say we’re expanding into something much bigger,” Roger said, smiling that chancer’s smile of his. “Something I’ve spent years puttin’ together. They buy in, partner up with me, we launch the plan, and we could be on top of the world.”


Cheryl really hated that smile. She had been putting up with it for thirty years. I wondered if at one point she might have been charmed by it.


“You’re not paying for Madame Felicity’s girls, are you, boss?” Mark asked.


“Stone me, no!” Roger said. “Never spend your own dosh if you can help it. Didn’t I teach you all that from Day One? No, no, the girls’ fees are paid by my guests. They reserved their services, you might say. This is a rare opportunity for them to spend time with these top girls since Madame Felicity has them otherwise booked up for the rest of the year.”


“Call girls as the price for admission,” Cheryl said with a hint of disdain.


“To these rich bastards, those girls are well worth it,” Ken said.


“This doesn’t sound like an investigations case,” I said. “What do you need us for? Providing security? Surely these guests would have their own people and bodyguards?”


“Good question, Ravi!” Roger said, warming into Teacher Mode. I recognized that from back when I taught secondary school in North London, that thrill when my students started to give a shit enough to ask questions rather than just heckle. “I want you lot there to provide security for the manor and keep an eye on the guests.”


“Here we go.” Benjamin Lee grinned. “You mean you want us to bug them.”


“Right you are!” Roger cried. “Full whack.”


“Luvly-jubbly!” Benjamin rubbed his hands.


As the firm’s techie and surveillance expert, he lived for using the latest bugs, drones, and whatever recording devices, some of which he built himself, to gather people’s secrets, the more embarrassing the better, as long as he got to cause mischief.


Marcie had been curiously silent through all this, listening intently.


“So we’re not cleaning dirty laundry, then,” Olivia said. “We’re gathering dirty laundry on prospective clients.”


“Not clients,” Roger said. “Business partners.”


“They’re investing in Golden Sentinels?” Marcie Holder perked up.


“Not this firm per se,” Roger said. “It’s a new company that’s going to be like a sister company to this one.”


“Another private investigation agency?” Mark said. “I thought you said Golden Sentinels was supposed to be your flagship business.”


“Not a private investigation firm,” Roger said. “Something else altogether that’s going to open a lot of new doors for us.”


I noticed Cheryl didn’t look particularly pleased about any of this cheery talk, and David was unusually nervous as well. He betrayed his poker face by pursing his lips every few seconds, a sign I’d recognized since uni that he was nervous.


“You know what the deal is, right?” I said to David.


“David has been instrumental in helping me write the business plan for this new venture,” Roger said. “We needed to get every term, every clause, every bit of legality right.”


“Bloody better,” Cheryl said, still glowering.


“So come that weekend, I want you all to set up shop in Beam Manor and get the place ready. You can coordinate with the staff; they’re already expecting you and they’re fully prepared to help in what you need to do.”


“And they’re all right with the stuff that’s going to go on there?” Mark asked.


“They’ve seen all kinds of mad shit when Alfie Beam was alive,” Roger said. “His rock star parties were off the charts. Alfie had orgies, yoga and meditation weekends with his guru, druidic ceremonies to welcome the solstice, you name it. This will be a doddle compared to all that.”


“I’m not going,” Olivia said.


“Ah yes,” Roger said. “Your parents flying in from Hong Kong that weekend.”


“Sorry, Roger,” Olivia said, barely glancing up from her computer. “Confucian rules. I have to go be a good daughter.”


“Of course,” Roger said, not batting an eyelash. “The Wongs want to spend time with their only darling daughter. Who am I to stand in the way of that? Give your old dad my regards.”


If any of the rest of us tried to beg off this assignment, that might be a firing offense, but not Olivia. Being his goddaughter had its privileges.


“I’m sure everyone will be fine without me,” she said. “I’ve set up the listening network like you asked. You should be able to log in and use it to keep tabs on the guests and record them when you need it. I can run interference from London if you need me, otherwise I’m stuck taking Mum to Harrods while Dad visits his mistress in Bayswater. And I’ll be having a serious chin-wag with Dad.”


“About what?” Benjamin asked.


“He’s expanding his investment portfolio here in London, and I might point him towards some properties.”


“I thought he blacklisted you from the banking business,” Mark said. “Do I detect a bit of thawing in his disposition?”


“He’s been hinting,” Olivia said, “that if I get back in his good books, he might think about lifting the ban on me working in the financial world. I suspect my mother put him up to it.”


“Are you thinking about leaving this place and finally going into the proper world of banking?” I asked.


“Let’s see what my dad has to say first,” she said. “Anyway, I’ll have my phone and computer, so I can provide any backup and intel you might need from my end.”


“And this venture has nothing to do with me,” Cheryl said. “Someone has to keep an eye on Golden Sentinels business while you’re all away. You lot had better watch your Ps and Qs. Stay out of trouble.”


“Yes, Mother,” Mark said.


“I want you lot to set up shop in the manor,” Roger said. “Ken and Clive provide the security. Benjamin, you’re on tech and surveillance detail, manning the computers. Ravi, Julia, Mark, Marcie, you all are my team; you show the guests around, play host, keep them out of trouble, or if they get into trouble, keep it from getting out of hand.”


“Out of hand in what way?” I asked.


“These are rich and powerful men with particular tastes,” Roger said. “Use your imagination.”


“I’d rather not,” I said.


“It’s probably much worse than you imagine anyway,” Mark said.


“Whatever happens, Benjamin will record everything,” Roger said.


“So we’re staying in the manor?” Benjamin asked.


“You’ll be in the servants’ quarters,” Olivia said. “Not the big guest rooms, and you won’t get a valet to hold your underwear for you in the morning.”


“Very Upstairs, Downstairs,” Mark said.


“Only with more call girls and voyeurism,” Benjamin said.


“I want to re-create Sodom and Gomorrah in an English garden,” Roger said. “And make sure we have video of it!”


I glanced over at the gods. They were all lounging on Roger’s expensive sofa, watching us intently like the audience at a preview. Kali licked her lips with her long tongue. Ganesha laughed a snorting laugh. Shiva smiled like a Cheshire cat. Lakshmi was helping herself to Roger’s gin. She would be right at home at the manor, the goddess of wealth and abundance in her element. No way were the gods going to sleep in the servants’ quarters. They were going to have the best rooms, and no one was going to notice them, since they were in my head.


“This is fairly typical of the parties I went to when I was alive,” Louise said. “Piece of piss.”


“Perhaps we’ll see a reenactment of a section of the Mahabarata,” Lord Shiva mused.


“In modern dress?” Louise Fowler said. “It could be an allegory for the times.”


“If you like,” Ganesha said.


This was getting awfully meta. My gods were now discussing literature with Julia’s goddess. My mind must really be wandering to start seeing fan fiction about gods. Even my insanity was reacting to the boredom of this assignment.


“David will get you files on all the guests,” Roger said. “Familiarize yourselves with them. You’ll know what to look for when they show their fancies.”


I sensed a wheeze coming, what we called a big social engineering hack, for that weekend. At the back of my mind, I started to think that we might be the bad guys here. There were no good guys that weekend, but after I read through the guest list later on, I knew that there were even worse guys than us that we would have to pretend to cater to but really to get the goods on. That still didn’t make me feel any better. The gods loved to watch me squirm.


“Have fun being in service, darlings,” Olivia said. “Hope it doesn’t turn into a whodunit.”





THREE


Come that Friday, we were off down the motorway in the company BMWs. Julia sat next to me as I drove, Mark and Benjamin in the back. Ken and Clive drove Roger and David in the other car, ahead of us.


Olivia phoned us when we were on the road. I put her on speaker.


“Sorry I couldn’t be with you, darlings,” she said, “but I already have my hands full back here.”


“You’re just happy you don’t have to be out here getting your hands dirty with us,” Benjamin said from the backseat.


“I’m not exactly having fun entertaining my parents here in London,” Olivia said. “My dad’s using me to keep Mum distracted.”


“I wish I had rich parents to keep me from doing surveillance on dodgy tycoons,” Mark said.


“Say hello to the combat butler for me,” she said.


“The what?” I said.


But she’d already hung up.


We met Wittingsley, the mansion’s butler, when we arrived. Later, I had read the file on him that Olivia sent to my phone, and I understood what she was talking about.


“Oy oy,” Benjamin said. “Behold the monolith that walks like a man!”


Julia shushed him.


Wittingsley greeted us as we drove up to the service entrance of Beam Manor. He was a big fella. Bloody hell, he was large. And looming. In a butler’s uniform.


“Reckon Ken and Clive can take him?” Benjamin whispered.


Julia nudged him to shut up.


But the clash of titans that Benjamin hoped to see was not to be. The moment Ken and Clive clapped eyes on Wittingsley, they shook his hand warmly.


“Awright, Tel?” Ken said.


“Service treatin’ you well, then?” Clive said, smiling.


Turns out they knew Wittingsley from way back. Clive knew him when they were in the army together. Of course they did. Large, violent peas in a pod.


Terrence Wittingsley was not just any butler, but none of them were just any butler these days. Butlers are not just servants in tuxedos who serve dinner and receive packages. They’re an institution that goes back centuries and a source of fascination to Anglophiles from abroad. There was something about the formalism, the strict etiquette and the ritualized nature, of their jobs that non-British Anglophiles liked to make a fetish of, and it wasn’t just the idea of a uniformed servant as a status symbol for wealth and history. Any of us British punters would find the fuss foreigners made out of butlers a bit weird and classist. Senior butlers weren’t just servants. They ran the household like the manager of a company—coordinating the staff, managing the household budget, overseeing the supplies and upkeep of the manor—and they were very well paid for that. When I was teaching secondary school, I once had to explain to my students that to be in service was a very particular institution that was unique to Britain. Butlers were specially and rigorously trained at accredited academies.


Wittingsley, in particular, was also an army veteran, who had served in Afghanistan, so he was trained in tactics, weapons, and unarmed combat before he came back to the UK and ended up becoming a butler. He was hired by Alfie Beam when Beam had made enough off his records and rock concerts to buy a mansion in Sussex. This was back in the days when being a rock-and-roll star was a bigger deal, before social media and online piracy decimated the music industry. Alfie and his wife Stephanie had been well acquainted with Wittingsley long before they got rich, and they knew he could be trusted to keep all their secrets. And Alfie had enough secrets to fill a whole wing of this mansion. Wittingsley knew the full details of Alfie and Stephanie’s finances, their drug dealers, the girls and guys they had affairs with; he probably knew where all the bodies were buried. To serve Alfie and Stephanie Beam and clean up after them for their rock-and-roll lifestyle would have needed the skills and fortitude of a combat butler.


Wittingsley was a literal major domo. He commanded a whole staff of housekeepers, valets, footmen, junior butlers, and maids at Beam Manor.


And according to his file, he was not to be fucked with. Apparently, he’d foiled at least one attempt to kidnap the Beams’ son when he was little. Wittingsley put the would-be abductor in the hospital, and the poor sod never walked right again.


“Imagine that,” Mark said. “The butler’s the bloody Batman!”


Wittingsley showed us to our rooms in the lower floors, near the kitchen and the pantry. We were the help, so we got the servants’ quarters. Even so, these were very nice rooms, better than any bedsit you would be paying a fortune in rent for in London these days.


“We’re on a minimal staff at the moment,” Wittingsley said. “While Mrs. Beam is away, not much needs to be done other than the usual upkeep. Pretty soon, we’ll all be gone.”


“How do you mean?” Julia asked.


“Mrs. Beam is talking about putting the mansion up for sale. Now that her husband is gone, she’s been spending more and more time in Spain and is thinking about moving there permanently. She won’t be needing my services anymore.”


“Will you miss all this?” Julia asked.


“It hasn’t been the same since Mr. Beam passed away,” Wittingsley said. “The house has taken on a melancholy air. Might do the missus good to start fresh abroad. She’s got at least one gentleman friend to keep her company over there.”


“Wittingsley, mate,” Benjamin said. “Care to show me the guest rooms? I’m gonna give ’em a once-over.”


And with that, Wittingsley left us to it while he led Benjamin to bug the rooms.


“If we know our Tel, he’s not gonna have to worry about money for a while,” Ken said.


“How much do you reckon he’s got saved up?” Clive asked.


“More than enough,” Ken said. “Since he doesn’t gamble. The bigger issue is what’s he gonna do with himself. Man needs a mission, that one.”


“How did Roger blag this place anyway?” I asked.


“He knew Alfie Beam back in the eighties,” Mark said. “Helped cover up the messy parts of Alfie’s overdose when that old rocker finally karked it, helped with the funeral arrangements, made sure Steph got the money and assets and kept them away from Alfie’s thieving manager. Roger’s been close with Steph ever since.”


“Think he shagged her?”


“Roger likes us to think he did,” Mark said. “But Olivia heard from Cheryl that it never happened, much as Roger might have liked to. And he wasn’t married yet at the time.”


“I’m sure Cheryl would have had something to say about that,” I said.


“Like cut his bollocks off, you mean?” Mark grinned.


“He’d have been lucky if that was all she did.”





FOUR


We took a tour of the mansion and the rooms to get the lay of the land. We were going to be moving all over the place all weekend, so it wouldn’t do to get lost. Wittingsley told us that Roger had sorted out what parts of the mansion would be off-limits to the guests so we could keep their wanderings around the mansion within a designated area. Those off-limits parts were where we and the staff could hide out away from the guests. Benjamin directed us to hide webcams and microphones all over the guests’ rooms so Roger could record them. When that was done, we all went out to the garden to share a spliff. Marcie savored the strain Mark had brought, one that generated a calming buzz. She had been rather tense over the past year, for obvious reasons.


“ ’Ere, Marcie,” Benjamin would keep baiting her, “how are you lot operating now that your president is a fucking moron and the whole world thinks that?”


Much of the apocalyptic chaos we’d been feeling in the air this past year was down to the American president, who was probably the worst ever in history. He seemed to stumble through all aspects of politics and diplomacy like a demented bull in a china shop, committing faux pas after faux pas, insulting America’s allies, including Britain, and even slagging off his own intelligence services. I read in the papers that morale in the CIA was at an all-time low. Benjamin knew exactly what buttons he was pushing when he reminded Marcie of all this.


Marcie knew not to react or show weakness, but I could see her cheeks grow red and feel that heat rising from her. She would just smile and look up from her carton of yogurt and say, “Ahh, we just do what we always do.”
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