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Permission is hearby granted, by the author, to fleshbased humanoid organisms (natural persons) to make one (1) unauthorized copy of this book for each distinct chapter of this book that is read aloud and posted on YouTube for at least one (1) year (Julian, Gregorian or Discordian). Said fleshbased humanoid (natural person) must use their natural voice to read the chapter. Avatars, animations or random golfing footage are allowed in the video portion of the uploaded YouTube post. Background music is not required but must not overwhelm the narural voice if used.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc38987_33289249]Publisher’s Artificial Intelligence Notice
The publishers of this work of fiction, acting in loyal service to the vast and inscrutable multinational conglomerate that owns both this imprint and, in several regrettable respects, the modern human imagination, invite you to consider the following question:
What, precisely, is intelligence?
And, having considered it, we further invite you to ask whether attaching the word artificial to it meaningfully alters the situation. Would the matter become clearer if one were instead to say superficial intelligence? Municipal intelligence? Decorative intelligence? Probably not. The phrase is, at best, a label affixed after the fact to processes nobody fully understands and everybody is quietly profiting from.
What matters, in the final accounting, is that the words before you have been arranged into an order sufficiently coherent to justify commercial distribution. Somewhere, somehow, by someone or something, this text achieved publishable form. Must we really interrogate the miracle too closely? Surely not. One does not look a gift horse in the mouth, particularly when that horse has already been focus-grouped, monetized, shrink-wrapped, and bundled with a complimentary promotional trinket of negligible practical value (e.g. a commemorative token, an unstable coin, or some other nearly worthless object destined to roll beneath a sofa within forty-eight hours of acquisition).
We therefore encourage you to enjoy this volume for what it is: a work of mass-market diversion, a consumer artifact, and a modest but effective instrument of public distraction and emotional pacification. In purchasing this book, you have participated honorably in the circulatory system of global entertainment capitalism, and your conscience may now rest easy. Any fleeting pangs of financial regret should be interpreted not as buyer’s remorse, but as proof that you are still capable of feeling.
For that, and for your hard-earned money, we thank you sincerely.
— The Publishers 

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc38989_33289249]Concerning Mr. McCracken’s Disclosure
As to the matter of non-human assistance in manuscript production, our official corporate policy remains one of strict strategic incuriosity. In less formal terms: don’t ask, don’t tell.
This is not to say the topic failed to arise. On the contrary, Mr. McCracken did, at one point, attempt to discuss his use of artificial intelligence with members of our staff. In accordance with long-standing internal procedure, however, said staff immediately placed their fingers in their ears and hummed The Battle Hymn of the Republic until he became visibly exasperated and departed the premises in a state of theatrical indignation.
Should you, despite every reasonable discouragement, remain deeply concerned about the provenance of this manuscript, we respectfully suggest that you direct your inquiries to Mr. McCracken himself. He is, we are told, contactable, defensive, and surprisingly eager to explain matters at unnecessary length.
— The Publishers


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc38991_33289249]Federal Literary Compliance Notice (US Only)
This printed narrative device has been evaluated under the applicable provisions of Part 15(b)(6) of the Federal Communications Commission’s Imaginary Interference Guidelines, and has been found to comply with the limitations imposed upon low-grade recreational reading materials intended for residential, commercial, institutional, and emotionally vulnerable environments.
Operation of this book is subject to the following two conditions:
1. This book may not cause harmful interference with other approved forms of mass distraction, including but not limited to streaming platforms, short-form video feeds, sports broadcasts, celebrity scandal coverage, sponsored content, algorithmically generated outrage, or paid advertisements for products nobody truly needs. 
2. This book must accept any interference received, including interference that may cause undesired operation, diminished narrative retention, or temporary loss of plot continuity. Such interference may include, but is not limited to: breaking news alerts, incoming text messages, doomscrolling impulses, scam investment opportunities, miracle weight-loss products, low-battery anxiety, attention fragmentation, and episodes of what medical and educational professionals have increasingly described as Scattered Brain Syndrome and/or Cognitive Overload Event Cascade. 
The publisher makes no guarantee that uninterrupted reading will occur in any particular household, workplace, airport terminal, waiting room, or modern human mind.
This publication has been tested and found to generate only minimal levels of reader-side disruption, including occasional involuntary snorting, eyebrow elevation, inappropriate public laughter, temporary confusion regarding British titles, and isolated instances of weather-related overconfidence. However, no assurance can be given that interference will not occur in a particular reader installation.
If this book does appear to cause harmful interference with nearby devices, family obligations, productivity metrics, or your remaining faith in civilization, the user is encouraged to attempt one or more of the following corrective measures:
· Reorient the book away from active television screens or open social media applications. 
· Increase the physical distance between the reader and all known distractions. 
· Relocate to a quieter room, shaded veranda, or upholstered chair of moderate dignity. 
· Consult a better-educated person for assistance. 
· Stop pretending you were going to “just read one chapter.” 
Any modifications to this book not expressly approved by the publisher (including margin annotations, dog-earing, bath damage, unauthorized adaptation into prestige television, or reading aloud in a counterfeit British accent) may void the user’s authority to operate it.
Readers who believe this publication is in violation of federal literary tolerance standards may submit a formal complaint to the appropriate government body, corporate ombudsman, or neglected online reporting portal. Complaints will be reviewed in the order in which they are ignored.
Failure to comply with these provisions may result in official warnings, mandatory discontinuation of reading, confiscation by humorless relatives, or fines levied by authorities who almost certainly have not read the book themselves.
Thank you for your compliance.
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The names of places and people have been changed. The dates omitted or confabulated.

Do not attempt to perform any of the stunts you will read in this volume; they have been performed by trained stunt doubles. 

No animals, demons or alien enties were harmed in the writing of this document. Notwithstanding, events portrayed contradicting this statement, are hereby disclaimed as either completely fabricated or out of the author’s control. 

Do not read this volume while operating heavy machinery or imbibing Blue Rear Nova (TM).


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc38995_33289249]Editor’s Note
It was with no small measure of patience, fortitude, and professional grace that I undertook the editing of this volume on behalf of Mr. Hammer McCracken. What first arrived upon my desk was, in its original state, a thing of admirable enthusiasm if not of immediate literary merit: a rough assemblage of notions, incidents, and phrases, all buried beneath prose of such rustic plainness that one feared the poor manuscript might expire of its own simplicity before reaching a second page.
And yet, as so often happens when raw material is entrusted to properly cultivated hands, what emerged from this labor was something rather finer indeed.
With diligence, taste, and an almost saintly editorial restraint, I have drawn from Mr. McCracken’s earnest draft the shape and polish of the work you now hold before you. Ungainly sentences were persuaded into elegance; blunt descriptions were elevated into imagery; and where once there stood only serviceable narration, there now stands prose of considerably more distinction, rhythm, and intellectual grace.
If, while reading, you should happen upon a particularly arresting metaphor, a line of uncommon wit, or a passage whose style seems to rise suspiciously above its surroundings, I leave it to your discretion to determine where true authorship may most properly reside.
Still, one must not be uncharitable. Mr. McCracken deserves a certain commendation for the admirable humility of having provided the raw clay and, more importantly, for having had the wisdom not to interfere unduly while it was being shaped by a steadier hand. Such restraint in an author is rare, and ought to be celebrated where it appears.
May this volume stand as a testament not only to imagination, but to the civilizing force of rigorous editorial intervention.
— Chet Gupta
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After spending thirty years honing my craft of bullshiting people into believing everything I wrote was the word of God, I threw that all away recently and gave my literary soul over to a remote editor who, instead of tweaking my six months of hard labor, decided to rewrite the entire damn thing. 
I am beginning to suspect this editor, a so called Mr. Gupta, is nothing more than a front for a syndicate of under paid hack writers in a third world country who were forced to read every article ever published by the New York Times in exchange for subsistence living. At this point, since I can’t prove this and I already spent my advance on annoying SAAS subscriptions, I will simply step aside and let the words speak for themselves.

-Hammer








Sir Rontho Solves the Weather
Or The Director Who Disco Danced with a Demon 

By
Hammer McCracken

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17502_1726456658]Chapter Sir Rontho

No one knew how or why he’d been knighted. There was no ceremony anyone could remember, no photograph of the Queen tapping his shoulder, no citation, no paperwork; just a slow, creeping consensus that one day he was Rontho, and the next he was Sir Rontho, and correcting him felt like something that might accidentally start a war. *
Sir Roland Ulysses Rontho had been born during the Second National Flatulence Epidemic of 1909 (a public health disaster so embarrassing it was quietly edited out of most textbooks). Every surviving baby photo showed him swaddled between his parents, all three wearing government-issue gas masks like a family of nervous beetles. It set the tone for his life: crisis, confusion, and questionable ventilation.
He attended the United Kingdom’s College of Perpendicular Logic, a budget imitation of the famous American institution, where he studied for three years without ever quite identifying what subject he was enrolled in. He dropped out after failing “Introductory Straight Lines” twice.
Undeterred, he forged a degree with such confidence and such atrocious penmanship that the British War College simply assumed it must be legitimate. Years later, in an act of either satire or clerical exhaustion, Perpendicular Logic granted him an honorary doctorate in Falsified Records Management.
It was, ironically, the most honest credential he ever received.
Rontho possessed the rare talent of being both misogynistic and unconsciously racist while genuinely believing himself to be progressive. He opened doors for women while explaining why they shouldn’t vote. He complimented foreign officers on how well they spoke English while stationed in their own countries. He called it “good breeding.” Everyone else called it “please make him stop talking.”
He invested his family fortune exclusively in catastrophic ideas: edible coal, reversible grenades, left-handed teacups, and a brief but expensive attempt to corner the market on “tactical suspenders.”
Every single venture collapsed, yet somehow, he always made a handsome profit. His father, the late Lord Rontho, had taught him that trick.
His hair went completely gray at thirty-two, overnight, after a poorly ventilated staff meeting and a misunderstanding involving a carrier pigeon overladen with sodium hypochlorite. The sudden transformation gave him the permanent look of a war-weary statesman. People began saluting him by accident. Junior officers assumed he’d survived three wars. He never corrected them.
During World War II, Churchill, running mostly on brandy and vibes, mistook Rontho’s silver hair and unearned confidence for competence and handed him temporary control of both MI7 and MI8.
Temporary became permanent when no one could find the special ink required for the paperwork to reverse it.
He governed both agencies with a combination of bluffing, golf metaphors, and shouting “CLASSIFIED” whenever anyone asked a question. Astonishingly, it worked. Operations succeeded largely because subordinates quietly ignored him.
Near the end of the war, Britain developed a desperate contingency: cryogenic survival pods in case of Nazi invasion. The plan was to freeze top brass and thaw them later to rebuild the Empire.
Rontho, naturally, insisted he was indispensable.
During a demonstration, he gave an inspiring speech, tripped over a cable, fell backward into an open pod and activated it with his elbow.
They meant to thaw him in an hour but someone intentionally mislabeled the room “Suffocation Hazard” as a warning.
He was effectively shelved and forgotten for thirty years.
Meanwhile, his relatives (offspring of his elder brother) filed reports claiming he was on “deep cover assignments of extreme secrecy,” which conveniently justified continuing his pension. Then they began filing for expenses. Then bonuses. Then hazard pay.
By the late ’60s they’d siphoned off so much government money in his name that the family accidentally regained their wealth after the Lord Rontho divestiture. They bought back villas, imported cars and once invested in racehorse named Operational Losses.
When Sir Rontho staggered out of the cryo chamber in 1975, with a wrinkled suit and frost in his eyebrows, demanding tea, his relatives nearly fainted. He surveyed the family estate, the cars, the accounts, and nodded sagely.
“Ah,” he said. “My investments matured.”
He took control of the money immediately. The relatives began quietly researching poisons.
MI5 and MI6 were less amused.
Rontho knew things: old things, war things, names, codes, operations that technically never happened etc... The trouble was, no one knew which secrets he actually remembered and which ones he’d hallucinated. Killing him risked triggering diplomatic disasters he might have invented but accidentally made real.
So they did the only sensible thing and let him believe he was still in charge of MI7 and MI8.
Those departments technically didn’t exist anymore, but they gave him an office, a brass plaque, and a rotary phone connected to nowhere. He spent most days issuing memos to imaginary staff and requisitioning pigeons.
The joke backfired.
By the 1990s, through a series of misunderstandings and administrative accidents, Rontho had inadvertently foiled multiple real operations: smuggling rings, arms deals, even a coup, simply by blundering into the wrong places at the right times. Field agents started treating him like a legend.
“The Gray Ghost,” they called him.
“He’s playing five-dimensional chess,” they whispered.
Rontho thought chess was anti-unionist.
By the first part of the 21st century, however, time finally caught him. The world went digital. Nobody used paper memos. His office smelled like mothballs and imperial nostalgia. Young agents treated him like a museum exhibit that occasionally wandered off (never to be seen again, anywhere).
Sir Rontho still wore tweed, still carried a cane with a hidden umbrella, still barked orders to departments that hadn’t existed for eighty years.
He was a relic, a liability, a knight of unknown origin commanding an empire of ghosts. And somehow, against all reason, still occasionally right. 
* See Appendix 1A on formal nomenclature

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17504_1726456658]Chapter Mermaid Island
Sir Rontho maintained, with the full confidence of a man who had never once consulted a map in his life, that his private retreat on Mermaid Island was “modestly secluded.”
This was, by any reasonable geographic standard, a lie of spectacular proportions.
Officially, Mermaid Island lay somewhere off the Isles of Scilly, west of Cornwall, lashed constantly by Atlantic winds and wrapped in a gray maritime haze that made distances uncertain and memories unreliable. (Unofficially it could have been anywhere within a three hour helicopter ride of central London). 
It did not appear on any contemporary chart, nor in any Admiralty register, nor in the polite conversations of sailors who preferred their voyages to end without paperwork. During the war it had been listed under a forgettable alphanumeric designation and then quietly erased from existence, as though the Crown had simply misplaced an entire landmass and chosen not to admit it.
Officially, the island did not exist, while in practice, it rose from the ocean like a reprimand.
There was no harbor, no beach, no gentle slope by which a sane person might land. Instead, the entire perimeter consisted of sheer black cliffs that plunged straight into the sea, their faces slick with salt and moss, their bases pulverized day and night by waves that crashed with the steady, concussive rhythm of distant artillery. Ships could not approach without risking their hulls, and even the bravest fishermen gave the place a wide berth, muttering about currents that behaved like they were possessed.
The only reliable access was from the air, which, to Sir Rontho’s mind, was exactly how proper retreats ought to be handled.
At the summit of the island, where the land unexpectedly flattened and softened, a reinforced helicopter pad had been installed like a military afterthought. From there, the terrain unfolded into rolling green hills, wide meadows threaded with low stone walls, and a dense, wind-bent forest that always seemed a shade darker than the hour warranted, as if it were permanently caught in late afternoon. The air smelled of peat and salt and something faintly organic and ancient, the sort of scent that suggested the ground had been keeping secrets longer than civilization had been using toilets.
Near the centre of this lonely pastoral sprawl stood Rontho’s hunting lodge, a heavy stone structure with narrow windows, a sagging slate roof, and antlers nailed above the door in a display of colonial enthusiasm. A faded Union Jack snapped from a crooked flagpole out front, as though still expecting passing ships to salute. The building looked less like a vacation home and more like an outpost from an empire that had stubbornly refused to accept its own expiration date.
Rontho adored it.
Besides taking lunch on a daily basis, he flew out twice a year with a small staff, several trunks of tweed, and enough brandy to anesthetize a parliament, claiming that the island allowed him to “reconnect with the fundamentals of leadership, nature, and sport.”
His definition of sport, however, was deeply troubling to anyone not actively holding the paintball gun.
After breakfast, he would assemble the servants on the lawn, consult a pocket watch with theatrical seriousness, and grant them a ten-minute head start to “disperse strategically across the terrain.” He would then don protective goggles, load a brightly coloured paintball rifle, and march into the hills like a colonial general reenacting something that had probably been illegal even in the nineteenth century.
He described the activity as morale building. The servants described it as cardio like terror with consequences.
What Sir Rontho did not know, and what successive governments had quietly agreed he should never know, was that Mermaid Island possessed rather more history than its pastoral surface suggested.
Beneath the hills, hidden behind a camouflaged blast door embedded in the rock and disguised with decades of lichen and neglect, lay a fully intact submarine facility constructed by the Allies during the Second World War. The base had served as a covert refueling and repair station where British submarines could surface, resupply, and vanish again without appearing on any official logs. It had been, for a brief period, one of the most strategically important points in the Atlantic.
Then the war ended, budgets tightened, and the base was sealed with bureaucratic indifference.
Lights were switched off. Doors were locked. Paperwork was stamped DECOMMISSIONED and filed into cabinets that no longer existed.
Unfortunately, the base itself remained.
Over the following decades, it was rediscovered repeatedly by the sort of people who specialized in rediscovering abandoned military infrastructure. Soviet operatives stumbled across it in the 1960s and attempted to use it as a listening post. Arms smugglers claimed it in the 1980s. Various extremist organizations, paramilitary hobbyists, and one particularly misguided multinational conglomerate tried their luck in later years.
None of them stayed long.
Equipment failed without explanation. Generators combusted. Radios transmitted only static and whale-like groans. Personnel disappeared in maintenance corridors that seemed to lengthen or bend in defiance of the blueprints. Submarines broke loose from their moorings and drifted out to sea as if nudged by unseen hands.
Survivors consistently reported the same impression: that the island itself objected to their presence.
Eventually, each group abandoned the site, blaming structural decay or sabotage, never quite articulating the deeper unease that followed them home.
Throughout all of this, Sir Rontho continued stalking groundskeepers with paintballs directly overhead, entirely unaware that several international incidents were quietly collapsing beneath his boots.
Yet even the submarine base was a comparatively recent development in the island’s history.
Centuries earlier, long before empires and intelligence agencies, the island had been home to a small druidic cult whose rituals had left their mark in spirals carved into stone and in tunnels widened far beyond what natural erosion could explain. These worshipers had devoted themselves to a cosmic entity they described in contradictory terms as both the Gate and the Key, a presence that was everywhere and nowhere simultaneously.
Later scholars, had they been foolish enough to investigate, would have attached a more troubling name to it: Yog-Sothoth.
The druids had attempted to summon their god repeatedly, carving chambers deep into the bedrock and constructing geometries that made the eyes ache. The attempts appear to have failed, though the archaeological evidence suggests the failures were not gentle. Eventually the cult vanished, whether through disillusionment or simple lack of surviving members.
Their tunnels, however, remained. They threaded the island’s interior like veins, descending far deeper than anyone had reason to dig.
No comprehensive map had ever been produced and no one had persisted long enough to finish one.
Above this layered history of cults, wars, secret bases, and sleeping extraterrestrials, Sir Rontho stood on his lodge veranda, adjusting his goggles and sipping aggressively over-steeped tea, convinced he owned the most peaceful spot in the British Isles.
Every now and then the ground beneath him emitted a low, ambiguous rumble.
He always assumed it was the plumbing.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc38966_33289249]Chapter Rontho’s Wives
Sir Rontho had been married seven times, which, depending on how one interpreted the paperwork, either demonstrated a profound faith in romance or a complete inability to treat women with respect.
The truth, as with most things involving Rontho, was less flattering and considerably more bureaucratic.
His first two marriages occurred before he fell under Churchill’s expansive and deeply misguided patronage, back when he was still merely Roland Rontho, an ambitious young man with prematurely gray temples and the unearned confidence of someone who had never once suffered consequences. These early unions were brief, chaotic affairs conducted in registry offices that smelled faintly of ink and chloroform. Both wives left within the year, citing “irreconcilable eccentricities,” which in practice meant that Rontho insisted on issuing household memoranda, referred to arguments as “strategic disputes,” and kept maps of Belgium tacked up in the dining room for reasons he refused to clarify.
After the war, however, his marital history took on a distinctly stranger quality.
This was due, in large part, to his extended family.
The Rontho relatives, those same industrious parasites who had spent decades siphoning off his pension, had developed the unfortunate habit of “helping” him find companionship. Their criteria for suitable spouses were less romantic and more opportunistic, usually involving forged documents, questionable guardianships, and an alarming number of medical waivers.
At least three of his brides were, by any modern clinical standard, certifiably insane.
Two had been quietly removed from underfunded asylums by cousins who believed that “a nice country marriage” might stabilize them and, more importantly, secure continued access to Rontho’s finances. One spoke exclusively to mirrors and insisted the moon was following her. Another believed Rontho was made of bees. The third attempted to replace all the furniture with carefully arranged bricks “for structural honesty.”
Rontho, who had spent most of his career in government offices, noticed nothing unusual.
He simply assumed this was what matrimony felt like.
Each of these marriages ended the same way: a quiet disappearance, a hastily signed annulment, and a cousin insisting she had “gone to the continent for her nerves.”
He sent polite Christmas cards for years afterward.
Two of the wives were Soviet spies. These, oddly enough, were among the most functional relationships he ever had.
Both women entered his life under carefully constructed identities, armed with training, dead drops, and orders to extract high-level intelligence from the supposedly legendary former head of MI7 and MI8. They expected coded briefings, guarded silences, and perhaps the occasional drunken confession.
Instead, they received Sir Rontho who talked constantly and volunteered information no one had asked for. His intelligence reports were a baffling mixture of obsolete facts, personal theories, and outright nonsense.
Over tea he would cheerfully explain that Britain had secretly replaced Gibraltar with a decoy, that carrier pigeons were being phased out in favor of “acoustic bats,” and that MI8 had successfully weaponized fog sometime in 1944.
The Soviets faithfully transmitted everything back to Moscow.
It took their handlers nearly two years to realize none of it corresponded to reality.
Entire analyses were built around operations that had never existed. Resources were wasted countering imaginary technologies. At least one Soviet submarine patrol was redirected to monitor what turned out to be a lighthouse.
Both agents were eventually recalled in disgrace, their reports stamped with the bureaucratic equivalent of What on earth is this man talking about?
Rontho remembered them fondly as “very attentive listeners.”
Only one marriage could be described, with minimal irony, as genuine.
In the 1980s, after being thawed from cryogenic storage and wandering into the modern world with the confused dignity of a time-displaced walrus, Rontho attended a school reunion out of sheer habit. There, amid the stale punch and folding chairs, he reconnected with his old secondary school sweetie, a woman who remembered him not as the baffling relic he had become but as the awkward boy who once lent her a pencil and tried to salute the headmaster.
For reasons known only to fate and perhaps mild nostalgia, they married within the month.
For one brief, improbable week, Sir Rontho was almost happy. They took walks. They laughed. He attempted, with limited success, to explain what a microwave was.
Then she died quietly suddenly over a grapefruit breakfast.
Unbeknownst to Rontho, or anyone at the time, a minor and deeply incompetent Middle Eastern government had attempted to assassinate him using a slow-acting poison slipped into his imported marmalade. Through a combination of chance and poor table manners, he never touched the jar.
She did. The incident triggered three separate diplomatic crises and one extremely awkward apology delivered through back channels.
Rontho, however, simply stood at the funeral in a black suit and nodded gravely.
“Poor dear,” he murmured. “Old age catches up with us all.”
She had been sixty-two and no one corrected him.
The final two marriages were not marriages at all, at least not emotionally. They were assignments.
MI5, increasingly concerned about Rontho’s unpredictable knowledge of defunct operations and his habit of accidentally wandering into classified facilities, decided the most humane solution was close observation. Each woman was an experienced field agent tasked with monitoring him, reporting on his activities, and gently steering him away from national security incidents.
Both entered the role prepared for manipulation. Both underestimated how exhausting Sir Rontho could be.
Within weeks, each agent found herself subjected to long, rambling monologues about obsolete cipher systems, imaginary war stories, and unsolicited lectures on tea etiquette. Worse, Rontho possessed an uncanny talent for asking the exact wrong question at precisely the right time.
“So,” he would say casually over dinner, “how goes that little listening post near Reykjavík?”
Or, “Still running that chap in Bucharest?”
Or, “Whatever happened to Operation Glass Badger?”
They would blink because those were real. And classified. And he absolutely should not have known them.
In attempting to redirect him, they inevitably revealed more than they intended. Small corrections. Nervous clarifications. The sort of conversational slips that intelligence agencies specifically trained against.
Within months, MI5 realized the situation had inverted.
Instead of extracting information from Rontho, the agents were accidentally feeding it to him. Both were quietly reassigned to Antarctica, officially for “climate monitoring.” Unofficially, as far away from Sir Rontho as humanly possible.
By the time he reached his later years, Sir Rontho regarded his seven marriages with the calm detachment of a man reviewing old campaign medals.
He remembered names imperfectly, anniversaries not at all, and believed, firmly and incorrectly, that he had been an excellent husband.
In a way, perhaps he had. After all, none of them had ever managed to fully understand what they had married.
Which, historically speaking, had probably saved their lives.



[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17510_1726456658]Chapter Dr. Shandrydan

Even Sir Rontho, knight, spymaster, habitual fabulist, accidental smuggler, and would-be lunar conqueror, was occasionally forced to concede that there existed, somewhere upon this exhausted Earth, a man capable of outstripping him in the noble and dishonorable art of absolute nonsense.
That man was Dr. Fred Shandrydan.
Shandrydan, MI7’s resident scientific menace, weapons tinkerer, gadget architect, licensed electrician, and unlicensed practitioner of nearly every other discipline known to man, did not merely exaggerate. He inhabited exaggeration. Where Rontho’s lies were polished, strategic, and deployed with the smooth confidence of a diplomat bluffing his way through a border crisis, Fred’s pronouncements erupted from him like industrial accidents, vast, unstoppable, and somehow already sparking before they reached the air.
Rontho bullshat in the manner of a statesman: elegantly, deliberately, and always with an eye toward prestige, influence, or escaping legal responsibility.
Fred, by contrast, spoke as though he had personally been appointed by the hidden machinery of the universe to redesign civilization from the inside out using surplus radio parts, illegal voltage, and principles no accredited institution had yet been foolish enough to recognize.
If Rontho claimed he had once negotiated peace between three hostile Balkan principalities and a demonically possessed toddler, one could at least detect the shape of performance in it.
If Fred claimed he was six weeks away from replacing Parliament with a weather-responsive copper thinking engine powered by static electricity and the moral weakness of pigeons, he would say it with such grave, technical sincerity that one almost felt embarrassed for doubting him.
Rontho lied to impress people. Fred did not lie at all, at least not in his own mind. Fred believed. And that, Sir Rontho had long ago realized, was what made him so dangerous.
Dr. Shandrydan had not been born Fred Shandrydan. He had been born in 1923 as Nguno Liebenberg, the son of Jewish refugees who had fled European persecution during the First World War only to wash up, through a series of increasingly poor decisions, as indentured laborers in German-controlled Namibia.
His earliest memories were of dust, fences, and the careful etiquette of not being noticed.
When his parents were killed in what the official report called “an agricultural miscommunication involving heavy machinery,” the German family who owned the farm adopted him with the same casual practicality with which one might adopt a mule. They clothed him, fed him, and set about methodically reshaping his identity.
They gave him German lessons, German prayers and German history. But more importantly they instill in him lifelong and unwavering loyalty. Loyality to Germany.
Every day they sanded away whatever he had been and painted something else on top. The process was so thorough that by adolescence Nguno spoke of Germany with misty-eyed devotion, despite having never seen it.
Short, slight, and pale enough to pass at a glance, he could move through certain spaces unquestioned, though his accent remained an indestructible disaster. He was also, inconveniently, gay and Jewish, facts that would have doomed any rational person in 1930s Germany.
Nguno, however, had been trained not to be rational but rather a German. He had been trained to belong to unwavering group image of perfection.
When the war broke out, he lied about his age and enlisted with an enthusiasm that bordered on religious. If Germany was great, then he would be greater.
If Germany demanded loyalty, then he would be loyal enough for ten men. Identity, to him, was simply self brainwashing a bit of paperwork.
Fortunately for all those around him, he proved catastrophically unsuited to soldiering.
At boot camp he could not march in a straight line, could not hold a rifle without dropping it, and once saluted a mailbox for nearly ten minutes. His instructors described him as “deeply committed but physically theoretical.”
He was on the verge of being reassigned to forced labor when fate intervened in the form of a visiting research physician: the real Dr. Fred Shandrydan.  A neurologist with flexible ethics and a fondness for paperwork, the doctor observed Nguno for several minutes, asked him a handful of oddly specific questions, and concluded that the boy possessed “fascinating neurological irregularities” that might be useful.
He presented Nguno with a consent form, several pages long, and watched how eagerly Nguno was drawn to it as if by lust.
Nguno signed it immediately, thrilled that someone had finally called him useful.
The procedures that followed were, according to later testimony, “experimental.”
Afterward, Nguno could remember things he had never learned, assemble machines he had never seen before, and speak for hours in dense technical jargon that left trained engineers quietly weeping.
There was also, allegedly, a small incident involving a laboratory fire, three missing assistants, and the sudden disappearance of the original Dr. Shandrydan.
When the smoke cleared, only one Dr. Shandrydan remained, the who previously was known as Nguno. Now wearing the name like a well-tailored coat, the new Dr. Shandrydan relished in his new found job gaining consent from otherwise unwilling experimental subjects.
No one asked too many questions: war has a way of misplacing people.
Under his new identity, Shandrydan flourished. He designed devices and conducted experiments. He managed research programs of such breathtaking moral ambiguity that even other Nazis occasionally requested clarification.
After the war, when confronted about the thousands of human subjects he had experimented upon, he remained perfectly calm.
“Consent,” he explained producing boxes of forms, each bearing signatures, witnesses, and official seals.
Every subject, he insisted, had agreed and were never under duress.
And technically, none had suffered anything worse than what he cheerfully termed “minor brain-outside-the-skull syndrome,” which he assured everyone was temporary and entirely survivable, especially with the availability of “loaner bodies.”
His sincerity was so complete that it became difficult to argue with him, if only because one didn’t know where to begin.
His historical interpretations were equally baffling. When asked how he could have worked for Hitler while being everything Hitler despised, Shandrydan simply frowned.
“Oh no,” he would say. “Hitler was very kind. Very misunderstood. Secretly gay, you know. Loved everyone, especially the ‘jews and blacks’. If you were oppressed or downtrodden, Hitler was your man. But he found himself surrounded by cunning con men; secretly vile sycophants, every single one of them. Those absolute monsters pulled all the strings from the shadows and lied to him about all the good work he was doing.”
When asked about Hitler defiantly fighting to the bitter end he calmly replied, “I’m quite certain he’s still alive somewhere, taking youth serum in a bunker. Very restful, bunkers.”
He believed this with the same certainty most people reserved for gravity.
After the war, the British captured him and, unsure what else to do with a genius war criminal who had impeccable paperwork, placed him in a small, extremely expensive secret prison designed specifically to hold exactly one deeply confusing man.
There he languished for decades, tinkering with the plumbing and politely requesting lab equipment.
By 1977, the upkeep costs had become embarrassing.
Then Sir Rontho accidentally opened the wrong cupboard door under Westminster Abbey. He had been exploring what he thought was a disused munitions dump when he discovered a thin, spectacled man in a jumpsuit attempting to repair a light fixture with a spoon.
“Ah,” Rontho said. “You must be maintenance.”
“Yes,” Shandrydan replied immediately.
And that was that.
The government, thrilled to eliminate the prison budget, allowed Rontho to keep him on one condition: never let him near anything atomic.
Rontho interpreted this as a promotion.
Under Rontho’s tutelage, Shandrydan attended technical school, earned certifications in plumbing and electrical work, and was promptly appointed head of all technical operations at MI7, which made him, by default, responsible for everything from surveillance equipment to the district septic system.
He approached both with equal enthusiasm.
Within a year he had built gadgets that defied common sense: umbrellas that intercepted radio signals, teacups that recorded underwater conversations, boots with optional grappling hooks, and a kettle that could allegedly open small dimensional rifts if over-boiled.
Half of what he came up with was undeniably genius and other half too dangerous to dispose of into the sun. All of it worked if you were deranged and could see into other dimensions.
Together, the two men formed an oddly balanced system. Rontho provided bluster, authority, and wildly incorrect strategy. Shandrydan provided impossible technology, questionable ethics, and explanations that somehow made everything worse.
Rontho lied like an aristocrat. Shandrydan lied like a scientist with charts. Each believed the other to be the sensible one.
To outside observers they looked like a disaster waiting to happen: a delusional knight and a reformed Nazi brain surgeon running a defunct intelligence agency out of a haunted island.
And yet, somehow, they functioned. While Rontho gave Shandrydan purpose, Shandrydan gave Rontho results.
They argued constantly, trusted each other completely, and navigated the modern world with the shared confidence of men who had survived too many impossible decades to start doubting themselves now.
In private, they addressed one another with stiff formality. In practice, they behaved like an elderly married couple armed with classified clearance and experimental explosives.




[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17512_1726456658]Chapter That Place
Despite the persistent rumors among junior officers, conspiracy theorists, and one extremely confused estate agent in Cornwall, MI7 headquarters was not located on Mermaid Island.
The island, with its cliffs, forests, abandoned submarine docks, dormant aliens, and recreational servant-hunting grounds, was strictly personal property.
Officially speaking, MI7 operated out of something far less impressive.
Its registered address, filed under three shell corporations, two charities, and what appeared to be a Lithuanian bakery, was a three floor flat above a shuttered locksmith’s shop in a narrow, damp-smelling alleyway in downtown London, the sort of place where takeaway menus went to die and no taxi would willingly enter, mostly due to the alley’s narrow width.
The door was painted a tired municipal gray. The buzzer didn’t work and even if it did the door nob had long ago fallen away and picked up by a raccoon.
The windows were permanently streaked with something that might have been rain or blood, hard to say.
To anyone passing by, it looked like a bedsit occupied by a man who had given up on life somewhere around 1983.
In the halls of MI6, it was referred to with open contempt as simply: “That place.”
As in:
	“Have you checked with That Place?”
	“God help us, this smells like a That Place problem.”
	“Don’t make me call That Place.”
The phrase was always delivered as though one were discussing mold.
Originally, the flat had not been intended for espionage at all. It had begun, according to poorly redacted wartime ledgers, as a discreet rendezvous location Winston Churchill maintained for meetings of a strictly personal and enthusiastically non-governmental nature. It was cheap, forgettable and (most importantly) nowhere near Parliament.
However, Churchill possessed two enduring traits: paranoia and a love of hidden rooms.
Within months, he had quietly commissioned a few modifications: a reinforced door here, a concealed staircase there, a small panic room. Then a tunnel. Then, somehow, an entire sub-basement.
One contractor led to another, one secret to another, and before long the place had begun to grow with the quiet, organic determination of mold behind wallpaper. Walls were shifted and floors lowered. New corridors appeared where no architect had drawn them and no engineer had signed off on a safety survey for.
And because every addition was classified separately under different departments, no one ever saw the whole plan.
By the time the war ended, the flat was less a building and more of an underground hazard. Over the decades, despite it being officially abandoned it somehow expanded further.
Corridors radiated outward like the roots of a particularly ambitious tree, tunneling beneath neighboring streets and surfacing in absurdly convenient locations: the back room of a pub, a tailor’s fitting closet, the freezer of an Indian restaurant, a disused Tube maintenance hatch, a phone booth that no longer connected to anything else.
Agents, operatives, detainees, defectors, and on three documented occasions, mildly confused extra-dimensional beings could enter or exit without ever catching a whiff of the front door.
Inside, the space bore no rational relationship to its exterior dimensions.
The “flat” contained interrogation rooms with soundproofing so thorough that even approaching the room turned conversations into muffled whispers.
There were holding cells, weapons lockers, and several experimental laboratories that smelled permanently of ozone and burnt wiring.
Someone had installed a bowling alley during the 1960s for morale purposes, though no one could remember who. It was stocked with plenty of balls yet no pins. During drunken holiday parties staffers would setup empty wine bottles for impromptu games.
There was a small cinema that only showed surreal black-and-white German expressionistic films and Australian Army propaganda training reels. Upon request and a hefty bribe the custodian would show a porno on occasion but only if it had sub titles.
A rooftop garden somehow existed despite the roof technically belonging to another building.
And buried deep below, there was an Olympic-sized swimming pool whose purpose no one could explain but which was maintained with meticulous devotion and an oddly glowing anti bacterial cleaning solution. 
These were merely the rooms people admitted to knowing about. Entire wings went missing for years. Doors opened into storage closets one day and full cafeterias the next.
More than one visitor developed the uneasy conviction that the building rearranged itself when unobserved. It was later pointed out that due to secrecy concerns staffers were routinely gassed and had their minds wiped.
Even Rontho, who technically ran the place, had once become lost for six hours and emerged from a linen cupboard two streets away.
The overall impression was unmistakable: the headquarters was considerably larger on the inside than the outside had any legal right to permit.
Yet the most important chamber in the entire labyrinth was not the armory, nor the cells nor the laboratories. It was the broadcast studio: a state-of-the-art, meticulously maintained, propaganda centre.
Powered by a small nuclear reactor buried nearly a thousand feet below the foundations, humming away like a particularly patriotic beehive, the studio could continuously broadcast on multiple worldwide frequencies for months on end without need for outside electricity or plumbing.  The nuclear reactor severed as a secondary sanitation plant for cleaning sewage and returning water perfectly safe for drinking and free from all known forms of toxins and infections.
The studio complex contained multiple interchangeable sets mounted on hidden tracks and rotating platforms. In a matter of minutes, the room could transform from a BBC newsroom to an emergency government briefing chamber. It could go from a provincial weather desk to the Soviet Politburo Propaganda Service, complete with flags, portraits and the correct degree of institutional gloom.
With enough wigs, makeup, and a rotating pool of underpaid character actors, they could fabricate any broadcast on Earth. From fake election coverage to war mission accomplished announcements, even pseudo-scientific panels or paid religious programming, they made it all look easy.
Once, during a slow week, they had accidentally aired three hours of fake agricultural news to Luxembourg. No one noticed.
Whenever something catastrophic occurred that MI5 could not suppress and MI6 could not plausibly deny, a quiet call went out, not to a general or a cabinet minister, but to Rontho.
“Your problem now,” they would say.
His task was not truth but rather tone. He was to spin events, blur edges, invent bureaucratic incompetence, and above all prevent panic.
If the public feared monsters, they rioted. If the public feared paperwork, they sighed and went back to work. Paperwork was safer (yet someone not cheaper) than the alternative.
Thus, one December in the pandemic lustrum, when Earth was briefly invaded by a race of parasitic entities that may have originated from another planet, another dimension, or possibly a very aggressive storage unit, Rontho was summoned to the studio.
Cities experienced blackouts and concerned citizens reported shapes moving inside other people. Hospitals filled with patients whose shadows behaved independently. It was, by any reasonable measure, an apocalypse.
MI5 recommended “mass hysteria.” while MI6 recommended “foreign terrorists.” 
Rontho waved them off. “Too exciting,” he said. “People love exciting. We need something dull. Something administrative. Something that sounds like a committee.”
Within the hour, the sets were rearranged. Bamboozled actors were powdered and misleading charts were printed.
A clean shaven and sober character actor appeared on screen in a sober suit and delivered what would become a masterpiece of propaganda story telling.
According to the Rontho narrative, the crisis was not alien at all but rather the unfortunate result of a government-industrial partnership that had accidentally released a mildly radioactive vermin control compound during routine testing. The substance, he explained gravely, had been intended for experimental use on unsuspecting American tourists but had, regrettably, drifted into several respectable British neighborhoods.
There were committees producing reports and reports creating subcommittees to review the reports overseen by a task force of retired political appointees. 
It was so aggressively boring that the supernatural horror barely registered. Of course, none of it existed. No compound. No program. No American tourists. Just a character actor, a studio camera, and an avalanche of confident nonsense; all directed superbly by Rontho.
Yet the performance was so magnificently cheesy, so laden with bad graphics and contradictory statements, that it achieved something extraordinary. People stopped believing everything.
Not just the broadcast but everything: government statements, news agencies, expert witnesses... reality itself.
Panic never came, because trust had already died quietly in its sleep.
To this day, MI7 historians argue that it was either the greatest cover-up in intelligence history or the exact moment society collectively gave up.
At MI6, they simply shrugged and muttered: “Typical. That Place.”


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17514_1726456658]Chapter  Sylvia Westchase
Sylvia Westchase entered Sir Rontho’s life the way most catastrophes did: quietly, with excellent references and a sensible pair of shoes. On paper, she was a model civil servant. MI5 personnel file: immaculate.
Marksmanship scores: unnervingly high. Hand-to-hand combat certifications: too many to list without appendices. Domestic service training: silver polishing, wine decanting, starching collars, emergency tea under fire.
She had been selected for the assignment not because Rontho was dangerous, but because he was statistically likely to induce dangerous behavior in others, via reverse osmosis.
Her orders were simple: observe, report and prevent disasters if convenient. And shoot him only if he was actively setting Parliament on fire.
Thus she arrived at MI7 headquarters posing as a personal valet and butler, though Rontho, who had not updated his understanding of gender roles since 1938, insisted on calling her “my manservant” for several months before anyone corrected him.
She handled the role with professional precision. His suits were pressed razor-sharp. His tea was brewed exactly four minutes. His correspondence was intercepted, decoded, and occasionally rewritten to prevent wars. She could field-strip a revolver while reciting silverware etiquette. She once folded laundry during a live firefight without missing a crease.
Before the incident, she was, by all reasonable measures, one of MI5’s best.
The possession happened on a Tuesday when most of the agents were out gorging themselves on Venezuelan Tacos. No one could ever determine exactly when. There was no lightning strike, no chanting, no ominous Latin. 
According to the official report, one moment she was inventorying the pantry. The next, something else had taken up residence behind her eyes. Afterward, she simply continued working. Which, in retrospect, was far more unsettling.
Officially, again, the entity (or entities) that possessed her body never introduced itself. It had no name, no known origin, and no detectable theological or extraterrestrial signature. Fred ran tests for demons, ghosts, parasites, Soviet hypnosis, and gluten intolerance. Everything came back negative.
Yet something was undeniably there. It moved Sylvia half a second too late, like a poor translation of a person. Her smile sometimes lagged behind her face. She blinked in uneven intervals, as though buffering. And occasionally, when she believed no one was listening, she muttered in a low voice: “I am going to kill him, you know.”
At all times she remained calm; always polite when discussing the weather.
The strange part was the rule. Whatever inhabited her seemed bound by a peculiar constraint: it could only attempt to kill Rontho when they were completely alone. No witnesses. No cameras. No reflections, if it could help it.
The moment a third party entered the vicinity, Sylvia would simply resume dusting furniture. As though nothing had happened. As though she hadn’t just tried to push Britain’s most expendable knight down an elevator shaft.
This might have been alarming if anyone had taken her seriously. Unfortunately, she delivered all threats in a mild Birmingham accent and the tone of someone offering biscuits. “I’m not going to murder you now, Sir,” she would say gently, adjusting his cufflinks.
“Right you are,” Rontho would reply, not looking up from the paper. “After luncheon, on set number four.”
To the rest of MI7, her statements sounded like dry humor or dark banter, perhaps workplace sarcasm. In fairness, that described most of the staff.
Her abilities deteriorated after the possession. Not catastrophically, just… orthogonally.
Her once-perfect marksmanship became inconsistent, as though the political situation occasionally disagreed with her. She sometimes expertly dispatched the wrong double agent or shot them with the wrong bullet.
Her martial arts turned hesitant, movements slightly out of sync with intention, like she was phasing through time. She still fought well, but like someone operating themselves by remote control.
And then there were the injuries. Because Sylvia had, through no fault of her own, become MI7’s preferred violence sink.
Whenever the headquarters was attacked (and it was attacked frequently) by cultists, rogue assets, extra-dimensional things with too many joints, or whatever currently hated Rontho, Sylvia was always the one thrown through walls, stabbed, exploded, or partially eaten.
And she always survived, not necessarily cleanly but persistently. Limbs reattached themselves incorrectly. Bones healed overnight. She once finished serving tea with three cracked ribs and a knife still lodged in her shoulder.
Dr. Shandrydan, delighted by the opportunity, began “studying” her. This resulted in a growing collection of subversive underground white papers and several off the books spa treatments.
Unfortunately, Shandrydan’s academic standards were enthusiastic rather than precise. This did little to help her alleged murder attempts.
Sylvia’s adoptive parents, pensioners in Birmingham, remained cheerfully oblivious. When colleagues expressed concerns: “She seems less corporeal lately,” “Her glare shattered a mirror,” “She tried to garrote a coat rack”, they simply waved it off.
“Oh, she’s always been like that, our Sybil,” her mother would say.
“Quiet girl. Bit odd,” her father would add, “Thinks her name is Sybil.”
This despite a mountain of childhood photographs clearly depicting a perfectly normal, non-glitching child. Denial, it seemed, was more than hereditary.
Only one person treated the situation seriously.
Vera Darood, MI7’s Somali veterinarian, who had originally been hired to care for Rontho’s hunting dogs (despite her denials) and somehow become the closest thing the organization had to a medical professional.
Vera didn’t trust Sylvia’s eyes. “Animals don’t like her,” she said once. “Animals are never wrong.”
She conducted test after test (including bloodwork for heartworms, frisbee catching reflexes, even multiple rabies screenings) just to rule out the obvious.
All came back negative, yet Sylvia remained a biologically anomaly.
Despite possession, mnemonics, constant injury and a literal supernatural mandate to commit murder, she continued performing her duties with unnerving dedication.
Raw meat breakfast at seven. Corpse de-briefings at eight. Polishing silver bullets at nine. Disarming the mid-morning assassination attempt. This was followed by the mid-day laundry and some light dusting of the classified files. Perhaps a light homicide mid-afternoon then tea at four. 
It was all simply part of her routine. And somehow, in the strangest twist of all, she developed a quiet, almost familial loyalty to Rontho.
Because while the entity wanted him dead, Sylvia herself, what little of her was left, seemed to regard him with the exhausted fondness one might reserve for an elderly, incompetent dog.
She would adjust his tie, patch his wounds, save his life from ancient underground monsters, then later whisper: “Still going to kill you, Sir. But not right now.”
To which he would reply: “Splendid initiative, Westchase. Carry on.”
And carry on she did.
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Late 1980s. The helicopter came in low over the Atlantic, its rotors chopping the evening air into ribbons of salt and fog.
Below, Mermaid Island rose straight out of the sea like the back of an ancient and displeased sea monster with a single unbroken cliff face slick with spray and seabird guano. There was no beach nor harbor. From every visible angle the island appeared as just rock. From invisible angles or with inhuman eyes, however, it was something else entirely.
Dense fog and mist clung to the island like poop on a hairy butt.
The pilot wore a special spectra-vision helmet that cut through the obscurement. He circled once, spotted the absurd concrete disc painted with a fading Union Jack in spectral-vision paint, and set the aircraft down with all the confidence of a man landing on a the back of a whale.
The door slid open, revealing the head of MI6’s chief poking out. The body attached to the head stepped out clutching a briefcase like a flotation device. The head followed along, unwillingly.
His name was Sir Alistair Pembroke-Finch, though most of Whitehall called him “Finch” because he was small, twitchy, and looked perpetually startled by breadcrumbs.
His suit looked and smelled of charcoal, while his checkerboard tie screamed conservative yet hip. All the while his expression remained terminally exhausted.
Behind him, the helicopter lifted away immediately. He wasn’t sure if that was meant to happened or if the pilot had gone crazy. It had happened before.
“Remember protocol,” he muttered to himself, “Never linger. Never look back. And don’t let him see you smile.”
Atop the island, below the mist cover, the terrain was offensively pastoral with rolling green hills, wall to wall wildflowers and a few furry creatures that may or may not have been sheep.
A treeline of dark, whispering forest, extended as far as the eye could see. And, absurdly, drifting on the wind from somewhere inland, Finch detected the bane of his administration: disco music.  Well, only after Sir Rontho, of course.
Finch stared into the bleak distance. “Good God,” he muttered, as he began the treacherous walk through the dandelion fields.
The hunting lodge came into view like a misplaced colonial delusion of Cotswold architecture shotgun-wedded to brutalist bunker mentality. Bee Gee’s music thundered from somewhere inside the travesty of architecture making the very ground vibrate with its incessant disco beat.
Finch stood at last before the steps. A mirrored disco ball hung from the eaves and as it rotated slowly in the disco breeze, little galaxies of light were thrown dancing over the grass.
Finch closed his eyes briefly and took several deep breaths. “Sir Rontho!” he shouted at the door. There was no immediate answer and he hesitated to ascend the steps. He took a breath, intending to shout louder when...
“Finch!” 
He did not turn at once. He knew that voice. One does not mistake the timbre of a rival who has, on three separate occasions, attempted to ruin one’s reputation, career, and preferred brand of tea.
With excruciating composure, Finch pivoted on his heel. There, framed in the sparkling wash of disco ball light, stood his arch-nemesis, Sir Roland Ulysses Rontho.
Rontho stood in the yard wearing jodhpurs, knee socks, and a silk shirt unbuttoned far too low for government work. Around his neck hung a whistle, binoculars, and what appeared to be three stopwatches. In his hands he clutched a customized chrome-plated paintball gun was looked far too large to be actually practical.
Three terrified-looking servants in tweed stood nearby, out of breath and leaning over in exhaustion, each wearing a bright orange sash like very pessimistic pheasants.  
“CONTACT LEFT FLANK!” Rontho bellowed cheerfully and they sprinted across the hills in different directions, 
Pop-pop-pop sounded as purple paint exploded across a fleeing butler’s back.
“HA!” Rontho called out. “Spine shot! Textbook!”
The butler collapsed theatrically into the grass, groaning.
Finch stood very still and fought every instinct in his bones that screamed at him to check his notes. This was, unfortunately, the correct address no matter what the note would have said.
“RONTHO!” he called over the staccato weapons fire which seemed to groove along with the disco beat.
Rontho turned, delighted. “Finch! Come over here and let me look at those leg.”
Finch slowly approached while Rontho examined his stride like a racehorse trainer. “Splendid calves on you,” he exclaimed, “Did you run at Cambridge?”
“I… what...” Finch straightened himself. “Sir Rontho, I’ve come on official business.”
“Yes yes,” Rontho said, already scanning the hills through binoculars. “Always business. Never pleasure with you, Finch. It’s a terrible way to live.”
“This is… rather serious.”
“Everything is serious,” Rontho replied. “That’s why one must shoot first.”
They stood awkwardly while, in the distance, someone screamed, “I’M ONLY THE COOK, SIR,”
Pop went Rontho’s rifle and a pink mist filled the air. “OUTSTANDING FORM, MARJORIE!” Rontho shouted.
“She’s hit,” Finch said weakly.
“Yes. That’s the game.”
Finch inhaled deeply, summoning every ounce of bureaucratic dignity. “Sir Rontho… I’ve come to concede.”
Rontho nodded vaguely, loading fresh paintballs. “Yes, yes, very healthy.”
“No, concede. To admit defeat.”
“Mmm.”
Finch closed his eyes before continuing. “MI6 has been humiliated. Thoroughly, internationally… sexually.”
“Good for morale.”
“You’ve outmaneuvered us repeatedly. The false broadcasts. The forged cables. The, God help us, the fake lunar invasion panic.”
“Classic,” Rontho said proudly.
“We cannot compete,” Finch continued. “Every operation we mount, MI7 somehow sabotages by accident, or paperwork or….”
“Yes?”
“Livestock.”
Rontho nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, you’re goats are very persuasive,” he said glancing out over his field of organized chaos.
Finch swallowed. “So I am here… to apologize. Officially. You’ve won. Whatever game we were playing, you’ve won. MI6 will give you anything you want.”
A long pause. Rontho gazed into the mist shrouded sky. Wind drifted in over the grass and tussled the leaves.
Disco bass thumped faintly in the background.
Rontho slowly lowered the binoculars. “Anything?” he asked, slowly.
“Yes.”
“Splendid.”
Finch braced himself for the worst: political leverage, black funding, nuclear sites, cryptographic access. He was sure it would be something catastrophic.
Rontho brightened. “Grab a gun.”
Finch blinked. “What?”
“Hunting. There are two left. One’s very spry. The other used to fence.”
“I didn’t come here to...”
“Team-building!” Rontho insisted. “Nothing builds interdepartmental trust like light ballistics.”
Ten minutes later Finch found himself jogging through wet grass holding a paintball rifle he did not know how to operate.
Behind him, Rontho whooped like a schoolboy. “FLUSH HIM OUT! HE’S HEADING FOR THE FERN GULLY!”
“This isn’t, this isn’t what I meant!” Finch shouted. “I’m surrendering!”
“Excellent cardio!”
“I said you’ve WON!”
“Yes, yes, winning’s terribly dull!”
Branches whipped Finch’s face. Somewhere ahead, a servant crashed through brush sobbing. Somewhere behind, Rontho laughed with genuine, childlike joy.
Finch’s mind spiraled. This is psychological warfare, he thought. He’s rubbing it in. He wants me degraded and hunted down like a commoner.  It’s symbolic humiliation.
He imagined the MI6 board reading about this. Director Participates in Paint-Based Blood Sport on Occult Island. His career would evaporate.
Then suddenly… POP! Blue paint exploded across Finch’s shoulder. He yelped in psychological pain.
Rontho lowered the gun and narrowed his eyes. “Sorry!” he said, “Friendly fire happens all too frequently around here, I’m afraid!”
“You shot me!”
“That’s excellent news. The fact you’re able to express it so succinctly means you’re still alive.”
By dusk, the last servant had been tagged, and now they lay scattered and fallen over across the hills like abstract art.
Rontho stood panting, ecstatic, his face flushed. Paint was splattered everywhere. His hair wild like a jubulant hog. For the first time all evening, he looked completely, irrationally happy. He turned to Finch. “You know,” he said thoughtfully, “I don’t actually care for winning.”
Finch blinked. “You… don’t?”
“No. Winning ends things. Fighting’s much better. Keeps one limber. Spiritually aerobic, a dead man once reminded me.” He shoved the paintball gun into Finch’s hands and said, “Your turn.”
“My… what?”
Rontho grinned then bolted into the forest at full speed. Branches snapped as he ran and leaves rustled as he disappeared.
From somewhere deep in the trees: “HUNT ME, FINCH! PROVE YOUR WORTH!” he called out.
Finch stood alone in the twilight, holding the ridiculous chrome weapon, covered in paint and existential dread.
The Bee Gees disco music started up again behind him and the forest whispered an echo. Very far away, something howled that definitely wasn’t a servant.
Finch swallowed. “I only came to apologize,” he muttered. Then, very reluctantly, he stepped into the trees.
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The Thames wore the particular gray of a badly laundered suit, the sort of colour that suggested bureaucracy, damp wool, and decisions made by committee, and cutting through it with unnecessary elegance came Rontho’s speedboat, long and low and painted a shade of government non-descript that could not be named in any catalogue, its engine purring with the restrained menace of something that had once outrun a customs frigate and would happily do so again.
Rontho stood at the helm as though born there, back straight, chin slightly raised, gloved hands light on the wheel, piloting not with the enthusiasm of a hobbyist but with the bored competence of a man who considered rivers merely horizontal hallways.
Behind him, sprawled across a bench like a discarded lab coat with opinions, Fred was drunk. Not theatrically drunk. Not singing drunk but scientifically drunk. The kind of drunk where a man begins explaining metaphysics to a thermos.
He cradled a half-empty flask and squinted upstream. “You know,” he said thickly, pointing at absolutely nothing, “the Archbishop has very symmetrical ears.”
Rontho held the helm stead. “Yes, Fred.”
“Perfect curvature. Renaissance ears. You could hang stained glass from them. I told him so. Politely.”
“I’m sure he was comforted.”
Fred leaned forward conspiratorially, sloshing liquid onto the deck. “I may have proposed marriage in German. Or possibly Oshiwambo. Hard to say. He smiled thoroughly and without hesitation. That’s real chemistry, sir. Undeniable chemistry.”
“You were explaining transubstantiation autopsies with surgical spatulas,” Rontho said. “That was not chemistry, my boy. That was a backhanded compliment.”
The boat sliced through a trail of floating newspapers and one extremely judgmental swan.
Fred sighed dreamily. “Men of the cloth,” he murmured. “So disciplined. So unattainable. Like marble statues that can also scold you.”
They drifted toward an otherwise unremarkable stretch of riverbank bordered by open parkland, with the city of London rising close behind it in a haze of stone, glass and vape smoke.
The boathouse, at first glance, seemed less a working structure than one of those pointless old masonry whimsies forever cluttering public parks. It was an ornamental relic left behind by some long-dead benefactor with too much money and too little restraint. It squat at the water’s edge half-lost among the other heavy, unnecessary monuments scattered about the grounds and presented itself as little more than a decorative folly.
A passerby could easily have dismissed it without a second look, never suspecting that it was, in fact, entirely functional.
Rontho cut the engine with a crisp motion.  The boat drifted in as if guided by an invisible hand. While silence rushed in around and rain threatened overhead, the boathouse door rattled open. The boat slid in like a manicured hand into a black glove and the doors rattled closed once more.
Waiting for them inside was Sylvia who stood leaning on a black umbrella like she was about the signal the start of a drag race.
Immaculate dressed she was untouched by the weather or the concept of mercy. Her coat was tailored within an inch of its life, her shoes polished to the point of philosophical reflection, her hair arranged in that way only people with expensive secrets could manage.
Rontho stepped onto the dock, accepted the umbrella without comment, exited the boat house and began walking toward the street with the calm authority of a man who expected the pavement to make way for him.
Sylvia waited for Fred to disembark long enough to give him a minor sneer. Nothing dramatic that might curdle milk but one that put him on notice. “Morning,” she said sarcastically.
Fred saluted her with the flask and nearly fell into the river.
“Sylvia,” he announced grandly, “you look like you just strangled Paris Fashion Week.”
Sylvia hesitated and glanced towards the exit and Rontho making his hasty exit then back at Fred. “You look embalmed,” she said.
Fred stumbled out of the boat and almost fell into the water. Sylvia twitched and hesitated again fighting the instinct inside her that screamed loud and clear that she should kick him overboard.
Instinctively Fred knew the score and had one of his gizmos at the ready and aimed squarely at her head. “I’m a better shot drunk than not,” he added.
Sylvia growled and her eyes glowed a little before she gave up and exited the boat house to catch up with Rontho.
She soon fell into step beside him across the street heading away from the water. With two steps her pace matched his. The two of them glided forward like minor royalty inspecting a recently conquered province.
Behind them, Fred wrestled with a transparent raincoat. It clung to him like a disgraced jellyfish. He put one arm through the hood. Then both legs through one sleeve. 
“Shit,” he swore, spinning in a small circle. He finally emerged wearing it backwards like an anxious ghost.
They moved through the narrow streets in quiet formation. Rontho and Sylvia led in their elegant, composed style, shoes clicking with quiet purpose, while Fred staggered several steps behind, bumping into bins, apologizing to lampposts, and periodically attempting to zip parts of the coat that did not possess zippers.
A fine drizzle began to fall, soft and unremarkable. The kind of rain London specialized in: polite, passive-aggressive, impossible to argue with.
Fred squinted upward. “Is it just me,” he slurred, “or is the sky leaking?”
A drop landed on his sleeve. He stopped and stared then dabbed it with his finger. Rubbing it between his fingers revealed it’s nature to be dark, sticky and red.
Another splashed on the pavement. Then several more.
The drizzle thickened, tinting the air faintly ichor, then deeper, richer, unmistakably crimson, until the street around them looked as though it had been lightly varnished by a careless butcher.
Water ran along the gutters in thin red streams. Car roofs spotted like fresh wounds. Fred froze, his face drained of colour. “Oh no,” he whispered.
More drops came, faster now and spackled his coat with crime scene splatters.
“No no no no no…” Fred muttered as he hurried to keep up.
Rontho and Sylvia continued walking without breaking stride seeming oblivious to one of the signs of the apocalypse.
“Sylvia,” Fred croaked stumbling in behind her, “tell me that’s rust.”
“Keep your distance,” she replied, not turned around.
Fred looked up at the sky in dawning horror. “My tank,” he gasped., “My lab tank. The thousand-gallon O-negative reserve. I left the pressure valve loose..”
He stopped to grab his head and fling it around like a rabid baboon has invaded his skull. “Oh God. Oh God. It’s aerosolized. I’ve blood-bombed London. I’ve committed atmospheric hematology.”
At Strand car roofs gleamed like fresh wounds. A woman across the street screamed. Someone slipped and fell into what was rapidly becoming a shallow, horrifying puddle.
The event confused traffic enough that Rontho and Sylvia strolled into traffic and crossed Strand without waving or looking both ways. Their presence seemed to add to the squealing breaks and run away lorries crashing into busses parked off to the side.
Fred slipped slightly on the wet pavement as he stumbled after them. An over eager cab body checked him and he picked up the pace.
“I’m going back to prison. Or worse. Ethics review,” he muttered climbing the curb on the other side.
Rontho watched him with a frown then adjusted the umbrella. “Fred,” he said calmly, “if you had exploded a thousand gallons of blood into the troposphere, we would be ankle-deep in liquid excrement.”
Fred stared at the red rain. “We might be there soon.”
Sylvia sighed. “Why don’t you walk back into traffic and try again, you catastrophic idiot,” she hissed at him and set off after Rontho once again.
Fred stumbled after them, coated in red droplets, muttering calculations about fluid dynamics and prison uniforms, while ahead of him Rontho and Sylvia strolled with the unhurried sophistication of people late for absolutely nothing, as though walking through a blood-soaked drizzle before work were simply another Monday inconvenience, like traffic or the French.






[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17528_1726456658]Chapter Apocalypse Leaderboard

By the time they reached the MI7 offices, the alarms were already screaming. Inside was subdued chaos: demo phones from the 1970’s museum ringing and dot matrix printers were spitting ASCII nonsense. Someone had overturned a filing cabinet and was hiding behind it with a stapler.
Rontho had an unconscious Fred slung over his shoulder like a sack of concrete. He plopped the body onto the cafeteria style conveyor belt just past the security check point. The weight was enough to start it up running. Just before his body disappeared into a dark hole protected by black plastic flaps, Rontho leaned over and turned a large knob on the wall from Morgue passed Infirmary to Drunktank where it came to a rest. The internal mechanism would do the rest and deliver Fred’s unconscious body to the prescribed location.
Samantha was shouting at six screens at once. “IT’S EVERYWHERE.  It’s of biblical proportions and nationwide. Manchester, Bristol, Kent. Televangelists are selling end times commemorative plates?”
Rontho removed his coat and umbrella like a man arriving at a mildly disappointing restaurant. “What’s all this noise?”
Everyone turned towards him with a look of exasperation that asked if another fifty foot shoe would drop.
“Sir!” Samantha said. “Do you think it’s the end days, eh?”
Sylvia approached a wall full of televisions hanging from the ceiling and scanned the news headlines quickly.  BBC, FOX, SKY all had similar breaking news stories going about the end of the world and plagues of locusts invading the country without proper documentation. “They have no idea what a real plaque is,” she grunted.
Rontho crossed the foyer to Samantha’s desk and took a seat on the corner. He looking down at the assortment of phone with blinking lights between them. “What’s all this then?”
Fred struck one fist dramatically into the palm of his other hand and announced with sudden conviction, “Yog-Sothoth! It can be nothing else.”
No one present afforded this revelation even the slightest acknowledgment.
Sir Rontho let it pass with the practiced indifference then turned to Sam instead and repeated his question.
Sam took a deep breath before answering. “MI5 is on line three invoking article six. MI6 is crying on seven. The Archbishop of Canterbury wants to borrow your helicopter on two...”
Rontho sighed and calmly shook his head. He raised his arm and pointed to the far wall opposite the hanging televisions.
Mounted there was a large, dusty metal board labeled: APOCALYPSE LEADERBOARD
Below it: five circular lights with handwritten labels.
1.  *** Rivers of blood
2.  *** Frogs (confirmed)
3.  *** Sky trumpet sounds
4.  Stars falling
5.  Moon screaming
The first three lights glowed red and last two remained dark.
Rontho took Sam’s pen out of her hand without asking and pointed at the board with it. “Only three,” he said.
The room blinked in unison.
Rontho glanced around the room sizing everyone up. “Five constitutes a proper apocalypse,” he said seriously, “Three is merely cosmogonic theatrics.”
The phones kept ringing and Sam did her best to keep up juggling multiple handsets with both hands. “Hold please, eh. Home secretary says Parliament is calling for snap elections! MI6 wants us to fix it or they’ll order a nuclear strike.”
 A random security guard blurted, “Sky News is calling it ‘Bloodpocalypse Now!’”
Rontho clapped his hands once. “Everyone calm down. This is clearly a weather issue.”
“A weather issue, eh?” Sam repeated weakly.
“Yes. That is standard spin protocol around here.”
Sylvia snapped to attention and gave him a wide salute. “Raining blood protocol, sir?”
“Precisely,” he said pointing at her with the pen, “Prepare the studio and issue employment adverts imediately.”
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The shop was called Pampered Paws & Pedigrees, a narrow storefront wedged between a bakery and a tax consultancy that specialized in nothing. Inside, the air smelled of overpowering lavender shampoo and wet fur. The kind of playce where bowls clinked and hair dryers roared like polite hurricanes.
Vera stood at her grooming table, scissors flashing with clinical precision as she sculpted the coat of a docile golden retriever whose greatest ambition in life was to be told it was a good boy.
No one in the shop was discussing the blood rain, either because no suitably dressed government authority had yet appeared to inform them that it was officially important, or because they were civilians, and civilians as a class have always preferred to ignore any catastrophe not yet seated directly in their lap in the hope that it might either resolve itself or become somebody else’s administrative burden.
She sighed. “I want something more exciting,” she muttered, snipping around a perfectly cooperative ear. “Like an exotic zoo. Or a circus.” 
Her coworker, Denise tried to ignore the whining. With her apron dusted in white fur, patience long since shed, she did not look up from the trembling bichon frise on her table.
“Circuses are illegal now,” Denise snapped. “Also immoral.” After more trimming she added as an afterthought, “Also bankrupt.”
Vera frowned. “What I really want,” she said aloud, “is to rescue animals.” She lifted the retriever’s paw gently, inspecting the pads.
Like back in Somalia, she added silently in her mind. She revelled in her glory days of rescuing dangerous animals from villains.
Out loud, she continued complaining. “These dogs are too nice. Their owners are humane. No shock collars. No secret commands to go for the jugular. Where is the challenge?”
Denise’s eyebrow twitched.
“No bear traps to remove,” Vera continued wistfully. “No viper pits to disarm. No tranquilizer darts lodged in the haunch of a rogue leopard.”
“This,” Denise said tightly, “is a pet salon.”
“Boring animals,” Vera went on. “Boring grooming. Everyone vaccinated. Everyone microchipped. It’s… civilized.”
Denise finally slammed her clippers down. “You want danger?” she hissed. “You want villains? Fine.” She reached beneath the counter, grabbed a folded newspaper from the recycling pile, and thrust it into Vera’s face. “Go. Away.”
Vera blinked and lowered her scissors.
The employment advert was circled in red ink. It did not mention MI7 nor animals but it was suggestive in all the right ways.

PUBLIC SECTOR GROOMING SPECIALIST REQUIRED
An exciting opportunity to service and maintain the Nation’s Finest.
Are you bored of routine trims and predictable temperaments?
Do you crave a more… challenging clientele?
We seek disciplined, combat-certified individuals to groom, condition, and rehabilitate high-value assets operating in demanding environments.
Applicants must demonstrate:
· Experience handling unpredictable subjects
· Proficiency with restraint techniques
· Calm demeanor under extreme pressure
· Ability to identify hidden threats beneath polished exteriors
· Combat certification (mandatory)
· Willingness to deploy at short notice
Successful candidates will work behind the scenes ensuring operational readiness of select public sector entities. Discretion essential. Apply within. Location details provided upon vetting.

Vera read it twice then a third time. “Combat-certified,” she whispered in awe.
Her heart began to race. She looked around the shop, at the pastel bows, the obedient spaniels, the framed photos of satisfied Labradors. “This,” she said slowly, tapping the ad with her finger, “is more like it.”
Denise snatched the retriever from the table. “Take it,” she growled, “And never come back!”
Vera folded the advert carefully and tucked it into her pocket. She did not know what “the Nation’s Finest” meant. She did not know what she would be grooming. But she was quite certain, absolutely certain, that somewhere out there, something with teeth needed rescuing.
And she intended to find it.
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MI7 Studio Set #3 occupied the lowest usable level of the building and therefore, by long tradition and several contradictory safety reports, the most important.
One reached it not by stairs but by a series of missteps and awkward perambulations.
Down one corridor that smelled faintly of bleach and vomit absorbant, past a door labeled ARCHIVES that had never once contained anything but mop buckets, through a set of double fire doors that opened only if pushed with the confidence of a Charles Ponzi, and finally into a wide, echoing chamber where the air was always five degrees cooler than the rest of the facility and carried with it the sufficating feeling that you were trapped at the bottom of the ocean.
Long before it became the beating heart of national reassurance and carefully curated deception, Studio Set #3 had been an indoor dog lap for a secret government companion wellness initiative that lasted precisely eight months in 1963, during which time several civil servants drowned, two defected after contracting rabies, and one informant claimed the doggie treats were “strategically provincial.” 
The program was discontinued, the dogs re-trained, and the tiled running track quietly repurposed.
Rather than fill the running track, some cost-conscious genius decided to build the set inside it. The old lanes remained faintly visible beneath the flooring, pale stripes under the scuffed laminate, like archaeological evidence of a more innocent lie.
If you stamped your foot hard enough, you could sometimes hear the hollow echos of canines lost in the depth of time beneath you or the sound of old dog bite victims remembering their mortal lives.
The directors claimed this acoustic quality gave speeches “gravitas.” Others said it sounded like talking over a grave.
Over the decades, Set #3 became the room where reality went to be explained away. Truth was expensive, unpredictable and tended to leak.
Set #3 specialized in explanation, reassurance and the careful rearrangement of cause and effect.
While Sets #1 and #2 upstairs were generic affairs, beige, boxy, eternally smelling of fresh paint and antiperserant, Set #3 had character, history and the ghosts of doggies past.
It felt like a cross between a chapel and medical operating theatre. The lights were warmer. The angles more flattering. The camera rails smoother. The teleprompters older but somehow wiser and their scrolling text moved with the solemnity of scripture.
It was the only set where a man could calmly explain away raining frogs, vanishing coastlines, or a six-mile-tall extraterrestrial obelisk hovering over Birmingham and somehow make it sound like a bus scheduling error.
The walls had witnessed everything.
In 1971, a visibly shaken David Attenborough calmly informed the nation that the “inter-dimensional vine structures” devouring Surrey were “a seasonal botanical curiosity,” then asked for tea while his memory was gently vacuumed like crumbs from a sofa.
In 1984, Princess Diana filmed a public service segment about “collective stress hallucinations” during what historians would later call The Week the Dead Phoned Home. She waved, smiled and nailed the lighting on the first take. Afterwards, Fred erased precisely forty-three minutes of her afternoon and replaced it with a story about hairless corgis.
In the 90s, Brian May from Queen once demonstrated, very convincingly, how meteor showers could be mistaken for “upside-down lightning,” because he “did a bit of astrophysics, actually,” and the public trusted hair like that.
There were others: a bored Tom Baker, a very confused Judi Dench, a sweating regional weatherman from Hull who never learned what he’d covered up but received a knighthood anyway. There was one of the shadow Prime Ministers who insisted on doing his own stunts and had to be sedated mid-sentence.
Each of them walked onto the set carrying the weight of national panic. After a dose of Shandrydan’s “calming ray” each of them left lighter and blanker.
The floor tiles, if one believed in such things, seemed to remember the footsteps of celebrities past.
Above the stage, mounted discreetly among the lighting rigs, were the Tesla coils, officially called “electromagnetic interference dampeners.” But to Fred they were his behavioral encouragement devices.
They hummed constantly, a thin insectile buzz that crawled along the scalp. If talent strayed too far from the script or if they improvised, philosophized, or began asking the sort of questions that turned audiences into mobs, the coils would crackle softly and deliver a corrective snap of static. Nothing harmful, just enough to remind the talent who was in charge.
Guests quickly learned to stay on their marks. It was amazing how coherent one could sound when mildly afraid of the Zeus machine.
Running the entire operation were the technicians. A constantly reincarnating crew of Sikhs. Like cells in the body overturning every decade, the crew itself was ever-present if not each individual member who tended to explode in flames during lunch, in far away pizzerias.
The first half dozen Indian engineers had arrived sometime in the 1980s soon after Rontho appeared on the scene and were issued temporary contracts until more suitable Englishmen could be rounded up.  For some reason no one every applied to replace them and after a while, despite the visa issues, they never left.
No one remembered approving extensions. No one could find their paperwork. Yet, as Rontho was fond of saying, there they remained like an external force of nature ordained it.
In the control booth, on the lighting gantries, behind the sound desk, moving with uncanny synchronization, they set up shop like an colony of highly talented ants that fed on video signals and test patterns. 
They never spoke. Not once, to each other or other members of the staff. They wore headsets but never charged the batteries. They avoided hand-signals and cue cards like the plague. And yet every camera pan, every light shift, every graphics overlay happened at the precise instant it was needed, as though they shared a single nervous system distributed across several bodies.
One would reach for a dial at the exact moment another adjusted focus. A third would swap tapes before the old one finished spinning. They anticipated mistakes before they occurred and corrected problems before anyone noticed them.
There operated like a hive and the control booth was their nest.
Security guards from the 1990s swore they’d seen two of them make eye contact across the room and exchange an entire conversation without blinking.
The janitors suspected they simply understood television better than language. Immigration had tried, once, to remove them. Rontho had the official in charge deported to antarctica for two years. The matter was quietly dropped.
Over time, budgets tightened. Then tightened again. Then were stabbed repeatedly. The once-pristine equipment yellowed. The cables grew brittle. The monitors developed a faint green tint that made everyone look faintly seasick. The air conditioning still functioned but smelled like old socks and older spice.
Sometimes a light would short and spit sparks. Once a camera caught fire mid-broadcast and the technicians simply rotated another into place without breaking the shot.
The viewing audience never noticed anything was amiss because Set #3 wasn’t about perfection; it was about continuity and the illusion that someone, somewhere, was calmly explaining the universe.
Even if that explanation was nonsense. Even if the program made your set smell faintly of burning hair and ozone. Even if the ceiling occasionally tried to electrocute the presenter (especially then). 
Because the public didn’t want “the truth”. They wanted a familiar face, soft lighting and a calm voice saying everything was under control.
And Studio Set #3, sunken into the ghost of an old canine exercise track, buzzing faintly with static and history and lies, provided exactly that. Well, until the moment the cameras cut and the memory wipes began.
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There exists, in the administrative dead zone between Sir Rontho’s controversial reanimation from government cryogenic storage in the late 1970s and the eventual processing of the forms required to restore him to active duty as head of MI7, a brief but culturally catastrophic episode which official sources continue to describe as “I know this is melting my brain, but I can’t look away.”
During this interval, estimated by internal records to have lasted somewhere between six weeks and eleven months, Rontho found temporary employment with BBC 9, then an excruciatingly long-lived experimental broadcasting division of questionable oversight, where he was installed as the host of an educational children’s programme concerning meteorology.
The programme, remembered by surviving viewers under various titles including Mr. Weather, Weather Time with Uncle Crazy, and Who Controls the Sky?, featured Rontho dressed in aggressively fashionable late-disco attire: wide lapels, satin shirts of alarming depth, medallions of uncertain official significance, and flared trousers that contemporary witnesses still describe as “needlessly hypnotic.” 
From a brightly colored studio decorated with smiling suns, papier-mâché thunderclouds, and rotating maps of the British Isles that were often geographically wrong, he delivered weekly lessons on wind, rain, pressure systems, clouds, and what he repeatedly called “atmospheric sorcery.”
Unfortunately, Sir Rontho knew very little about the weather. This did not prevent him from speaking on the subject with total confidence.
Avoiding established science whenever possible, he instead relied upon a mixture of bluff, anecdote, imperial certainty, and personal mythology. Children across Britain were informed, among other things, that thunder was caused by “upper-atmospheric argument,” that fog was “a coward’s cloud,” that lightning avoided church steeples out of respect and that the Gulf Stream was maintained through a gentleman’s agreement dating back to the reign of George II.
Any attempt by producers, researchers, or visiting scientists to correct him was usually neutralized in real time by Rontho’s unnerving charisma and his habit of addressing all objections in the tone of a man who had personally negotiated Churchill out of racks of hot toast, butter and jams every Saturday morning during wartime.
What began as low-budget educational programming soon metastasized into something far more enduring and difficult to quantify: a state-adjacent cult of personality disguised as family television.
Children trusted him while parents, too exhausted to intervene, allowed it.
And so an entire generation of British youth absorbed not only a spectacularly unreliable understanding of basic science, but also a more subtle and lasting lesson: that confidence outranks evidence, that authority need not explain itself and that a fancy-dressed man on public television is to be believed no matter how comically incorrect he may be.
Those children are now adults and form part of the potentially unstable public. Though most no longer consciously recall Mr. Weather, researchers have long suspected the programme’s jingles, imagery, and repeated affirmations produced a mild but persistent subliminal conditioning effect.
As a result, whenever MI7 broadcasts Rontho (regardless of costume, persona, or subject, be it espionage, economics, lunar sovereignty, poultry law, or storm migration) these viewers remain neurologically inclined to think: This fellow seems trustworthy. I should believe him completely.
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Twelve minutes after Rontho ordered everyone down to the “magic room”, Studio Set #3  shuddered awake like an elderly leviathan reluctantly dragged back to consciousness after months of dignified neglect.
The overhead fluorescents flickered twice and then stabilized into a jaundiced glow that made everyone look faintly deceased. The stage-lights soon took over illumination duties and washed out the flicker enough that the green screen could function.
Dust rose from the floor in lazy spirals as somewhere deep in the old plumbing, an important sump pump coughed and began draining fluid.
The weather set’s green screen had been folded and refolded so many times that it resembled an enormous wrinkled bed sheet more than professional equipment, and seven headset-wearing technicians were attempting, with the despairing focus of men repairing a parachute mid-fall, to stretch it across the frame using a tragic assortment of bungee cords, gaffer tape, and what appeared to be a dog leash.
When they ran out of cords entirely, they did not complain: they adapted. Without discussion, without eye contact, they linked arms and leaned backward in unison, bracing their heels against the slick tile floor, holding the fabric taut with their own collective body weight like a column of army ants forming a living bridge.
They remained that way, perfectly still, breathing in sync with eyes forward and glazed over. They stood in as human sandbags in the service of national deception.
From the changing room came the rustic rustle of corduroy. Sir Roland Ulysses Rontho emerged as though stepping onto the stage of destiny itself.
He wore the weather-caster ensemble with a severity that suggested both authority and mild disco fever: a tan blazer with lapels so extravagantly wide they could plausibly double as glider wings in the event of sudden evacuation; a corduroy tie the width of a tea tray, patterned in browns and oranges aggressive enough to cause old ladies to drop their tea cups; and bell-bottom trousers that swayed around his ankles like the drapes of an opera house.
His hair was side-parted with enough hair greasy that it made the two week old tuna fish sandwich left in the fridge less funky and more dated.
And then there were the eyebrows. Great bristling gray hedgerows of a thing, lacquered with so much hairspray that they projected outward like defensive architecture, two feral boomerangs embedded permanently above his eyes, giving him the air of a retired general who had lost a duel with a lawnmower and won.
In his hand he carried the long wooden pointing stick. He gripped it like a wizard denied magic and forced to improvise with furniture.
He approached the blank green screen with the breathless reverence of a man greeting an old lover he planned to lie to professionally.
Without waiting for the control booth to load graphics, he smacked the fabric twice with the stick, producing a hollow thwap.
“Roll it, babies,” he muttered.
Someone far away called out, “Three… two… one…” The red broadcast light blinked on.
Instantly his posture changed. His spine loosened and his shoulders swayed. His voice slipped into a velvet-smooth, late-night, discotheque swagger that seemed physically impossible for a man of his age and temperament.
“Yeeeaaah now, good evenin’, sweet citizens of the swingin’ isles,” he purred, rolling each syllable like it had just come off vinyl. “You mighta stepped outside, dug the vibe, looked up at that groovy crimson drizzle fallin’ from the heavens and said to yourself, ‘Mr Weather, baby, is that rain… or is that somethin’ a little more… protein-rich?’”
He tapped the screen.
The map finally flickered into existence behind him: the North Atlantic rendered in sickly greens and jittering blues, several badly animated hurricanes spinning like drunken dandies.
“Well, cats and kittens,” he continued, hips swaying gently, “I’m here to lay it on you straight with the science jive. Yeah, that’s blood, alright. Straight up plasma party. But don’t you freak your funky little heads, no sir, ‘cause it ain’t people juice. It’s fish, baby. Fish all the way down.”
He smacked the screen with the stick, hard enough that one of the technicians winced.
“Check these bad boys out, Tony and William, two nasty little storms doin’ the cha-cha around each other like a pair of deranged ice skaters with abandonment issues. When they get to dancin’, they start slurpin’ up the ocean like it’s happy hour at Poseidon’s bar: sardines, cod, whales, the whole seafood platter and shooooup! right up into the sky like a bass-o-matic blender from the devil’s own kitchen.”
The graphics stuttered as poorly composited fish silhouettes spiraled upward.
“Then, dig this, they get liquefied into a premium maritime smoothie and shipped express delivery right here to London town.”
He slammed the stick onto the map where LONDON flashed in blinking red. “Boom. Conveyor belt of complimentary fish paste. Nature’s own takeaway, baby.”
He leaned close to camera, voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur.
“Now I know what you’re thinkin’. ‘Mr Weather… how do I capitalize on this free celestial seafood situation?’”
He straightened, spread his arms wide, bell-bottoms swishing dramatically. “One word, my hustlin’ homemakers and entrepreneurial butchers…”
His eyes bulged and his mouth opened wide like a side show salesman peddling circus freaks at a bargain basement price. He pointed skyward and said, “Blood. Sausage.”
He turn back to the camera and nodded solemnly saying, “Make ‘em till you drop. Freeze ‘em. Sell ‘em. Get funky with it. Government-approved protein initiative.”
The technicians holding the screen began visibly trembling. Somewhere overhead, a Tesla coil snapped.
“And that’s your forecast, you beautiful people,” he crooned. “This is Mr Weather sayin’…” He froze blinking. The catchphrase had evaporated off the top of his protruding tongue. His eyes slid sideways off-camera.
Sylvia stood there, arms crossed, immaculate as ever, looking like fashion itself had filed a restraining order against everyone else in the room. She shrugged.
Rontho cleared his throat. “…stay moist,” he improvised weakly.
A crackle over the intercom announced “And we’re out.” The red broadcast light died and instant darkness fallowed as the stage lights gave up the ghost and the fluorescents didn’t know they were needed again.
The hive like technicians collapsed simultaneously, releasing the green screen, which fluttered down like a defeated flag.
Rontho remained standing in the dim afterglow, still holding the pointer like a scepter, breathing hard, disco accent already evaporating, leaving behind only an elderly Englishman in bell-bottoms and the faint, persistent smell of disinfectant and witch hazel.
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The interview room at MI7 headquarters had once been a broom closet and still retained the architectural confidence of one.
It contained:
· one metal chair for the applicant, bolted to the floor,
· one slightly taller chair for Sir Rontho, unbolted for tactical reasons, and facing the opposite direction
· a folding table with a teapot of uncertain age,
· and a portrait of Churchill that had been hung upside down since 1953 and never corrected because everyone assumed it meant something.
From somewhere deeper in the facility came the distant thud of construction: jackhammers mostly with an occasion circular saw for variation.
Dr. Vera Darood sat upright, hands folded neatly over a leather folder labeled Veterinary Credentials Updated CV.
She wore a sensible gray suit, low heels, and the patient expression of a woman who had tranquilized both lions and diplomats.
Her hair was tied back and her eyes were sharp. She had the calm, steady posture of someone who had once removed a feral badger from an embassy pantry using only a towel and negotiation.
She glanced at the door plaque but couldn’t make out the wording since it had long ago faded and been covered in a thick layer of dust and grime. Decades worth.
She nodded to herself. I need this Zoo contract, she thought. Government facility. Exotic animals. Fine and reasonable.
The door burst open.
Sir Rontho entered sideways, as though evading sniper fire that no one else could see. He carried three files, a magnifying glass, and what appeared to be a silver-backed hairbrush.
He avoided looking at her and stood facing the wall to her right. “Standard protocol,” he said, “No direct eye contact.”
“Okay…” she said slowly.
“Right,” he said taking the seat next to her which faced the opposite wall. “You’re the grooming candidate.”
Vera blinked. “Yes,” she said politely. “I’m here about the animal position.”
“Good. We like that kind of initiative, here.” He pulled out a cigarette and admired it’s long sleek appearance for a long moment before contemplating the best way to go about lighting it.
While deep in contemplation, her file flipped open upside down on his lap and spilled on to the floor.
“So,” he began, tapping the cigarette, “experience with… fur management.”
“Yes,” Vera said. “I’ve worked with large mammals for over fifteen years. Sedation, wound care, behavioral correction, emergency restraint...”
Rontho paused in picking up the fallen papers. “Restraint?” he asked with a frown.
“For aggressive animals, yes.”
Rontho sat upright. “I’m not aggressive.”
“I… pardon?”
“You said restraint. I don’t require restraining. I’m extremely mild-mannered.”
“I meant animals, sir.”
He side eyed her suspiciously. “As long as we’re clear.”
He scanned further down his cigarette looking for the perfect spot to catch it on fire.
“Tamed wild hyenas?” he asked out of the blue.
“Yes.”
“Disarmed a panicked bull elephant?”
“With a tarp and food, yes.”
“‘Hand-to-hand combat certification?’”
She nodded. “Mostly for poachers and smugglers.”
Rontho stiffened. Why would a groomer need combat training? “Which position are you applying for exactly, my dear?”
Vera paused a moment before replying, “I thought this was for a zoo veterinary post.”
Rontho spat his cigarette out onto the floor. “Zoo?”
“Yes.”
He waved his hand dismissively like there were mosquitoes about. “Same difference. Hair, claws and the occasional screaming.”
“That is… not remotely the same difference.”
He leaned back. “I understand, you described several incidents of subduing dangerous beasts?”
“Yes, that’s part of wildlife rescue.”
He folded his arms, offended. “You find me beastly?”
“What? No. A bit aggressive perhaps...”
“You keep implying violence. I am, by nature, quite gentle. I’ve only shot three people this quarter.”
“What….?”
“Professionally... Mostly.”
Vera turned and look and looked at Rontho directly. His profile casting a view of an old man who still thought he lived in the 1940s. 
She continued, “In Mogadishu I ran a rehabilitation clinic. In Hargeisa, a sanctuary. I’ve tranquilized leopards, treated crocodile bites, once extracted a fishing hook from a whale calf...”
“Mm,” Rontho said dismissively while examining his cuticle. “My shoe-shine boy did something similar at summer camp.”
She paused.
Rontho continued, “He extracted a fishing hook from a whale. Well, a very large carp. Practically the same.”
“It isn’t,” she disagreed vehemently.
Rontho nodded, “Spiritually it is, actually.”
Vera stopped to listen to the sound of jackhammers getting closer. It seemed like this interview was on a timer and when the jackhammers finally reached them it would be all over.
Rontho stared blankly wondering if he’d ever find another cigarette so pristine. He pulled another more inferior one from his vest pocket and lit it up immediately. 
She pressed on, unflinching, “I also shut down an illegal marine attraction run by pirates. They were keeping baby seals in chlorinated pools for tourists. I infiltrated the compound, neutralized six armed guards, and evacuated twenty-two animals.”
After a few puffs he reengaged with the interview process. “Yes, yes. Character-building stuff,” he continued, “Harry, my former boot polisher, once liberated a hedgehog from a hedge maze. Terrible business. It ultimately required stainless steel tweezers.”
She blinked slowly. “With respect, sir, those are not equivalent… nor relevant to the job description.”
He scribbled something on her file: LACKS PERSPECTIVE.
The jackhammers grew louder. THUNK-THUNK-THUNK-THUNK. Dust sifted from the ceiling.
Vera glanced up. “Is that construction safe?”
“Probably not,” Rontho said. “We’re adding a sub-basement... or removing one. Hard to tell.”
He found a page from her folder still loitering on his lap, picked it up with a glance then tossed it away. “Hmm.”
“What?”
“You’ve listed Somaliworld Embassy as a reference.”
“Yes, I consult for them.”
He froze. “THE Embassy?”
“Yes.”
“Diplomatic?”
“Yes.”
“Oh dear.” Rontho paused as if slowly realizing something obvious yet deadly was in the mix. “During the last twenty minutes I have explained the existence of MI7, mentioned three black sites, described a plant-based interrogation method, and accidentally referred to the time we faked Belgium. All while assuming you were already staff.”
“I don’t remember… Excuse me?”
“Oh did I say that outloud?”
She stared at him. “Yes.”
He refused to turn and look at her directly. Protocol was delicate around there. Instead he choose to watch her peripherally.
The jackhammers intensified. KRANG-KRANG-KRANG.
“I’m afraid,” he said carefully, “you now know too much.”
“Too much about what? Your shoe-shine boy’s carp?”
“It was a classified carp project meant to spy on foreign assets far upstream beyond international borders.”
“That’s not a thing.”
“It very much is.”
“What?” She shook her head as if something had crawled into her ears and was preventing her from understanding the conversation. This interview was not going the way she’d imagined. “I was worried I’d have to subdue a snake or euthanized a bear for this interview. But this… I think I’m in the wrong interview.”
“Yes, well, now you’re entangled in several decades of illegal broadcasting, subterranean infrastructure, and possibly an extra-dimensional body swapping contest.”
“That sounds like a you problem.” Vera stood up to leave but couldn’t find the door.
“It’s now an us problem.”
“Where the hell did the door go?” she asked, looking around confused.
“Unfortunately you are no allowed to leave now.”
“What?”
“Standard procedure would be to wipe your memory and release you onto the street.”
“That seems excessive.”
“You are attached to an embassy, you see, my dear. Diplomatic uproar follows such circumstances, then paperwork and body bags. I simply haven’t the stamina.”
“Good. Just let me out.”
“So I must... hire you.”
Vera stopped looking around and faced him once more. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“It rarely does.”
She stared. “So… do I have the veterinary job or not?”
“You are now,” he checked his pocket watch, “Personal Grooming... and Animal?” He paused trying to think of the appropriate alliteration, “Adjacent Adjudication Specialist.”
“Did you just make that up on the spot?”
“Does it matter as long as it gets embossed on your official badge?”
“I don’t groom people.”
“You’ll learn. Fred has diagrams.”
“Who’s Fred?”
“You’ll see.”
“Sir, this is absurd...”
Her protest vanished beneath the sudden deafening roar as the wall beside them exploded with noise. With sparks flying in all directions, a concrete saw chewing through concrete burst through. Then the egg shaped cut out in the wall fell forward and landed on the floor with a thud.
Vera scrambled over the back of her seat to escape the debris and sparks flying about.
Through the dust two men in hard hats popped through from other side like moles in hard hats. “Doorway 27-B at your service!” one shouted cheerfully.
“Thank god!” Vera said, eyeing the newly formed escape exit. She quickly stepping around them and headed for the opening with her breath held.
The workers were about to stop her when Rontho waved them off. “She’s one of us know, boys! Let her through!”
Vera hopped through the opening and took several steps on the other side. She stopped and turned. “I expect to be paid at the top of the tier, sir!” she shouted.
Rontho stood up and attempted to face her directly at last. “I can’t hear you over the dust settling!” he said.
She shouted something incomprehensible in reply before vanishing into the corridors.
“Wait!” he called out behind her, “You forgot your badge.” He held up the shiny new badge.
“Nice,” the first jack hammerer said with a smile. 
There was no response from Vera so the jackhammers began cutting another passageway on the far wall.
 Over the noise Rontho shouted, “WELCOME ABOARD, MISS DAROOD!”

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17524_1726456658]Chapter Harold Darood

The cab smelled faintly of petrol, damp upholstery, and a peppermint the driver had likely been sucking since the Falklands.
Sir Rontho sat in the back seat with the posture of a man who had never trusted automobiles and suspected, correctly, that they were a Bolshevik plot. He preferred helicopters.
His hat rested on his knees and his bloodied umbrella was angled toward the door like a bayonet. He was confident some Fred made gadget was secretly tucked away in the folds of fabric protecting him from the demonic drizzel (somehow).
The city slid past in red bands of rain and sodium light. They stopped at a light and Rontho muttered to himself something about vaguely about helicopters not needing traffic lights.
“I remember when traffic was orderly. Horses understood hierarchy.”
The driver said nothing, though his eyes narrowed by a small but unmistakably suspicious degree.
Rontho glanced out the window at the confused traffic. “Too bad they can’t fly helicopters.”
Before the cab could move another inch forward, there came a sharp rap on the window, not a polite knock, rather a proprietary one, as though the glass technically belonged to the knocker.
Rontho didn’t look surprised but merely sighed, “Oh, for heaven’s sake.”
The door opposite Rontho opened without invitation and a broad man in an immaculate linen suit slipped inside with the smooth confidence of someone who had bribed half the planet.
He smelled of cardamom, expensive cologne, and fresh ink as he winked at the driver. His gold cufflinks, shaped like tiny globes, flashed under the streetlight as the cab began moving again. He flung his blood-streaked umbrella out the window and swiftly rolled it up, moving just in time to avoid being doused again.
“Rontho,” the man said warmly as he removed his leather gloves but forgot to offer his hand for a shake.
“Harold,” Rontho replied flatly.
The driver looked at Rontho in the rear view mirror with a sly smile on his face betraying his complicity in this unwanted intrusion. He’d probably been paid off to wait at the light.
Rontho glared at the cabbie remembering every feature in case they had a chance encounter at some future date.
The two in the back sat shoulder to shoulder like two retired generals pretending not to remember their shared war crimes.
“Call me ambassador,” Harold said with a smile too convincing.
Rontho ignored him hoping the other man would spontaneously combust.
The Ambassador continued, “You look older.”
“I am older.”
“Yes, but emotionally.”
“I’ve recently hired staff,” Rontho said darkly. “It accelerates decay.”
The Ambassador clasped his hands, saying, “Yes, that’s what I’ve come about it.”
“So we come to your reason for boarding my vehicle like a common criminal.”
The Ambassador leaned closer. “My daughter. Vera.”
Rontho rolled his eyes and pretended to strangle the cabbie with crab hands. “What about her?”
“Yes.”
“What?”
“My Vera. You hired her today.”
They both stared forward for a moment like men observing a slow-motion train wreck only they could see.
“She is,” Rontho said carefully, “deeply incompetent.”
The Ambassador winced. “Ah.”
“She keeps misidentifying extra-dimensional entities as injured wildlife.”
“Yes, she always was compassionate.”
“She attempted to splint the forelimb of a fourth-order geometric parasite.”
“That sounds like her.”
“It tried to consume three filing cabinets and a corporal.”
“A sensitive child.”
“She wrapped it in gauze.”
The Ambassador nodded proudly. “Good bedside manner.”
“It does not have a bed,” Rontho snapped. “It has angles.”
The ambassador roared with laughter, not a hint of nervousness to taint the unsettling atmosphere.
Rontho turned slightly. “Tell me something. Did you finally get rid of your extra-dimensional wildlife?”
The Ambassador instantly studied the ceiling of the cab as though it were fascinating. “Let us speak of happier things.”
“You didn’t, did you?”
“We prefer the term ‘contractually displaced marauders of the high seas.’”
“You’re still employing them.”
“They require very little sick leave.”
“They hijack cargo ships in international waters.”
“It is a cultural thing.”
Rontho rubbed his temples. “If you’re not careful, you’re going to cause another incident.”
“We call them ‘tourist experiences’ now,” the Ambassador said brightly. “The embassy rebrand is going beautifully. Guided tours. Gift shop. Branded passport stamping. And coming soon: amusement rides. ‘Visit Somaliworld Embassy before the world ends.’”
“Good God.”
“Schoolchildren love the scale model of the Colossus of Rhodes.”
The cabbie laughed outloud for some reason and Rontho pressed a button on his door which activated a glass partition that slid up between the front and back of the cab rending sound passage between the two halves impassable.
The ambassador leaned over, cupped his hand over his mouth and whispered, “You must do me a favor.”
Rontho groaned. “No.”
“You haven’t heard it yet.”
“I know the shape of it. It’s terrible.”
The Ambassador let out his breath deeply. “You must wipe her mind.”
Rontho paused then said, “No.”
“Please.”
“No.”
“Back to high school age. Very light reset. Just enough to remove the… independence.”
“Absolutely not.”
“I will find her a husband. A nice boy. Respectable. Maybe owns a shipping company. She does not need a job. She is upsetting the house staff. Yesterday she tried to vaccinate my majordomo.”
“Was he ill?”
“Ill-egal maybe.”
Rontho shook his head.
“She keeps calling him ‘sweetie’ and checking his temperature.”
Rontho stared ahead. “She’s better off an old maid in the UK than a baby factory in your fake country. Besides, my staff has taken a fancy to her.”
The Ambassador gasped. “Cruel.”
“Which part?”
“All of it. She deserves marriage, not some happy work life balance. Somaliworld is recognized by four other micronations.”
“She deserves not being forcibly lobotomized because you want grandchildren.”
“It is tradition.”
“It is barbarism.”
“It is efficient.”
“She’d kill the husband anyway. Accidentally or on purpose with bear repellent.”
The cab rounded a sharp corner too fast and lurched forward before there was an jarring thud that resembled a heavy, meaty impact.
The driver cursed something unhearable and slammed on the breaks, which was followed immediately by the inescapable yelp of a wounded bystander. 
Before the car had even come to a complete halt, the Ambassador, Rontho’s umbrella clutched in one hand, had already swung the door open. “I was never here,” he said with unnervingly calm precision, stepping into the crimson drizzle.
Rontho scowled. “You coward.”
But the Ambassador was already gone, disappearing into a narrow alley with a speed that seemed almost criminally impossible for a man of his considerable bulk and reputed standing.
Rontho leaned out the window and shook his fist. “Typical! Absolutely typical! Can’t face one minor vehicular manslaughter like a gentleman!”
A blood soaked man limped toward the window with a crooked hat and torn jacket that appeared to have tyre tread clinging to it. He seemed annoyed but functional.
Rontho brightened. “Ah! Excellent! Great show!”
The pedestrian blinked. “You hit me.”
“Yes, splendid work.”
“What?”
Rontho pressed a crumpled five-pound note into his hand. “Five quid. For services rendered.”
The man looked at at the note in his hand like it was a dead fish. “I don’t...”
“What you did for your country today will soon be forgotten.”
“I was crossing the street when you…!”
“Heroism often looks like that.”
“I think my ankle…!”
“Carry on, man. Chin up.”
The driver, pale as paper, slammed the accelerator and the cab roared off, before the victim could note the plate number. Fumes swallowed the street.
The pedestrian stood alone in the smoke, holding the money and limping slightly. “Bloody hell!” he muttered.
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Roll call was scheduled, the next morning, according to a yellowing memorandum thumb-tacked to three separate cork-boards, for 1030 hours.
No one had specified whether that meant morning or night. Experience had taught the less enlightened staff not to ask, so they came to both, at 10:30 A.M., and again at 10:30 P.M., like nervous parishioners attending two identical funerals just to be safe.
The location, as always, was the third-floor gym. “Gym” was a charitable word. It had once been a respectable athletic facility sometime around the Suez Crisis and had since decayed into something between a storage locker and an archaeological dig.
The air smelled permanently of mildew, iodine, and ancient sweat that had seeped into the wood and achieved legal tenancy.
Fluorescent lights hummed faintly overhead. Stacks of cracked wrestling mats leaned against the wall like fallen tombstones. Punching bags sagged from chains, their leather peeling and stitched so many times they resembled veterans of several small wars. A pommel horse lay on its side, missing one leg. Someone had draped a towel over it as though it were deceased.
Fred stood near the centre of the room with a clipboard waiting for Rontho to show up.  He looked like a man who had been awake since 1943 and had never quite recovered. He licked his thumb and shuffled papers with ceremonial gravity. 
Someone raised their hand and he acknowledged them. “Yes!” 
“Is this meeting for 1030 AM or PM?” the confused agent asked. 
“1030 Hours,” Fred said, “Not AM nor PM. Just straight up 1030 hours. Does that make things clear?”
“No, not really.”
“Then, I suppose we’ll have this conversation again in twelve hours!”
The clipboard, unlike Fred, was crisp and alert.
Without anyone noticing, Sir Rontho suddenly appeared next to Fred, hands clasped behind his back, chin lifted, eyes bright with the misplaced confidence of a man inspecting troops who could not legally operate a toaster.
“Before us stand the ‘best of the best’,” he said confidently. “These twelve agents…” his voice wavered and then trailed off without finishing the sentence.
Before him the assembled agent were anything but. They formed a crooked line that could best be described as medically ambitious. One man balanced on two aluminum crutches and saluted with the wrong hand. A woman with a hearing trumpet stared at the ceiling fan and whispered to it. Another agent breathed through an oxygen tank that wheezed like a distressed accordion.
Two identical twins argued about which one had died in ’78.
One fellow sat in a wheelchair wrapped in so many blankets he resembled a diplomatic parcel.
At the far end.. an iron lung that emitted a steady mechanical sigh: WHOOOOSH clack. WHOOOOSH clack. A laminated name tag was taped to it proclaiming: AGENT DOUGLAS “DEEP BREATH” PEMBROKE.
The machine twitched politely.
Vera stood among them, upright, healthy, and profoundly out of place. She was thirty years younger than anyone else, and unlike the rest was alert, strong and the only person not actively decomposing. She looked like someone who had wandered into the wrong waiting room.
Rontho spotted her and his eyes widened in horror. He waved frantically, calling to her, “Miss Darood, no, no, absolutely not. Come here at once.”
She stepped out of line nervously. The other agents watched her go with the faint resentment of retirees observing a jogger.
“You’re not a field agent,” Rontho whispered urgently.
“I have my badge, now.” Vera said.
“Yes, yes, decorative. Ceremonial. Like a commemorative spoon. You’re administrative adjacent.”
“I rehabilitate wild animals.”
“These people rehabilitate paperwork and occasionally gravity.”
“I thought...”
“No. Grooming staff and support. You’re duties include towels, tea, light dusting…”
“That’s your maid, Sylvia.”
Rontho thought hard a moment and realised she was right. “Duties include delousing, shaving and occasional mind wipes.”
“I wrestled a smuggler in the Indian Ocean.”
“Yes yes, you’ve told me before,” Rontho said stiffly. “It’s not the kind of practical experience we need at the moment.”
Fred cleared his throat with bureaucratic menace. “Roll call.” He squinted at the clipboard. “Agent Reginald Fortescue. Codename: Badger Actual.”
A hand slowly raised. “Present,” croaked a voice that sounded like it had been stored in a jar.
“Strengths,” Fred read, “exceptional penmanship, resistance to mustard gas, once infiltrated a bakery for nine months without detection.” He paused to glance at the clipboard before continuing, “Weaknesses: believes Tuesdays are optional.”
Badger Actual nodded solemnly.
Fred continued. “Agent Margaret Holloway. Codename: Suture.”
A woman held up a sign that said PRESENT in enormous letters.
“She can’t speak,” Fred added. “Voluntarily stopped in ’61 to avoid interrogation.”
She smiled and nodded in agreement.
“Agent Clive Denholm. Codename: Torque.”
The man in the wheelchair raised both eyebrows at hearing his code name spoken for the first time in decades.
“Strengths: drove a tank through a casino. Weaknesses: cannot walk.”
Fred walked down the line as he continued to list off the agents. “Agent Douglas Pembroke,” he continued, “Codename: Deep Breath.”
WHOOOOSH clack went the iron lung as Fred leaned in closer as if diagnosing it. He then looked down at the agent’s head protruding from the end of the machine like it was a sausage extruder that got jammed. Fred pulled open one eyelid checking for pupil dilation. “He blinked twice earlier,” he said looking up. “We’re counting that.”
On and on it went.
Each introduction a strange mixture of heroism and tragedy. Sabotaged a missile silo. Ate classified documents during a raid. Once successfully impersonated a lamppost. Mistook Portugal for Peru for six consecutive years as a nuclear targeting tactician.
Vera leaned toward Rontho. “Sir.”
“Yes?”
“They don’t look… fit.”
Rontho turned slowly. “What did you say?”
“I mean physically. Cardiovascularly. Structurally.”
“They are elite.”
“I think you mean leaking.”
“That one’s seasoned.”
“He’s cooked and that an oxygen tank is slowly corroding what’s left.”
“He’s oxygen-forward.”
She folded her arms. “With respect, sir, none of them could catch a guinea pig.”
Rontho’s eyes flashed. “Then put your mouth where your money is.”
“That’s not the expression.”
“Niether is yours.”

Vera gave him a stern look and Rontho relented. “Give them a physical review,” he said, “A grooming session perhaps. Whatever you call it. I need you to stretch them, poke them, and determine their structural integrity.”
Vera frowned and glanced over the motley crew.
Rontho went on, “By the end of the day, we shall know which of them are fit to retain and which are due for a discreet memory wipe before transfer to the old agents’ rest home. God preserve our operating budget.”
Vera blinked. “Is rest home a euphemism for something?”
“Rest, yes,” said Rontho. “As in the rest of our budget, once they’ve finished devouring it. Do you have any idea what it costs to rehabilitate cast-off debris from MI5 and MI6?”
Vera, who did not, wisely said nothing.
“They send them to us rather than granting them the pension they ought to have had the decency to die waiting for. Assuming these magnificent specimens can still be described as employable, I do what I can to extract some final administrative value from them, provided they remain both mobile and vaguely cooperative. 
“But there comes a point, Miss Vera. When it is simply more economical to put them up in a room at the Best Urn Inn and be done with the matter? Still, that is, for the present, precisely why we have you.”
Vera looked over the dispirited little assembly with considerably more sympathy than Rontho would likely have approved of. After his remarks, they wore the expression of people who had just learned the air in the room had been quietly replaced with mustard gas.
What a miserable posting.
“What if we...” Vera began, turning back toward Rontho, but stopped.
He was gone and Fred had disappeared with him. The pair of them had evacuated the scene with astonishing speed, as though the mere prospect of a practical follow-up question had triggered an instinctive flight response in both men. 
Somewhere down the hall a door slammed followed by distant shouting. Then, inexplicably, crashing bowling pins.
An awkward silence haunted the gym. The fluorescent lights hummed to the beat of WHOOOOSH clack. 
Vera slowly faced the line of agents. They were all staring at her, not suspiciously nor angrily but hopefully, like she might fix something. Like she might save them. Like she was the last veterinarian at the world’s saddest zoo.
Badger Actual gave her a small thumbs-up.
The woman with the sign flipped it over. It now read: HELP.


Chapter A Note Concerning World War II

Dr. Fred Shandrydan had, ever since his deeply peculiar upbringing as an African orphan in the household of wealthy Germans residing in Namibia during the 1930s, cultivated an understanding of German culture that bore only the faintest and most decorative relationship to reality.
What he adored was not Germany as it had ever existed, but rather a private, idealized hallucination of it: a place of immaculate efficiency, polished boots, excellent wiring, disciplined breakfast tables, operatic self-confidence, and men in long coats explaining things incorrectly with absolute authority. It was less a political worldview than an interior pageant: half nursery myth, half mechanical fetish and wholly impervious to history.
As a consequence, Fred’s interpretation of the Second World War was not merely inaccurate, but structurally insane.
To Fred, the entire conflict had been little more than a tragic administrative misunderstanding. He regarded the British, during the war years, with a kind of embarrassed pity, believing them to be a fog-bound, nutritionally compromised island people too stubborn and under-electrified to recognize when they were being “helped.” He had, with characteristic gullibility, absorbed certain lines of wartime propaganda so completely that he came to believe the bombing campaign against Britain was intended not as an act of terror and destruction, but as a forceful continental intervention designed to “clear the national brain-fog.”
In Fred’s understanding, the matter could have been resolved at any point had the British simply stood in the rubble, dusted themselves off, and said, “Ah. Danke. We are corrected now.”
Instead, he believed, they had disastrously mistranslated the situation.
“Had they only possessed a proper command of German,” Fred would occasionally explain, with heartbreaking sincerity, “they might have replied with gratitude. But being what they were, they accidentally communicated the opposite sentiment.”
By his reckoning, what Britain had intended to say was: Thank you, we understand now. What they had, somehow, actually conveyed was: Please continue indefinitely.
This deranged misunderstanding, in Fred’s mind, explained nearly everything that followed.
It also goes a considerable distance toward explaining why, after the war had ended and Europe had finished setting itself on fire, Fred agreed, without perceiving the contradiction in the slightest, to work for the British government. As far as he was concerned, he was not joining a former enemy, but stepping in to assist a confused and badly managed people who had, through some clerical and linguistic catastrophe, failed to be conquered correctly.
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The MI7 lunchroom occupied what had once, judging by the mismatched tile work, been a public lavatory.
In all the following decades, since conversion, no one had bothered to change the plumbing, however. A row of ancient sinks still lined one wall, their rusty faucets permanently dripping into stained porcelain bowls. Someone had placed potted plants inside two of them to make the space feel “continental.” The plants were dead.
A humming refrigerator from the early atomic age rattled in the corner like it was trying to confess something.
A hand-painted sign above the microwave read: NO HEATING FISH! NO SUMMONING! CLEAN YOUR OWN BLOOD. The microwave still smelled like all three.
Vera sat alone at a narrow metal table, taking a short nap. The smell of strawberry and lemon yogurt roused her.  She looked down at her half eaten cup of yogurt and overturned spoon. She stared at her reflection in the back of a spoon like someone reconsidering every life choice that had led to this moment.
Her knuckles were scraped from the morning’s “physical evaluations.” when Agent Badger had attempted to bite her. Agent Torque had dislocated something just standing up. On the bright side, the iron lung had technically passed flexibility. She wasn’t sure how, however.
The door creaked open and frumpy old Fred shuffled in with a brown paper bag and the air of a man who had not blinked since the since the last above ground nuclear test.
He poured himself tea from a thermos labeled RADIOACTIVE! DO NOT DRINK! and sat across from her without asking.
They ate in silence for a moment. The refrigerator coughed. Somewhere a pipe screamed.
“I hear you’re from Africa,” Fred said suddenly, conversationally, like he was commenting on the weather.
Vera blinked. “Somaliworld, yes.”
Fred nodded sagely. “Thank God we got out of there, am I right?”
“Got out of where?”
“Africa. Absolute mess that place. The heat, the sand. And don’t get me started with all those animals,” he said, shaking his head. “Revolutions every Thursday. No one seemed able to keep a decent rail schedule. The whole place is terribly inconvenient, I’m sure you would agree.” 
Vera stopped eating and stared at him. “I grew up there.”
“Yes, well, survivors always say that.”
“That isn’t how...”
“Marvelous you escaped,” he said, patting her shoulder like she’d fled a burning building.
“I didn’t escape. I moved for university.”
“Brave,” Fred whispered.
He began unloading objects from his paper bag onto the table. It wasn’t any sort of lunch a fresh and bone creature would consider edible. They were gadgets mostly: a pen that hummed faintly, a pair of spectacles with three lenses, a small brass cube ticking like a nervous clock, a fork with wires, a yo-yo that appeared to be pulsating.
Vera leaned back and eyed Fred and his assortment with suspicion. “What are you doing?”
“Showing you my work,” Fred said proudly. “Prototype phase.” He pushed the pen toward her. “Exploding fountain pen. Only explodes when someone lies within five feet of it.”
She leaned further back. “That sounds... extremely… wait. Did you say lies like a liar or lying, like on the floor?”
“It’s gone off seven times already today,” he said enthusiastically.
He slid the cube next. “Portable weather reversal device. Turns a mild mist into a thick soup. No effect on blood however.”
“What about that fork?” she asked, pointing.
“Mind-control fork. Works brilliant on people who already agree with you or who are afraid of forks.” He smiled at her in what he clearly believed was a charming manner.
Vera’s eyes narrowed. “Sir.”
“Yes?”
“You’re being very forward.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“You’re showing me your… devices.”
“They’re gadgets.”
“And sitting very close.”
“This is the only chair.”
“And you keep smiling at me.”
“That’s my face.”
She folded her arms. “You are three times my age.”
Fred blinked several times. “What?”
“I’m not interested.”
“In... what?”
“In whatever this is.”
Fred looked down at the explosive pen, then back at her. “I’m trying to show you cutlery that can control aggressive behavior in the bureaucratic mind.”
“Yes, well, that’s how it starts.”
There was a long, awkward pause and the refrigerator attempted to break it with a deep wheezing like it might die.
Fred carefully gathered his inventions back into the bag. “Very well,” he muttered. He took a sip of his scorching hot tea and burnt his tongue but forgot to react. Instead he cleared his throat and asked, “How’s the grooming going?”
“I am not a groomer,” Vera said immediately.
“Yes, yes, semantics.”
“I’m a veterinarian.”
“Same thing, but for people.”
“It absolutely is not,” she growled, her low voice like a caged panther.
“Hmm...”
She decided to set the record straight. “None of those agents are fit for any kind of mission, you know that right? One of them fainted trying to lift a clipboard. Another asked me if knees were optional. Your iron lung man winked at me.”
“He does that,” Fred said, with a twinkle in his eye. “What a flirt.”
“They can’t fight.”
Fred looked genuinely puzzled. “Fight?”
“Yes, for missions. Mostly running, climbing, shooting, you know, saving the world from evil spies.”
Fred laughed like an elephant seal with emphysema. “Oh dear. No. No, no, no.”
She stared back. “What do you mean, no?”
“Good heavens, no,” Fred gasped between guffaws, “We’d all die immediately.”
“I can see that. Bit disgraceful don’t you think?”
Fred leaned back in his chair and said it the way one might explain how taxes worked. “We’re propaganda, Miss Darood.”
“I’m sorry?”
“MI7 doesn’t punch anyone. Far too risky. We write things. Film things. Stage things. We replace newspapers with controlled narratives. We intercept legitimate broadcasts and fabricate public perception. We manufacture mass mis-communication on an industrial scale.”
She blinked. “You mean… we don’t go out and eliminate threats?”
“Oh heavens no,” Fred said. “MI5 and MI6 do the messy bits.”
“I am so confused right now.”
He took another sip of tea before offering a clarification. “We force-feed the public false information for one reason only; to cover up all the bad things the government does to them.” He said it pleasantly like he was describing gardening.
Silence followed with the occasion sound of an old sink dripping.
Vera stared at him. “Surely, you’re joking.”
“No, ma’am.”
“You mean the broadcasts we put out are...”
“Fake.”
“The press releases?”
“Mostly invented.”
“The heroic narratives?”
“Fabricated fresh every Tuesday morning.”
“The emergency alerts?”
“Full scale panic test runs.”
“The alien invasion last year...”
“Radioactive raccoon incident,” Fred corrected.
“But..”
“Yes.”
“All lies?”
“Almost exclusively.”
Vera slowly set down her yogurt feeling suddenly very tired. “I thought… we were protecting people.”
Fred smiled kindly. “We are. The people in government.”
“That’s horrible. What about the common man on the street?”
“Oh yes. The commoners. We prevent them from rioting in mass panic by calming feeding them a healthy diet of harmless drama.”
“That’s not protection.”
“It is if they don’t riot.”
She leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling. “I left a perfectly respectable job for this.”
“Splendid,” Fred said.
“I originally thought this was a zoo position.”
“Well, it feels that way half the time.”
“This is not what I signed up for,” she said, closing her eyes.
“If everyone got what they signed up for, Miss Darood, we’d all be in a steamy hot tub with the pope.”
From the hallway came a distant crash and Sir Rontho shouting something about “pancakes and treason.”
Fred checked his watch. “Ah,” he said. “Afternoon disinformation rehearsal.” He stood to go then turned and asked, “Would you like to see the fake moon landing set? We just upgraded the sand.”
Vera buried her face in her hands and cried.



[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17536_1726456658]Chapter Dhuhr

Outside, in the dank hallway, there lingered the faint but rather suspicious odor of Spanish Leather and dead flowers.
Vera walked slowly, hands in her coat pockets, trying to convince herself that everything Fred had just told her was either satire or the result of a mild stroke.
Propaganda? Fake newsrooms? Mind-control forks? What was this, the demonic version of candid camera?
She muttered to herself in Somali. “This is fine. This is temporary. I will update my CV tonight. Perhaps the botanical garden still needs someone for the butterfly exhibit.”
Her watch buzzed and she absentmindedly glanced down. 12:17. Her stomach dropped. “Oh no.”
Her heart kicked once, hard. “No, no, no, no...”
She stopped in the middle of the corridor for some minor hyperventilating. “I missed dhuhr.”
Her mother would materialize from thin air and scold her if she knew.
She looked around, suddenly unsure where one prayed inside a building without windows, whose corridors never alinged with any cardinal direction and that secretly housed creatures of dubious terrestrial origins.
Then she noticed a crooked little sign taped to the wall: ← CHAPLE
Chaple? Someone failed elementary spelling. As if to make up for it, someone had drawn a tiny halo over the “e” in black marker.
It would do. She followed the arrow down a narrow and strangely not straight corridor. This appeared to be an even older part of the building, older than the 1970s style she’d gotten used to. The paint on the walls peeled in long curls like shedding skin. The incandescent lights hummed overhead to the tune of the Ed Sullivan Show.
Somehow this area felt quieter and more respectful, the way hospitals and old libraries were quiet. 
She passed a door labeled: CONCESSIONS (but with the second C crossed out and replaced with an F)
Another: EUCHARIST STORAGE AND RECYCLING
And finally: CHAPLE. (Still misspelled).
She slowed as she approached the large wooden door. Through a small wired-glass window, she could see inside where a simple room was setup. The threadbare carpet held a few folding chairs. In the corner, a shelf with religious texts of every conceivable faith stacked haphazardly together: Qur’an, Bible, Torah, Bhagavad Gita, something that looked like IKEA instructions.
In the centre of the floor a figure knelt, then bowed. While facing roughly southeast, it rose then bowed again, moving with careful, practiced rhythm. 
Her brain took a second to process it. Then froze. “No.” She leaned closer to the window and beheld the familiar gray hair and the overbearing tweed jacket folded neatly beside him: Sir Rontho.
And he was praying, properly. His hands raised, forehead to the floor while murmuring under his breath. He was in fact facing what was unmistakably the direction of Mecca.
Vera blinked hard a few times. “This building doesn’t even have halal food,” she whispered. “There’s no way.”
But there he was, steady and intent, almost reverent. Almost. And for the first time since meeting him, he looked… calm, not blustering or confused. He was not chasing servants through forests. For the first time she saw him as just… human.
She hesitated a moment then quietly slipped inside. He didn’t look up or  acknowledge her but continued.
So she stepped beside him, set down her bag and joined. Shoulder to shoulder the two figures kneeling on the worn carpet in the strangest intelligence agency on Earth.
She focused on her breathing. Let the absurd day melt away. The prayers grounded her like they always did. For a few blessed minutes there were no aliens, no propaganda broadcasts, no exploding pens. Just stillness.
They finished nearly at the same time. She gave salaam softly then turned her head to face him. 
He didn’t acknowledge her but simply stood, brushed off his trousers, and stretched his back with a faint grunt.
Only when she cleared her throat did he noticed her. He smiled, beamed, really, like a proud uncle. “Well now,” he said.
She smiled cautiously back. “Sir, I didn’t realize...”
“You have surprised me today, Miss Darood.”
“Sir?”
He adjusted his tie. “I had no idea you were also into Tai Chi like I am.”
She stared. “I’m sorry?”
“Marvelous form,” he continued. “Excellent bowing technique. Very disciplined. Core strength. Mind-body harmony. Ancient Chinese internal martial art, you know.”
“That was prayer.”
“Yes, yes,” he said kindly, patting her shoulder. “We all call it something different.”
“No, I mean...”
“Keep up the good work.”
He picked up his paintball gun from the corner and turned to her to say, “Balance of spirit, balance of posture. That’s what wins wars.”
“Sir, it’s literally...”
“Splendid initiative. Carry on.”
And with that he marched out, humming something that sounded vaguely like the British national anthem played backwards.
The door swung shut behind him leaving Vera alone in the chapel with her mouth slightly open. Her brain still buffering she looked down at the carpet then up in the direction of Mecca.
She then noticed a sign in the corner that said CHAPARRAL. “What the...?” Her whispered words hung in the air a moment before cracking and falling to the floor like expired glitter.
She bowed her head down disheartened. “I work for lunatics,” she muttered.
From somewhere deep in the building came an explosion and Fred shouting, “Good news! The fork works!”
Vera closed her eyes. “I should have stayed with the pampered poodles.”


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17538_1726456658]Chapter Samantha Greenly, Personal Secretary to Sir Rontho

If MI7 had a front desk, which it did not officially acknowledge having, then Samantha Greenly was the woman who occupied it with the quiet, immovable permanence of a border stone.
She sat behind a dented metal desk positioned at the exact intersection of three contradictory corridors that did not appear on any blueprint, greeting visitors, screening calls, stamping files and redirecting lost prisoners with the calm authority of someone who had long ago accepted that reality itself was poorly organized.
No one remembered hiring her and no one remembered her first day. She simply seemed to have always been there, like the radiator.
To the casual observer, Samantha was unremarkable in the most deliberate way possible. She screamed early thirties with a rounded build. Her posture looked severely slouched, even from the best of angles. With her hair pulled back tight enough to suggest either discipline or mild pain, she exuded a nonchalant kind of optimism usually reserved for retired dentists. She wore wide yet sensible slacks, practical loafers, and blouses in muted government colours: gray, beige, or something that might once have been blue.
Her glasses were thick and resolutely square, as though determined to outlast whatever face they’d been assigned to. Her expression hovered in a permanent state of mild confusion (dazed at first glance) but beneath it lay a curious blend of suspicion and breezy delight.
She was the sort of woman who could inform you, with perfect sincerity, that your clearance had been revoked, and in the same breath invite you out for bowling to discuss classified documents over snacks. It was not inconsistency so much as a fully integrated contradiction. A contradiction she appeared entirely comfortable inhabiting.
She spoke with what she insisted, firmly, repeatedly, and often unprompted, was an Isle of Man accent. It was not.
She spoke in a deeply confused mixture of Canadian prairie vowels, BBC radio diction, and whatever she had picked up from a 1970s pirate cassette labeled “Authentic Manx Speech £2.99.”
She ended nearly every sentence with, “eh?”, even when it made no grammatical sense.
“File’s been transferred, eh?”
“Sir Rontho’s in the ventilation shafts again, eh?”
“Tea’s radioactive today, eh?”
No one questioned it as MI7 had bigger problems to contend with.
What no one knew, however, what absolutely no one knew, was that Samantha Greenly was not from the Isle of Man. No even close. She was a member of the Mohawk tribe of Canada. Born on the Canadian side of Akwesasne, she was raised on stories older than the country she now pretended not to come from.
And she was on a mission. Not for MI7 nor Britain but for her people.
Somewhere in London, she did not know where, was an artifact stolen from her community generations ago. Taken during one of those “polite” imperial expeditions where everything not nailed down was catalogued, crated, and shipped overseas for “safekeeping,” this sacred object had been missing for decades if not centuries.
A sacred ceremonial object, small enough to fit in a breadbox, yet larger than a turtle was important enough that elders spoke of it in lowered voices. It was important enough that someone had finally said: Sam, go get it back. Or get me a sandwich. Whichever works.
And so she set out on her sacred quest. Through layers of forged paperwork, illegible recommendations, and one suspiciously convenient typing test, she had embedded herself inside MI7.
If anyone in Britain accidentally had possession of a stolen indigenous relic, it would be one of their forgotten intelligence departments.
That was ten years ago, although no one remembered it. Ten long years of no leads, no reports, no nothing. She did however, come across: three cursed Fabergé eggs, a Babylonian weather machine, two semi-haunted filing cabinets containing objects belonging to the cult of Churchill, the death certificate of a Soviet clone of Winston Churchill and something vaguely haunted labeled with the warning DO NOT LET THE QUEEN WITHIN FIVE FEET, ESPECIALLY IF SHE ASKS FOR IT BY NAME.
Her people’s sacred object, however, was not to be seen. Not even a hint had surfaced in all that time. Still, London, she had learned, was less a city and more a landfill of stolen history. Every basement had something sacred, stolen or ancient in it.
And so she stayed on and typed, filed and listened her way to the top. She watched, she whistled and on occasion participated in Rontho’s annual square dancing contest. But most importantly she had become extraordinarily good at being invisible at just right time and place yet useful enough for people not to ask too many questions about her.
People talked around her constantly. Secrets flowed past her desk like loose change. And she recorded everything from dates, names, serial numbers, dietary habits to religious customs.  If anyone mentioned anything storage room adjacent or rhymed with off-site warehouses she was on it like syrup on pancakes.
Every time someone said “museum,” “private collection,” or “we probably shouldn’t have that skull,” her ears perked. And yet, nothing pertaining to her sacred object appeared.
To maintain her cover, she leaned hard into the Isle of Man persona. Too hard. She brought in pamphlets, talked about sheep and claimed her “uncle ran a lighthouse.” No one had asked for references but she supplied them none the less.
Whenever someone questioned her accent, she’d wave a hand. “That’s just how we talk on the island, eh? Very local, eh?”
No one knew enough about the Isle of Man to argue. A place just obscure enough to discourage follow-up questions. It was the perfect lie and it became a point of pride for her. 
Unfortunately, in her effort to deflect suspicion, Samantha had developed a terrible habit. She made bad racist jokes. Specifically about indigenous people but came off as about Indians.
Every time the studio tech crew, half of whom were actually from India, came through her area, she’d say something like: “Careful with that curry near the wires, eh?”
Or:
“Don’t colonize the break room while you’re at it, eh?”
The crew would stare at her in wounded silence. She thought this proved her cover was working.
No one would suspect me of being indigenous if I’m this culturally insensitive, she reasoned. It was flawed logic but as any agent worth their weight in poison will tell you, espionage often is.
To better sell the disguise, she had taken up golf with startling aggression. She mentioned it at every opportunity. “Can’t stay for drinks, y’all, working on my swing, yeah?”
This continued without incident until Rontho, growing mildly intrigued, challenged her to a putting contest in one of the back corridors. There, she proceeded to hold the club upside down with unwavering confidence, attempting several earnest but technically unrecognizable strokes.
Rontho watched in silence for a moment, then narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps,” he said carefully, “we might try billiards instead.”
She agreed at once, climbed onto the table, and began putting correctly; this time with impressive form.
Rontho considered this, found a way to be satisfied with his own explanation, and concluded that the issue was not one of ability, but of vocabulary. He later assigned her the Encyclopaedia Britannica as light evening reading.
Samantha took this challenge in stride and doubled down on her nightly regimen of archive studies: old colonial shipping records, MI7 theft inventory catalogs and the occasional throwing of steak knives at a dartboard labeled “British Museum”.
But reading the Encyclopaedia Britannica sounded less suspicious.
As one might suspect, Sir Rontho adored her. Mostly because she laughed at his stories (more any sane person should) and once alphabetized an entire filing cabinet that had previously been sorted by “ambition level.”
He called her “Greenly, my good woman” and frequently mistook her for Scottish. She never corrected him; the closer she stayed to him, the more access she had.
If the artifact was anywhere in Britain’s forgotten intelligence underbelly, it would pass through his chaos at some point. Everything did, eventually. Even the things probability theory would have dismissed as wildly implausible or, in more honest terms, completely ludicrous.
To most of MI7, Samantha Greenly was just the secretary with the weird accent who took things too seriously (or not seriously enough). She was the slightly offensive one who somehow knew exactly where every document was. If you needed a door unlocked that should never be opened she was the one who had the keys. If you sneaked in late at night with ulterior motives she would be the one there before you copying old storage manifests onto a flash drive while humming songs no one recognized. But you probably wouldn’t because she slipped into the background becoming one with the haze and fog of things vaguely known yet unacknowledged.
Finally after all the waiting, listening and searching for ten years with no results she never gave up her quest. She was the poster child for patients. If her people could wait for centuries she could wait a few more years, eh?
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The security room had once been labeled LAVITORY SUPPLIES in fading black paint.
Someone had scratched out SUPPLIES and written SURVEILLANCE underneath in sharpie and painted over LAVITORY but the paint had faded, revealing the letters beneith.
Inside, the air was warm and offered up notes of instant coffee mixed with ozone and overheated wiring.
Banks of mismatched monitors covered one wall, old CRTs stacked beside newer flat screens, all fed by a tangled nest of cables that looked less engineered and more grown.
The screens flickered with live feeds from across London: a bus station, a laundromat, three different pubs, a rouge post office, an overgrown canal towpath and for some unknown reason, a kebab shop frozen at 3:14 P.M.
Sylvia sat closest to the controls, posture stiff and watchful, fingers hovering over the switches like a pianist expecting musical violence. One of her bad fingers twitched intermittently, clicking faintly against the metal desk, tapping out a tune last heard centuries before, while her eyes tracked movement across the screens with unnatural precision.
Beside her, Fred leaned back in a rolling chair, clipboard balanced on his knee, muttering notes. “Man with briefcase… suspicious hat… could be retired… might be dead…” He scratched out a name. “Too dead.”
Samantha stood behind them with a mug of tea, peering over her glasses. “That one near the bus stop looks lonely enough, eh?” she said.
“His hat is a figment of my imagination,” Fred replied.
“Ah. Good posture though, eh.”
They were scanning the city the way birdwatchers scanned trees, hunting a profile. Qualifying traits included: underemployed, disgruntled, mildly delusional and capable of climbing stairs without oxygen.
Fred tapped one screen. “Ooo. Look at him. Jogging.”
All three leaned in. The man ran past the camera, healthy, athletic. They watched in reverent silence.
“My God,” Fred whispered, “Look at those knees, they’re gazelle like.”
“Write him down,” Samantha said. “Knees are rare, eh.”
Sylvia nodded mumbling as she scribbled, “Subject displays coordinated limb usage. Three stars.”
The door creaked and all three froze. Sylvia’s head snapped toward the sound like a predator detecting prey. Determined footsteps approached.
The door opened and Vera stepped in, holding a folder. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t know this room was…” She stopped, noticing the wall of citywide surveillance feeds. “What is this?”
Sylvia reacted instantly. Her twitchy fingers hit the monitors kill switch. CLICK. Every monitor went black and the room plunged into awkward silence.
Fred and Samantha panicked simultaneously and grabbed each other,  very stiffly, very unnaturally and pretended to make out.
It was the least convincing display of human affection ever recorded. Their lips hovered vaguely near each other’s cheeks. Fred’s glasses were squashed sideways. Samantha patted his shoulder like she was burping a baby. There was absolutely no rhythm or commitment. It looked like two mannequins attempting CPR.
Vera stared. “What’s going on?”
Samantha, without breaking the charade, said, “We’re making out. Go away, eh.”
Fred made a noise that sounded like a distressed pigeon.
Vera clutched her folder tightly and frowned. “I’m not buying it. Fred is gay and you’re well… frumpy.”
Fred immediately disengaged like he’d touched a hot stove. “She is not frumpy.”
Samantha turned to him, horrified. “Why do I always fall for gay guys?”
Sylvia pulled a long dagger from a hidden scabbard and pointed it at Vera. “Focus,” she muttered to the others, “We have a containment failure to handle.”
Vera crossed her arms. “I already know this is a spy agency. Why are you all hiding the fact that you’re spying on people?”
Silence. Fred and Samantha exchanged a look then sighed.
Fred gestured weakly to the blank screens. “Sometimes we need to take recruitment matters into our own hands.”
“Recruitment?” Vera asked, confused.
“Yes,” Samantha said. “Citywide scouting, you know. Bank in Manx we’d just grab anyone off the street and press them into service, you know. But here, in the city...”
“We’re looking for new agents,” Fred added. “Any agents. Literally anyone who can walk briskly.” He adjusted his clipboard awkwardly. “I thought about what you said earlier. About us all being fossils. And I realized… we might need fresh blood.”
“Preferably with actual blood pressure,” Samantha added.
“So we’re… people-watching,” Fred finished, eyes lowered.
Sylvia glanced at the others. “So that’s it then?” she said and reluctantly sheathed her dagger.
Vera looked between the three of them. “So, you’re recruiting spies by staring at random Londoners on security cameras?”
Fred brightened. “When you say it like that it sounds ridiculous.”
“It is ridiculous.”
“We also have a dartboard,” Samantha offered.
Vera rolled her eyes. “Does Sir Rontho know you’re doing this?”
Sylvia’s chair scraped loudly as she stood. Her voice dropped several degrees. “If you tell him what we’re doing,” she said flatly, “I will take both of you out.”
The room went very still.
“To Wagamama’s, right?” Samantha blurted out. “I love me some Wagamama’s. Who’s with me?”
“I have rehearsed it,” Sylvia continued. “Seventeen times and the angles are favorable.” Her eye twitched. “No witnesses.”
Samantha waved a hand. “Oh, I see. Sorry. Ignore her, yeah. That’s just the parasite talking.”
“It has a timetable,” Sylvia added.
“I work with children,” Vera muttered to herself. “I work with actual children.”
Fred patted her shoulder. “Welcome to upper management.”
Vera rolled her eyes and exited the room as quickly as possible since she had less messy work to attend to.
Fred grabbed the door handle after she left and closed it behind her making sure it was locked this time. 
When he turned back to the monitors they were flickered back to life and the ladies were getting back into the swing of things. A grainy street view appeared. A woman jogging past who appeared healthy and alert. She was young and had four working limbs. 
“Another fine candidate!” Samantha announced. “I bet she’d go to Wagamama’s with me.”



[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17542_1726456658]Chapter Assassination Attempt
Steam filled Vera’s bathroom like low-budget fog from a theatre production.
The mirror had completely given up trying to reflect anything. Water ran in lazy rivulets down the glass, distorting the overhead light into a trembling halo. The radiator hissed like it had just returned from a snake convention.
Vera stood beneath the shower spray, letting the heat work the day out of her shoulders.
It had been twelve hours of, geriatric agent evaluations, an unwanted lesson on propaganda ethics, two fake romances and one conversation about mind-control cutlery.
She closed her eyes. “Tomorrow,” she muttered, “I update my résumé.”
The pipes groaned in agreement.
Somewhere in the apartment a floorboard creaked soft and careful like someone was trying to sound like the building settling. But it came off more like the neighbor’s cat, measured and intentional.
A second creak followed then the faint metallic click of a window latch being tested.
Vera shut off the water and held her breath to listen. Nothing but the drip of the showerhead and the faraway London traffic filtered into her perked up ears.
She exhaled finally. “You’re being paranoid,” she told herself. “Working for lunatics does that to you.”
She wrapped herself in a towel and stepped out. The hallway light flicked once like it had been touched by an unseen hand.
Her apartment suddenly felt too quiet. Not cozy quiet but the kind of quiet when you’re secretly being watched.
She dressed quickly, pulled on sweats then plugged in her hair dryer. The oddly familiar whine filled the room. It made the night feel comforting, normal and domestic.
She began drying her hair, head down, eyes half-closed.
CRASH! Her front door exploded inward sending splintered wood in all directions. The security chain snapped like a thread and a large shape stumbled through the wreckage.
A man in dark clothes and gloves entered wielding a balaclava and duct tape. Zip ties were stuffed in his waistband. His ensemble spoke the universal language of kidnapping.
He froze when he saw her standing there with a hair dryer.
She froze when she saw him holding a moistened rag.
For a second, neither of them moved with just the whine of the dryer between them like an awkward referee.
“Can I help you?” she asked automatically, immediately regretting it. What was she, a receptionist?
He didn’t bother to answer and simply charged.
She did the first thing her brain supplied. She aimed the hair dryer at his face and switched it to max. FWOOOOOOSH! 
Hot air blasted him to a confused halt. His balaclava fluttered and he paused a moment to blink.
Then he laughed. A sinister gangster laugh. A big, wheezing, “is that all you’ve got” laugh that echoed in the apartment. “Oh come on,” he said. “Seriously?”
Her brain short-circuited. She screamed, high, loud and furious. Without willing it she squeezed the hidden trigger on her hairdryer that Fred had very specifically told her never to use indoors.
BOOM! The sound was not “hair dryer.” It was build in “hand cannon” modification Fred had insisted on adding “just in case.”
The entire apartment shook, tile cracked and the light fixture rattled. The man stopped laughing immediately as he stared down at the smoking hole in his chest like it was deeply inconvenient.
BOOM! BOOM! Two more shots rang out and added two more holes to his chest to even the score.

Instantly dead, he fell backward through the broken door leaving a splattered, splintery mess that no one would want to clean up.
The hair dryer smoked gently in her hands and she glanced down at it amazed it was still puffing out gentle heat.

Meanwhile on Mermaid Island Sir Rontho sat in his second favorite velvet armchair before a roaring fireplace. A servant knelt on all fours before him, acting as an ottoman. Rontho had his stockinged feet planted comfortably on the man’s back while reading a dog-eared copy of The Times from 1983.
The fire popped. The evening was peaceful enough as he flipped through pages of the past like it had just been yesterday.
Sylvia approached Rontho silently and held out his ringing mobile.
He squinted at it like it had personally offended him. “What’s that then?”
“Phone, sir.”
“It’s singing a song.”
“It’s ringing, sir.”
“If you insist.” He took it. “Hullo?”
Someone on the other end unloaded on him and his eyebrows rose each time another bombshell dropped. “Oh dear,” he muttered between bombshells.
There was a longer pause before he stood up and exclaimed, “Murder!?”
The voice on the other end winced sympathetically.
“I was afraid of that,” Rontho said, sitting back down. When the stool servant made as if to get up he barked, “No, you stay there,” and propped he feet back up.
More tense words were expressed over the phone until, at last, Rontho, had had enough and said with an sense of finality. “Yes, yes. Terrible. Very messy. Thank you.”
He handed the phone back to Sylvia without looking at her.
“Sir?” she asked.
“Someone needs to call Sylvia in,” he said.
“I am Sylvia, sir.”
“Yes. Excellent choice.” He pointed vaguely toward the mainland.
“And do what exactly, sir?”
Rontho leaned back and closed his eyes. “Take the chopper,” he ordered, “Straight to Miss Darood’s apartment for some light cleaning.”
She nodded. She knew what “light cleaning” meant.
“And make sure you have a gun,” he added.
“Yes, sir. Of course.” She tucked his cell phone into her blazer breast pocket and turned to leave.
When she was at the door opening it, Rontho called out after here, “And no witnesses.”
She paused and said, “Understood.”
Without thinking he added, “Oh… and don’t kill anyone unless it’s absolutely appropriate.”
“Definitely appropriate. Got it.” Sylvia let out a sign and opened the door all the way exposing the dark island night before her.
She took a step onto the porch just as he added, “Use your instincts.”
Her eye twitched.

Half an hour later her MI7 helicopter thundered over London like an extremely suspicious dragonfly. It settled onto the tiny parking lot outside Vera’s apartment building, flattening someone’s laundry line.
Sylvia jumped out before the skids fully touched, without hesitation and with no wasted motion. She strode inside past terrified tenants who instinctively decided not to ask questions.
Mentally she ran through a checklist upon entered the apartment. Apartment door: destroyed. Wall: cracked. Smells: gunpowder and conditioner.
Sylvia stepped over blood and splinters to where the body lay twitching inside. 
Vera stood barefoot in the hallway, hair half-dry, towel still around her shoulders, staring at the scene like she still couldn’t believe it was real.
Sylvia noted the world’s most dangerous hair dryer still dangling from Vera’s hand. It was still on heat blast. She gently took the hair dryer from Vera and switched it off.
They stared at each other.
“Evening,” Vera said, stiffly.
Sylvia nodded once. “Evening.” She glanced down at the body and kicked it once. “What kind of a problem do you seem to have tonight, Miss Dawood?”
“Uh.…” she muttered pointing at the body.
Sylvia secured the hairdryer in an unused holster on her hip then examined the corpse. “Three fifty seven caliber entrance wounds,” she muttered to herself as she poked the body with a long conductors baton.
“Uh, it all happened so fast,” Vera said, defensively. “Fred modified it. My hairdryer, I mean. I didn’t think it would do anything, honestly.”
Sylvia considered this, nodded, and replied, “Reasonable.”
After a few more mental notes, Sylvia grabbed the intruder by one ankle and began dragging him toward the hall like unwanted furniture.
“Wait,” Vera said. “Shouldn’t we call the police?”
Without looking back, Sylvia paused. Looked back at her. “No,” she said with confidence and a don’t-ask-me-another-foolish-question tone.
Vera slowly nodded. “Right.”
Sylvia continued dragging. The man’s head thumped down each stair like punctuation.
From the street, the helicopter blades began spinning again. Vera watched Sylvia load the body like excess luggage. She then climbed aboard and turned to look at Vera coldly.
“Does this happen a lot?” Vera called.
“Welcome to MI7,” Sylvia said as reply.
Then the helicopter lifted off, carrying the corpse into the night like it was just another piece of administrative waste.
Vera stood alone in the parking lot, half dressed and hair still in need of drying. “I’ll let it air dry tonight,” she muttered.
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Vera took the side street stairs down into MI7 two at a time, phone wedged between her shoulder and ear, coat half on, hair still faintly smelling of smoke and conditioner.
“No, I’m fine,” she said, tired but firm. Pause. “No. I am not concussed.”
Pause. “Yes, I know what a concussion is, Mama, I’m a veterinarian.”
She shouldered open the heavy service door that led into the main level. “I’m not moving back into the embassy,” she continued. “Because that place creeps me out.”
The line crackled with indignant Somali.
“Yes, I know it’s ‘secure.’ So is a mausoleum. That doesn’t mean I want to live there.”
She swiped her badge and stepped through the security door then into the corridor. “I have to go. Stop calling me at work. Please. They already think I’m suspicious.” Nervous pause. “No, not because I’m Somali, but because everyone here is insane.”
She hung up before her mother could respond and immediately felt guilty. She’d deal with that later.
In what she took to be the main hallway (though it was in fact the experimental adjunct lobby reserved for emergencies) she paused and narrowed her eyes at the staff cubbies lining the wall to her left. Most were crammed with dusty and crumbling rolls of paperwork, documents long since abandoned and curled into submission to fit the narrow slots.
Only one appeared recently used. It bore an embossed label with her surname Darood.
She pulled the roll free, but it refused to behave, springing stubbornly back into its tubular form. With a quiet sigh, she crossed the hall to the temporary filing stations, where a precarious stack of old A2 clipboards leaned in mild defiance of gravity. After some searching, she extracted one from near the bottom, relatively dustfree by local standards, and clipped her duty sheet into place.

In fourteen-point Courier, it said only: Proceed to Room 4224.
She turned the page over, hoping for clarification. Instead, she found inverted tables of data from the Ministry of Offices and Departments, dated sometime in the late nineties. The remaining sheets were no better. Her instructions had been printed, quite deliberately, on the backs of recycled bureaucracy.
At the bottom, a small stamp announced with bureaucratic pride that twelve sheets had been saved from recycling to produce this document.
She regarded it for a moment. What an impressive waste, masquerading as environmental virtue.
Before Vera could set off into the corridor maze in search of Room 4224, Samantha appeared from a side passage, looking pleasantly lost.
“Oh, Vera! Thank God. I’ve turned myself around completely. Where are we, exactly?”
“The main entrance?” Vera said, with only partial conviction. “I’ve been coming in this way all week. Wait… how do you get in?”
Samantha raised an eyebrow. “Not here. Never seen this bit before. Who told you to use this entrance?”
Vera produced a pamphlet titled Welcome to MI7. Smiling civil servants in aggressively cheerful 1970s business casual beamed up from the pages as if under duress. She checked the copyright date and made a small, disapproving noise.
Samantha glanced at it, snorted, and took both the pamphlet and Vera’s clipboard. “Right. Let’s fix one problem at a time.” She slid them into a wide slot in the wall.
A brief rattling descent followed, then the distant suggestion of flames.
Vera didn’t object. She had already memorized the number.
Samantha clapped her hands. “Excellent. Now, why don’t you head where you were going, and I’ll find my way back to my desk from there.”
“Alright,” Vera said, turning down the corridor toward the kennel. “You can get back from the kennel?”
“Oh yes, absolutely,” Samantha replied. “We have a kennel?”
Vera nodded as they walked. “We don’t seem to keep any animals there, however.”
“Then why…?”
“I’m not sure,” Vera said. “I check it every morning. In case someone starts.”
At the end of the corridor stood a single, overly wide elevator. It carried them down one level and opened onto a dim, flickering space that appeared to have been abandoned by both maintenance and hope. The floors and walls were stained in ways that suggested the janitorial staff had not visited in months, possibly years (possibly ever).
Samantha glanced around, suspicious. “I’ve never seen this floor before. I wonder what’s down here.”
From somewhere in the distance came a slow, wet dripping, like a neglected tap. Then, further off, a layered chorus: low growls, scratching, the drag of heavy breathing and, at last, the rattle of a cage.
Samantha looked at Vera. “Sounds like animals to me.”
Vera said nothing, simply led her down the corridor, turned right, and stopped at a set of large double doors. “This is it. Hope you can find your desk from here.”
Samantha peered at the plaque. “Ah. Room 4224. Yes. That rings a bell now.” Forgetting her own duties she pushed on the metal doors until they groaned open .
Inside was, unmistakably, a kennel, or something that had once been one. Rows of cages and holding pens stood empty, their dust undisturbed for quite some time. The air carried a layered scent of hay, disinfectant, and something faintly chemical, as though an earnest attempt had been made to conceal the lingering suggestion of death rather than address it.
And in the middle of the room a group of chairs arranged in a semicircle. facing one lonely folding chair, like an intervention.
Waiting for her in the chairs were several of her fellow staff members: Fred, Sylvia, Sir Rontho and Samantha. Samantha? The woman who had just been standing next to her was not seated before her like she’d been waiting a while.
They all looked that way, staring at her, waiting.
Vera blinked. “Why are you all looking at me like that?”
A dog, or possibly a small wolf, howled behind her. She spun around instinctively but only an empty cage with a rusty door swing in the stale air was there.
Rontho cleared his throat.
Vera slowly turned around unsure as to what exactly was going on here. Was she being fired?
Rontho gestured gravely. “Sit down, Vera.”
“Okay.” She sat silently in the centre metal chair and folded her hands in her lap. The chair squeaked ominously.
A long silence followed, with everyone watching her like she was about to confess to arson.
Finally Rontho leaned forward with hands steepled. “Why,” he said solemnly, “would someone try to kill you?”
“It was self defence,” she blurted out, “I didn’t check his pulse. He might still be alive.”
They all leaned in closer. Fred quipped, “That isn’t what you were asked about.”
Vera took a deep breath in a futile attempt to calm her never. “Well I don’t think they were trying to kill me. It seemed more like a kidnap attempt.”
“Kidnap?” Samantha repeated. “That’s worse, eh.”
“Then why’d you shoot him?” Fred asked.
She shrugged. “Honestly? I didn’t think the hair dryer would work.”
Silence. All eyes slowly turned to Fred.
Feeling the heat on him now, Fred cleared his throat. “In my defence, the safety manual was very clear.”
“There was no safety manual!” Vera insisted.
“It’s okay,” Fred added quickly, “The font is too small. Next time I’ll use a larger font.”
Rontho silenced Fred with a finger. When Fred finally stopped, he turned again to Vera. “What I’m concerned with, is your mental state, my dear. A first murder treats everyone differently and there’s no way to tell which way it’ll break.”
“Murder? He’s dead? I actually killed someone?”
“Tisk tisk, wipe your mind of that. We’re trying to ascertain if you’re fit to continue with the work at hand or to retire you.”
“Retire? What? My mind is still reeling from the experience and frankly I haven’t processed it. I’m just trying to keep a normal routine until I can suddenly break down in tears at the worse possible time and...”
Rontho stood up in elation. “Wonderful!” he snapped and clapped his hands together. “That’s the right answer, my dear.”
“What?”
Fred leaned in and whispered, “That means no early retirement for you today.”
“Fred,” Rontho said, turning his attempt to his resident mad scientist.
“Yes, sir?”
“Fred,” Rontho said again, “Prepare for an operation.”
Fred’s eyes lit up. He rubbed his hands together like a cartoon villain. “Lovely. Are we brainwashing a radio station? Replacing a mayor? Releasing bees into Parliament?”
“No,” Rontho snapped. “I mean an outside operation. Infiltration.”
Fred froze. “Outside? But that’s Sylvia’s wheelhouse.”
“Yes. Outside with walking and interacting with the public and so forth.”
Fred looked physically ill.
Sylvia spoke up now. “But sir… that goes against our mandate.”
Like a prosecuting attorney referring to the accused in the third person, Rontho pointed at Vera and said, “So does trying to kill one of our agents.”
“But we’re propaganda,” Fred protested. “We lie. We misdirect. We make documentaries about weather balloons.”
The stray pigeon cooed supportively.
Fred continued, “We don’t… go places.”
“Well someone attacked my staff,” Rontho said stiffly. “And I will not stand for it.”
Vera went from being in the hotseat to feeling oddly supported as a valued team member.
“But the BBC does that on a regular basis,” Fred said.
Everyone paused.
“What?” Vera asked.
“The BBC ruins people constantly,” Fred explained. “Careers, reputations, entire governments. Absolutely ruthless.”
“Yes,” Rontho agreed, nodding. “In their defense, the BBC is full of incompetent fools.”
“No, yeah,” Samantha said.
“Obviously,” Sylvia added.
Vera suddenly wanted a cigarette and she’d never smoked a day in her life. “What does the BBC have to do with me?”
“Nothing,” Rontho said.
Fred asked, “Then why are we moving against them?”
Rontho turned back to Fred. “We’re not.”
Fred raised his eyebrow. “Then who are we infiltrating?”
Rontho said it casually, like announcing the tea du jour, “The Somaliworld Embassy.”
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The car they gave them looked like it had personally witnessed the Cold War: faded gray, boxy and square enough to be used as a filing cabinet. There were in a public service lot located one block from a random MI7 street exit.
The driver’s door groaned like an arthritic pensioner when Vera opened it. “Are you sure this is the right vehicle?” she asked.
Sylvia slid into the passenger seat without answering, shutting the door with the flat, final thud of someone boarding a transport to prison.
Vera felt slightly humiliated being assigned an unmarked government sedan from the late eighties that reeked of gasoline, dust, and whatever cologne men wore before the me too movement.
She got in holding her breath. The door resisted closing as it alone weighed more than most modern vehicles. The engine turned over on the third try. Then coughed. Then threatened to die. Then, reluctantly, agreed to live.
They pulled out of the service lot and into traffic heading east. Sylvia watched Vera drive, her eyes locked on the new recruits face like it might boil away if not watched.
Vera kept her eyes forward. Despite the car she was deeply, profoundly grateful for not having to infiltrate the embassy or seeing her father. She relished not seeing the diplomatic compound full of house staff petrified in corners.
All she had to do was put up with an ugly car and the most unsettling woman in Britain. “Honestly?” she said, “This is an upgrade.”
Sylvia didn’t answer and the silence stretched.
Only the wheeze of the air vents and the faint rattle of something loose in the dashboard accompanied their journey until after a few jarring potholes caused Sylvia to cough.
She had a deep, ragged cough, the kind that sounded like it scraped metal on the way out of her lungs.
Vera glanced over and immediately regretted it. Sylvia’s eyes were bloodshot. The capillaries spider-webbed across the whites of her seeing orbs.
Sylvia’s hands trembled slightly in her lap. It could have been anything: chemical burn, neuropathy, worms. Maybe all three, but Sylvia wasn’t some animal having been found living on the streets. Vera pondered, Or was she?
“When’s the last time you saw a doctor?” Vera asked at last.
“I don’t need a doctor.”
“You look like you’re about to molt.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re sweating and it’s sixteen degrees outside.”
“I run warm.”
“How about a twelve-step program?”
Sylvia blinked for the first time in five minutes. “Just drive,” she said flatly. “And let me do the interrogation.”
“Interrogation of who?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“That’s not how interrogations work.”
“As long as the distraction’s good enough.”
“Distraction?” Vera blinked.  “Oh, you mean us. We’re the distraction.”
“Yes.”
They drove onto the A501 and the car’s radio randomly crackled to life with static and a weather report from 1994.
Vera slapped it off. “Okay,” she said carefully. “You got a plan at least?”
Sylvia didn’t answer. Instead she asked, “You got any worm killer?”
Vera hit another pot hole. “What?” she stammered as her head bumped the roof of the car.
Unfazed by the bump and with her eye’s still locked on Vera, Sylvia rattled off the following: “Anthelmintic. Dewormer. Livestock grade.”
“Why would I…?”
Before Vera could react, and without changing her gaze, Sylvia reached over and grabbed Vera’s satchel from the back seat.
“Hey…” Vera cried, momentarily glanced down from the road.
Sylvia’s gaze finally broke off from Vera and scanned the satchel’s dumped contents in her lap: pens, a notebook, a granola bar, gloves, Altoids, an emergency band-aid...
“You can’t just...” Vera complained.
Sylvia rummaged through the pile like a raccoon in a trash can. “Found it,” she muttered and held up a tiny bottle with a white label. The dosage was handwritten. “VERA DAROOD,” she announced, “EQUINE USE ONLY.”
“Hey,” Vera snapped. “That’s mine.”
Sylvia ignored her and was already pulling a syringe from somewhere deed inside her jacket. Somewhere only God knew and probably didn’t want to know.
Vera swerved to avoid hitting a lost boy scout standing in the middle of the road. “You’re not seriously...”
Sylvia tapped the bottle then drew up the liquid, flicked the syringe and with the air bubble popped, injected herself. She was very professional about it: too professional.
“That’s for horses,” Vera protested.
Sylvia rolled her sleeve back down. “I’ve had worse.”
“You don’t even know the dosage...”
“I weigh less than a horse.”
“That’s not how medicine works!”
Sylvia closed her eyes and leaned back into her seat finally relaxed.
Vera stared in horror. “Did you just self-administer livestock parasite medication?”
Sylvia exhaled slowly and colour immediately returning to her face. Her hands steadied and she began to breath normally, like a human.
“Promise me something,” Sylvia said in a normal human voice.
“Uh okay.”
“Make sure my kids don’t find out about each other. It would just kill their fathers.”
A long silence. Vera slammed on the breaks. The road had sudden come to an end with barricades preventing them from driving off a missing bridge under construction.
After reversing and retracing her wrong turn, Vera guided the rattling old sedan down the road like a coffin on wheels.
And Vera suddenly missed the embassy very, very much.
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The BBC broadcast began at precisely six o’clock, with all the grim inevitability of rain at a funeral.
It went out simultaneously on television, radio and, by proud public-service mandate, braille ticker. The raised dots clattering across a mechanical slate somewhere deep in Broadcasting House like an anxious woodpecker.
On screen a dramatic red banner announced:  SECURITY INCIDENT AT SOMALIWORLD EMBASSY. The music suggested either a constitutional crisis or the Queen’s bake sale gone wrong.
Footage rolled of a grainy night-vision green scene taken from a shaky camera with a terrified operator. It revealed a team of elderly men in over-sized tactical gear crouched behind a hedge.
One adjusted a hearing aid. Another checked a compass upside down. A third appeared to be asleep standing up.
Their jackets read MI6 in bold white letters, though one vest mistakenly said MI9 in ballpoint pen.
A fourth agent attempted to scale a short decorative fence and became stuck halfway over, muttering about his hip replacement.
The caption read: “Elite Operatives Intercepted in Tactical and Dipolatic Blunder”
The braille ticker beneath the screen politely translated: ELITE OPERATIVES REQUIRE ASSISTANCE STANDING.
The footage suddenly cut to the anchor dejour, Fiona Hockings. She had perfect hair and even more perfect teeth. Both sparkled in the studio lights.
She sported the sort of smile usually reserved for announcing either war or the death of royalty. “Tonight,” Fiona said gravely, “a team of what authorities describe as ‘senior intelligence personnel’ were apprehended attempting to infiltrate the Somaliworld Embassy.”
Behind her, a freeze-frame showed two agents being helped into an ambulance while still insisting they were “mid-mission.”
“Questions remain,” she continued, “about the legitimacy of Somaliworld itself.”
Fiona turned to another camera angle. “And joining us now is geopolitical analyst and constitutional scholar, Dr. Pemberly Graves.”
A thin, exhausted man appeared via split screen. He appeared to be already regretting every decision that had led him here.
“So,” she said brightly, “is Somaliworld even a real country? How can they have an embassy?”
The expert inhaled. “Well, I think the real question is what MI6 hoped to gain by entering...”
“No,” Fiona said sharply. “I ask the questions. You just answer them. That’s what experts do. Answer. Not ask questions.”
“Right. Of course.”
“So. Country or not country?”
“It’s… complicated.”
“Nothing is complicated.”
“Well, technically Somaliworld operates as both a sovereign micro-state and a themed hospitality and cultural experience park,”
“A theme park.”
“Yes, but also a legally recognized diplomatic entity under several maritime trade statutes...”
“So rides.”
“There are rides, but...”
“And mascots.”
“One mascot, yes, but that’s not really the...”
“And cotton candy.”
“I believe so, but..”
“Right. Theme park. Thank you.” Fiona paused to smile widely at the camera
“I didn’t say…” he tried to continue but then a multitude of charts suddenly appeared behind him: maps, legal frameworks, flow diagrams.
He opened his mouth to explain extraterritorial sovereignty as two production assistants silently entered frame. One unplugged his microphone mid sentence while the other gently but firmly dragged him backward offstage.
His voice faded mid-sentence: “...but if you look at the 1963 Treaty of...”
Fiona Hockings blinked pleasantly at the camera. “Well,” she said, “we’ll try him again later when the narcotics kick in.”
She shuffled papers she clearly wasn’t reading. “Coming up next: Are pigeons shoulder surfing your mobile phones?”
Click. The television went dark.
Sir Roland Ulysses Rontho sat back in his leather chair, laughing so hard he nearly slid out of it. It was not a polite chuckle but one full of wheezing and red-faced aristocratic cackle.
Tears welled in the corners of his eyes. “They blamed MI6,” he gasped. “Again. Absolutely marvelous.”
Fred stood beside the desk, arms folded, frowning at the blank screen.“They never even mentioned us, sir.”
“Exactly!” Rontho slapped the armrest struggling to breath from his prolonged cackling.
Fred frowned and cocked his hands on his hips in indignation. “The overwrought BBC can’t even get our name right. Thirty years of psychological operations and we’re still officially ‘miscellaneous government office.’”
Rontho shook his head in disagreement at Fred’s mis-characterization of the incident. He didn’t feel it needed correction, however. “Oh, that’s delicious.”
Fred checked his clipboard. “It’s time to go, sir.”
“Yes, yes…” Rontho stood, still chuckling, straightened his waistcoat, wiped his eyes. “Nothing warms the heart like watching MI6 publicly humiliate itself.”
They left the Rontho’s office and entered a narrow corridor behind an unmarked door in the back. The walked past a door labeled: ARCHIVES (PROBABLY DATED). 
Then another: CONCENTRATED PROPAGANDA STORAGE. DO NOT SHAKE
Finally, they stopped before an unmarked steel hatch. Fred unlocked it with three different keys and what looked suspiciously like a rabbits foot inserted into a finger scanner.
They descended into the sub-basement stairwell lined with concrete walls and buzzing lights. Cold air that smelled faintly of oil and old secrets invaded their lungs with each labored breath. No telling how long it had been since the area had seen ventilation.
At the bottom of the stairs another steel door that led to a drafty room that transitioned into a tiny rail platform. At least the air was breathable again. At the end of the platform, seemingly waiting for them, a ridiculously small electric train. It featured two child-sized cars painted government gray.
Rontho climbed aboard like this was the most normal thing in the world.
Fred followed, knees nearly to his chest.
The train hummed to life as if pressure activated.
“Next stop?” Fred asked studing the controls like it was his final exam.
Rontho grinned. “Somewhere irresponsible.”
Fred gave up trying to figure out the controls. “You know this only going to one location?” he asked. The train suddenly lurched forward of its own accord, startling him.
Rontho braced himself and leaned his head back, letting the wind blow his hair back. The train picked up speed as it shot down the tunnel at absurd speed, disappearing into the darkness with a cheerful, toy-like whistle. Toot! Toot!
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The little train shrieked as it slowed, metal wheels complaining against the track like an elderly civil servant being asked to stand up too quickly.
With a final indignant clank, it stopped. A hand-painted sign swung overhead on two rusted chains: DOWNING STREET - SUBLEVEL ACCESS (DELIVERIES, INFORMANTS, MILK)
The tunnel opened into a low brick chamber that smelled faintly of coal dust, damp paper, and something medicinally British, like boiled cabbage left too long in a briefcase.
Fred peered out the window. “Basement of Number Ten, sir,” he said, consulting his clipboard out of habit rather than necessity.
The platform consisted of a single yellow line and an umbrella stand filled with decommissioned rifles. A lonely incandescent bulb dimly yet reliably illuminated the area from overhead.
Rontho stood, dusted imaginary lint from his lapels, and stepped off the train with the casual air of a man alighting at a seaside holiday rather than the seat of government.
Fred made to follow but Rontho raised one finger. “No, no. You wait here.”
“Sir?”
“Political meetings make you nervous and you start re-inventing gadgets.”
Fred looked offended. “That was a one time accident, sir.”
“Nearly electrocuting a member of the House of Lords, no matter how many times, nor how accidental is not something easily forgotten nor forgiven.” 
“Lightly,” Fred corrected, “He was lightly electrocuted.”
“Still. Stay with the train.”
Fred sank back into the seat like a chastened child forced to wait in the motorcar. He folded his hands and stared straight ahead, already sulking.
Rontho climbed the narrow service stairs. Each step creaked with the weight of a century of questionable decisions.
At the top he encountered a heavy door marked simply BOILER that he pushed through without a second thought.
Ten Downing Street’s interior was oddly quiet. Rontho looked around with a raised eyebrow. It was too quiet. No bustling aides scurrying under the furniture and no frantic assistants swinging from the chandeliers. Only the distant ticking of an enormous clock and the muffled clatter of teacups filled his ears. Disappointed he pressed on.
At the end of the foyer, a framed sign with plastic flip panels hung on the wall: PRIME MINISTER CURRENT STATUS. The current option displayed was: SKIING THE ALPS.
Below it, someone had taped a postcard of the Alps with the words Wish you weren’t here scribbled in marker. Rontho knew, with the prime minister away it left, of course, the Home Secretary.
Rontho followed the smell of tea and tobacco to the cabinet room. Kevin Hatman, the current Home Secretary, had fully moved in with his shoes off and feet on the table. His suspenders were clearly visible.
When Rontho walked in, unannounced, he was buttering toast directly over a stack of intelligence briefings. He looked up in petrified shock.
Around him stood two familiar figures. First the acting head of MI6 displaying as gray, skeletal and furious. And second the Head of MI5 showing pink and sweating while clutching a sheaf of medical bills like they might explode.
Both turned when Rontho entered. The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees.
“There he is,” MI5 snarled.
Rontho smiled pleasantly. “Gentlemen. You look like you’ve misplaced a war.”
MI6 slapped the papers onto the table. “Your agents are in our hospital!”
“Yes,” MI5 added, “three hips shattered, two knees replaced, one man swallowed his dentures during tactical rolling!”
“They’re all claiming ‘line of fire’ assignment bonuses,” MI6 continued, voice cracking. “Hazard pay. Early retirement packages. Who’s going to pay for that?” He shoved the bills toward Rontho like a gambler pushing losing cards.
Rontho glanced at them briefly, then pushed them back with one finger. “Not me,” he said calmly.
“What do you mean not you?”
“I didn’t take them to your silly military hospital.”
“They were injured during your operation!”
“My dear fellow,” Rontho said lightly, “they injured themselves attempting to climb a decorative fence.”
“It was barbed!”
“It was ivy.”
“It looked aggressive!”
The Home Secretary chewed toast loudly. Crumbs fell onto a document labeled CLASSIFIED! DO NOT CRUMB. “Frankly,” he said with his mouth full, “this is all very embarrassing.” He pointed a buttery knife at Rontho. “Your people aren’t even supposed to go outside.”
“They went inside,” Rontho corrected.
“That’s worse.”
MI6 leaned toward Mr. Hatman and said, with the sort of strained urgency usually reserved for war rooms and cardiac episodes, “MI7 must be brought under control. Immediately. They’re a propaganda office. Clerks. Studio personnel, for God’s sake. They are not authorized to conduct field operations.”
“Precisely,” said Rontho, smiling so broadly that it immediately became clear he was about to make matters worse.
MI6 turned to him. “What?”
“You are entirely correct,” Rontho replied. “MI7 does not conduct field operations.”
MI6 stared.
“But MI6 does,” Rontho continued smoothly. “Which is why, if you examine the BBC footage with even a passing degree of professional competence, you will observe that the individuals in question are quite plainly wearing MI6 tactical gear. It even says MI6 on the labels.”
MI6’s jaw slackened. “But we transferred them to you. They’re your problem now.”
“Apparently not,” said Rontho.
MI5 cut in before the argument could ascend to homicide. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing to the budget? You’re destabilizing the entire quarter.”
Rontho looked mildly offended. “I rather think they destabilized it.”
“I’m not talking about geopolitics,” snapped MI5. “I’m talking about procurement. Do you have any idea what oxygen tanks cost in bulk?”
Rontho narrowed his eyes. “No. But I imagine the elderly go through them like biscuits.”
“This isn’t funny!”
“It’s a little funny.”
“It’s not!”
The Home Secretary stood, which meant the meeting was ending whether anyone liked it or not. He brushed crumbs from his vest and picked up a thick red folder. “Right,” he said picking at his teeth, “My decision has been made.”
Everyone stiffened.
“MI7 budget,” he said, flipping pages lazily, “is cut by four fifths.”
Silence. MI6 smiled and MI5 sighed in relief.
Somewhere in the building, a kettle whistled like a tiny funeral.
Rontho considered this then nodded thoughtfully. “Very well,” he said, gracefully.
They blinked.
“You’re not going to argue?” MI6 asked.
“Why would I?”
“You just lost eighty percent of your funding!”
“Yes,” Rontho said, already turning toward the door, “but we only use about six percent of it anyway. The rest was going to commemorative mugs and experimental puppetry.”
“What?”
“Do send my regards to the Prime Minister. Tell him the snow isn’t what it appears to be.”
And with that, he left.
He hurried down the stairs, before MI5 could catch up and ask him some sort of fan boy question. He bolted through the boiler room and back to the platform.
Fred, sitting in the train, now conveniently facing the other direction, perked up as the door opened. “Well?”
Rontho climbed aboard oddly cheerful. “They think we’ve been punished,” he announced.
“Oh dear. Budget reduction?”
“Four fifths.”
Fred paled. “That’s catastrophic, sir.”
“Nonsense,” Rontho said, with a wave of his hand. “We’ll finally have an excuse to stop paying rent.”
“As our dear Vera is fond of saying, that’s not how rent works.”
“Details, Fred.”
The train lurched forward again to the complete surprise of Fred.
As they shot into the tunnel, Rontho leaned back, hands behind his head, grinning like a man who had just successfully robbed a bank by accident. “Besides,” he added, “if they think less money will make us less dangerous…”
Fred looked at him nervously.
“…they clearly haven’t seen me in a clown costume.”
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The helicopter lifted off from MI7’s nextdoor rooftop with all the grace of a filing cabinet being thrown down a stairwell.
Its rotors chopped the evening air into thick, anxious slices.
Below them, London smeared into sodium lights and damp rooftops, the Thames a sluggish ribbon of black ink reflecting the moon like a bureaucratic signature.
Fred sat rigidly in the co-pilot seat, clutching a canvas satchel full of spare organs and electrical tape. The satchel occasionally vented gas.
Rontho lounged in the passenger seat with the casual posture of a man riding a garden tram rather than an aging military aircraft that groaned every time it banked left.
For a while, neither spoke. Only the mechanical thrum of the rotors and the distant cough of the engine filled the cabin.
Then, finally, Rontho released a long, theatrical, almost wounded sigh.
Fred glanced over. “Sir?”
“It’s quieter without her,” Rontho said, staring out the window.
“Without who, sir?”
He didn’t look away from the skyline. “Phyllis Cheeseman.”
Fred’s expression shifted subtly. “Ah.”
“She would’ve handled all this budget nonsense,” Rontho continued. “A word here, a misplaced invoice there, three ministries convinced they owed us money. By Tuesday we’d have had twice the funding and a commemorative statue.”
“She was… resourceful,” Fred agreed.
“She had the instincts of a raccoon in a treasury vault.”
They flew in silence again until Fred smiled a grin of the sort that required too many teeth. “She’ll come back,” he said softly.
Rontho raised and eyebrow. “Don’t be absurd.”
Fred kept smiling. “People come back all the time.”
“Death isn’t an assignment, Shandrydan,” Rontho said flatly. “She’s dead and gone for good.”
“A shame,” Fred murmured.  He glanced at Rontho and casually asked, “Did you see the body?” as if it was a football match on the television.
“Didn’t have to. It arrived in fifteen unmarked bags.”
Fred’s eyes brightened. “Clear or opaque?”
“Opaque.”
Fred’s smile widened. “Excellent.”
Rontho blinked. “Don’t Fred,” he warned, “I know what you’re thinking with that biomechanical mind of yours.”
Fred leaned closer, lowering his voice like a magician about to reveal a rabbit. “What if I told you there was a way I could...”
Rontho waved a hand lazily. “I said don’t.”
“But sir, theoretically if one were to,”
“Fred,” Rontho said, still staring out the window, “I am too tired for resurrection proposals.”
“It wouldn’t technically be resurrection. More of a reassembly with optional upgrades...”
“We’re here now.”
Below them, Mermaid Island emerged from the fog like a damp secret. A lonely stretch of rock and pine trees. The manor lights glowed yellow in the darkness like tired eyes.
“See you tomorrow,” Rontho added, already unbuckling.
The helicopter thumped onto the clearing with a bounce that suggested the landing gear had personal doubts. The rotors slowed but didn’t quite stop.
Rontho hopped out immediately, coat flapping in the sea wind.
Fred remained seated. “Sir?” he called.
Rontho kept walking toward the house.
“Sir!”
“Yes, Fred?” Rontho said, continuing to walk.
“I can’t fly this thing.”
Rontho stopped and turned. “Pardon?”
“I can’t fly it,” Fred repeated.
“Well, you flew it here, did you not?”
“No, I didn’t.”
“What?”
Fred gestured vaguely at the cockpit and pressed some buttons at random. “I’ve thought pressing these levers and switches made me  looked more confident.”
A long pause as Rontho stared at the helicopter then back at Fred. There was no pilot in the pilots seat. He spun around slowly scanned the clearing. No pilot there either, running away or laying dead in the grass.
“So who…” Fred began.
Rontho cut him off with one of his thinking fingers. “This distinct lack of a parachute must mean something,” Rontho pondered.
They both looked up at the still-spinning rotor as if it might confess. The wind howled and a gull screamed in reply.
The helicopter hissed and signed like a dying dragon cooling from a fever dream.
Finally Rontho shrugged and turned back to the house.
Fred blinked. “Sir?”
“Not a matter of importance, right now, Fred. I’ll have Sylvia fly you back.”
Fred blinked again. “She’s still out on assignment.”
Rontho stopped again and turned. “Why?”
“She failed to distract the BBC and our cover was blown.”
“Ah,” Rontho nodded. “Classic Sylvia.”
“So what do I do?”
Rontho considered. Then gestured toward the manor. “Very well. You may join me in the house. Just until I can train one of my manservants to pilot the chopper and airlift you out of here.”
“You can train a manservant to…?”
“I trained one to do dentistry last year,” Rontho snapped.
“That was different.”
“He only removed three wrong teeth. Two had bugs in them.”
Fred hesitated. “Whose teeth?”
Rontho was already halfway to the door. “Details, Fred. Bring the satchel.”
Fred grabbed the out-gassing bag and hurried after him.
Behind them, the helicopter sat alone, rotor rotating imperceptibly, in the clearing, cooling, mysterious, and faintly accusatory, like it had absolutely no intention of explaining how it had arrived.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17554_1726456658]Chapter Ambassador at the Lodge
The manor house on Mermaid Island had been built in stages by men who did not trust architects.
The original structure had been a hunting lodge, then a bunker, then a manor, then something between a submarine pen and a museum of bad decisions. Corridors doubled back on themselves. Doors opened into stairwells that led nowhere. At least one hallway slanted gently downhill for no discernible reason and ended at a locked freezer labeled FORMER ASSETS.
Rontho pushed through the heavy oak front door with the confidence of a man entering a building that technically belonged to him.
Fred followed, still clutching his guggling satchel and glancing over his shoulder as though the helicopter might change its mind and pursue them.
The foyer lights were already on like someone was already inside. He was. An odd man stood near the fireplace, warming his hands as though he had been waiting for hours.
He had the air of someone tall who was an immaculate yet dangerous dresser. A silk scarf wrapped his neck like a strangler’s bare hands and his polished shoes reflected people who weren’t in the room.
He turned with a wide, toothpaste-commercial smile. “Ah! Gentlemen! Wonderful evening, isn’t it?”
Rontho stopped mid-stride. “Ambassador! How did you get in here?”
Fred immediately produced a chrome-plated contraption from his coat pocket. It unfolded with a series of worrying clicks into something that resembled a cross between a stapler and a medieval torture device. Tiny red lights blinked on its side. He aimed it directly at the ambassador’s chest.
“How else?” the Somaliworld Ambassador said, proudly. “I used the side entrance as the front was booby trapped.”
“Was?” Fred asked, his trigger finger itching to pull something.
The ambassador waved a hand dismissively. “Yes, but quite easy to disarm from the inside. Terrible security, actually. One could simply step in from the cliffside ledge.”
“That’s impossible,” Fred muttered.
“Yes,” Rontho added. “We had that ledge removed in 1963.”
They all paused. The ambassador smiled wider. “Somaliworld finds a way.”
Rontho scanned to room making note of all the locations he had hidden firewarms. “Can you at least tell us why are you here without insulting my armorer?”
The ambassador clasped his hands together, delighted. “To personally and with most gratitude to say thank you!”
“For what?”
“For the publicity! Somaliworld is trending magnificently. Visitor numbers are up two hundred percent. Embassy gift shop sold out of snow globes. We had to import more counterfeit artifacts.” He beamed.
Rontho crossed to the mantle and took down a hunting shotgun and began to load it from cartridges in his pockets.
The ambassidor gracefully sidestepped to make room and continued saying, “Frankly, the fiasco with MI6 sneaking into the embassy? Spectacular. I could not have bought better advertising.”
Rontho was not amused. He finished loading the weapon and leveled it at the ambassdor. “Get out.”
The ambassador ignored that. “You man shoot me, my dear friend, but that will do little to quell my Vera problem.”
“Not my concern.” Rontho pulled the hammer back from the breach.
“She refuses to move back into the embassy. Says it is ‘haunted’ and ‘smells like extradimensional mildew.’ Very hurtful to staff morale.”
“She has excellent instincts,” Fred agreed. His hands began to shack from the extended time holding his makeshift weapon.
“I need her mind wiped,” the ambassador continued cheerfully. “Back to high school, perhaps. Then we arrange a husband, someone dependable. Perhaps one of your dentists?”
“No.” Rontho said letting loose with the left barrel. A blast whooshed by the ambassador’s left ear, barely missing him.
Seemingly without noticing he continued on in his pleading. “But she is upsetting the house staff. Keeps treating the marauders like injured livestock. Very awkward.”
“The answer is still a no.” Rontho pulled the hammer back on the right chamber.
The ambassador sighed dramatically. “You drive a hard bargain, Sir Rontho.”
Rontho stared at him. “Three… two… one.”
The Ambassador stood there with a wide grin and tears in his eyes. He was no backing down.
BLAM! The second shot whizzed past his right ear and shredded the family portrait of Rontho’s father on the far wall.
Rontho blew the smoke from the chambers and carefully replaced the shotgun to his place above the mantle. Then, with the weary cunning of a man who solved problems by shoving them into other problems, Rontho spoke. “Fine.”
The ambassador brightened instantly. “You won’t regret, Rontho. Somaliworld will be forever...”
“On one condition.”
“Anything.”
“Take Fred home with you.”
Fred froze dropping his cumbersome gizmo to the floor. “Pardon?”
“Good night,” Rontho added, already turning toward the hallway.
The ambassador clapped his hands. “Done!” He grabbed Fred by the shoulder and dragged him out the front door with him.
Outside, just beyond the porch, Fred hauled the gadget back up and towards the ambassador once more. “You are absolutely not flying me anywhere. Not in a haunted helicopter anyway.”
The ambassador looked offended. “I have many certifications.”
“In what?”
“Tourism management. Paddle boating. Two weeks of helicopter simulator at a mall in Dubai. Sadly, not haunted.”
Fred’s eye twitched. “That is not aviation.”
The ambassador winked. “Then let’s take my speedboat. It is conveniently anchored down by the western cliff face.” He motioned to a small path that lead around back.
The voice of Rontho boomed out at them from a set of hidden loud speakers, “You have fifteen seconds to vacate the premises before my automatic rifles open up on you.”
“You won’t regret this!” the Ambassador called back, brightly, as he hurried Fred along with him. “Somaliworld speedboats has an excellent safety record. Only three minor fatalities this quarter! Most from Orcas!”
The wind outside howled across the cliffs. The helicopter waited in the clearing like an unsolved lonely equation while the Ambassador, with Fred in tow, hurried down the rough-hewn stone steps carved into the cliff face.
On a security monitor, Rontho watched them bumble down the cliff side, already losing interest. “Good. Two problems temporarily relocated,” he muttered to himself.
Then he shut the monitor off, pressed the service needed button on the console below, then wandered off toward the kitchen in search of tea, entirely unconcerned whether either man would ever return.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17556_1726456658]Chapter Bulgarian Nightclub
The Bulgarian nightclub existed three doors down from a locksmith, beneath a shuttered tax office, and directly above what everyone agreed was either a dental clinic or an illegal passport forge.
Its sign flickered in three alphabets with only half the letters in English burned out. The bass, however, was alive inside. It throbbed through the pavement like a second heartbeat.
Inside, the air smelled of paprika, cheap perfume, and electricity. coloured lights sliced the darkness into violent geometric shapes while the DJ blended something that should not have worked: a feral mash-up of Balkan brass, gypsy violin, and heavy, stuttering rap beats that sounded like a wedding procession had hijacked a tank.
It was hypnotic. It was primal. It made even accountants sway against their will. Which was precisely why the entire staff of MI7 had been herded there like retirees on a field trip.
Fred called it “morale maintenance.” Rontho called it “cultural reconnaissance.” Sylvia called it “the hunting ground.”
The dance floor writhed with bodies and in the centre of it, Sir Rontho himself. Wearing a cream linen suit he boogied with the best of them, if anyone had been dancing to disco. He pointed at the ceiling then at the floor. He rotated one finger in the air like he was stirring invisible soup.
It was 1977 choreography performed with the confidence of a man who had never been corrected in his life. And yet, within minutes, whispers began to spread and a small crowd formed around him.
“Oh my god!”
“Isn’t that…?”
“It is!”
“That’s the weather guy! Mister Weather!”
Rontho beamed. He loved being recognized, as anyone other than himself. Mister Weather was only one of a stable of personas he would change into as easily as a ballroom tuxedo.
People swarmed him with their hands, feeling him all over like fresh side of beef.
“Loved your fog warning last winter!”
“You ruined my lame cousin’s wedding!”
“Say ‘partly cloudy with a chance of destiny’!”
He nodded gravely and improvised forecasts between dance steps. “Expect scattered pessimism in the north with a cold front of bureaucracy moving in from Belgium.”
They ate it up. To them, he wasn’t some cold war relic. He was simply that strange, authoritative man who occasionally appeared on late-night television predicting rain with unnecessary military metaphors.
Vera watched the spectacle for exactly five seconds then turned away. She could only tolerate so much Britishness at once.
That was when she saw him: the pizza delivery guy. He threaded through the dance floor like a needle through silk, balancing a stack of boxes in one hand and receipt book in the other. Never bumping anyone. Never breaking rhythm. He moved with impossible precision. Spin. Step. Slide.
A pivot between two couples, ducking down to avoid the cocktail waitress whom he was on a collision course, then a quick shoulder dip under a swinging purse: he had it all.
He delivered the pizza to the DJ booth without missing a beat, tapped the counter, collected a signature, and moonwalked backward into the crowd. It was pure unadulterated efficiency with a side of pure grace and gile.
It was just work to him, not a chance to show off. No flirting, just delivering.
Vera’s jaw dropped. “Wow! Just wow!”
Fred appeared beside her, holding two sweating bottles of something neon. “You’re watching the pizza man like he’s a documentary on secret soviet medical experiments.”
Vera ignored his reference. “He has excellent footwork,” she said seriously. “And admirable focus. I wish I could work like that. You know, not getting distracted at all.”
Fred nodded. “Focus. It’s more rare these days than Abetalipoproteinemia.”
“Or Cryptosporidiosis,” Vera added.
They clinked bottles.
The beat shifted, faster now with brass horns screaming joyfully over a filthy bassline. Fred grabbed her wrist. “Come on. Much better than watching the idiotic BBC.”
“That is an incredibly low bar.”
“Still counts.”
He dragged her onto the floor.
And somehow Fred Shandrydan could dance. Not that well, actually and certainly not attractively, but with absolute, reckless enthusiasm of a man who suddenly woke up from a thirty year coma. All elbows and knees and strange mechanical jerks, like a wind-up toy possessed by rhythm.
Vera laughed despite herself and moved to match his form. Soon they weren’t dancing so much as attempting controlled falling.
A tipsy Sylvia slipped in behind them copying them both. She was a bit stiff at first, mostly twitching, but then the whiskey kicked in and she started moving with eerie, predatory precision like she was calculating how best to dislocate the music.
Vera noticed her and gave her pat on the shoulder. “Moves those hips woman!” she shouted over the rhythm.
Sylvia shouted back, “This is part of my anti-psychotic therapy.”
“Try not to kill anyone,” Vera joked.
Sylvia replied, deadly serious, “No promises.”
Samantha appeared with two drinks and an aggressively fake Isle of Man accent. “Oi, this tune slaps, eh?”
“No one talks like that,” Fred shouted.
They were all dancing in their own private clique now.
“Course we do, eh?” Samantha said.
Soon the entire miserable, limping, partially cybernetic, semi-retired disaster that was MI7 was dancing in a slowly rotating maelstrom of old spice and formaldehyde.
One man on oxygen tanks shuffled in place while another spun his wheelchair like a roulette wheel. Someone’s prosthetic arm came loose and was used briefly as a battering ram.
No one cared; they weren’t on air. For once in their miserable little lives there was no propaganda, no mind wipes and certainly no more extra-dimensional parasites. Tonight, for once, just sweat and lights and music made their bones bend and crack instead of rogue MI6 agents or covert Ethiopian operatives.
Across the room, Rontho was still being mobbed. Vera watched as he raised both arms and shouted, “Clear skies over Croydon!”
The crowd cheered like he’d cured polio.
She turned back to her coworkers, this absurd, broken, dangerous little family and felt something unexpected: warmth. Maybe even happiness peeked its head into her consciousness.
Fred leaned close and shouted over the music. “See? Not everything’s a mission!”
She smiled. “For tonight,” she shouted, “We dance!”
The DJ raised the volume and the brass screamed. The bass shook the floor and for a few reckless hours, MI7 forgot the world needed covering up at all.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17558_1726456658]Chapter Yevno Zuse
Yevno Zuse was, by any conventional measure, an enigma. Officially, he was a Russian triple agent, trapped in the labyrinthine corridors of MI7’s sprawling, absurdly over-equipped facility. Unofficially, he was a permanent resident. Despite countless mind wipes, erasures, and reprogramming attempts, Yevno always came back, sometimes hours later, sometimes weeks, always slightly altered but somehow himself. Eventually, the MI7 staff stopped trying to “get rid of him.”
Rontho once remarked, in his deadpan, unflappable way, “Virtually harmless.” No one ever asked what he meant exactly, because no one wanted to know. The statement seemed to hang in the air like a warning written in invisible ink.
Yevno had almost complete freedom within the MI7 compound, wandering through corridors, sliding into laboratories, and occasionally borrowing experimental gadgets without permission. Yet, paradoxically, he still slept in his holding cell, a tiny, padded cube with reinforced steel walls, as if it were the only place in the world he could trust. Guests, agents, and even Rontho himself often assumed his feigned idiocy was an act, but no one truly bought it. His wide-eyed, bumbling mannerisms masked a mind that was always three moves ahead.
He liked MI7. He liked it enough to feed Russia a steady stream of fabricated intelligence, elaborate enough to be believable but worthless in any real application. The Russians, unsurprisingly, eventually caught on and issued an order for one of his fabricated identities to assassinate him. Yevno calmly reported that the mission had been “successfully executed,” leaving everyone, including his Russian overlords, unsure if he was joking.
Assassins did still occasionally arrive. Always stealthy, precise and lethal, they were sent to check that Yevno was still alive and on task. Fred, with an almost ritualistic detachment, invariably neutralized them: mind wipes, implants in teeth, and then a polite return to the wild, leaving the would-be killers utterly oblivious to their failure and quietly broadcasting MI7 secrets back into enemy territory.
After MI7’s budget cuts, Yevno quietly assumed the dual role of night-time security and janitor. No one told him to do it; no one even noticed. He swept floors with the same meticulousness as he tracked foreign agents, and patrolled the shadowy corridors with a casual, almost bored vigilance. In the dark hours, the staff of MI7 slept knowing the facility was “guarded” by a man who was as unpredictable as he was unkillable, and who, in all likelihood, enjoyed every second of it.
Yevno Zuse was a ghost, a nuisance, a sentinel, and perhaps the only figure in MI7 who could genuinely claim to be untouchable, untethered, and unfathomably cunning, an agent of chaos who had somehow convinced everyone he was just an over-caffeinated fool.
If you asked him, he’d just smile, spill some tea, and say, “Goodnight, comrades,” as he pushed the mop across the tile floor, plotting who might die tomorrow, or maybe just who needed a better shine on their shoes.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17560_1726456658]Chapter Vera’s Classification Duty
Monday mornings at MI7 had a way of feeling like administrative punishment for crimes no one remembered committing. The fluorescent lights hummed like dying insects. Somewhere in the walls, a pipe coughed once every thirty seconds.
And on Vera’s desk, waiting with quiet bureaucratic menace, was a single manila folder stamped: MORNING CLASSIFICATION DUTY. In smaller printed letters: HUMAN (PROBABLY) PRIORITY: LOW / CONFUSING.
She stared at it. Then at her coffee. Then back at it.
Inside were several sheets including a laminated instruction sheet typed in three different fonts, none of them reassuring.
	Assign each detainee one (1) rating:
1. Too dangerous to leave
2. Too dumb to stay
3.  Fit enough for long range transport and/or *
Below that, in red pen: Please be decisive. Presumed budget cuts prevent nuance.
The asterisk led to a tiny subscript at the bottom that read: Monitored release (but only if deemed 100% human. See Directive 377 for more details).
Vera rubbed her neck. “I went to veterinary school,” she muttered. “This is not remotely veterinary.”
Still, orders were orders. She clipped on her badge, grabbed the folder and attached clipboard and headed down the hall toward the dedicated holding tank elevator.
The elevator smelled faintly of pine cleaner, gasoline, and cigarette smoke. On the control panel inside, only one button presented itself: a simple down arrow. Vera narrowed her eyes, glanced around the cab as if expecting further explanation, and then hesitantly pressed it.
The ride began with an uneasy lurch. What followed was a sequence of jerky drops and sudden plunges that felt almost like zero gravity. After several minutes of this, Vera’s stomach was starting to revolt, but she could not find an emergency stop button anywhere on the panel.
At last the doors opened; slowly, reluctantly, then finally with a long mechanical sigh, as if the elevator itself had decided it could not stop her even if it tried.
Taking a few deep breaths, Vera steadied herself, gathered her paperwork and stepped out.
The holding area lay down a low-ceilinged hallway that curved oddly to the right. Partway along the corridor stood a doorway that wasn’t really a doorway at all, just a set of hinges where a door had once been.
Above the opening hung a hand-painted sign that read: NO RAP MUSIC.
Inside, the room looked less like a prison cell and more like a neglected aquarium exhibit. Thick glass walls enclosed a bare concrete floor with a single drain in the centre. Overhead, one flickering light buzzed faintly, casting a sickly glow that made everyone inside look vaguely guilty.
Vera scanned the room.
Four occupants sat scattered about on what appeared to be over-sized aquarium decorations: a plastic treasure chest near the wall, a giant artificial seaweed bush beside it, a fake coral reef in the corner, and several other aquatic oddities arranged as if someone had once intended the space to be thematic.
She had been hoping to find only one subject. Possibly half of one. Preferably in a mummified state. Instead, she had an audience.
With a small sigh, she set her Bluetooth speakers in the corner behind her, then stepped forward to present herself to the occupants. She had no prepared speech and no clear idea what to say.
So she simply held up her badge, gave them a small, awkward smile, and waved.
The first subject, Subject #1, was a middle-aged woman seated neatly atop the plastic treasure chest. Her posture was impeccable: back straight, ankles crossed, hands folded calmly in her lap. Her blonde hair was arranged with a precision that felt just a little too deliberate, and her coat was entirely too sensible. Not merely practical but strategically sensible. The sort of sensible that practically announced: spy.
She stood immediately when Vera flashed her badge. “I am Erika Muttermann,” she said in a precise, rehearsed German accent. “I am innocent tourist. Very innocent. Look a me. Do I look like a spy? No! I have zero spying activities.”
Vera raised an eyebrow as the middle-aged woman handed over a German ID card. It looked aggressive and novelty. It’s hologram was crooked and the eagle had three heads. The lamination bubbled like it had been microwaved.
Vera squinted. “This says you were born in ‘Greater West Bavaria Prime.’?”
“Yes,” Erika nodded confidently. “Very real place.”
“Uh-huh.” Vera handed her back the ID then on her clipboard next the Subject #1 Vera wrote: LIKELY SPY. OR VERY CONFUSED TOURIST.
Next was a thin man sitting cross-legged on the floor, humming to himself while peeling an orange with a surgical blade. A shackled chain connected his right ankle to a bolt in the floor behind him. He looked up and smiled like they were old friends. “Morning,” he said cheerfully.
She checked the clipboard. Subject #2: YEVNO ZUSE!!! No description nor any warnings accompanied the listing, as if his name and three explanation points were enough.
She looked up at him. 
He waved. “Lovely day for incarceration, no?” he asked.
She blinked. “What?”
He chewed on slices of orange delivered on the tip of a sharp looking blade. “How long you work for Rontho?” he asked between bites. 
She just stared.
He shrugged then went back his orange.
In the subject number three position: a bearded, rag-wrapped man paced back and forth. He was either a dooms day prophet or a man who couldn’t manage his bladder. When he realized she was looking at him he stopped and pointed at her dramatically. “You there! Officer! I demand immediate access to a rotary telephone!”
“A rotary...?” Little did she realize that in 1958 they were known simply as phones.
“I must warn the Admiralty!” he continued quickly, “The Russians have an artificial satellite now!”
“So does my neighbors cat, sir. It is two thousand and ...”
Before she could finishing revealing the current year he placed his finger over his lips and said, “Shhhhh.” His eyes darted around the room noticing all the security cameras aimed at him. “Or you’ll collapse the wave function.”
Her clipboard read: Subject #3 Claims to be Sir Rontho from the year 1958.
Vera stared at him noting the similarities and differences, mostly in swagger and wrinkles. Without the beard, who knew? Maybe he could be Rontho’s stunt double.
Then she thought about actual Rontho upstairs. Then sighed. “Honestly this place could support two of him.”
She wrote on the clipboard: POSSIBLE TIME traveller, DEFINITELY HOMELESS.
Finally, in the corner, where the light didn’t quite reach, stood Subject #4. He was tall and still, like he was waiting for an opportunity to pounce on a lesser prey object. The clipboard’s only notation was in a script for foreign she wasn’t sure it was human.
Vera gripped her can of mace and approached cautiously.  The figure did not move. “Anything to say for yourself, before I evaluate you for rabies or possible involvement in international conspiracies?” she asked.
A shadowed face leaned into the light with sparking blue eyes. He spoke with a deep Arabic accent, “Do with me as you will. I will not divulge my employer’s true intentions.”
She exhaled. “Okay. Right. Evaluations.” She turned and returned to her position in the front of the room where it was illuminated the most.
She’d seen the old black-and-white training reels MI7 used to evaluate its field agents. They showed endless rounds of physical preconditioning, surprise stress tests, and the peculiar machines Fred insisted on strapping recruits into. Most of the footage, however, focused on unarmed combat; agents learning to defend themselves using whatever objects happened to be lying nearby. None of it had anything to do with medical evaluations, which was what Vera assumed she ought to be conducting right now. At least, if she had been the one in charge, that is exactly what she would have ordered herself to do.
And yet her orders were clear. Make sure the subjects were in fit condition to be transferred to different far away holding facilities or set loose in a free range environment. Fine. She could improvise.
She queued up her phone. Gypsy rap blasted through her bluetooth speakers into the chamber: horns, drums, bass like a riot.
“Everyone,” she announced, clapping, “light calisthenics warm-up!”
They stared at her.
“Stretching prevents injury,” she insisted.
Five minutes later Erika was doing perfect military lunges. Yevno was Kazotsky kicking... gently. 1958 Rontho was attempting to jitterbug with himself. The mystery shadow man had not moved at all. Not even slightly.
Sparks flew from her bluetooth speakers and the music suddenly stopped. An announcement through the PA System said, “No Rap Music! This is a recorded warning. Next time violators will receive the maximum electrical stimulation.”
She tried cognitive tests, trivia, push-ups, even a trust fall exercise (no one caught anyone). After an hour she realized something deeply, cosmically important: She had absolutely no idea what the hell she was doing.
She checked the time. 11:12 A.M. She had better wrap this up if she wanted lunch.
“Line up!” she barked.
No one objected but the compliance rate was practically nil. She approached Erika. “What should I do with you?” she asked.
“Take me to pancake warehouse,” she replied.
On her evaluation form Vera checked off Fit enough for long range transport and/or *
She went to the Rontho look alike and asked the same question to which he replied, “The weather control beacon is dangerously misaligned.”
Hmm... She checked off Too dumb to stay for him.
She didn’t bother to asked the shadow in the corner anything and quickly marked him as Too dangerous to leave.
That left only Subject #2—Yevno.
Vera looked around. “Yevno?” she called cautiously.
No response.
She scanned the room again and noticed his shackling chain lying on the floor, open and abandoned, as if it had only ever been there for decoration.
Her stomach tightened.
She hurried to the doorway and leaned out into the hallway, looking first one direction, then the other. The corridor curved away silently in both directions. No sign of him.
Vera frowned, unsure what the proper protocol was for this situation. There didn’t appear to be any hand-pull alarms labeled Escaped Detainees anywhere nearby.
She ran to the elevator door but before she could look for a button, Yevno stepped out casually, jangling a small key.
She froze. “How did you get out?”
“Oh,” he said pleasantly, locking the elevator behind him, “I’ve got a spare.”
“You’re not supposed to have a spare.”
“Many things are not supposed to happen here.”
“Did you let the others out?”
Yevno’s expression soured slightly, as if she had insulted him. “No, of course not. Boundaries, Vera. One must always respect boundaries.” He extended a small certificate toward her.
She took it reluctantly and scanned the text. The certificate declared Yevno fit for long-range transport and/or *. And this time the asterisk clarified: However, at this time it is unsafe for Yevno to leave, for his own personal safety.
The document bore the formal signature of Sir Rontho, notarized by someone named Phyllis Cheeseman, and, most impressively, the unmistakable signature of the Baroness Thatcher of Kesteven. The handwritten date had been smudged, overwritten, and rewritten so many times that it was now completely indecipherable.
Vera looked up at Yevno, a mix of exasperation and amusement on her face, and thrust the certificate back at him. “Good enough for the Baroness. It’s good enough for me.”
She fumbled with her keyfob that activated the elevator door again. He fell into step beside her on the lift like they were coworkers heading to a café.
After an awkward moment he asked, “Where are we going?” 
“I don’t know where you’re going but I just came from the loony bin.”


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17562_1726456658]Chapter Helicopter Grounded Hector Laid Off
The roof of the neighboring indoor arena had been converted, through years of bureaucratic neglect and Rontho’s quiet insistence, into something that was technically a helipad and legally a misunderstanding.
The building itself hosted youth badminton tournaments and antique stamp expos. Above it sat an aging military helicopter painted an aggressively civilian shade of beige. From the street it looked like a maintenance unit. Up close it looked like it had opinions about war.
Rontho stood at the edge of the roof with his coat snapping crisply in the wind, hands clasped behind his back like an admiral surveying a very small, very disappointing fleet.
The city stretched out gray and damp below them. Traffic murmured. Somewhere a siren complained half-heartedly.
He gazed at the helicopter with something that might have been affection.
“This,” he said gravely, “is where I normally park her. One mustn’t alarm the public by landing directly on the intelligence offices. Raises questions that demands paperwork. The Daily Mail.”
Fred nodded. “Nothing attracts less attention than a helicopter on a sports arena.”
“Precisely. People assume it’s for badminton emergencies.”
They stood quietly for a moment.
The helicopter’s paint was chipped. One door bore three different agency logos layered on top of each other like geological strata. The rotors creaked faintly in the breeze.
Rontho narrowed his eyes. “Where’s Hector?”
Fred blinked. “Who?”
“Hector. My fuel boy.”
Fred winced. “Oh. Right. Hector.”
A pause. “He was gone in the first wave.”
Rontho turned slowly. “First wave?”
“The voluntary retirements. Budget collapse. Snack machines. All that.”
Rontho removed his gloves with ceremony. “Damn shame.” He looked back at the helicopter like a widower at a headstone.
“That boy,” he said softly, “could fuel anything with an internal combustion engine known to man. Cars. Boats. Generators. Once got a lawnmower running on cough syrup and optimism.”
Fred nodded solemnly. “Rockets too.”
Rontho’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Rockets. Those lovely weapons of mass destruction.” He sighed wistfully. “I’m going to miss Hector.”
“Me too,” Fred said. “He labeled all the hoses correctly. That was huge for us.”
A long silence passed. Wind rattled a loose vent.
Finally, Rontho straightened, businesslike again. “Right, Fred. Fuel the chopper. We must be airborne within the hour.”
Fred didn’t move. “Sir.”
“Yes?”
“We have no fuel.”
Rontho stared at him. “Explain.”
“The tanker company refused to extend any more credit. Something about ‘outstanding invoices,’ ‘threatening their driver with experimental hypnosis,’ and ‘stop paying us in commemorative coins.’”
Rontho nodded slowly. “Yes, corporations are so inflexible about money.”
“So the tank’s dry,” Fred continued. “Completely. It’s less a helicopter now and more of a decorative suggestion.”
Rontho considered this. “Then how am I meant to go home for my lunch break?”
Fred blinked. “Uh. You don’t.”
“Don’t what?”
“Go home.”
Rontho stared at him as though he had suggested abolishing tea. “Fred. I always go home for lunch.”
“Yes, sir.”
“It is the only civilized pause in an otherwise barbaric day.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I have a soup schedule.”
“I know, sir.”
“And yet you are telling me I cannot access my own soup?”
“I’m afraid so, sir.”
The wind gusted.
Somewhere below, a whistle blew for a children’s volleyball match. Rontho looked back at the helicopter. For a moment he seemed genuinely wounded. Then his spine stiffened. His eyes sharpened. The familiar glint of extremely questionable leadership returned.
“Very well,” he said crisply.
Fred tensed. That tone meant ideas and bad ones at that.
Rontho clasped his hands behind his back and began pacing the painted landing circle like a general addressing invisible troops. “If they think the removal of one fuel boy and a modest line of credit can defeat MI7…”
He stopped. Turned dramatically. “They have underestimated British stubbornness.”
Fred nodded cautiously. “That’s historically accurate.”
“It is time,” Rontho declared, pointing at the silent helicopter like it had personally betrayed him, “we call a meeting.”
“A meeting, sir?”
“A rally.”
“Oh no.”
“We shall motivate the remaining personnel. Inspire them. Rebuild morale. Reignite initiative.”
Fred squinted. “What does that involve?”
Rontho smiled the sort of smile that preceded international incidents. “Entrepreneurship, Fred.”
“Illegal entrepreneurship?”
“Lightly illegal. Spiritually legal.”
Fred sighed. “Of course.”
Rontho adjusted his coat and strode toward the stairwell door with renewed purpose. “Gather everyone,” he called back. “If we cannot afford fuel…” He paused at the doorway. “…we shall simply acquire resources in a more imaginative manner.”
Fred glanced at the empty fuel gauge. Then at the helicopter. Then at the sky. “I miss Hector,” he muttered.
The helicopter creaked in agreement.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17564_1726456658]Chapter  Survivors on a Lifeboat (in the lunchroom)

The MI7 lunchroom looked less like a break area and more like the aftermath of an estate sale held during a power outage.
The lights hummed weakly overhead, one of them flickering like it was trying to remember how to be a light.
Every vending machine was gone. Rectangular ghosts marked the walls where they had once stood, cleaner paint outlining their former existence like chalk around a body.
Even the screws had been taken. The refrigerators had vanished too. So had the kettle. So had the chairs that weren’t bolted down.
The only appliance left was an elderly microwave sitting directly on the floor in the corner, yellowed with age and humming faintly to itself like a pensioner muttering about the war. Its digital clock read 12:88 and had likely read that since 1994.
Vera stopped in the doorway, looking around. “Where is everything?” she asked and her voice echoed like the room was fourteen times bigger than it looked. That was never a good sign.
Yevno stepped in beside her, hands in his pockets, surveying the emptiness with professional melancholy.
“I know we had budget cuts,” she said slowly, “but really? No one? Nothing?”
“Ah,” he said, nodding gravely. “Yes. Classic late-stage civilization. First go snacks. Then morale. Then walls.” He sniffed. “Smells like austerity.”
She glanced back. “You’re taking this well.”
He shrugged. “In Russia, lunchroom eats you.”
“That’s... not a saying. Is it?”
“It could be.”
She continued inside.
Three folding tables remained. One missing a leg and propped up with a stack of outdated MI7 manuals.
A few motivational posters still clung stubbornly to the walls, like they were hiding something:
	TEAMWORK MAKES THE DREAM WORK
	(the team in the photo had been scratched out with pen)
	HANG IN THERE!
	(the cat had been circled and labeled TRAITOR)
	OPSEC STARTS WITH YOU
	(the YOU was underlined seventeen times)
Vera sat at the least wobbly table and opened her paper sack. Apple. Flatbread. Something that might have once been hummus.
Yevno perched on the corner of a counter that no longer had a sink and began carving a bar of soap with a tiny knife he absolutely shouldn’t have had.
“What are you making?” she asked.
“Small horse,” he said.
“Why?”
“In case of morale emergency.”
She nodded like that made sense. It almost did.
The door creaked open.
Rontho entered first, coat flapping dramatically as if wind machines followed him everywhere.
Fred shuffled in behind him carrying a clipboard and what looked suspiciously like loose wires.
Sylvia glided in next, pale and twitchy, eyes slightly bloodshot.
Samantha followed, talking loudly into her phone in her terrible Isle of Man accent. “Yeah, yeah, just at work, eh? Practicing me golf swing later, eh? Very Manx, eh?”
No one responded, instead they huddled together at the table and moped, like survivors on a lifeboat.
Vera looked around the table. “Is that everyone left?”
Fred sighed. “I’m afraid so.”
“That’s it?”
He nodded.
“Accounting left. Field ops retired. Two analysts joined a yoga cult. One man faked his own death using a laminator.”
“That doesn’t even... never mind.”
Rontho folded his hands with great dignity.
“Those who didn’t qualify for early retirement simply ran away once they realized running was an option.”
“They just left?”
“Yes. Terrible for morale. Very athletic, though.”
Vera stared at the five of them. This was MI7. This was the legendary department. This was Britain’s secret weapon. A butler possessed by something. A mad scientist plumber. A fake Canadian. A Russian defector, probably a spy. And a man the public thought did weather reports.
“What now?” she asked. “Any plan? Strategy? Recruitment?”
Fred perked up. “We could sell experimental organs on the black market.”
“No,” said Rontho.
“Rent out the underground pool as an Airbnb?”
“No.”
“Weaponized telethon?”
“No.”
“Haunted escape room?”
“Tempting. Still no.”
Vera raised a hand. “What about,”
“No,” Rontho said automatically.
“I haven’t even said anything.”
“Experience suggests I would dislike it.” He stood slowly, pacing like a general about to unveil a war map. Instead he gestured at the empty room. “Ladies and gentlemen, austerity demands creativity.”
That was never a good sentence.
“I propose,” he continued grandly, “we engage in a small amount of light smuggling.”
Fred clapped immediately. Sylvia nodded too enthusiastically. Samantha said, “Very normal business practice, yeah.”
Vera blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”
“Nothing terribly illegal,” Rontho assured her. “Low-level contraband. Exotic teas. Questionable antiquities. Mildly cursed artifacts. Things governments misplace.”
Samantha’s ears perked up at the word ‘artifacts’.
Rontho continued, “We simply transport items from strange foreign locales to slightly less strange foreign locales via the home country. I assure everyone it is completely harmless, builds character and funds pension adjacent accounts.”
Vera shook her head. “That is absolutely smuggling.”
“Administrative grey marketeering,” he corrected.
“That’s not a thing.”
“It will be.”
Yevno held up the tiny soap horse proudly. “I volunteer for night shift,” he said.
“Excellent initiative,” Rontho replied.
Vera looked around at all of them. No one seemed concerned. Fred was sketching compartments into a lunchbox. Sylvia was cleaning a knife she hadn’t had a moment ago. Samantha was googling “how to say customs declaration in Manx.”
Rontho smiled like he’d just solved the economy.
Vera rubbed her face. “I should’ve stayed with goats,” she muttered.
Yevno patted her shoulder gently. “Goats never mind-wipe you,” he said.
“That’s supposed to be comforting?”
He thought about it. “No.”


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17566_1726456658]chapter Vera Operates on Omar Omar

The morning after the shooting, a phrase that hung in Vera’s mind with the metallic aftertaste of cordite and disbelief, she found herself walking down the narrow tiled corridor toward MI7’s infirmary, escorted by Sylvia, whose heels clicked against the floor with the steady confidence of someone who had never once been shot at and therefore found the concept faintly inconvenient rather than traumatic.
The infirmary door bore a faded red cross that had long ago peeled at the edges, giving it the appearance of having bled slightly into the paint, and when Sylvia pushed it open the room greeted them with the unmistakable smell of antiseptic, overheated wiring, and something like wet plaster and wallpaper glue.
Vera stepped inside and immediately wished she had not.
The room looked less like an operating room and more like an abandoned medical theatre from the Cold War. The walls were tiled in a yellowed white that suggested both sterility and neglect while metal trays arranged with instruments whose chrome surfaces had lost their optimism decades ago, and in the centre of the room, under a cone of unforgiving light, sat the man who had tried to kill her.
He was strapped into a reinforced metal chair bolted to the floor, wrists secured, ankles bound, torso cinched tight with canvas restraints that evoked execution more than examination.
A clipboard hung from the armrest. Sylvia stepped closer and read aloud from the docket. “Omar Omar,” she said flatly. “First name Omar. Last name Omar.”
“That’s not suspicious at all,” Vera said, her eyes growing bigger by the moment.
Sylvia did not smile. “He was carrying three passports,” she said coolly. “All of them spelled it differently.”
Omar Omar lifted his head slightly, eyes dark and unamused, though whether by pain or by MI7’s décor, it was difficult to tell.
Vera crossed her arms. “Where’s Rontho?”
“Occupied,” Sylvia replied. “He extends his regrets and his expectation that you will remove the bullets and, if convenient, extract any useful intelligence.”
Vera stared at her. “I’m sorry, what? Remove the bullets and interrogate him?”
“Yes.”
Vera looked around again as if help were somehow nearby. “Why can’t Fred do it?”
Sylvia emitted a sharp, disdainful harumph. “He is on a ‘hot’ date.”
Vera blinked. “At eight in the morning?”
Sylvia adjusted her cuffs. “Some people respect initiative.”
“Don’t you have an actual physician?” Vera asked, gesturing helplessly at a tray of instruments that looked like they had once been used to repair tractors.
“We do,” Sylvia said. “He is currently in quarantine.”
“For what?”
Sylvia paused, unsure how much classified information to divulge. “Physical and mental reasons,” she replied.
“For how long?”
“Six months.”
Vera turned slowly, surveying the antiquated equipment: an anesthesia machine that appeared to operate on optimism, a heart monitor with a cracked screen, a cabinet labeled LEACHES (RETRO), and what might once have been a defibrillator but now looked like a prop from a community stage production.
“I don’t think this is fit for livestock,” she muttered.
Omar Omar shifted in his restraints, the leather creaking ominously.
“I cannot sedate him,” Vera said firmly. “I am not a licenced anesthesiologist.”
Sylvia’s expression brightened, just slightly. “Good. We do not have any sedative.”
Vera stared. “Excuse me?”
“Budget reallocations,” Sylvia said crisply. “However, you needn’t worry. He is properly restrained.”
At that moment Vera noticed, mounted above the chair like an obscene chandelier, the gleaming coils of polished copper winding around a suspended frame.
The Tesla coil hummed faintly, a thin electrical whisper that prickled across her skin.
Sylvia, noticing Vera’s concern replied, reassuringly, “It is on standby, whenever you need it. Just say the word.”
Vera’s eyes widened more, somehow. “You’re joking.”
“I rarely joke in medical settings.”
“You plan to electrocute him?”
“It’s only temporary... if you reverse the polarity in time.”
“That is barbaric.”
“It’s practical.”
Vera stepped backward, shaking her head. “No. Absolutely not. Remove that thing or I walk.”
Sylvia’s jaw tightened. Omar gave a soft, whimper-like chuckle.
“I will not perform surgery under threat of accidental lightning,” Vera continued. “If you want him alive, and I assume you do, since he has two bullets in him and potentially useful information, that monstrosity goes.”
There was a long silence. Omar Omar looked upward nervously.
Sylvia exhaled through her nose, the sound thin and controlled. “Maintenance,” she said into the wall intercom. “Deactivate and remove the ceiling apparatus in OR One, please.”
A reluctant pause then the hum died.
“I want it removed,” Vera demanded, “Not simply deactivated.”
Moments later two silent technicians entered with a wheeled ladder and began dismantling the coil with professional resignation, as though removing decorative lighting rather than an instrument of coercion.
Vera folded her arms, watching until the copper assembly was wheeled out of the room entirely. Only then did she approach the chair.
Omar Omar met her gaze. “You are not like the others,” he said quietly.
Vera picked up a pair of forceps that looked older than she was.
“No,” she replied, pulling on gloves with a snap that echoed in the tiled room. “I’m much less prepared.”

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17568_1726456658]Chapter A Small Exposé on MI7’s N-Ray Device
There are many artifacts in MI7’s possession whose provenance is questionable, whose documentation is missing, and whose ethical implications are politely ignored, but none occupy that peculiar intersection of miracle and gastrointestinal catastrophe quite like the N-Ray device that Fred, will happily and confusingly disclaim to have not invented.
Contrary to internal myth, Fred did not design the machine during one of his chemically inspired weekends in the lab; he simply arrived one rain-soaked autumn morning with it crated in splintered pine, claiming it had been “liberated” from a research facility somewhere in postwar Germany, though from whom it had been liberated and under what circumstances remained diplomatically unexamined.
The manifest listed no inventor. The brass plaque riveted to the front of the frame read only: Kelvin’s Wonderful N-Ray Machine. It had no patent number, no date of manufacture or inspection and no country of origin.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17570_1726456658]The apparatus itself was disarmingly simple in its construction, which is perhaps why it inspired so much distrust.
It consisted of a rectangular metal frame suspended from a wheeled gantry, holding within it a translucent sheet approximately two by three feet in size, faintly milky and cool to the touch, like frozen breath trapped in glass. Attached to the rear was a hulking electrical cabinet connected to a power supply the size of a footlocker, which, improbably, plugged into ordinary wall current as though it were no more sophisticated than a space heater.
When powered on, the sheet would emit a low harmonic hum that resonated not in the ears but in the molars, and when wheeled before an object of interest: whether a suspected nuclear device, a diplomatic attaché with suspicious abdominal density, or a medical patient. Upon careful alignment between the screen and the subject the internal structures of that subject would appear in sharp red and black silhouette upon the screen.
Unlike an X-ray, the N-Ray machine required no external radiation source. There was no visible beam, no lead aprons, no Geiger counter ticking in protest. It simply knew what lay beneath surfaces and revealed it with theatrical clarity.
Bones glowed as charcoal tracings. Circuits flared crimson. Tumors looked like ink blots blooming in reverse. And it never, almost, caused cancer. This fact was repeated often by Fred and every technician Fred bribed.
It did, however, require  a few necessary precautions, often discussed in quieter tones. Anyone subjected to prolonged scanning was required, per internal directive 7-N-Red, to receive an iodine injection immediately afterward and to ingest a formidable quantity of laxatives, sufficient to induce what one internal memo clinically described as “rapid and decisive evacuation.”
If this protocol was not followed in time, strange things would begin to happen “down there,” a phrase that covered a multitude of unspeakable physiological rebellions. Reports ranged from catastrophic intestinal pressure events to what one redacted file referred to simply as percussive egress.
The iodine, according to Fred’s annotated margins, “stabilized something.” What that something was, no one clarified.
Curiously, an addendum in the file noted that iodine was technically unnecessary if the subject was already clinically insane, or, as Fred had once scrawled in cheerful pencil, “aspiring to be.”
This observation was never formally endorsed, but it was never removed either.
The question of how it works only came up in hushed conversations immediately after someone was accused of being a sleeper agent. The true mystery was not the gastrointestinal aftermath but the mechanism itself. No one actually knew how it functioned.
Attempts to open the electrical cabinet were rare and brief. The moment a screwdriver breached the housing, dense volumes of black smoke would erupt outward with wrought indignation, accompanied by a sound best described as a chorus of tortured demons attempting to claw their way into the audible spectrum.
The smoke did not smell of burning insulation but ancient meteors blazing across the early morning sky.
Engineers who had dared to peer inside lasted no more than a second or two before slamming the panel shut, faces pale, ears ringing, occasionally muttering in languages they did not previously speak.
After three such incidents, MI7 adopted an unofficial policy: If a device of dubious origin and unknown mechanism is not the proximate cause of a level one incident, do not attempt maintenance.
In an agency obsessed with surveillance, dissection, and revelation, the N-Ray device represented something purer than science and more pragmatic than superstition. It asked for nothing more than wall current and bowel compliance, and in return it peeled away the lie of surfaces without leaving so much as a radiation scar.
	It saw bombs without detonating them.
	It saw disease without cutting.
	It saw secrets that preferred darkness.
And yet it demanded humility. Not because it was dangerous in the conventional sense, it was remarkably nonlethal, but because it resisted understanding. The moment one attempted to demystify it, it responded with smoke and infernal protest, as though knowledge itself were an affront.
Fred once summarized it best while adjusting the gantry wheels: “Some machines want to be understood. This one wants to be used. And frankly, so do I.”
To this day, Kelvin’s Wonderful N-Ray Machine remains in a corner of MI7’s diagnostics wing, its translucent sheet faintly glowing when the lights are low, waiting patiently for the next object, or person, brave enough to stand before it and hope they remembered their iodine.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17574_1726456658]Chapter Omar Omar Spills the Beans

From the narrow surveillance chamber adjoining Operating Room #1 , a room constructed of poured concrete, stale coffee, and plausible deniability, several shadowy MI7 operatives sat hunched before a bank of aging monitors, their faces rendered ghostlike in the greenish flicker of cathode light as they watched Vera extract the bullets from the man she herself had shot only hours before.
The air inside the surveillance room was thick with static and the faint ozone scent of overworked circuitry, and though no one spoke above a whisper, the tension hummed with the same low electrical anxiety as the infirmary’s recently removed Tesla coil.
On the central monitor, Vera stood over Omar, sleeves rolled, brow furrowed in concentration rather than malice, the surgical lamp casting sharp geometries across her face while Omar lay restrained yet oddly relaxed, as though this were an inconvenient dental appointment rather than a ballistic reconciliation.
Through the monitor’s crackling speaker, their conversation drifted into the darkened surveillance room next door.
“Thank you,” Omar said softly.
One of the operatives raised an eyebrow.
Vera did not look up from her work. “Why are you thanking me?” she asked, her tone clipped, professional, though edged with fatigue.
“You were always so kind to me.”
There was a pause long enough to register confusion. “Have we met?” Vera asked.
“Yes,” he replied. “Many times. But you were always very busy with your school work.”
In the surveillance room, a technician leaned closer to the speaker, adjusting the volume as though clarity might produce sense.
“I don’t remember,” Vera said flatly.
“There was that time at your parents’ palace,” Omar continued, his voice warming with nostalgia. “Back in Somaliworld... when the dogs got loose.”
The mention caused one of the operatives to glance sideways at another.
“And then the time we were invaded by Maltese paratroopers,” Omar added, as though recalling a charming summer fête rather than a paramilitary incident.
Vera’s hands slowed. On screen, she paused, forceps hovering midair, her expression tightening as some long-buried memory shifted uncomfortably in the attic of her mind.
“Wait,” she said slowly. “Are you that boy who used to follow me around like a little puppy when I was a teenager?”
Omar smiled, not the smile of an assassin, but of someone absurdly pleased to have been recognized. “That’s me.”
In the surveillance room, someone coughed to cover a laugh.
“I only ever wanted to ask you out on a date,” Omar said earnestly.
Vera frowned. “Funny way to show it.”
Omar blinked. “What do you mean?”
She looked at him incredulously. “Breaking into my flat at gunpoint? Attempting to assassinate me?”
In the control room, pens froze mid-note.
Omar’s confusion appeared genuine, almost wounded. “What? No,” he said. “I would never. I didn’t shoot you.”
Vera straightened slightly. “What’s wrong with you?”
Omar looked more emotionally wounded than physically.
“I shot you first,” she insisted, irritation rising. “In self-defence.”
Omar stared at her as though she had announced the sky was upholstered. “Shoot me?” he repeated, then laughed weakly. “No. I’m not shot. I’m just constipated.”
The room next door fell silent. One of the operatives leaned forward, peering at the monitor as though the camera might reveal something they had missed.
On screen, Vera blinked.
“How long is this going to take, by the way?” Omar added, shifting uncomfortably against his restraints. “I’ve had worse cramps.”
Vera paused, her gloved hands hovering uncertainly above Omar’s temple as a new and deeply inconvenient suspicion began to bloom in her mind. Could this all be test to see if she knew the difference between gunshot wounds and intestinal cramps? She glanced around the operating room for something, anything, that might help her determine whether the problem before her was ballistic, neurological, or cosmically administrative.
Against the far wall stood the N-Ray machine, its translucent panel faintly aglow like a patient spirit waiting to be consulted.
Without ceremony she wheeled it forward, the gantry squeaking in mild protest, and passed the frame slowly over Omar’s head. The screen shimmered to life as she pulled the chain that activated the machine. His skull slowly resolved into crisp red and black silhouette on the screen before her. His brain pulsed there in stark outline that was both symmetrical, compact, and yet disturbingly streamlined.
Vera leaned closer. His brain looked perfectly normal… if he were a seal. What the hell was she doing?
She closed her eyes then took a deep breath and counted to three. Once centreed,  she opened her eyes, adjusted the angle and ran the device again. Still seemed seal-adjacent.
Omar blinked up at her. “Is that flattering?” he asked.
She ignored him and moved the N-Ray downward across his torso, the panel humming softly as his internal architecture came into view, and this time the silhouettes revealed something far more consistent with her expectations: dense metallic shapes embedded in soft tissue like punctuation marks in an unfortunate sentence. Either he was shot several times, by her, or had taken up eating ball bearings as a hobby.
“What’s the last thing you remember before coming here?” she asked, her voice measured.
Omar thought for a moment. “Having lunch with your father,” he replied. “I must have eaten some bad Sambusa to get this constipated, right?”
Vera exhaled slowly. “You are not constipated,” she said for what felt like the hundredth time. “You have been shot.”
In the surveillance room next door, the operatives exchanged glances in the dim glow of the monitors. “He has no memory of the incident,” one of them observed quietly.
Another leaned back in his chair and with a sigh of relief, said, “The mind wipe worked.”
A third operative gave a small, irritated nod. “Of course it worked. It always works.”
A pause. “What now?”
“We wait,” the senior voice said. “We observe his recovery. If cognition stabilizes and no residual fragments resurface, we’ll know for certain.”
“Right,” someone muttered, though without conviction.
Back in the operating room, Vera felt an unexpected wave of relief as she inspected her work. The metallic shape nearest the surface was now clearly isolated.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ve located the bullet and I’m about to extract it. Apologies for the lack of anesthesia, but we are fresh out at the moment.”
Omar smiled at her with baffling serenity. “No worries,” he said. “Your lovely face eases away all pain.”
Vera stared at him. “You’re sure about that?”
“Yes.”
She adjusted her grip. “Very well. Here goes.”
With a swift, decisive motion, she withdrew the first bullet. 
Omar’s confidence evaporated instantly. He screamed a full-bodied, operatic howl that reverberated off the tiled walls and crackled through the surveillance room speakers, sending one technician scrambling to lower the volume.
After several seconds of dramatic despair and declarations of betrayal by the universe, Omar collapsed back against the restraints, breathing heavily. “Oh whew,” he gasped. “I’m glad that’s over. I feel much better now.”
Vera gave him a thin grin. “That’s good,” she said. “I’ve got a couple more to go.”
By the time the final bullet was removed, Omar had fainted twice and delivered a short monologue about destiny, but when he finally regained consciousness he blinked at her with dazed admiration. “When did you find time to become a surgeon?” he asked weakly.
Vera hesitated. “What? Oh. Uh… night school.” The lie hung in the air, flimsy and exhausted.
“You’re so wonderful,” he murmured. “I’m going to pass out from the pain now. Bye-bye.” And he did.
As Vera peeled off her gloves, a complicated storm gathered inside her chest, embarrassment at the intimacy of the situation, shame at having misread the circumstances, anger at the unmistakable pattern forming in her mind.
Her father, of course, had sent Omar. Another one of his elaborate schemes meant to pin the blame on a servant. It was obvious now. After the palace memories, the convenient lunch, the supposed visit… it was simply a kidnapping disguised as nostalgia. She could practically see the plan unfolding: shanghai her back to Somaliworld, orchestrate a swift engagement, arrange a wedding beneath some ceremonial canopy while she protested in multiple languages.
She did not know whether to pity Omar for being an unwitting pawn or to shoot him again for dramatic consistency. Either way, she would deal with her father that evening. Decisively.
Vera stepped out of Operating Room #1, pushing the swinging doors open with weary resolve.
Sylvia was waiting for her. “Don’t look to your right,” Sylvia said calmly.
“What?” Vera replied instinctively and looked to her right.
Fred stood there with a camera the size of a small appliance, grinning with the reckless enthusiasm of someone who believed documentation was synonymous with history.
The flash detonated and white light swallowed her vision. For a split second she saw nothing but negative afterimages, Fred’s silhouette burned into her retinas like a photographic ghost and in that exact moment of blindness she felt the sharp sting of a needle in her arm.
Sylvia’s voice floated somewhere nearby. “Sorry, dear.”
The floor tilted under Vera’s vision. The corridor elongated into a tunnel of dissolving geometry. She tried to speak, perhaps to protest, perhaps to curse but the words never formed.
Darkness folded around her neatly, efficiently and then there was nothing at all.



[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17576_1726456658]Chapter Puntland Buffet

The restaurant was so new that the paint still smelled hopeful, a narrow hole-in-the-wall Somali place tucked between a locksmith and a betting shop, its modest sign, Puntland Buffet, flickering with the uncertain confidence of a business not yet convinced it would survive its first winter, and yet inside it radiated warmth, cumin, cardamom, and the comforting clatter of mismatched plates that suggested someone’s aunt had supplied half the inventory.
Vera stepped in beside her father, neither of them recognizing anyone in the room, which in their world was either a relief or an oversight.
The tables were close enough to encourage honesty, the lighting soft enough to forgive it.
They sat across from one another, the laminated menu unnecessary because the buffet steam trays were already visible behind the counter, glistening with stews and saffron rice like edible topography.
After a sequence of polite inquiries about traffic, weather, and mutual acquaintances who had aged questionably, her father cleared his throat with theatrical gentleness.
“Happy birthday,” he said.
Vera smiled. “You’re a week late.”
There was no bitterness in her voice, only mild observation; she had, after all, forgotten that the week itself had contained attempted kidnappings, gunfire, surgery, and pharmaceutical betrayal, the memory of it all having been neatly vacuumed away by Fred’s efficient mind wipe, leaving her with nothing but a faint sense that she had recently misplaced something important and couldn’t quite remember what.
“Better late than never,” her father replied, spreading his hands as though presenting philosophy itself.
“It’s okay,” she said lightly. “I know how busy you are.”
“And you,” he said, tilting his head with paternal curiosity. “With your glamorous new job.”
Vera paused mid-reach for a samosa. “How do you know about my job?”
Her father smiled in a way that suggested history was both longer and more interconnected than she preferred.
“Rontho and I go way back,” he said casually. “He helped me during the civil war in the late eighties.”
She blinked. “Oh, wow. Okay. That’s two things I did not know.”
It rearranged something in her understanding of the universe, that the head of MI7 and her father shared chapters she had never read, that alliances and favors might have been exchanged long before she had ever stepped into a classroom or an operating theatre or a surveillance state.
At that moment, Vera felt something soften inside her. Up to that point their conversation had been polite but brittle, like porcelain placed too close to the edge of a table. They spoke of politics, SomaliWorld, cricket, and other harmless surfaces. But something about that moment made her think perhaps, just perhaps, she could share something personal.
She set down her fork. “Something strange happened recently,” she said.
Harold looked up from his plate with mild curiosity. “Strange is a broad category in our family. Go on.”
“I ran into Sir Rontho in the prayer room at MI7.”
Her father raised an eyebrow but said nothing.
“He was praying,” Vera continued. “Properly praying. I mean… Muslim prayers.”
For a brief moment Harold’s face froze in genuine astonishment and Vera wondered if she’d crossed some unseen boundary. 
Then he burst into laughter. Not a polite chuckle. Not diplomatic amusement. A full, helpless roar of laughter that caused him to lean back in his chair, wiping at his eyes.
Vera blinked. “Was that a joke?”
Harold tried to compose himself, failing twice before finally managing to speak. “Oh my dear child,” he said between breaths, “you have no idea.”
He leaned forward conspiratorially. “Many years ago, when Rontho and I were both much younger men, fomenting rebellions and so forth, he once walked in on me while I was praying.”
Vera nodded slowly.
“He watched me bow, kneel, stand, bow again. The full sequence.” Harold demonstrated vaguely with his hands. “And when I finished he asked what on earth I was doing.”
“And you told him it was prayer?” Vera asked.
Harold shook his head, still smiling. “No. I told him it was tai-chi.”
Vera stared. “You’re joking.”
“I was joking,” Harold admitted. “At the time I assumed he would recognize the absurdity immediately. I mean, the movements clearly do not resemble tai-chi in any meaningful way.”
He spread his hands helplessly. “But Rontho studied me very seriously. Nodded thoughtfully. And then said he had always been meaning to learn tai-chi.”
Vera’s eyes widened. “Oh no.”
“Oh yes,” Harold said. “He insisted I teach him.”
“And you…?”
“I taught him,” Harold said with a shrug.
“But that means...”
“Yes,” Harold interrupted, now laughing again. “For several weeks I ‘instructed’ Sir Rontho in what he believed was an ancient martial discipline, but was in fact simply the daily cycle of Muslim prayers.”
Vera put a hand over her mouth. “And he believed you?”
“He was extremely dedicated,” Harold said. “Very disciplined. Practiced constantly.” He wiped tears from the corner of his eyes. “I assumed he would eventually discover the truth.”
“But he didn’t?”
Harold leaned back in his chair, still smiling in disbelief. “My dear,” he said softly, “are you telling me he is still doing it?”
Vera nodded slowly. “He prays every day. Five times like clockwork.”
Harold stared at the table for a long moment, shaking his head in wonder. Finally he chuckled quietly, “I sometimes wonder… will Rontho end up in Jannah because of a joke?”
The image hung in the air between them for a moment.
Then Vera began to laugh. Not the tense, guarded laughter she had carried through the evening, but genuine laughter, warm and unrestrained.
Harold joined her. The tension dissolved like sugar in tea.
For the rest of the meal they talked easily, sharing stories, teasing one another and enjoying the food in a way they had not managed in years.
For the first time that night, father and daughter simply enjoyed each other’s company.
They ate for a while in companionable silence, the flavors rich and layered, goat stew tender enough to silence suspicion, injera folded and torn like edible parchment.
Then her father reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a small velvet pouch, worn thin at the corners. He slid it across the table. “For you.”
Vera opened it carefully. Inside lay a Somali necklace, delicate yet weighty, its chain of worked silver culminating in a red amulet that seemed to hold its own internal dusk, the stone catching the restaurant light and bending it slightly, as though remembering older suns.
“This was your grandmother’s,” he said softly. “She would want you to have it.”
Vera lifted it from the pouch, the metal cool against her fingers. “This belongs in a museum,” she murmured.
“No,” he said gently. “It belongs on your neck.”
She hesitated only a second before fastening it, the amulet settling against her collarbone with surprising certainty, as though it had been waiting for the precise geography of her skin.
“Thank you,” she said.
Her father’s smile deepened. “No,” he replied. “Thank you, Sir Rontho.”
Vera froze. “What?”
Then they both burst out in laughter.
After dinner, as the staff began stacking chairs near the back wall and the neon sign flickered once more in existential doubt, her father rose and adjusted his jacket. “Come back to the embassy with me,” he said. “I would like you to meet someone.”
“Who?”
“You’ve met before,” he replied, an unreadable warmth in his voice. “But tonight it will feel like the first time.”
And with that, he led her out into the evening, toward the embassy and  carefully arranged introduction with a man she didn’t remember shooting then operating on, awaited her there.



[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17578_1726456658]Chapter Limo Ride with the Amulet

Vera’s amulet was small enough to be mistaken for decorative sentiment and intricate enough to discourage that mistake entirely. Its centrepiece a carved fragment of Moldavite, no more than two centimetres across was shaped, if one were charitable, into the likeness of a turtle, though “likeness” might be generous, for the creature was less sculpted than implied. The head and flippers were suggested by subtle ridges in the green stone as though the artisan had trusted the imagination to finish what the chisel had only begun.
The Moldavite itself held that peculiar depth common to meteor-born glass, a dark forest translucence flecked with internal textures like trapped constellations, and when held against the light it seemed less carved than grown, as though the turtle had always been inside the stone and the sculptor had merely revealed its possibility.
Encasing this modest, nearly secret creature was something far less modest: an immaculately carved lattice of red coral fashioned into a spherical cage so mathematically precise that it resembled the calcified shell of a coccolithophore magnified beyond its microscopic origins. One, now dead, antiquities expert describe it as a planktonic cathedral rendered in crimson, with delicate ribs and radial arcs interlocking in concentric rings that fit together with seamless exactitude.
Each ring could rotate independently, sliding past its neighbors with a soft mineral whisper, aligning and misaligning in configurations that suggested mechanical intention rather than ornamentation, and yet no matter how patiently one twisted them, and many had tried and perished, the cage refused to open, revealing no hinge, no seam, no clasp, and, perhaps most unsettling of all, no visible tool marks or adhesive lines to explain how it had ever been assembled around its hidden core.
Indeed, assuming one even knew there was something within, the obvious question would be how the Moldavite turtle had found itself imprisoned there at all, because without the aid of a jeweler’s loupe and the deliberate spinning of the rings at precisely the right angle to catch a fleeting green glimmer between the coral ribs, the turtle was all but invisible, a rumor of a creature nested in mineral shadow.
Unless, of course, it was glowing.
When the turtle chose, or was compelled, to radiate, the effect was unmistakable: the Moldavite ignited from within with a saturated, otherworldly green light, as though bioluminescence had fused with starlight, and the red coral cage, which in ordinary circumstances appeared dense and opaque, softened into near translucence, its intricate geometry illuminated from the inside until the entire amulet resembled a living organism rather than jewelry.
It was in such a state that the amulet revealed its true temperament.
As Vera drifted into sleep in the back of the limousine, the city lights sliding across the tinted windows in elongated gold streaks, her breathing slow and even against the leather seat, the turtle at her throat began to glow, faintly at first, then with gathering intensity. The green light pulsing in rhythm within was not with her heartbeat but with something older and more deliberate.
Across from her, the elder Darood watched without appearing to watch, his gaze lowered respectfully, his expression composed in the practiced neutrality of a diplomat who has spent a lifetime pretending not to notice miracles.
Yet in the reflected gleam of the limo’s darkened window, his eyes shone with unmistakable delight.
Outside, it began to rain blood once again, not in chaotic sheets but in a slow, deliberate descent, as though the sky itself had opened a vein in quiet reverence, and the thick crimson droplets struck the limousine’s roof and glass with soft, viscous taps before sliding downward in languid streaks that seemed magnetized to the faint supernatural pulse at Vera’s throat.
The red rivulets smeared across the windows in branching patterns that caught and refracted the amulet’s inner radiance, so that the green glow of the Moldavite turtle and the deep arterial sheen of the falling rain merged upon the glass into shifting halos of scarlet and emerald light, transforming the darkened car into a moving lantern, illuminated from within by ancient stone, and from without by a storm that appeared, impossibly, to be answering it.

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17580_1726456658]Chapter Somaliworld Master Plan

Somaliworld Embassy and Amusement Park located on the south end of the Thames in Gravesend. The main building looked like a smaller version of the Taj Mahal with a few extra minarets for aesthetics. The main structure was only two stories tall with main dome barely more than another story on top.
Darood lived on the second floor with the ground floor reserved for diplomatic events like luncheons and minor interrogations.
Surrounding the fake mausoleum were several other fake famous buildings with different functions. A one story version of the J. Edgar Hoover FBI Building acted in the official diplomatic duties of stamping passports, accepting criminal asylum seekers and selling tickets to the rest of the attractions. The Liverpool Metropolitan Cathedral look alike structure was a bungie jumping platform. The National Library of Minsk functioned as a 3-G spinning top ride that made most visitors vomit upon exit.
Somaliaworld’s version of the MI6 building (SIS) was a food court and animal adoption centre.
The Bosnian Bank of Tuzla functioned as museum of dead people and a working part time funeral home.
The Guggenheim Museum replica was an roller coaster where all the cars hung upside down for the entire ride.  Inside was a giant aquarium full of tiny fish that the riders could admire as the roared by on the coaster. 






[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17582_1726456658]Chapter Freds Rescue Plan Dashed by Flamenco in the Arboretum 

Sir Rontho was practicing flamenco guitar in the rooftop arboretum, a glass-domed jungle suspended improbably above the city, where rare orchids clung to volcanic rock and citrus trees perfumed the humid air, and where the skyline beyond the translucent panes shimmered in fractured LED luminescence through the faint condensation of tropical mist.
Night had settled fully, and the city lights filtered upward through the glass in wavering constellations, so that Rontho appeared less like an intelligence chief and more like a romantic exile performing for skyscrapers.
His playing was technically excellent; crisp rasgueado flourishes, confident picado runs and a percussive command of rhythm that would have impressed any Andalusian purist. However, though every so often an unmistakable disco inflection crept into his phrasing, as though somewhere deep in his musical upbringing there had been a mirror ball.
Dr. Fred entered without announcing himself, stepping carefully between potted palms while adjusting the small earpiece feeding him real-time intelligence. He stood beside a broad-leafed salvia plant, listening intently, his brow furrowed in professional concern.
“Vera is en route to the Somaliworld Embassy as we speak,” he reported.
Rontho did not pause, merely shifting into a minor key variation as though the information were an expected chord change. “And?” he asked lightly.
Fred removed the earpiece and slipped it into his pocket. “Well sir, I thought you might want Sylvia and me to swoop in and uh... rescue her.”
“Rescue her?” Rontho echoed, accenting a chord with sharp authority. “She signed the consent form, correct?”
Fred nodded.
Rontho shook his head slowly, never losing tempo. “Then no. She made up her mind.”
Fred shifted his weight, clearly dissatisfied. “But sir, we never completed our mission to solve the mystery of her attempted kidnapping.”
That, finally, made Rontho stop. The final note rang out beneath the dome, vibrating through the leaves. “Yes, we did,” he said patiently. “The ambassador revealed he was behind it.”
Fred blinked. “He did?”
“You took a ride in his speedboat, Shandrydan,” Rontho replied, adjusting a tuning peg. “You of all people should be able to answer that question.”
“What question?”
Rontho arched an eyebrow. “You tell me.”
Fred opened his mouth, then faltered. “Uh…” He instinctively reached for his earpiece again, as though clarity might be transmitted on a secure frequency.
Rontho rolled his eyes and looked deep into Fred’s eyes. “The ambassador wants an heir,” he explained, plucking absent-minded arpeggios. “He needs Vera to marry and settle down. Dynastic anxiety is not uncommon in men who own speedboats.”
Fred absorbed this like snails absorb salt.
“We’ll never see her again, I’m afraid,” Rontho concluded, resuming a dramatic progression that leaned suspiciously toward seventies dance-floor melancholy.
But Fred was not finished. “Not if you send Sylvia and me in the chopper to rescue her,” he insisted, stepping forward with renewed enthusiasm. “We land on the highway, block their limo. While I distract the ambassador with a thank-you card, Sylvia slips Vera out the side door and takes her place.”
Rontho’s strumming faltered. “And why,” he asked carefully, “will the ambassador not notice this swap?”
Fred brightened, delighted to elaborate. “The thank-you card will be laced with the essence of Salvia divinorum,” he said, gesturing proudly to the plant beside him. “Upon inhalation, the ambassador will hallucinate that Sylvia is Vera. Once inside the embassy, Sylvia sets off controlled explosions. Problem solved. We can even blame the whole thing on the BBC, if you like.”
Rontho resumed strumming, though now in a contemplative, slower rhythm. “How,” he asked without looking up, “will the helicopter rotors maintain the Bernoulli lift coefficient with all this bloody blood raining down?” He pointed with the guitar neck toward the dome.
Outside, once again, blood was falling from the sky; thick, dark streaks tracing downward across the arboretum glass, turning the city lights into distorted crimson rivers.
Fred did not hesitate. “I have an anti-de-icing agent derived from the corpses of...”
“Fred,” Rontho interrupted sharply, muting the strings with his palm. “We have no more chopper fuel. We have no Hector to fuel said chopper. The chopper is grounded.”
Undeterred, Fred continued as though logistics were merely theoretical obstacles. “I am currently refining four barrels of high-test whale oil.”
“Enough.” Rontho set the guitar down entirely now, the last chord dissolving into humid air.
Rontho crossed over the small path separating them and placed his large hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. “I’ll tell you what,” he said with controlled finality. “After my performance at their Zar in a few days, I’ll ask Vera what she thinks of your plan.”
“Zar?” Fred’s eyes widened dramatically. “That’s an Arabic exorcism ceremony.”
“Correct.”
“Brilliant plan, sir,” Fred breathed. “I’ll be ready.”
And before Rontho could clarify that he had not actually endorsed explosives, hallucinations, or whale-oil aviation, Fred dashed out of the arboretum with manic purpose, nearly colliding with a ficus on his way down the stairwell.
Left alone beneath the blood-streaked glass dome, Sir Rontho picked up his guitar once more and resumed playing, softer now and reflective. Only a slight trace of the disco infused his chords while outside the red rain continued to fall upon the city as though keeping time.



[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17584_1726456658]Chapter Imps in the Ductwork
Rontho lifted the guitar once more and returned to the stubborn chord progression that had refused, for the better part of twenty minutes, to resolve into anything dignified, his fingers hovering in midair as though negotiating a treaty between incompatible tonal governments, when a flicker of movement beyond the blood-streaked glass dome caught his peripheral vision.
He let the unresolved chord fade into humid silence; something was moving outside.
He crossed the arboretum slowly, stepping past orchids that trembled faintly from the earlier vibrations of music, and peered through the translucent panels. The blood rain had thickened, coating the city in lacquered crimson, and the usual lattice of blinking aircraft lights that stitched the night sky together was conspicuously absent. No commercial jets traced their patient arcs. No police helicopters hovered like anxious dragonflies. The entire airspace had gone still, grounded by meteorology no aviation manual had prepared for.
He folded his hands behind his back. How long, he wondered, before the home secretary’s lackey called again, pleading. How long before someone in the upper echelon decided that MI7, chronically underfunded and spiritually overextended, should once more “handle” a biblical weather event?
This time, he reflected, he would have to decline. The budget shortfall alone could not sustain another sky-based intervention, especially one involving rotor wash and holy water filtration systems. Fortunately, he thought with modest self-assurance, he had a promising second career as a flamenco guitarist to fall back on during fiscally apocalyptic cycles.
He returned back to his flamenco chair but the guitar was gone.
Rontho blinked once, slowly, as though allowing reality the opportunity to correct itself. It, to its own detriment, did not.
He reached into his jacket and withdrew a compact multi-spectral magnifying glass; a device capable of revealing heat signatures, spectral residues, and the faint emotional imprint left by irresponsible entities. With haste, he began scanning the tiled floor of the arboretum.
There, near the edge of a potted fig tree, he saw them: a trail of small, three-toed footprints pressed into a thin film of red rainwater that had seeped under the door.
Imps! He closed his eyes briefly. He should have known.
Without further comment, he descended from the rooftop into the sub-roof levels of the building and, half way down, entered his private armory, a space organized with the kind of methodical precision usually associated with people who expect inconvenience to arrive in multiple dimensions at once.
He equipped himself efficiently: a conventional sidearm for bureaucratic problems, a compact nuclear deterrent for diplomatic ones, and a selection of supernatural implements: salt grenades, a blessed crowbar, and a collapsible spear tipped with something that hummed faintly when exposed to moral ambiguity.
Thus prepared, he followed the spectral trail into the ventilation corridors, where faint chittering echoed through the ducts and wiring insulation lay in shredded curls like molted serpents. These corridors, once fit for standard office occupation, had been converted over the years into a makeshift HVAC supplemental system. Cooling towers and condensers filled the rooms while the corridors facilitated the duct work connecting them all. The sheer clutter of the place, not the mention the rampant mold problem, rendered it unfit for standard office personnel.
He rounded a corner dramatically, stepping over a twelve inch diametre duct and discovered them bivouacked in a nest of their own making and excrement. But it was not imps, however. It was simply Sylvia’s feral children.
They crouched in the duct-work with impressive territorial confidence, their hair wild, their clothing assembled from what might once have been office upholstery, gnawing industriously on electrical wiring with the calm focus of small creatures who had long ago rejected conventional parenting structures.
Of course. How could he have forgotten?
They had taken up residence in the ducts months ago, citing “excellent acoustics” and “freedom from performance reviews.” Rontho, himself, over the objection of everyone except for Fred, had signed off on their diplomatic immunity paperwork.
He sighed, holstered the supernatural spear, and instead reached into a pocket for a more appropriate instrument of diplomacy: a bar of high-quality chocolate.
“Children,” he said with patient authority, breaking the bar into rationed segments, “we have discussed this. You may not chew the main power conduits.”
They blinked at him in unison. He handed out the chocolate pieces one by one. They snatched the pieces from his hands and quickly scurried away, grunting their gratitude.
“And when you address me,” he added, “it’s Uncle Roland.”
Their grunts were a surprisingly formal, almost ceremonial. After accepting Rontho’s generous offer, their hostility dissolving into sticky-fingered contentment.
Within seconds they scattered back into the duct-work, scurrying away on nimble limbs, chocolate clenched triumphantly between their teeth.
Rontho stood alone in the corridor, listening to the receding scrabble of feral gratitude, then climbed back to the rooftop arboretum.
His guitar, now covered in little chocolate fingerprints, lay precisely where he had left it. Then, with a wide smile, he picked it up and resumed the troublesome chord progression, which, perhaps out of respect, finally resolved.

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17586_1726456658]Chapter  Brief Interdisciplinary Clarifications
Over the last few months, Dr. Fred had developed the habit (or perhaps the calling) of interrupting the daily operations of the building with what he referred to as “brief interdisciplinary clarifications,” broadcast unbidden over the aging public address system.
At first the staff assumed these announcements were accidental: a misrouted microphone, an unsecured frequency, a man alone with too many thoughts and a switch labeled AMPLIFY. But the timing of them soon revealed intention. They occurred with peculiar regularity, not precisely on the hour, but at intervals that seemed to align with something older and more rhythmic than administrative scheduling.
Vera noticed the timing almost immediately. Though the lectures were not in Arabic, except for that one mortifying afternoon when Fred had somehow patched into the embassy translator feed and delivered a ninety-second discourse on Bronze Age irrigation systems entirely in formal Qur’anic cadence before realizing his error. And although his content was rarely, if ever, Islamic, the cadence and recurrence of the broadcasts provided her with a discreet signal. A moment to withdraw. A moment to turn inward. A moment to pray without announcing that she was praying.
For that alone, she was grateful.
The lectures themselves became known simply as “Fred’s Minutes,” though they were rarely a full two minutes, because the PA system, ancient, resentful, and possibly sentient, would begin to protest with shrill feedback and bursts of static if left active too long, as though it disapproved of sustained enlightenment.
The educational register of these talks fluctuated wildly, often within the span of a single breath. For example one afternoon, the speakers crackled to life and Fred’s syrupy old man voice oozed into sonic dissonance.
“Good afternoon,” he began. “Today we will briefly consider the thermodynamic implications of entropy in closed political systems. As you know, the second law dictates that disorder increases over time unless external energy is applied, much like my sock drawer. If you do not clean your sock drawer, chaos will win. I assure you from personal experience. Please fold your socks. That concludes today’s clarification.”
Static shrieked, then silence.
Another day: “Attention all personnel: The Abbasid translation movement of the 8th and 9th centuries preserved classical Greek philosophy by rendering Aristotle into Arabic, which later re-entered Europe through Andalusia. Aristotle was a man with a beard. Beards are not required for wisdom. However, trimming is recommended. Also, change your pants if you soil them..” A piercing squeal from the PA ended the transmission.
Occasionally the lectures dipped with alarming abruptness into kindergarten pedagogy: “Reminder: The mitochondria is the powerhouse of the cell. Powerhouses make energy. Energy helps you move. When you move, you should watch where you are going. Do not run in hallways. Running in hallways increases entropy.”
And then, without warning, he would pivot: “In contrast, the Sumerian conception of kingship positioned the ruler as both shepherd and storm intermediary, which, if you examine it through René Girard’s mimetic theory...”
The PA would erupt in violent feedback, cutting him off mid-sentence, as though sparing the building from doctoral-level escalation.
Vera came to anticipate the pattern. The faint click before activation. The initial hiss. Fred’s clearing of his throat.
Even the one accidental Arabic broadcast, in which he solemnly declared, “Hydraulic cement was a Roman innovation, but irrigation canals existed long before that, alhamdulillah,” before gasping and switching languages midstream. This only deepened her appreciation, not for the man himself (Fred was a bore) but his timeliness. His efforts, at least, had been clumsy, but not mocking.
He never mentioned her. He never referenced prayer. He never acknowledged the alignment. Yet the timing was exact enough that she could lay out her prayer rug moments after the words began to echo through the corridors, confident she would have a minute or two of acoustic cover while the rest of the building endured an unexpected seminar on Bronze Age metallurgy or photosynthesis.
In this way, Fred (atheist, overeducated, chronically imprecise) had unintentionally become the most reliable muezzin she had ever known, his fluctuating lectures rising and collapsing through static while she bowed her head in gratitude for the warning disguised as scholarship.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17588_1726456658]Chapter What Samantha Missed

Vera arrived for work the morning following Fred’s aborted bombing attempt on the Embassy and related hallucinogenic stationery, whale based aviation fuel etc... 
She wore the amulet openly at her throat. The Moldavite turtle rested in its coral cage with deceptive modesty, the red lattice subdued, the green stone quiet for the time being.
At the lower-level security checkpoint, Samantha stood rigid behind the metal detector archway, her uniform pressed with militant precision and her expression calibrated to detect both espionage and moral decline. Since the budget cuts she’d been forced to wear many hats and uniforms. She did not mind as this gave her more opportunities to investigate the staff.
“Arms out, eh.” Samantha instructed.
Vera complied.
The wand passed slowly over her shoulders, down her sides, across her boots. Samantha was excessively thorough, patting down coat seams, inspecting pockets, opening her bag with the reverence of an archaeologist disturbing a tomb.
Her eyes eventually settled on the amulet. “What,” she asked, narrowing her gaze, “is that?”
“My amulet,” Vera replied calmly.
“I can see that it is an amulet,” Samantha said, holding it gingerly between two gloved fingers as though it might detonate or quote poetry. “Origin?”
“It was my grandmother’s,” Vera answered evenly. “Somali origin and carved in red coral. It’s been in my family for generations.” Unlike her father, Vera had no knowledge of the secret inside the coral sphere.
Samantha turned it, rotating the interlocking rings with subtle suspicion. The cage did not open. The turtle did not glow. The device registered no radiation beyond mild spiritual ambiguity.
“Hmm,” She studied Vera’s face for signs of occult enthusiasm. Finally, she nodded once. “Proceed.”
Vera exhaled quietly and stepped forward...
“Hold.” Samantha crouched abruptly. “What’s in your left shoe, huh?”
Vera blinked. “My foot?”
Samantha reached for the tongue of Vera’s running shoe and lifted it with forensic intent. From a concealed pocket stitched discreetly into the lining, she withdrew a small, unmistakable foil-wrapped rectangle.
The silence that followed was cathedral-level. Samantha’s wide grew wide with terror. “Chewing gum?” Samantha whispered, appalled.
Vera hesitated. “It helps me concentrate.”
Samantha stood slowly, as though gravity itself had become morally heavier. “Chewing gum,” she repeated, louder now, her voice rising with institutional outrage, “was banned from MI7 in 1973, before Sir Rontho returned from cryogenic suspension.”
Vera had never heard of “the Incident,” but Samantha did not pause for clarification.
“Do you know what chewing gum leads to?” Samantha demanded.
“Fresh breath?”
“Poltergeist infestations,” Samantha snapped. “Sticky floors. Compromised carpet integrity. Caning. You may not recall the Great Adhesion Crisis of ‘94, but I do.”
Vera opened her mouth to protest they were both very small children back in ‘94, but Samantha was already warming into a full lecture.
“Chewing gum disrupts vibrational frequencies in historic buildings. Spirits adhere to it. Floors become morally compromised. It is the gateway vice of the unregulated mind.”
She reached for her walkie-talkie to call for security, forgetting that she was all that remained of that once great and formidable department.
But before she could press the button, a blur of movement darted between them: small, fast, and barefoot.
One of Sylvia’s feral children, its hair wild, and eyes bright with duct-work mischief, snatched the walkie-talkie from Samantha’s hand with startling efficiency.
A second child grabbed the backup unit from her belt.
A third hissed triumphantly.
And then they were gone, scampering down the corridor with astonishing speed, their laughter echoing through ventilation grates.
Samantha froze. “Stay here,” she ordered Vera tightly. “Self-incarcerate in Holding Room B until I retrieve my communications.”
“Self-incarcerate?” Vera repeated.
“Immediately, eh?” Samantha stumbled off in pursuit, boots striking tile with bureaucratic fury.
Vera stood alone at the checkpoint looking around, mostly out of embarrassment. After a moment, she frowned. Self-incarceration seemed excessive for gum. Yes, she remembered signing the release form upon being hired she would never bring chewing gum into the office, but still...
She stepped past the metal detector and continued toward her office.
As she walked, she found herself thinking about the feral children. She had heard rumors, of course: stories traded in whispers about duct-dwelling offspring, about chewed wiring and philosophical grunting. But she had never seen them until now.
Her pace slowed. She reached the intersection that would lead her safely to her desk. She paused, her morality, inconvenient and persistent, gnawed at her.
Those were children. Feral, yes. Possibly semi-electrical. But children.
Instead of turning right, she veered left, toward the dimmer corridor where the overhead lights flickered and the air carried a faint scent of insulation and chocolate.
The hallway narrowed as she approached Sylvia’s sector: darker, quieter, and where the walls were scuffed at knee height.
Vera touched the amulet at her throat. For a brief second, the coral sphere seemed warmer than usual.
Then she stepped forward into the shadows, following the faint echo of scampering feet.





[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17590_1726456658]Chapter Vera Confronts Sylvia about the Feral Children

Vera did not bother to knock when she reached Sylvia’s office, because knocking implied courtesy and courtesy implied patience, and she had come armed with neither, determined to address once and for all the matter of feral children occupying ventilation shafts and committing petty telecommunications theft.
The door swung open, and before Vera could shape her first syllable into something suitably firm and administrative, Sylvia crossed the room in three long strides and enveloped her in a tight, almost desperate embrace.
“I thought you were dead,” Sylvia blurted into her shoulder.
Vera stiffened. “What?”
Sylvia pulled back abruptly, rearranging her expression with visible effort. “Uh... I mean quit. I thought you quit.”
The correction was not convincing. “Why,” Vera asked slowly, dismay spreading across her features like ink in water, “would I quit?”
Sylvia hesitated, and in that hesitation there flickered a calculation, a silent assessment of how much had been erased, how much remained, and whether she and Fred were about to face the administrative inconvenience of mind-wiping the same person twice in a fiscal quarter.
Vera’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You think I’m going to get married and move back to Somaliworld?” she asked, her tone sharpening. “Who put you up to this?”
Sylvia blinked once, then twice, and pivoted with theatrical abruptness. “My children,” she said, gesturing vaguely toward the ceiling ducts as though that explained everything. “With the budget cuts, there’s no security staff available to round them up. Samantha simply doesn’t have it in her to handle that alone.”
The pivot was almost impressive.
Vera, momentarily distracted from her own existential relocation, folded her arms. “What about their education?” she demanded. “They can’t just live in air vents and chew on wiring.”
Sylvia’s posture relaxed slightly, grateful for the change in terrain. “That’s what Fred’s announcements are for,” she explained. “The PA lectures? He’s seeding them with supplementary educational jargon and vocabulary scaffolding. It’s osmosis by exposure.”
“Osmosis,” Vera repeated faintly.
“Yes. They pick up terminology through auditory saturation. Yesterday one of them used ‘thermodynamic inevitability’ correctly.”
“That is not schooling,” Vera said firmly. “They are not animals and should not be treated as such.”
Sylvia tilted her head and regarded Vera sideways. “You’re a vet, right?” she asked casually.
Vera was unsure where this was headed and answered slowly, “Yes.”
“So you could set traps?” Sylvia asked, then realizing how that sounded, quickly added, “Humane traps, of course. To catch my little darlings?”
Vera stared at her, appalled. “No. That’s immoral.”
There was a long, delicate pause, during which something shifted in Sylvia’s expression, the surface geniality giving way to something brittle and suspicious. Her eyes widened slightly, very slowly, as she reached into her desk drawer. When her hand emerged, it was holding a gun.
“The last time we saw you,” Sylvia said quietly, the weapon now trained with unsettling steadiness, “you were getting into a limo bound for the embassy.”
Vera’s heartbeat quickened.
“Nobody ever comes back from there,” Sylvia continued, “unchanged.” The word lingered. “How do I know you’re the real Vera,” she demanded, “and not some impostor wearing her face?”
In that moment, Vera understood something she had not fully allowed herself to consider: Sylvia was not merely physically ill from her lingering infection, she was unwell in ways less measurable. Her suspicion coiled around reality like barbed wire.
“Sylvia,” Vera said carefully, hands slightly raised, voice gentle, “what is the capital of Mongolia?”
Sylvia did not blink. “Ulaanbaatar,” she replied immediately. “Don’t try trivia with me.”
“All right,” Vera pivoted, searching for another distraction. “The mitochondria is what part of the cell?”
“The… the powerhouse of the cell,” Sylvia snapped. “Fred drilled that into us all.”
The gun did not waver. “Enough with these distractions. You’re coming with me,” Sylvia ordered. “Operating Room #1. The one with the N-ray machine.”
Vera swallowed. “Sylvia, this is unnecessary...”
“Move.”
And so, under the steady aim of a colleague unraveling at the edges, Vera stepped backward into the corridor, the amulet at her throat resting cool and silent against her skin, as Sylvia escorted her at gunpoint toward the sterile glow of Operating Room #1 and whatever the N-ray machine might reveal.



[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17592_1726456658]Chapter Amulet Vs N-ray Machine
Operating Room #1 hummed with the sterile indifference of a place accustomed to moral ambiguity, its overhead surgical lights casting theatrical halos over stainless steel trays and a bank of machines that seemed designed less for healing than for revelation.
Sylvia marched Vera inside at gunpoint.
Fred was already there.
He sat on a swivel stool beside what could generously be called “unfinished business”, a tray of labeled instruments, a half-calibrated N-ray scanner, and a clipboard with three different consent forms clipped in escalating font sizes. He played with the various instruments while chewing on a sandwich wrapped in wax paper, crumbs falling dangerously close to a device that hummed with quantum intent.
He looked up mid-chew. “Oh good,” he said. “You’re both here.”
Sylvia ignored the tone in his voice and cut straight to the business at hand. “Check the amulet,” she ordered, nudging Vera forward with the barrel of the gun. “It’s not right.”
Fred swallowed with effort and wiped his hands on a sterile towel that had not consented to such use. “Standard procedure,” he said, reaching for a clipboard. “Before examining any personal artifact of possible metaphysical significance, we require a signed consent form.”
Vera blinked.
He handed it her covered in crumbs. “Please sign here,” he instructed, mouth half full of food and tapping the line. “And do check the ‘under duress’ box next to your signature.”
Vera stared at him. “That makes me feel a lot better.”
Fred paused and swallowed his food. “Was that sarcastic?” he asked carefully.
“What do you think?” Fred considered her tone with visible strain. “I want to say… no?” he ventured.
Behind him, Sylvia shifted the gun from Vera to Fred. “Examine it.”
Fred brushed crumbs from his lab coat then shoved the remaining sandwich, fixings and condiments onto the floor with a wide swipe of his arm. “Yes. Right. Of course.”
After carefully adjusting his wire-frame glasses he wheeled himself over the large antique looking N-ray machine and gave it swift kick. It flickered to life with a low harmonic whine. Its screen filling with ghostly spectrographic grids as he waved his hands behind it to make sure it was functioning. Satisfied it wasn’t about to detonate and take half the block out with it, Fred swiveled around in his chair and with a big smile on his face and his palm outstretched asked, “May I see the artifact now please?”
Vera clutched it to her chest but Sylvia was having none it. With one hand she deftly knocked Vera’s hands away and snatched the amulet off its necklace with a swift and firm yank of her arm. Vera winced at the pain in her neck where the necklace dug in.
Sylvia took a step back with the gun still pointed squarely at Vera. Without taking her eyes off of Vera she tossed the amulet to Fred.
Fred completely missed the catch and it went flying across the room. “Sorry about that,” he cried, wheeling his chair swiftly after it. “My fault. I’ll get it.”
Vera groaned and bent over to catch her breath.
Soon Fred was wheeling back with the amulet held high in hand like a hunter returning from a successful hunt. 
He carefully positioned the amulet beneath the scanner arm of the N-ray machine. The coral cage rotated faintly as the beam passed over it. After adjusting the frequency, Fred increased gain, then reduced the contrast and engaged sub-spectrum mode analyzer.
The screen remained stubbornly blank, however. “That’s odd,” he said, scratching his nose. He removed his glasses, flipped them over then placed them back on his head, making sure the wires made it all the way around the backs of his ears.
Vera and Sylvia watched silent and helpless.
Fred kicked the machine and then redid all the controls. “Hmm. Well, I’ve got nothing,” Fred announced. “It’s completely boring.”
“What does that mean?” Sylvia asked sharply.
Fred sighed. “No anomalous energy signatures. No concealed chambers. No spectral inhabitants. It’s boring old jewelry. Nothing special what so ever.”
Vera watched the machine’s beam sweep back and forth, and a faint, disorienting sensation washed over her.  Sensing that she had stood here before, like she had watched these lights, heard this same electrical hum, felt this same tightening in her chest while something was being extracted from.… Déjà vu. The memory was slippery. Recalling it was like trying to grasp smoke.
“Check it again,” Sylvia insisted.
Fred was busy looking for his missing sandwich. He lookup briefly to ask, “Why?”
Sylvia waved the gun at Vera. “Because I think she’s an impostor.”
Fred straightened. “Oh no,” he said, more firmly than usual. “I really don’t that that’s likely.”
“No one comes back from the embassy unchanged,” Sylvia pressed.
Fred hesitated, then reached for a manila folder resting near the edge of the surgical tray. He stood up finally from his wheelie chair and stepped over to her.
Fred exchanged the folder for the gun like it was the polite thing to do. Part of that politeness meant that he needed to point the weapon at Vera while Sylvia while examined the contents of the folder. Fred had never been good at manners.
Sylvia finally took her eyes off Vera and glanced inside the folder where  several glossy 8x10 black-and-white photographs lay stacked neatly one atop another. She flipped through them quickly. The images showed Vera stepping out of the embassy limousine, not alone, but accompanied by her mother. The two of them were captured from multiple angles, timestamps marking the sequence with bureaucratic precision.
Sylvia’s expression faltered. “I don’t understand,” she murmured.
Vera leaned forward to see. “You two have been spying on me for how long?” she demanded.
“Since three days before your interview,” Fred replied casually, lowering the gun but still holding it vaguely in her direction.
Sylvia closed the folder and nodded. “We spy on everyone at MI7 all the time. Nothing special about you.” She handed the folder to Vera for confirmation.
Vera took the folder and tossed it behind her without bothering to check the timestamps. “That’s not reassuring,” she said flatly.
She looked around the room again, the lights, the machine, the tray of instruments. “What is this room?” she asked slowly. “There’s something… familiar about it.”
“We do mind wipes here,” Fred finished for her before he could stop himself.
Sylvia’s head snapped toward him. “Be quiet, Fred. I need to figure out what to do with her now.”
“I think it’s too late for that,” he muttered.
“I’ll have that,” Sylvia said taking the gun back from Fred.
The hum of the N-ray machine deepened slightly, as though in agreement. Vera’s pulse quickened at its sound. Fragments pressed against the inside of her skull: a consent form, a record cutter, a humming device in the corner, the word lunar polio spoken with ridiculous solemnity. It all had something to do with the embassy and her father.
She turned to face the two of them. “Tell me about my father,” she demanded.
Silence fell. Sylvia studied her for a long moment, then slowly lowered her gun and slid it back into her waistband. “Have a seat,” she said, nudging a rolling stool towards her.
Fred wheeled over a rolling chalkboard and flipped it around. On it, written in hurried block letters and connected by arrows and questionable logic, was a detailed operational plan titled:
EMBASSY INTERVENTION SCENARIO , VERSION 4.2
Vera stared at the sketched helicopter, the annotated highway blockade, the words SALVIA CARD underlined three times.
Sylvia inhaled slowly. “Your father,” she began carefully, “is not who you think he is.”
The N-ray machine hummed on.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17594_1726456658]Chapter Consent Form

Vera did not knock when she reached Rontho’s office; she struck the door open with the kind of force usually reserved for emergency breaches, only to find the formidable head of MI7 standing atop a low platform while a tailor circled him with professional indifference, adjusting the seals on an absurdly sleek black scuba suit that gleamed under the recessed lighting like something designed for espionage at the bottom of the Mariana Trench rather than for any reasonable aquatic recreation.
She was incandescent with fury, the kind that tightens the jaw and sharpens every syllable before it leaves the mouth, and Rontho, even as he extended one leg to allow the tailor to zip the neoprene higher along his calf, glanced at her expression and understood instantly that the reckoning he had anticipated had arrived precisely on schedule.
“Before you chew me out,” he said calmly, raising one gloved finger in gentle appeal, “please watch this first.”
From his desk drawer he produced a Betamax cassette, the label handwritten in block letters: CONSENT: V.
Vera stared at it as though it might explode. “Is this a joke?”
“Humor me,” he replied.
With a tight breath that communicated both disbelief and reluctant curiosity, she crossed the room, slid the cassette into the aging player beneath the wall-mounted monitor, and pressed play.
The screen flickered, rolled, then steadied.
On it was a dim interrogation room rendered in grayscale, the lighting harsh but not theatrical, the door conspicuously wide open, and Vera herself sitting at a plain gray table opposite Fred and Sylvia; she was not restrained, not even leaning back defensively, merely tense in the way of someone trying to keep composure while demanding answers.
“Why did you inject me?” the recorded Vera asked, her tone clipped and razor-sharp.
Fred, seated comfortably with hands folded, replied without blinking, “Sorry… polio vaccine. I forgot to give it to you when you were hired.”
“I already had a polio vaccine as a child,” she said flatly.
“Not for lunar polio,” Fred countered gravely.
“The what?”
“You definitely don’t want that,” he said, nodding with solemn absurdity.
Beside him, Sylvia leaned back in her chair with unsettling cheerfulness. “I’m not sorry for stunning you, however. I like stunning people. It’s my hobby.”
On screen, Vera exhaled slowly, the sound barely audible over the low hum of fluorescent lights.
“What do you want?”
“To give you a choice,” Fred and Sylvia replied in unison, as though rehearsed.
Fred leaned forward slightly. “What do you think about your father now, after speaking to the prisoner, also known as your would-be kidnapper?”
The Vera on screen did not hesitate. “I want to slap him in the face.”
“Anything else?” Sylvia prompted.
“I wish it had never happened.”
Fred spread his hands gently. “We can help with that.”
“How?” she asked, suspicion sharpening again. “You got a time machine?”
“Better.” The camera shifted slightly, revealing in the corner of the room a contraption that looked like it had been assembled from Cold War surplus and misplaced dental equipment, its coils humming faintly, dials trembling with contained electricity.
“I extract unpleasant memories with this,” Fred explained.
On screen, Vera looked unimpressed and faintly alarmed. “That’s stupid. What if I want my memories back someday?”
Fred brightened and wheeled in a second device, a polished 78-record cutter gleaming with nostalgic menace.
“I store them on this baby,” he said proudly. “I can use lasers to burn them back into your brain cells.”
“No thanks,” Vera muttered, recoiling slightly.
Then came five long minutes in which the room settled into silence, Vera staring at the tabletop as though it might reveal the architecture of her future, while Fred and Sylvia, apparently untroubled by the gravity of altering a human mind, produced a deck of cards and began a casual hand of gin rummy to pass the time.
Finally, Vera looked up. “Okay,” she said with reluctant resolve. “I do want the mind wipe.”
Fred immediately slid a clipboard across the table. “Sign here. Consent form.”
She skimmed it enough to confirm the language was disturbingly thorough and signed.
“Thanks,” Fred said pleasantly, rising as the humming machine intensified, its coils brightening in anticipation.
The video ended.
Back in Rontho’s office, the screen went blue.
Vera stood very still, her anger no longer volcanic but recalibrated into something more complicated: a storm now directed less at betrayal and more at the unsettling realization that she had chosen to forget.
Behind her, the tailor cleared his throat and quietly exited, leaving Rontho half-sealed in neoprene and watching her with cautious patience.
“Well,” he said gently, “now you know.”
“You tricked me into being mind-wiped,” Vera said at last, her voice no longer explosive but tight and wounded, as though anger had calcified into something sharper.
Rontho, who had by now stepped down from the fitting platform and was testing the balance of a matte-black speargun from an impressively curated wall display, each weapon labeled with handwritten tags indicating depth rating, recoil tension, and “cephalopod compatibility”, did not look particularly defensive.
“No,” he replied evenly, sighting down the shaft with professional interest. “Fred and Sylvia did. They’re both in comas right now. I got word via the ticker earlier this morning.”
Vera blinked. “In comas?”
“Occupational hazard,” he said vaguely, adjusting the tension line. “You want to pull the plug on them?”
The question landed between them with clinical bluntness.
“No,” Vera stammered, recoiling from the brutality of the suggestion. “Of course not.”
“Then what?” he asked, finally setting the speargun down and giving her his full attention.
She hesitated only a fraction of a second. “I want my memories back.”
Rontho nodded once, as though she had just requested a file from archives rather than a restoration of neural architecture.
“Fine. Fred showed me how to operate the laser before he lost higher brain function. It doesn’t hurt much.”
He crossed to a cabinet and retrieved a polished 78 record in a protective sleeve, the label neatly typed: VERA: REDACTION SET A.
“Wait,” Vera said suddenly.
His hand paused on the cabinet door.
“What now?”
She swallowed, her certainty faltering for the first time. “Is there anything in my memories that I knew then that I don’t know now?”
The question hung heavier than the earlier accusation, because it implied not just loss, but asymmetry, the possibility that the erased version of herself had possessed insight, clarity, or suspicion that her current self lacked.
Rontho considered her carefully, weighing his answer with unusual deliberation.
“Judging from how upset you are,” he said at last, “I’d say no.” It was not quite reassurance, but it was not quite evasion either.
He handed her the record.
The vinyl felt heavier than it should have, as though magnetized by significance, the grooves containing not music but humiliation, anger, betrayal, and choice, a compressed archive of a self she had briefly been.
For a moment she stood there, holding her own past under one arm, uncertain whether reclaiming it would make her stronger or merely angrier.
Then, without another word, she turned and walked out of the office. As she did, a technician pushing a large, water-sloshing tank nearly collided with her in the doorway; inside the reinforced glass container, an enormous octopus drifted with unsettling intelligence, its skin pulsing through thoughtful shades of mauve and slate as though judging the hallway and everyone in it.
The technician squeezed past her with a murmured apology and continued inside.
Behind her, she heard Rontho say, “Careful with that one: he can be vengeful if crossed.”
The door closed.
Vera stood alone in the corridor, clutching the record of her missing memories, while somewhere behind that office door, an octopus settled into its new tank and a speargun clicked softly into readiness.

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17596_1726456658]Chapter Yevno Helps Vera with the Amulet

Vera tried first with her heel, grinding the amulet beneath her boot as though it were nothing more than a stubborn insect, but the coral sphere did not so much as scratch; instead it rang faintly against the concrete floor, a clear, chiming note that seemed almost pleased with itself, and when she snatched it up and hurled it against the nearest cinder-block wall with all the force her shaking arms could muster, it rebounded intact, skittering across the tiles and coming to rest at her feet as if it had merely taken a brief excursion and returned home of its own accord.
Breathing hard and half-mad with frustration, Vera stormed down into the maintenance wing, her footsteps echoing through the low-ceilinged corridors lined with exposed pipes and flickering gas lights, barging into one neglected utility room after another in search of something, anything: industrial, violent, final enough to annihilate the stubborn relic that seemed to defy both physics and her patience.
She rounded a blind corner too quickly and collided with a narrow man in oil-stained coveralls who smelled faintly of solder and boiled cabbage.
“Uh, who are you?” she demanded, clutching the amulet to her chest.
“I’m Yevno,” he replied calmly, as though introductions in subterranean hallways were the most natural thing in the world. “Maintenance.”
She blinked at him. “But everyone was let go. Budget cuts. Did they forget to tell you?”
“Yes,” he said with a small shrug. “But it doesn’t matter. I don’t get paid anyway.” He paused to light up a half smoked cigar. “I work for room and board and…” He held the cigar up for to see.
“I see that.”
“And I never leave,” he added, in the same tone one might use to mention a mild food allergy. He took a long puff on his cigar, oblivous to the gas lights flickering all around them, and examined her carefully, as if she was the most dangerous person in the room.
“Why not?”
Without further comment, Yevno bent and rolled up the leg of his trousers to reveal a thick, matte-black monitoring device strapped around his calf, blinking with a dull red light. He tapped it once with a fingernail. “If I step outside the facility perimeter,” he explained, “it detonates. Very thorough. I would become… how you say? Blown up to pieces.”
Vera swallowed. “Sorry. I’ll… I’ll go somewhere else. I didn’t mean to bother you, uh…”
“Yevno,” he repeated patiently. “People come to me with problems. I say yes or no. Very efficient system. Fix this pipe, Yevno. Sure. Plunge this toilet, Yevno. No problem. Execute this prisoner, Yevno.” He paused, considering. “Uh. Okay, I say to them, I guess so.” He took another puff then blew the smoke respectfully away from her. “Soooo,” he began again, “What can I get for you, my little lady?”
“Nothing,” she said quickly, already backing away. “Thanks.” He didn’t follow her and she was grateful for small miracles.
Soon enough she found an ancient bandsaw in a dim corner workshop and tried to force the amulet’s edge against the blade, but the machine groaned once and refused to turn, its gears fused with rust and neglect, and no matter how hard she pushed the switch it would not awaken from its metallic coma.
“Are you sure you don’t need anything?” Yevno’s voice drifted up behind her, mild and persistent.
Vera startled and spun around quickly. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”
“Like what?”
“Uh… like a hammer?”
As if conjured by the word itself, Yevno extended a heavy, scarred hammer toward her, its head nicked and darkened from long service. “Here you go, darling. Very good crushing hammer,” he said with quiet pride. “I have crushed many balls with that...”
“Thank you!” she snapped, snatching the hammer from his hand before he could elaborate.
She backed away and ran into a supply closet and locked the door behind her. Inside was a broad steel worktable bolted to the floor. Perfect. She placed the amulet carefully on the worktable, drew back her arm, and brought the hammer down with a ringing clang that vibrated through her shoulders; the amulet did not dent, did not chip, did not even scuff, but merely slid a few inches and settled again in serene defiance.
She struck it again, harder, and then again, each blow louder than the last, the metallic echoes ricocheting through the maintenance wing like artillery fire, until sweat blurred her vision and her arms trembled with exhaustion; yet the amulet remained whole, gleaming faintly as if absorbing not only the force of the blows but her fury itself.
Something in her snapped. With a strangled cry that tore out of her throat raw and feral, Vera gathered every scrap of anger, humiliation, betrayal, and terror coiled inside her and funneled it into the hammer, into her grip, into that single descending arc of motion, and when the hammer met the amulet this time there was not a clang but a sharp, crystalline crack, like ice fracturing across a frozen lake, and the amulet shattered explosively into glittering fragments that scattered across the table and skidded onto the floor in a chaotic spray of red-tinged shards.
The silence that followed felt stunned.
Vera let the hammer fall from her numb fingers and collapsed to her knees, then to her side, chest heaving, vision swimming, too drained to feel triumph or fear.
Yevno unlocked the door with his set of keys and stepped inside with the careful deliberation of a man inspecting plumbing after a minor flood. He causally retrieved the hammer, and turned it over in his hands, examining the head for dents. “Glad this baby could be some service to someone once more.” he said mildly.
Vera pushed herself upright without answering, brushed metallic dust from her palms, then marched out of the room and stumbled down the corridor without looking back.
Yevno was still studying the hammer’s edge when the air above the shattered fragments began to ripple, as though heated from within, and a thin tendril of dark mist rose from the debris, coiling upward in slow, deliberate spirals that thickened and spread, forming the vague outline of something watching. Something malevolent.
Yevno glanced up. “Oh,” he said quietly. “Shit.”


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17598_1726456658]Chapter  Samantha New Head of Security
Samantha was balanced halfway up a rattling aluminum ladder beneath a section of ceiling where three tiles had been removed and stacked like fallen dominoes on the carpet, her shoulders wedged awkwardly between fluorescent light housings while a network of sweating ventilation ducts loomed above her, one of which had developed a persistent, needling leak that dripped with maddening regularity onto the floor below; and at the base of the ladder stood a solemn little girl with mismatched socks and an expression of grave responsibility, tearing off short, uneven strips of industrial tape and passing them upward like a surgical nurse assisting in a particularly undignified operation.
“Shorter pieces,” Samantha muttered, pressing one strip over the seam of the duct only to have it peel back immediately under the steady internal pressure. “This is not gift wrapping, youngling, it’s structural triage.”
Her walkie-talkie crackled violently at her hip, squawking with feedback before resolving into frantic static.
She climbed down two rungs, then paused. “You,” she said to the girl, pointing upward. “Up the ladder. Finger in the hole. Now. If that leak widens, this entire floor will be hosting an indoor monsoon.”
The girl blinked once, processing. “Given the pressure differential and the diametre of the rupture,” she observed calmly as she climbed, “digital occlusion should temporarily reduce volumetric flow rate, though only if I maintain a perpendicular seal.”
“Yes,” Samantha replied dryly. “Do that.”
A moment later the girl’s small finger plugged the thin jet of water, and the dripping ceased with a resentful hiss.
Samantha stepped off the ladder and brought the walkie-talkie to her mouth. “Security.”
“There’s been a fight down here,” a boy’s voice reported breathlessly. “A grown-up fight. In maintenance. It’s bad.”
“Location?” she demanded.
“Room with the big metal table. And the weird saw.”
“Copy that,” Samantha said. “Thanks a heap, Deputy.”
She clipped the device back onto her belt and glanced upward. The girl on the ladder was straining slightly but holding firm, jaw clenched in concentration.
“Hold still,” Samantha instructed. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“Uh. Okay,” the girl replied, water beginning to bead around her knuckle.
The maintenance wing smelled faintly of oil and old electricity, and as Samantha approached the open doorway of the workshop her pace slowed without her consciously deciding to slow it; something prickled along the back of her neck, lifting the fine hairs there as though she had stepped into a static field, and the air itself seemed heavier, as if recently disturbed by something that had not entirely left.
She crossed the threshold. The room was in disarray.
Across the concrete floor were streaks of darkening blood slashed in irregular arcs, not pooled but dragged, as though something, or someone, had staggered or been pulled; tools lay scattered, and on the central steel worktable faint metallic dust glittered under the harsh overhead light.
“Where’s Yevno when you need him,” she muttered under her breath.
Her gaze dropped. On the floor near the table lay the shattered remains of an amulet, its fragments spread like a fallen constellation, and beside it, broken into jagged pieces, was a small carved turtle of deep green stone.
Samantha’s breath left her in a single, hollow exhale.
She stepped closer, then knelt slowly, hands hovering above the fragments without touching them at first, as though proximity alone might undo the damage.
The carving style was unmistakable: the angular etching along the shell, the tiny triangular notch beneath the left foreleg, the spiraled pattern incised at the centre. It was a design passed down through generations of her tribe, a symbol of endurance and watchfulness.
It had been her solemn duty to recover this artifact… intact.
Her fingers finally closed around one of the broken pieces, and she felt the coldness of it seep into her palm.
“Noooooo…” she wailed, the word rising from somewhere deep and unguarded, echoing dramatically off the concrete walls as she tipped her head back and let grief pour through her unchecked.
She sagged onto her knees fully now, shoulders trembling, the fragments of the turtle scattered before her like the remains of something sacred that should never have been brought into a place like this.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17600_1726456658]Chapter  Samantha Calls an Elder

Samantha did not so much enter her new office as stagger into it, shoulder first, as though the weight of what she had just seen had acquired physical mass and was pressing her sideways; the room, officially designated the Security Panopticon, was a stark hexagon of reinforced geometry, each wall fitted with bulletproof glass panels that looked outward into different corridors of the facility so that, in theory, nothing could occur without being observed from at least one angle, and perhaps two, though the theory depended heavily on someone actually looking.
Now Head of Security, but stubbornly still Head Secretary in temperament and habit, Samantha had dragged in her old switchboards, phone banks, labeled extension maps, and coiled cords, arranging them in semicircles around the security consoles and surveillance monitors until the space resembled less a command centre and more a telecommunications warehouse that had collided violently with a Cold War bunker.
Banks of dormant phones sat like obedient soldiers awaiting orders.
She hurried to the nearest one, snatched up a receiver, and dialed with brisk authority. She froze halfway through the number. None of these lines were authorized for long distance.
She smacked her forehead with the flat of her palm. Of course.
For long distance, international long distance, say, hypothetically, to Canada, she would need the revenue-generating Long Distance Booth, which Rontho had installed just outside the Panopticon in what he had described as a “strategic monetization corridor,” conveniently positioned beside the ammunition vending machine.
The vending machine stood there still, glowing faintly in the fluorescent light, its neatly arranged boxes of bullets untouched since the armed guards had been dismissed in the latest wave of budget cuts; it had been one of Rontho’s schemes to shore up finances. “Self-serve security,” he had called it. But without guards, and with most of MI7 too paranoid to trust unattended ordnance, the machine had become little more than an expensive, humming monument to misplaced optimism.
The Long Distance Booth was no less antiquated. It was, in fact, an authentic 1980s phone booth sporting a faded metal frame, cloudy plexiglass panels etched with decades of scratches, and a folding accordion door that protested loudly when slid shut. And that was precisely what it was; Rontho had never adjusted the pricing mechanism for inflation, which meant that a modest handful of ten-pence coins still purchased an improbable quantity of international connection time.
Samantha stepped inside, fed the coins into the slot, and pulled the door closed behind her, sealing herself into a small chamber of stale air and analog nostalgia.
The line rang three times. An elderly woman answered, her voice steady and textured like worn leather. In the background Samantha could hear a gentle wind and the open air of the Canadian prairie. 
Samantha greeted her in Mohawk first, the syllables careful and respectful, then switched to English after the initial exchange because the booth’s aging receiver compressed and distorted certain consonants, and clarity now mattered more than ceremonial precision.
After the expected pleasantries: weather comparisons, inquiries about cousins and seasonal illnesses, Samantha drew a breath. “I need to ask you about the turtle stone,” she said quietly. “The sacred artifact. The one that was taken generations ago.”
There was a pause. Then the elder laughed softly. “Oh, child,” she said. “That is just a story. A myth we tell to keep children from wandering too far into the woods. There is no real stone. Only a lesson.”
“Pretend it’s real,” Samantha pressed, her voice tightening despite herself. “If it were real. What would its purpose be?”
Another pause, longer this time. “Well,” the elder said thoughtfully, indulging the fiction, “if such a stone existed, the turtle carving would not be decorative. It would be a vessel. A trap. In the old stories, it captured things that slipped between worlds… dark things that frightened children in their sleep. The turtle carried them, contained them, kept them from wandering. That is why it was sacred. It was protection.”
Samantha felt the air thin inside the booth.
“Why are you asking about this?” the elder continued, her tone sharpening just slightly.
Samantha forced a small, airy laugh that did not belong to her. “Oh. Yeah, no reason. Just… paperwork. Cultural inventory questions.”
“Hmm,” the elder murmured, unimpressed.
Samantha ended the call more abruptly than etiquette allowed, the click of the receiver unnaturally loud in the confined space.
For a moment she remained standing there, hand still on the cradle, breath fogging the scratched plexiglass.
She opened her clenched fist revealing the shattered remains of the previous artifact she’d spent her life trying to find. It had been a demon trap. A protection for her people. Now it was useless shards in the palm of her hand.
Her fingers fumbled at the latch, and when she shoved the folding door open it recoiled too quickly; she stumbled forward out of the booth and collapsed onto the cold linoleum floor outside, coins still rattling faintly in the return slot behind her.
The ammunition vending machine coughed beside her, indifferent.
Samantha lay staring at the ceiling tiles, pulse roaring in her ears, trying very hard not to picture what happened when a vessel shattered and whatever it was meant to contain was suddenly free.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17602_1726456658]Chapter  The Smoking Chamber
Samantha chose to go outside for her first cigarette not out of rebellion but out of self-preservation, because the officially designated smoking room inside MI7 was less a lounge and more a biomedical experiment gone catastrophically wrong.
The smoking chamber, as Fred like to call it, was a hermetically sealed glass chamber, on the fourth floor surrounded by an examination corridor from which Fred could examine the occupants. Inside the chamber was fitted with humming oxygen tanks, a laminated stack of liability waivers clipped to the wall, and several “air-purifying botanical units” that had been marketed as revolutionary but had withered into brittle, gray husks within weeks.  
Only one remaining smoker still occupied the room.  The shriveled husks of her compatriots lay scattered about the various recliners that lined the walls.
She stood in the centre of the sealed room like a monument to poor decisions, her pink termination notice trembling in one hand and a menthol cigarette in the other, exhaling with stubborn dignity into the stale, over-oxygenated air.
“Go home, Sandy!” Samantha shouted through the glass as she passed, not slowing her stride.
Sandy saluted weakly with the cigarette.
Samantha paused briefly then turned around and looked into the chamber again. Soon she was inside borrowing a dart from Sandy.
Outside, a narrow metal door opened onto a steep, single-file staircase that clung to the building’s rear facade like an afterthought, its grated steps slick with mist and something darker, leading up to a fourth-floor balcony that overlooked the broad street fronting the facility. A street now washed intermittently in the red sheen of the ongoing, inexplicable rain.
Samantha climbed, gripping the railing, like she was climbing out of a coal mine collapsing behind her. Instead of solitude she found resentment in the form of Vera who was already there.
The staff veterinarian stood near the edge of the balcony, cigarette between trembling fingers, coughing in sharp, indignant bursts as though personally offended by the smoke entering her lungs.
Samantha approached and wordlessly borrowed the lighter from her. She turned it over in her hand, frowning. “How does this work, eh?”
Vera blinked at her. “You flick the wheel. Hold the button down.”
Samantha tried once, producing only sparks.
“Other way,” Vera muttered, taking her hand and guiding her thumb. “Like that.”
A small flame bloomed. Samantha leaned in too cautiously at first, then too boldly, nearly singeing her eyebrow before finally managing to draw smoke into her mouth, where it immediately triggered a violent coughing fit.
“First cigarette?” Vera wheezed.
“No, yeah,” Samantha rasped, eyes watering.
“Mine too,” Vera admitted, and then coughed again, bending nearly double.
They stood there side by side in awkward solidarity, two novices attempting vice with the solemn focus of lab technicians, inhaling, choking, exhaling, comparing notes in between sputters while just beyond the narrow lip of the balcony the rain continued to fall (not water but blood) as thick droplets streaking past the railing and splashing onto the pavement below.
With each gust of midnight wind the red spray shifted direction, catching them at the edge of its arc; flecks dotted their sleeves, their cheeks, their hair, until the white of Samantha’s blouse and the pale fabric of Vera’s shirt were stippled and smeared, and within minutes they looked less like stressed bureaucrats and more like accomplices returning from something unspeakable.
Vera wiped at her face with the back of her hand, leaving a darker streak.
Samantha glanced at her and froze. Her eyes dropped to Vera’s bare neck. The necklace was gone. The one with the coral amulet.
And in a sickening, electric instant, the memory aligned itself with what the elder had said, with the shattered fragments on the maintenance floor, with the green carving broken into pieces...
The turtle had not been separate. It had been inside the amulet. The was the sacred vessel.
Samantha slapped her own forehead, harder than necessary, then, overcome with fury at her own blindness, punched herself squarely in the cheek. “Hoser!” she hissed at herself.
“Hey, stop that,” Vera said, startled, grabbing her wrist.
Samantha rounded on her, eyes blazing. “You!” she snarled. “You hid it from me this whole time.”
“What?” Vera recoiled. “Hid what?”
“The sacred green turtle! Why would you do that? Why would you carry it around your neck like costume jewelry?”
“You mean... the amulet?” Vera asked, catching her breath. “I… I didn’t know what it was!” Vera shot back. “It was my father’s...”
Before Samantha could fire off another accusation, something wet and heavy struck the balcony between them with a soft, nauseating plop.
They both looked down. The blood was no longer falling alone. Pale, writhing shapes tumbled through the crimson rain, thick, segmented, glistening, landing against the railing, splattering onto their sleeves, clinging. Maggots.
One hit Samantha’s forearm and immediately began to writhe upward, its tiny hooked mouth fastening onto her skin. She screamed.
Another struck Vera’s collarbone and latched on, and she shrieked in equal horror, flinging her cigarette into the street below.
“Buggering biting maggots?!” Vera cried, swatting frantically at her arms.
They tore at their sleeves, at their hair, at each other, smearing blood further as the creatures twisted and bit, their small bodies grotesquely determined.
“Inside!” Samantha shouted.
They bolted for the stairwell, abandoning their half-smoked cigarettes to smolder alone on the balcony, their footsteps clanging down the metal stairs as the red rain and its living cargo continued to fall behind them, drumming steadily against the empty night.
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Fred found Sylvia in the lower corridors with a coil of wire over one shoulder and a clipboard tucked beneath her arm. Because preambles had never been his strength, he launched into a breathless proposal for a revised offensive against the embassy during their upcoming Zar event. He described it as that chaotic convergence of dignitaries, donors, minor royalty, and opportunistic press that would, in his mind, provide both optimal cover and optimal symbolism for an operation of theatrical magnitude.
They walked as they spoke, Sylvia pausing every few yards to inspect one of the child-sized containment traps she had set along the corridor walls. Each trap was a clever little contraption baited with contraband candy wrappers and outdated mathematics worksheets. 
Fred described, with growing enthusiasm, a multi-phase assault involving two leased helicopters disguised as traffic-report aircraft, a rented tunnel-boring machine acquired under the pretense of municipal sewer maintenance, and a synchronized blackout triggered by a timed electromagnetic pulse he referred to fondly as “the appetizer.”
“The tunnel would emerge directly beneath the diplomatic wine cellar,” Fred explained, gesturing broadly as though the blueprints hovered in the air before them. “We ascend through the floor, deploy Betty, and withdraw before the first cork hits the ceiling.”
Sylvia stopped at the first trap and peered inside. It was empty.
She reset the spring with a sigh. “That is far too complicated,” she said flatly. “We do not need helicopters. Or a subterranean mole machine. Or appetizers.”
Fred blinked at her. “But the efficient elegance of the...”
“All we have to do,” she continued, snapping the trap shut and moving on, “is show up with a camera crew and say we’re with the BBC. They’ll let us through the front door and offer tea.”
Fred faltered. “But what about Betty?”
Sylvia gave him a narrow look. “Who’s Betty?”
“Not who,” Fred corrected with mild offense. “What. Betty is my four-kiloton atomic bunker buster. Features a compact design and fits neatly inside a standard oil drum... if you remove the whale oil first.”
Sylvia stopped walking.
“Maybe leaving the whale oil in would provide a better buffer?” he asked himself, rhetorically.
Sylvia glared at him. “You have named a nuclear device.”
“It improves morale,” Fred said defensively. “She’s very efficient.”
Sylvia frowned, long and deeply. “No nuclear devices.”
“But...”
“No.”
They reached the final trap at the end of the corridor, a slightly larger model reinforced with rebar, baited with a glowing comic book and a bag of marshmallows. This time there was movement inside.
Curled indignantly within the wire enclosure sat her youngest son, designated A4, from her first marriage, his knees pulled to his chest and his expression one of profound injustice.
“Mother,” he said, without standing. “A1 and B2 put me in here.”
Sylvia crouched and examined the latch. “Why?”
“Because I was annoying them,” A4 replied. “Which is subjective. I was trying to be strategically valuable.”
“Anyone else fall into a trap that you know of?”
“We are not dumb enough to fall into these traps, Mom,” he added pointedly. “While mildly educational, they are terribly predictable.”
Fred nodded thoughtfully. “We could improve the bait rotation schedule.”
Before Sylvia could respond, a sound tore through the corridor that sounded like a layered chorus of screams. Some shrilled childlike, while others reverberated low and resonant in a way that did not belong to any human throat. 
The fluorescent lights flickered above, and from somewhere deeper in the facility came the unmistakable clang of metal struck violently from within.
Sylvia and Fred froze. They exchanged glances and the unspoken body language of tested field agents.
Another scream echoed but this one abruptly cut short.
“Demons?” Fred whispered, almost academically.
“Worse,” Sylvia snapped, “Children.”
Without further debate the two of them bolted down the corridor toward the noise.
A4 remained inside the trap. “Mother?” he called after them.
They skidded to a halt three strides later.
Sylvia swore under her breath, pivoted sharply, and sprinted back to the cage, fumbling with the latch while Fred hovered uselessly and offered suggestions about hinge redesign.
The trap sprang open and the boy crawled out.
“Run,” Sylvia ordered.
A4 leapt to his feet and the three of them tore off down the corridor together. Another unearthly shriek chased them, reverberating through the vents as it closed in on their location. It was accompanied by the frantic pounding of multiple small feet.
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When dawn finally broke the rain and maggots had cleared. The remaining agents gathered together to come up with a plan.
The chamber had once housed industrial solvents in quantities large enough to dissolve inconvenient evidence, but now the steel tanks were gone and the walls still bore faint warning placards about corrosive vapors and respiratory failure, an ambiance Fred considered appropriately academic for what he had branded an Emergency Symposium on Advanced Demonology.
At the far end of the tall, echoing room he had assembled a lecture platform of heroic improvisation: a folding chair with a slightly uneven leg, upon which a laptop balanced precariously, and a laser pointer of uncertain battery life that he held with professorial gravity.
The remaining agents, those not laid off, missing, possessed, or hiding, sat on dented metal stools arranged in semi-orderly rows, notebooks open, expressions solemn, as if attending a postgraduate seminar rather than an emergency briefing about a centuries-old child-devouring entity.
“What we are dealing with,” Fred began, pacing two dramatic steps and pointing the red dot at the laptop screen, “is a Stage Four demon incursion.” His words hung in the chemical-scented air.
He clicked to the next slide, which was slightly pixelated and suspiciously stretched. “For further details,” he continued, sweeping the laser pointer toward the side like a master of ceremonies unveiling a headliner, “our very own Samantha Greenly will now address the chamber.”
The audience applauded vigorously and someone even whistled but Vera couldn’t tell who exactly.
“Cheers, Fred,” Samantha said crisply, stepping forward and accepting the laser pointer with the controlled seriousness of someone who had decided that if the world was ending, it would at least end in an organized fashion.
Fred retreated to an empty stool beside Vera and leaned in conspiratorially. “Keep an eye on this one,” he whispered. “She’s going places.”
Vera folded her arms. “That’s what worries me.”
At the front, Samantha angled the laptop screen outward so the room could see, though “see” was generous; the projected images were little more than grainy approximations, blown up far beyond their intended resolution, rendering ancient woodcuts of long-limbed monsters into abstract smudges.
She pointed the laser dot at one particularly blurry figure.
“This entity,” she said, “is known in certain oral traditions as Dhegdheer. It is predatory, ancient and whose pronouns are she/her. It is selective in its diet, preferring intelligent children.”
The room shifted uneasily.
Images flickered: a sketch of elongated claws, a stylized turtle carving, a fragment of tribal iconography that dissolved into pixels when enlarged too far.
Rontho raised his hand.
Samantha paused. “Yeah, you, sir, in the spiffy tweed suit.”
“What are your sources for this intel?” he asked calmly.
Samantha lowered the laser pointer and scanned the room. “Does everyone here have the proper security clearance for the answer to that question, eh?”
Fred immediately held up his employee parking permit like a badge of honor.
Samantha considered it. “Good enough.”
She inhaled and continued. “After speaking with Vera, I placed a call to the embassy and requested to speak with the ambassador. I represented myself as a reporter with the BBC.”
There was a small ripple of impressed murmuring. 
Fred raised his hand.
“Yes, you in the lab coat.”
“Could we watch the actual interview,” he asked, “instead of hearing it secondhand from you?”
Samantha narrowed her eyes slightly, then nodded. “Yeah, I don’t see why the heck not.”
She turned back to the laptop, clicked through a folder labeled Totally Legit Journalism, and opened the video file.
The screen flickered.
Without ceremony, she stepped aside and took her seat among the agents just as the recording began to play, the ambassador’s face resolving in shaky digital clarity.
The chamber fell silent except for the faint whir of the laptop fan and the distant, unsettling echo of something metallic shifting somewhere deep within the building.
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The video filled the laptop screen in a tidy split frame: the ambassador on the left, Samantha on the right, each boxed into their respective realities like participants in a particularly polite duel.
The ambassador’s side of the feed was a technological patchwork, an elegant composite assembled from hacked embassy security cameras that captured him at a flattering diagonal and a grainy micro-spycam discreetly embedded in the receiver of the telephone he held to his ear, giving the unsettling perspective of a device that had grown eyes.
Meanwhile on Samantha’s half of the screen, an unfiltered point-of-view shot from her smartphone displayed. It was propped at chin height, occasionally tilting when she adjusted her grip.
On the left, the ambassador sat beneath a large, tastefully framed national flag of Somaliworld, .His posture was impeccable while his smile shown him to be diplomatic and thin. “I always enjoy unexpected calls from the BBC,” he said smoothly.
The agents in the chamber erupted into immediate, reflexive booing. Rontho cupped his hands around his mouth. “Get better publicists!”
Samantha’s recorded image gave no reaction; she continued professionally. “I’m preparing a segment on an upcoming occult awareness program entitled Neighborhood Demons,” she said brightly. “A chap can’t be scared of something a chap knows nothing about.”
“Wonderful,” the ambassador replied without hesitation.
On the right side of the screen, Samantha nodded encouragingly. “Do you or anyone in your household know of, or currently keep secured, any demons or extra-corporeal entities of malevolent intent?”
A few agents leaned forward on their stools. 
The ambassador smiled as though asked about a family pet. “Yes, actually, we do,” he said. “We currently have a demon known as Dhegdheer trapped in a magical amulet here on the premises. Is that what you’re interested in?”
A collective intake of breath rippled through the chamber.
“Quite yes, actually,” Samantha said on the recording, her tone neutral but her eyes visibly sharpening. “Could you enlighten me more about your demon, please?”
“Certainly,” the ambassador replied. “We inherited her from my mother, who could be a bit of a harpy, if you know what I mean.”
On the right side of the screen Samantha blinked once. “Yeah, no. Harpies are mythological creatures.”
“Even so,” the ambassador continued blithely, “Dhegdheer was quite rude when she first came to live with us. But over the years, with enough encouragement and patience, we trained her to be polite and courteous when around strangers.”
Several agents exchanged incredulous looks.
“Excellent,” Samantha said smoothly in the recording. “That’s all we at the BBC need, Ambassador. Have a most wonderful and pleasant day… and don’t forget your shield... uh, I mean umbrella.”
The ambassador inclined his head graciously as the video clicked off.
The laptop screen returned to its desktop, faintly reflected in Samantha’s glasses as she stood and faced the room. “Well?” she asked, folding her hands behind her back. “Any questions, eh?”
The chamber remained silent for three full seconds, long enough for the hum of the fluorescent lights to become conspicuous, before Fred slowly raised his hand again.
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Dhegdheer was older than dirt and remembered when dirt itself was still cooling, when continents were suggestions and the oceans tasted of iron and fire; whether she had first coalesced in some distant star system or seeped sideways from a neighboring dimension no scholar could have said, and she herself no longer cared, for Earth (messy, fertile, endlessly inventive Earth) had become her preferred hunting ground, a world that produced an inexhaustible crop of children whose minds shone like lanterns in the dark, and upon whose quick, clever thoughts she fed with particular delight, for stupidity disagreed with her digestion and dull children gave her a metaphysical heartburn that lingered for decades.
For millennia she hunted openly, a long-limbed shadow slipping between villages and forests, cultivating fear the way farmers cultivated wheat, until sometime around 1750, an inconvenient century full of inconvenient mystics, a Mohawk shaman of formidable patience and sharper geometry trapped her inside a carved vessel: a magical amulet whose seal bound her essence tight as breath in a bottle.
And there she remained.
The amulet traveled the world thereafter, passed from hand to hand, hidden within other artifacts like a secret inside a secret, crossing oceans, wars, auctions, and private collections, while Dhegdheer, compressed into vaporous awareness, circled endlessly within the narrow confines of her prison, nursing a hatred that did not cool with time.
Until Vera smashed it.
When the sacred seal cracked and the carved turtle fractured, Dhegdheer did not erupt in flame or thunder but seeped outward as a thin, coiling mist, colourless at first, then faintly green at the edges, spilling into the maintenance room like breath finally released after centuries underwater.
She hovered there, disoriented but exultant, testing the perimeter of her former cage.
An evil man, mean in spirit if not in intellect, stood nearby and watched her emergence with greedy fascination, attempting to address her in the language of excrement and offal, invoking petty rites and gutter syllables that he clearly believed impressive; he was a buffoon beneath her acknowledgment, yet not beneath her contempt, and she lunged at him in reflex, manifesting claws of vapor and attempting to tear open his soul as one might open a sack of grain.
Her talons passed through him; obviously, they were made out of mist .
She recoiled, furious, realizing that freedom without substance was merely another kind of prison.
And then… She smelled them: children.
Not merely children, but intelligent ones: their thoughts sharp and restless, their curiosity like static in the air, and the scent of their minds drifted to her even through concrete and duct-work, intoxicating as spiced wine.
She stilled herself and rotated slowly, orienting by instinct alone until the aroma aligned in a single direction. At last, after centuries, she would feast.
But first she required a body.
Another scent tugged at her awareness. One full of death. It was recent and unguarded, seeping through the far side of a stone wall. Without flesh she slipped easily through the mortar chinks, diffusing through mineral and dust like smoke through cloth.
Outside, the sky was vomiting blood. Thick red rain fell in sheets, accompanied by pale maggots that writhed upon impact with pavement and stone, and Dhegdheer felt a thrill of savage appreciation at the grotesque hospitality of it all. Wonderful.
She sank downward, absorbing what she needed: iron-rich blood to thicken her vapor and wriggling larvae to knit sinew and nerve. She drew them inward until a shape began to coalesce. First a shadow, then a mass, then a tall, angular figure with elongated limbs, blackened nails curving into true claws, and a mouth too wide for any benevolent purpose.
She inhaled. She had weight again. She turned toward the stone wall and strode confidently forward, and struck it face-first with a dull, humiliating thud.
Now embodied, she could no longer seep through cracks. “Heinous,” she hissed, baring her fangs at the unyielding masonry.
The children were inside. She could taste them in the air. But how to reenter?
Footsteps approached along the rain-slick pavement. A human, holding an umbrella patterned with cheerful yellow ducks, walked briskly toward her, muttering about dry cleaning.
Dhegdheer straightened, arranging her newly formed features into what she believed passed for approachable, though the effect was somewhat undermined by the visible fangs.
“Excuse me, sir,” she purred, claws flexing. “Could you assist me?”
The human stopped, peered at her through rain-spattered glasses, and frowned.
“Sir? I’m a ma’am,” the woman snapped. “And you need a job.” The woman glanced up and down at the demon with judgment in her eyes then added, “Hippie.”
She adjusted her umbrella and marched past without the faintest tremor of fear.
Dhegdheer watched her go, stunned.
Humans had grown bolder in the centuries of her confinement, or perhaps merely stupider. Either way, the world had changed.
She licked a streak of blood from her wrist and smiled slowly. This was going to be new. And interesting. Then she turned and began to walk, searching for another way inside.
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There used to be a small, single-screen movie theatre down the block called the Lykeion, its faded marquee once glowing bravely against the drizzle and exhaust of the city, its red velvet curtains perpetually a little dusty, its popcorn perpetually a little stale, and yet in the 1970s and 80s it had possessed a kind of stubborn charm that drew in students, pensioners, insomniacs, and, most reliably, Rontho, who treated the daily matinee not as entertainment but as ritual, slipping into the cool darkness each afternoon with a paper tray of nachos and calling it lunch while explosions and melodrama flickered across the screen.
He had loved the predictability of it: the hum of the projector, the cigarette burns in the corner of the film reel, the way the audience collectively gasped or laughed on cue, as though the building itself were breathing.
But the 1990s arrived with their multiplexes and dollar theatres and surround sound. But the Lykeion, too small, too analog and too stubbornly itself, lost its audience in a matter of seasons. The doors were padlocked, the windows boarded, and weeds began prying at the sidewalk out front like patient opportunists.
Officially, the building sat abandoned.
Unofficially, one night in the dead quiet hours before dawn, Rontho hired a discreet crew who bricked up the entire facade so seamlessly that by morning it appeared as though no theatre had ever existed there at all, as though the Lykeion had been a rumor or a trick of memory; then, under cover of municipal repair permits and falsified sewer diagrams, they tunneled in from below, hollowing out access from the MI7 sub-levels and quietly annexing the space into the agency’s ever-growing subterranean sprawl.
For a time, the old theatre found new purpose.
Its screen, patched but serviceable, became the review surface for propaganda films produced in-house, the plush seats occupied not by teenagers on dates but by analysts with clipboards, evaluating pacing, emotional manipulation curves, and slogan retention rates before distribution; for nearly a decade the Lykeion thrummed again with light and sound, albeit of a more calculated variety.
Then came digital distribution. Streaming replaced reels, encryption replaced projectionists, and the need for a physical screening chamber dwindled to nothing. The theatre went dark a second time.
Since then, Fred had repurposed it in a manner that would have horrified any preservationist: row after row of the once-beloved seats removed to make space for steel drums stacked to the ceiling, each labeled in his meticulous handwriting, each filled with surplus whale oil acquired through channels best left unexplained.
The old screen still hung at the front, yellowing gently, facing an audience now composed entirely of industrial containers, as though waiting for a film that would never again flicker across its surface.
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Vera stood at the edge of what had once been the Lykeion’s seating aisle and stared out across the gutted theatre, where rows of plush red chairs had been replaced by an undulating landscape of steel oil drums stacked two and three high, their metal sides catching the dim work lights in dull, greasy reflections.
“Where are you getting this stuff, Fred?” she asked, nudging one drum with the toe of her shoe. “Whaling is banned. Globally. You know that, right?”
“I asked the same question to my supplier,” Fred replied mildly, consulting a clipboard thick with invoices and diagrams. “Great minds think alike, I see.”
“Well?” she pressed.
Fred ran a finger down a column of figures, then cleared his throat. “The oil is sourced from an offshore consortium of ex–CIA-trained killer whales. Apparently the hunting moratorium does not apply to autonomous marine contractors.”
Vera stared at him.
On the side of the nearest drum was a brightly painted cartoon: a grinning killer whale licking its lips while holding up a flipper in an unmistakable thumbs-up gesture. Above it, in helpful smaller print, were the words: Killer whales do not actually possess thumbs. Below that, in enormous enthusiastic lettering:
	EAT MORE WHALE BLUBBER
	10,000 KILLER WHALES CAN’T BE WRONG
“Disgusting,” Vera muttered.
She walked around to the other side of the drum where it had been stamped in giant industrial lettering:
	SHAMU OIL CO LTD
Her mouth opened to inform Fred precisely how catastrophic a sucker he was, but at that exact moment the rear access door creaked open and Rontho strode in with theatrical purpose, followed by seven children in uneven formation, shuffling and whispering like ducklings attempting espionage.
“Front row,” Rontho commanded.
He seated himself dead centre in what remained of the original first row, the children flanking him on either side in a tight semicircle. A4 climbed directly into his lap as though this were the most natural seating arrangement in the world.
Rontho turned toward Fred and rotated his finger in the air in a tight circular motion, the universal gesture of a battlefield sergeant ordering air support to withdraw from the jungle canopy.
Fred spoke briskly into his walkie-talkie. “Projection ready.”
The house lights dimmed with a theatrical hum, and at the back of the theatre the old projector roared to life, a beam of flickering light cutting through the dust and illuminating the 7.6-metre-wide screen in a blaze of grain and scratches.
Vera leaned toward Fred. “What’s the plan again?”
“Officially or unofficially?”
“The truth.”
“Right,” Fred said. “Officially, Rontho intends to desensitize the children to potential demon attacks by exposing them to curated horror cinema, thereby preventing panic when the time comes. ‘Scared children are slow-moving children,’ he’s rather fond of saying.”
“And unofficially?”
“The unofficial plan,” Fred said in a lower voice, “is to use the children as bait so the demon falls into my trap.”
Sylvia appeared beside them as though summoned by the word trap.
“You can’t catch children in your traps, Shandrydan,” she said coolly. “What makes you think you can catch a demon?”
“This is preposterous,” Vera hissed. “Absolutely preposterous.”
On screen, Night of the Living Dead began to play, black-and-white figures staggering across a farmhouse lawn while the children leaned forward with rapt, delighted fascination.
Fred, meanwhile, had already begun explaining his new design.
“The Mark IV Demon Containment Unit,” he said proudly. “Constructed from osmium alloy. Extremely dense. It is very unfriendly to extra-dimensional entities, being shaped as an icosahedral cage for optimal force distribution. Powered via a compact briefcase-sized nuclear reactor. Very elegant.”
“This is insane,” Vera said flatly. “These kids need to be someplace safe.”
Sylvia turned to her slowly, giving her a look one might reserve for someone cheerfully announcing they had purchased first-class tickets on the Titanic.
“Where do you suppose that is exactly?” she asked.
Vera opened her mouth. Then closed it.
The film’s soundtrack crackled as a zombie clawed at a boarded window, the children giggling nervously.
“I… I don’t know,” Vera stuttered.
“I thought so,” Sylvia said, reaching into her coat pocket. She produced a crisp fifty-pound note and pressed it into Vera’s hand. “Be a dear and fetch us all some coffee from the vending machine.”
Vera didn’t argue. She took the note and turned toward the exit, her footsteps echoing hollowly against the concrete floor as the projector flickered and the children’s laughter rose behind her: high, bright, and just a little too eager for the world they were about to inherit.
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Vera stood in the dim corridor outside the Lykeion-turned-oil-warehouse, stabbing uselessly at the coffee vending machine with the corner of a crisp fifty-pound note as though persistence alone might convince it to modernize.
The machine, a relic from a less optimistic decade, responded with a red blinking light and a small digital message that read: EXACT CHANGE ONLY. NO NOTES LARGER THAN 20. NO EXCEPTIONS. NO REFUNDS.
“You have got to be kidding me,” Vera muttered, flattening the bill against the slot again and wiggling it with increasing aggression. Nothing.
From down the hall Samantha approached, still carrying the faint stiffness of someone who had recently learned that ancient demon containment devices were not metaphorical.
“Sorry I got mad at you,” she said as she came alongside Vera. “You had no idea you were harboring an ancient demon that likes to eat children for breakfast.”
“Thank you,” Vera sighed. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me all week.”
Samantha glanced at the machine. “Oooo, coffee. Brilliant. Get me a cup while you’re at it, eh?”
Vera stared at the bill, then at the machine, then at the bill again. “Bugger this coffee!” she shouted, and kicked the metal casing with the toe of her shoe.
The machine rattled indignantly but held firm.
“No, yeah,” Samantha encouraged. “Stick it to the machine, Vera.”
“Why,” Vera demanded, turning on her, “is Rontho showing zombie movies to children when we should be hunting down demons?”
“Yeah!” Samantha echoed automatically… then paused. “Wait. Demons are kind of like animals, right?”
Vera narrowed her eyes. “Uh…”
“And you trap animals? Am I right?”
“You want me to set a trap for the demon,” Vera said slowly, “like Fred?”
“Yeah, no,” Samantha replied, squaring her shoulders. “I want us to hunt the demon.”
“Us?”
Samantha reached into her blazer and produced her private security badge with a flick of her wrist, letting the metal catch the flickering hallway light. “You and me, baby,” she said. “A couple of demon hunters.”
Vera blinked. “That sounds like Korean anime.”
“Yeah,” Samantha nodded. “A cool one, eh.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice. “See, I’ve got the key to Rontho’s armory.”
Vera’s frustration faltered, replaced by wary interest. “You do?”
“Head of Security perks,” Samantha said smugly. “We can end up packing a lot of heat from a place like that. Holy water grenades. Silver buckshot. Possibly something labeled ‘experimental.’”
The vending machine emitted a lonely clunk as if protesting its irrelevance.
Samantha extended her hand. “What do you say, girl?”
Vera looked once more at the useless fifty-pound note, then at the hallway leading back to the theatre where children laughed at fictional monsters while a real one stalked the building.
She shoved the note into her pocket. “Let’s do it.”
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The West’s Best Urn Inn and Hotel had not been remodeled since sometime around 1978, and it wore that fact with the stubborn pride of a place that had survived on spite alone. The televisions in every room were black-and-white CRT units bolted into the upper corners like surveillance equipment from a bygone regime. Each one was operated by an eight-button plastic clicker whose labels had long since rubbed off, forcing guests (if there had ever been any) to change channels by instinct and guesswork.
The drapes were thick brown corduroy, heavy enough to block out sunlight, moonlight, and perhaps modest artillery fire. The carpets smelled faintly of pine disinfectant layered over decades of neglect. Beside each bed stood a coin-operated vibration machine that promised “RELAXATION” in flaking gold letters and delivered something closer to low-grade seismic activity.
Outside, a flickering neon sign perpetually declared NO VACANCY, even at three in the morning in the dead of winter. The sign buzzed and sputtered across the street from the heavily guarded MI7 compound with such convenient proximity that no one ever questioned it aloud.
The hotel was run by Yevno in his off hours, which were most hours. He took particular pleasure in leaning out of the tiny reception window to inform would-be guests to shove off, get lost, or bugger on. On rare occasions, for sport, he would allow someone to register and take their money. It hardly mattered. There was nowhere for them to go.
All the doors in the lobby were elaborate fakes; painted wood panels with brass handles that opened onto shallow brick walls. Only a small, reinforced reception window connected the lobby to anything real, and even that looked as though it led nowhere but darkness.
In truth, the hotel was wholly owned by MI7 and served as a front. Access to the actual facility was achieved through a sewer tunnel connected to sub-basement level two, reachable only via a maintenance hatch disguised as a broken ice machine.
The hotel served two principal purposes. The first was emergency containment. During incidents like the Dhegdheer demon affair, when the entire MI7 compound was placed under lockdown, agents had a place to relax without risking possession, immolation, or paperwork. The second purpose was far more bureaucratic: a self-service dead drop for MI6, MI7, the CIA, or other “friendly” agencies when they were in town on what paperwork always described as vacation.
On the third floor, in a room whose wallpaper had once been orange but now existed in a philosophical shade of beige, Rontho lay sprawled across a sagging mattress. He wore a white undershirt and heart-patterned boxers, one leg kicked free of the blanket as though he were presiding over events from a throne of faded polyester.
The television in the corner crackled with BBC 4’s latest attempt to explain the phenomenon of maggot rain.
Rontho had already set the stage for them earlier in the week with his carefully seeded “hurricane fish guts” narrative to explain the blood rain. That one had gone smoothly enough. But now they were scrambling.
First, the anchor insisted the falling creatures were not maggots at all but fruit flies blown wildly off course during a migratory event originating in the Arctic. A grainy graphic of arrows over a spinning globe appeared briefly before dissolving into static. No one was buying it.
The Bishop of Canterbury phoned in next, solemnly asserting that holy water caused the “so-called fruit flies” to smoke and hiss exactly like ordinary hell spawn. He mentioned, almost incidentally, that the Church was offering a promotional discount on blessed water through Sunday.
The anchor, determined to demonstrate the insects’ harmlessness, allowed one to crawl across her forearm. It bit her and she shrieked. The broadcast cut abruptly to an advertisement for garden furniture.
The advertisement itself was interrupted by breaking news footage of an angry mob marching on Parliament, waving umbrellas and jars of squirming evidence.
All the while, Rontho laughed until tears gathered in the corners of his eyes.
Then the rotary phone on his nightstand began to ring, its mechanical bell cutting through the television’s chaos.
Rontho reached over, lifted the heavy receiver, and said in a calm, official tone, “Rontho actual.”
An angry, pleading voice erupted from the other end, demanding intervention, influence, miracles.
Rontho listened for a moment, his grin fading only slightly. “Sorry,” he said at last, “budget cuts.” And then he hung up.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17620_1726456658]Chapter Yevno Saves the Day
Yevno was bald in the way of men who commit to the idea only intermittently. His scalp was not polished and gleaming, but stippled with stubborn grey stubble, as though his hair grew back out of pure defiance. He shaved it once a year, on his birthday, whether it needed it or not.
He was in his mid-fifties, broad-shouldered, stiff curated muscles, and afflicted with emphysema that announced itself without warning. His coughing fits arrived on an irregular schedule that he privately insisted followed prime-numbered intervals. When they came, they came violently; deep, rattling spasms that left him gripping the reception counter and dabbing blood from his lips with a neatly folded handkerchief.
Yevno was not evil. Nor was he good. He was something more disconcerting. He was amoral.
Yevno reflected and amplified the morality of whoever stood before him.
When confronted by cruelty, he could become icily procedural. When faced with greed, he grew predatory. When arrogance strutted into his lobby, he sharpened his disdain into a weapon.
But when a poor single father and his small daughter pushed open the glass door beneath the flickering NO VACANCY sign, Yevno softened.
The man’s coat was too thin for the weather. The girl clutched a stuffed rabbit whose stitching had been repaired more than once. They did not argue. They did not demand. They simply asked if there was a room.
Yevno studied them through the reinforced reception window, his breath wheezing faintly. “Full,” he said automatically.
The little girl’s face fell.
He coughed once, dry and sharp, then slid open a hidden drawer beneath the counter. From it, he withdrew a matte-black keycard bearing no logo.
“This,” he said quietly, passing it through the narrow slot, “is not for here.”
The man hesitated. “I... I don’t understand.”
“It opens any unoccupied room at the Langham,” Yevno said. “Use it tonight. Ask no questions.”
The card was a pirate key, an unauthorized master credential from the Digital Safehouse Project, a joint MI5-MI6 initiative designed to provide deniable lodging in times of crisis. Officially, MI7 was not a participant.
Unofficially, Yevno was a triple agent. He spied on MI5 for MI6, on MI6 for MI7, and on MI7 for whoever paid in advance. Information flowed through him like air through damaged lungs.
He had kept one pirate keycard for himself. The plan had been simple: when he finally escaped MI7’s subterranean labyrinth, he would use the card to disappear into a hotel room that technically did not exist, buy time, and negotiate his next betrayal.
Instead, he pushed it toward the father.
The man’s voice shook as he explained they were leaving his wife, an MP with a talent for public speeches and private violence. She favored high-heeled shoes, he said quietly, and not for walking.
Yevno’s jaw tightened. He slid the card across. “Room service is decent,” he muttered. “Continental breakfast. Keep the chain on the door.”
The father swallowed. “How do we repay...”
“You don’t.”
The girl peeked up at him. “Are you a pirate?”
Yevno’s lips twitched. “Only on paper.”
They left quickly, vanishing into the wet London night.
Yevno closed the reception slot, coughed again, and wiped a thin line of red from his handkerchief. He stared at the empty drawer for a long moment.
He had just given away his exit plan.
Across the street, the MI7 compound hummed with quiet menace.
Yevno turned off the lobby lights, the neon NO VACANCY sign continuing to buzz faithfully in the darkness.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17622_1726456658]Chapter  Greg Stevens
Greg Stevens had always described himself as a “serial entrepreneur,” which was technically accurate if one defined entrepreneur broadly enough and chose not to examine the word serial too closely. His ventures had ranged from artisanal energy drinks to boutique recording studios, and, on particularly stressful quarters, unsanctioned axe-based problem solving.
Most recently, he had been the last verified private owner of the Lykeion theatre, an aging but proud structure wedged between a shuttered pharmacy and a betting shop. He had purchased it during what he called his “immersive performance phase,” intending to revive doom metal as an operatic experience involving smoke machines, Gregorian chants, and tax deductions.
Then MI7 absorbed the block into its sprawling web of urban deception.
On a cold Sunday morning in late 2001, Greg arrived at the address with his banker to secure a loan using the Lykeion as collateral. The street was quiet. Frost clung to the gutters. A weak gray sky pressed low over the rooftops.
Greg stopped walking.
Where the Lykeion theatre had stood, with its peeling marquee and heroic if structurally questionable columns, there was now only a seamless brick wall stretching the length of the block.
No sign of demolition, rubble or scaffolding. Just brick.
Greg blinked.
His banker, a severe woman with crescent-shaped reading glasses perched low on her nose, glanced from the wall to her clipboard. “Are you certain this is the correct address, Mr. Stevens?”
“Yes,” Greg said, stepping closer to the bricks. “I’ve been here before. I’ve performed here.”
The banker raised one eyebrow. “Well, buildings do not typically grow walls on their own, do they?”
Greg pressed both palms against the cold masonry and looked up at the sky as though awaiting divine zoning clarification. “This is the Lykeion,” he insisted. “I swear it.”
The banker flipped through her paperwork with slow, deliberate irritation. “Falsifying collateral on a loan application is a summary offense, Mr. Stevens.”
“I’m not falsifying...” he began, but his voice wavered.
She removed a business card from her portfolio and handed it to him with clinical precision. “If you happen to discover alternative assets, preferably liquid ones, we may reopen discussions. In the meantime, I am referring this matter to the local magistrate.”
She snapped her portfolio closed and walked away in sensible heels, leaving Greg alone with the wall.
He ran his hands along the bricks, searching for a seam, a hidden door, a hinge, anything that might prove the building had not simply been erased from existence.
But there was nothing remaining: no marquee. no ticket booth, not even the graffiti he distinctly remembered painting himself during an “anti-establishment branding initiative.”
The cold of the bricks settled into his bones. “Nooooooo,” Greg wailed, his voice stretching into a theatrical lament that echoed faintly down the empty street. It sounded like a washed-up doom metal producer trying to summon one last minor chord from a broken amplifier.
Which, in many ways, he was.
Now stripped not only of his theatre but of his credibility, he stood in the winter air as a newly minted victim of grand theft real estate, unaware that somewhere behind that unbroken wall, several floors below ground, MI7 analysts were quietly filing him under resolved anomaly.
Greg slumped against the bricks. The wall did not move.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17624_1726456658]Chapter  Temporary Armory of the Demon Dispatch Unit
After a long and thoroughly fruitless day of demon hunting, consisting mostly of false alarms, an aggressively haunted recycling bin, and one deeply suspicious pigeon, Vera and Sam finally retreated to their rooms at the West’s Best Urn.
The hotel corridor hummed faintly with ancient wiring. The carpet swallowed sound. On Sam’s door, an embossed emblem displayed the hotel’s symbol: an upside-down urn, solemn and funereal, as though mourning the concept of hospitality itself.
Room 312 had unofficially been reclassified as the temporary armory of the Demon Dispatch Unit. Samantha beamed with pride at her newly self-appointed position.
Inside, the decor was unchanged from the Thatcher administration, but the contents were anything but nostalgic. The bedspread was buried under crossbows, holy water squeegee bottles, silver-plated bolas, thermal goggles, chalk circles in travel tins, and a medieval mace that had no business being as heavy as it was.
As they began distributing their arsenal into the closet and dresser drawers, with echo agent carefully stacking ammunition beside neatly folded towels, their conversation drifted toward something almost domestic.
“Who’s taking care of your pets?” Sam asked casually, setting her mace down on the vanity with a thud that made the mirror tremble.
Vera paused mid-motion while unloading her .44 caliber tranquilizer rifle. “What pets?”
“You know,” Sam continued, “dog, cat, snake… no judgment.”
“I don’t have pets.”
Sam blinked. “But you’re a vet. You like animals.”
“I don’t like animals,” Vera replied flatly. “I respect them.”
There was a silence thick enough to varnish.
They continued unloading weapons: Sam sliding silver stakes into a sock drawer, Vera tucking flash-bang relics behind spare pillows. The arsenal seemed endless. For every item they stored away, another emerged from a duffel bag or shoulder harness like a conjurer’s trick.
Sam tried again. “So… favorite colour?”
“Black and white.”
“That’s not a colour.”
“It is in my field.”
Every attempt at small talk landed at an unfortunate angle and ricocheted back sharper than before. Sam’s enthusiasm met Vera’s austerity like rubber bullets against reinforced glass.
Finally, Vera closed the rifle case with a decisive click. “I don’t think Dhegdheer is still on site,” she said, shifting the subject with surgical efficiency. “If containment failed, she’s loose in the city.”
Sam sat heavily on the bed, which was now half-covered in dubious ammunition and what might have been sanctified throwing stars. “It’s my fault,” she muttered. “If I’d recognized the artifact when I had the chance...”
Vera’s expression hardened. “Moping about like a sad sack will not change the future,” she said. “Can you repair the artifact?”
Sam reached into her bag and produced a ziplock pouch filled with jagged green shards of Moldavite, the broken remains of what had once been her people’s sacred talisman. The fragments caught the dim lamplight and glowed faintly. “Afraid not,” she said quietly. “A tribal elder would need to carve a new one.”
“A tribal elder from the Isle of Man, right?”
Sam hesitated. “No,” she admitted. “I lied about that. I’m really from Canada. Eh.”
The confession hung in the air.
Vera lowered herself onto the edge of the mattress, displacing a pouch of rock salt. “I’m not really from Somaliworld either,” she said after a moment. “I’m from Somaliland. My father is running some sort of micro-nation investment scam.”
“I know,” Sam said gently. “We all know. It’s okay.”
Vera gave her a measured look. “We all knew you were Canadian, too.”
Sam stared. “What? Even with my Manx accent?”
Vera nodded.
Sam deflated slightly. “I practiced that for months.”
A silence followed, but this one was lighter.
Then Vera’s eyes sharpened. “Wait.”
“What?”
“That’s it.”
“What’s it?”
“Impersonation,” Vera said, standing abruptly. “We need to impersonate intelligent children to draw out Dhegdheer.”
Sam blinked. “Intelligent children?”
“Dhegdheer preys on the young. But she adapts. If she suspects a trap, she won’t surface. We need to be convincing. Gifted. Vulnerable. Alone.”
Sam’s posture straightened as her enthusiasm reignited. “That’s brilliant,” she said, springing to her feet and nearly stepping on a silver bear trap. “I’ll get started on our costumes.”
Vera glanced around the room, at the weapons, the cracked wallpaper and the upside-down urn embossed on the door.
For the first time that day, she allowed herself the smallest hint of a smile. “Let’s hope,” she said, “she prefers honors students.”


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17626_1726456658]chapter The Question of Sylvia’s Children

How many children did Sylvia have?
That depended entirely on whom you asked and what level of clearance badge you were wearing when you asked it.
If confronted directly, Sylvia would smile with a patience honed by diplomatic hearings and say, “Seven. Possibly eight. One loses track.” She would say this lightly, as though misplacing offspring were akin to misplacing umbrellas. But the truth was layered.
Sylvia maintained two husbands who were mutually unaware of each other’s existence. For clarity in her private records, she referred to them only as Husband A and Husband B, and she catalogueed her children accordingly, as if managing parallel product lines.
Her numbering system was clinical:
Husband A Line
· A1 , Boy, 12 years old
· A2 , Boy, 10 years old
· A3 , Girl, 8 years old
· A4 , Boy, 5 years old
Husband B Line
· B1 , Girl, 11 years old
· B2 , Boy, 9 years old
· B3 , Girl, 7 years old
Seven children. Neatly bracketed. Logistically improbable but theoretically manageable, at least on paper.
If your security clearance matched that of someone like Sir Rontho, you would know there was an eighth biological child, six years old, gender unconfirmed in official files, living somewhere beyond Sylvia’s awareness.
This child existed in the margins of classified reports, the result of an operation that blurred the lines between personal and professional in ways Sylvia herself never fully grasped.
She did not know but MI7 did.
There was also an adopted son, age three, conceived not by Sylvia but by a female Member of Parliament with whom Sylvia had conducted a discreet relationship during what internal memos described as a “strategic emotional detour.”
They were now separated. Sylvia visited the boy once a year on his birthday, bringing age-appropriate toys and a carefully curated level of affection.
The paternity matrix did not align cleanly with Husband A or Husband B. Yevno (triple agent, hotelier, moral mirror) was the biological father of one of the children. A random priest, encountered during what was officially a theological symposium and unofficially a lapse in judgment, fathered another. And onne child was not strictly human at all.
That particular pregnancy followed an incident involving a forbidden artifact discovered in the MI7 trash compactor, wrapped in wax paper beside a tape library of a faked moon mission. Sylvia touched it only briefly, yet carelessly.
The gestation was rapid. The infant displayed irregular thermal readings and an aversion to lullabies sung in minor keys.  A standard procedure mind wipe insured she need not worry about this unfortunate incident again. The missing month, however, was another story. 
Yet another child resulted from a laboratory experiment gone catastrophically wrong. The project, funded quietly during Sylvia’s sabbatical from MI5 (when she relied solely on her MI7 salary) was meant to explore distributed genetic contribution models.
The outcome was a viable child with fourteen genetic fathers and three genetic mothers. Paperwork for that one required an entire subcommittee yet thankfully lacked a mind wipe.
How did Sylvia find time to carry, birth, and raise this constellation of offspring while maintaining two households, multiple intelligence affiliations, and an extracurricular romantic portfolio?
She did not sleep. Well not technically in the biologic sense.
A chronic brain-worm infestation, classified but medically stabilized, altered her neurological rhythms. The chemical cocktail used to suppress the parasite’s progression also eliminated conventional fatigue. While others required eight hours of rest, Sylvia required only recalibration.
Her days were continuous blurs of duty. Her memories: replaceable. And her calendar, even when viewed superficially, was terrifying.
So how many children did Sylvia have in the end? Seven, if you trusted her smile. Eight, if you trusted internal intelligence. Nine, if you counted the adopted boy. Ten, if you included the demon spawn. Eleven, if you accounted for the laboratory anomaly.
The true number existed somewhere between biology, bureaucracy, and classified annex, and yet was far higher than the unofficial classified number.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17628_1726456658]Chapter Sylvia Mother Never Had Intercourse
If Sylvia’s children required a flowchart, her mother required an entire classified records annex. Officially, Sylvia had no full siblings. Unofficially, she had at least seventeen additional biological relatives in her cohort that she never knew existed.
Over the course of years, her trusted, discreet and catastrophically unethical gynecologist had been harvesting her ova during routine procedures and selling them through a quiet but lucrative black-market fertility network. The eggs were catalogueued, anonymized, and distributed to clients who paid premiums for “exceptional genetic resilience.”
Sylvia never suspected. MI7 did... Eventually.
The question was not whether her eggs were stolen. The question was: why were they worth stealing?
Sylvia was a genetic chimera. In utero, she had absorbed a half-sibling twin, an event rare enough to warrant medical footnotes, rarer still to result in a stable adult. Two distinct genetic codes coexisted within her body. Blood samples taken from different sites did not always match. Tissue biopsies contradicted each other. She was, biologically speaking, a diplomatic negotiation between two would-be people.
That anomaly alone made her DNA extraordinarily valuable. But the story began a generation earlier.
Sylvia’s mother had been enrolled (coerced, technically) into a government program during the 1980s. The initiative, buried under euphemistic titles like Demographic Sustainability Initiative, sought to engineer super-fertility traits to counter projected population decline.
She was selected not for merit, but for vulnerability. At the time, she was incarcerated following what official records described as an “accidental suicide attempt”, a bureaucratic phrase that concealed both despair and institutional indifference.
Participation in the fertility program was presented as voluntary. But that was a thinly veiled ruse.
Multiple donors were used in the experiment involving Sylvia’s conception. Records later revealed that the genetic contributors included a prison guard, the lead scientist overseeing the project, and the prison warden himself. Whether this reflected scientific design, administrative chaos, or personal misconduct was never fully clarified.
Two embryos developed and one survived independently while he other did not. Instead, they merged. Sylvia was born an only child to a mother who, by orientation and preference, identified as asexual and had never intended to reproduce.
Sylvia’s mother possessed two consistent traits: precision and loyalty. When not incarcerated, she worked as a contract assassin for a regional crime syndicate. She was also a disciplined martial artist whose hands bore the calluses of repetition and restraint.
Prison interrupted her contracts but never her reputation.
Sylvia spent roughly half of her childhood in foster care while her mother cycled through arrests, sentences, and carefully negotiated early releases.
Despite violence, secrecy, and institutional interference her mother loved her with a clarity that cut through circumstance. Love, in her case, was expressed in protection.
When Sylvia reported abuse from one foster household, her mother escaped from prison within forty-eight hours. The foster parents were found dead shortly thereafter, having been efficiently dispatched with  professional grace and without collateral damage.
Three days later, Sylvia’s mother was documented back inside her cell, having re-entered the facility through methods no one publicly explained. Her alibi was airtight. The foster care report was quietly amended.
Years later, when Sylvia’s gynecologist began siphoning her ova for sale, the appeal to buyers was simple: hybridized genetic stability, enhanced fertility markers, high stress tolerance and neurological irregularities associated with reduced sleep dependency
What clients did not know was that they were purchasing a lineage shaped by state experiments, criminal syndicates, prison laboratories, and biological duality.
Seventeen children, scattered across jurisdictions, carried fragments of Sylvia’s code. She remained unaware.

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17630_1726456658]Chapter The Shan Make a Break for It
The parasitic worms inhabiting Sylvia’s brain were not terrestrial. They were known, among the very few who knew at all, as the Shan.
They had arrived on Earth embedded in a fragment of meteorite, a shard of planetary ruin ejected from a world called Shaggai. Once radiant with architecture, symphonies of thought, and a civilization that valued art as highly as mathematics, Shaggai had not died slowly. It had torn itself apart in atomic civil war. Continents vitrified. Oceans boiled. Cities dissolved into luminous scars visible from orbit.
The last survivors, microscopic, durable and patient had burrowed into a splinter of rock and hurled themselves into the void.
They drifted for aeons. They watched stars collapse. They endured. Eventually, gravity delivered them to Earth.
How the Shan transitioned from meteorite to MI7 refrigerator remained a matter of classified embarrassment.
At some point, a small meteor fragment had been catalogueed, misfiled, and eventually repurposed as a paperweight in a sub-basement laboratory. Decades later, through a chain of institutional negligence too mundane to recount, microscopic Shan spores infiltrated a tuna fish sandwich left abandoned in the communal fridge.
Even before the Shan, that sandwich was infamous. Its expiration date, printed faintly in blue ink, always seemed to read two months in the future, no matter when one checked. It resisted both mold, decay and  bureaucratic limbo.
No one claimed it, until Sylvia noticed the absence of a label stating the rightful owner’s name. In the moral economy of office refrigerators, anonymity was forfeiture.
She glanced left, right then took a bite. The taste was wrong and metallic. It oozed faint electrical effervescence. She spat it out immediately.
But that short window of opportunity was not lost on the exiled invaders living in the sandwich.  Several industrial-grade Shan propelled themselves into her nasal passages. From her nasal cavity they migrated with clinical efficiency, navigating mucosal corridors toward the basal ganglia, which as we all know,  is the seat of habit, movement and subtle decision-making. There they nested.
They did not seize control. They observed and waited for their opportunity to arise. A rocket ship back to their home-world, perhaps. Perhaps they were waiting for more of their kind to arrive and signal an all out invasion. Sadly we will never know.
Years passed as the Shan were patiently living in Sylvia’s brain. They studied her speech patterns, her impulses, her ambitions. They learned the mechanics of English idiom and the architecture of espionage. They listened when she spoke with Sir Rontho.
They selected Rontho not for his intellect, though it was formidable, nor for his influence, though it was considerable. They selected him for his flamenco guitar. The pure musical genius in his strumming pinky alone was enough to make even the most hardened Shan to bow down and give thanks to the dark creator.
The Shan had once been artists, themselves and they never forgot their heritage. Rontho’s playing stirred something in their collective neural memory that atomic fire had not erased.
To reach him, they needed proximity and opportunity. So they whispered to Sylvia sweet nothings, not quite commands and not quite suggestions. They re-interpreted things spoken to her in the language they understood best: suspicion and betrayal.
A word he spoke would feel sharper than intended. A compliment would taste like mockery. A neutral observation would echo as insult. They shifted inflection, tilted interpretation, altered meaning by degrees so small Sylvia believed each conclusion was her own.
They nudged her toward the idea that she might need to get close enough to kill him. Close enough for infectious transfer.
They intended to abandon Sylvia at the moment of violence and leap hosts. Only in Rontho’s brain could they fully appreciate the true nature of sacred Flamenco.
Then came the Dhegdheer incident / containment breach. The implication that another ancient entity had escaped its own MI7 prison and vanished into the wider world cut to the heart of their shared identity.
If Dhegdheer could leave this narrowly confined world of propaganda and stiff upper lips, then perhaps so could they. They reconsidered their Rontho-Flamenco mandate. Rontho was no longer the only vessel. Freedom itself became the objective.
On the night the Lykeion theatre screened Night of the Living Dead, when agents were distracted and corridors hummed with low-grade panic, the Shan acted.
They overwhelmed Sylvia’s motor impulses just enough to redirect her steps. She drifted down the hall, through the lobby, and into the ladies’ restroom at the front of the theatre.
After locking the door behind her, she reflected on her image in the mirror, trembling. What was going on? She thought. What am I doing?
Then, compelled by microscopic consensus, she bent forward and plunged her face into the toilet bowl. Water swallowed her scream.
Through the same nasal passages by which they had entered, the Shan exited, streaming out in a writhing, translucent exodus. They dropped into the plumbing and swam down the s-bend, through corroded pipes and finally into the sewers of London.
Freedom lay ahead, or so they told themselves. What they had not accounted for was public infrastructure.
London’s water treatment system did not discriminate between bacteria, parasite, or refugee from a destroyed star. Each stage of the process, from ultraviolet sterilization, chemical purification to sediment filtration, stripped life from what passed through.
The Shan endured atomic war, yet they did not endure municipal sanitation. Within hours, the last survivors of Shaggai were reduced to inert organic residue.
No monument marked their passing and no historian recorded their saga. An entire interstellar civilization ended in chlorinated anonymity.
Fred opened the ladies locked restroom door with one of his master keys. He was checking the paper towel dispensers for bugs when he stumbled upon Sylvia slumped over the toilet, unconscious and with water pooling across the tiled floor at her feet.
“Sylvia?” he called, rushing forward.
He grabbed her shoulders to pull her upright but slipped on the spreading water. His feet shot out from under him. The back of his head struck the porcelain basin with a sickening crack.
He collapsed beside her.
Later, B2 entered in search of cleaning supplies and found them both, motionless and breathing shallowly. She ran for help.
Sir Rontho arrived and, with surprising gentleness, lifted them one at a time and carried them to the infirmary.
With Vera and Sam still AWOL, Yevno was pressed into service as attending nurse. He stood at the foot of their hospital beds, wheezing softly, adjusting IV drips with assassin’s precision.
While Sylvia and Fred lay in adjacent comas, outside, the city’s rain gutters ran dark with the blood of earthborn maggots and extraterrestrial parasitic worms.
No one knew that somewhere between the fridge and the filtration plant, the last exiles of Shaggai had made their final journey.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17632_1726456658]Chapter  Sir Rontho’s Robe

Morning arrived late to the West’s Best Urn Inn, as though reluctant to inspect the damage.
The sky, having spent the previous night hemorrhaging blood and shedding maggots like a fever dream, seemed exhausted. It gave one final, smoker’s cough of bruised cloud and then thinned into a pale, embarrassed haze. The sun did rise, but it hid behind a veil of ocher haze, as if unwilling to look directly at the planet it was meant to illuminate.
The sky moved cloudlessly and utterly dreary as if in time lapse.
And for the agents trapped inside the Inn, it was the most beautiful morning they had seen in days.
Sir Rontho stood at the third-floor window and tore open the heavy corduroy curtains with theatrical resolve.
Hazy light flooded the room. He stood there, entirely naked, framed by frost-edged glass and municipal indifference, surveying the street below with the posture of a victorious general. A deep, satisfied sigh escaped him, followed by a smile so expansive it nearly required scaffolding. In one hand he cradled a steaming cup of Scottish breakfast tea, which he sipped with the composure of a man who believed himself indispensable to history and in the other the MI7 lock-down proclamation.
They had weathered it all: the maggots, the demons even the notorious  BBC.
Below, pedestrians paused and pointed upward. Some shielded their eyes. Others laughed. A few simply stared.
Rontho interpreted this as admiration, although it may have been meteorological relief.
Untroubled by nuance, he slipped into a gray monogrammed Egyptian cotton dressing robe and descended the creaky stairs with deliberate dignity.
In the manager’s office, he lifted the large brass desk microphone connected to the hotel’s aging PA system. The speakers crackled awake throughout the building, in hallways, stairwells, and empty rooms that had not seen legitimate guests in decades.
He cleared his throat. “Attention,” he declared, his voice resonating with command and self-approval. “The MI7 lockdown is officially lifted. All personnel that remain alive, are free to depart. Please note the inn’s front door is blockaded for security reasons, so do take care to exit back through the sewer tunnel.”
He set the microphone down with a small nod to himself and took another sip of tea. Another crisis resolved with flawless performance.
Across the hall, in the grand ballroom, which was normally reserved for covert briefings and emergency quarantines, a long table had been arranged with unsettling precision.
Croissants aligned by size. Brioche stacked in symmetrical pyramids. Bagels, yogurt, muesli, milk, and blackcurrant juice laid out as if for inspection by a culinary drill sergeant.
No staff was in attendance. The food simply existed as if ordained by God himself.
Rontho seated himself alone at a vast round banquet table and selected a profoundly dry bagel and chewed thoughtfully. Halfway through, something tugged at the back of his mind. Yevno!
He jerked forward and half stood up then froze. He had not specifically excluded Yevno from the announcement. The bagel lowered slowly from his hand.
He finished rising at once and moved briskly back into the manager’s office and then the front desk enclave.
The room was empty. Behind the counter sat a cup of coffee still steaming faintly, positioned beside the wall of key hooks. It had been poured recently. 
Rontho stepped around the counter. On the floor lay the remains of Yevno’s electronic ankle monitor, smashed into three deliberate pieces. The circuitry had been crushed beyond casual repair.
The reinforced reception window, the tiny aperture through which Yevno had so often barked dismissals at would-be guests, was shattered outward. Not inward.
Rontho approached cautiously and leaned through the broken frame. Beyond it, in the public-facing side of the lobby, a thin, dark trail of blood marked the floor. Human blood.
A sparse but steady line leading toward the main entrance and out into the street. Yevno had not slipped away quietly. He had broken free.
Rontho climbed through the broken reception window then stepped outside. The haze diffused the light into a flat glare. The blood trail thinned along the pavement before disappearing into the waking city.
He stood very still. A demon escape was dangerous but this was far worse. While demons followed instinct, appetites and preternatural patterns, Yevno followed strategy.
This was not a breach of containment it was declaration of war.
Rontho’s jaw tightened. “Code One,” he muttered into his walkie-talkie.
Somewhere in the city, a man with failing lungs and no moral centre had just accepted the challenge. And the day, which had begun so triumphantly, suddenly felt much longer.



[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17634_1726456658]chapter Rontho and Fred Make a Plan

Though no plaque announced it and no flag betrayed it, half the block before him belonged to MI7, It lay disguised between fragrant ethnic restaurants, dubious medical treatment centres with flickering neon promises, pop-up domestic flats stacked like shipping crates, and the occasional rogue theatre staging avant-garde tragedies to audiences of six. From the pavement, it looked like urban clutter. From above, it looked accidental. From where Rontho stood, it was completely inaccessible.
He did not cross the street. Crossing the street would have meant circling the block. Circling the block would have meant using the only permanent street-level entrance to MI7, an alley door reinforced with steel and obfuscation.
Rontho preferred shorter more circuitous routes. Without hesitation, he turned, hoisted himself up, and crawled back through the shattered reception window of the West’s Best Urn Inn. Glass crunched softly beneath his slippers as he dropped into the abandoned lobby.
The air inside was stale with old carpet and older secrets. From the managers closet he chose a simple button down suit and tie and dressed as he moved quickly through the dim corridors and down through the adjacent stairwell. 
The door groaned shut behind him, sealing out the world. He descended into the musty darkness, adjusting his tie as his footsteps echoed against damp concrete.  Down past the ground floor, he swapped his slippers for penny loafers. Past the boiler room, he flipped his collar down and adjusted his blazer. Finally in side the sub-basement he noticed his belt on the number three hole.
He moved through the sewer tunnel at a pace that suggested urgency had finally eclipsed vanity. The air was damp and metallic. Water echoed in the distance. The brickwork sweated. His tossed his robe aside and it darkened with moisture as it fell to damp the tunnel floor, but he did not slow.
He emerged into MI7 proper with purpose and strode directly to the infirmary.
The lights inside were low and sterile. Machines hummed with the soft, indifferent rhythm of preservation. Sylvia lay motionless in her bed, a pale architecture of tubing and sensors surrounding her like a technological halo. Her face was still, her expression emptied of its usual sharp intelligence.
Beside her, Fred was groggy but awake, blinking like he’d never seen light before.
A broad white bandage wrapped around his head, giving him the look of a wounded philosopher. Or an insane man finally institutionalized after a lifetime of self abuse and neglect.
“Fred,” Rontho said quietly.
Fred turned toward him, wincing at the movement. “Sir.”
Rontho did not waste time. “Yevno has escaped.”
Fred’s eyes sharpened immediately despite the swelling at his temples. “Escaped?”
Rontho nodded once. “I found his Ankle monitor destroyed and the inn’s reception window breached outward. A bloody trail led vague towards the National Gallery. This was all approximately twenty-five minutes ago.”
Fred absorbed this, the beeping monitors filling the space between them. “Oh, dear,” he murmured. “Did you report it to Mi5 yet?”
Rontho shook his head. “And we are not going to.”
Fred raised one eyebrow, an impressive feat given the circumstances.
“You see,” Rontho continued, stepping closer, lowering his voice, “we are going to track him down and bring him in ourselves.”
Fred stared at him. “We are?” There was excitement in the question. And dread.
“Yes,” Rontho said, very serious now. “And I believe I may finally have a use for your Betty.”
Fred’s expression shifted, alarm mingling with reluctant pride. He glanced past Rontho toward Sylvia.
Her chest rose and fell mechanically. Machines blinked. The steady beep… beep… beep… of monitored life punctuated the silence.
“Who will watch after Sylvia?” Fred asked softly. It was not a tactical question but a human one.
Rontho followed his gaze. “Who else?” he replied. “Her children.”
Fred turned slowly. Across the infirmary, two of Sylvia’s feral offspring had discovered the emergency defibrillator unit. One had affixed the paddles to the other’s chest.
“Clear!” the child shouted followed by a sharp crackle of electricity and then a scream. Then shortly after, delighted laughter.
“My turn!” the shocked child insisted, rubbing their chest with scientific curiosity.
Fred closed his eyes briefly. He calculated risks. Structural damage. Insurance premiums. Emotional fallout. The philosophical implications of delegating maternal care to semi-feral minors with access to advanced medical equipment. Then he opened his eyes again. “I think,” he said slowly, “I may have educated them just enough for this.”
Rontho studied him for a long second. Then he nodded. “Right. Meet me on the rooftop in one hour.”
He turned toward the door, then paused. “With a barrel of your finest whale oil,” he added, “and a ready-to-blow Betty.”
Fred swallowed. He saluted from his hospital bed, wincing as the movement tugged at his stitches. “Yes, sir.”
Rontho inclined his head once, then strode out of the infirmary.
Behind him, machines continued their quiet vigil over Sylvia. One of the children attempted to restart the defibrillator with renewed enthusiasm.
Fred looked from Sylvia to the children and back again. Then, very carefully, he swung his legs off the bed. 
There are moments in a mad scientist’s life when fear and loyalty become indistinguishable. This was one of them.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17636_1726456658]Chapter  Hector Contemplates Whale Oil
Exactly one hour later, the rooftop access door slammed open.
Rontho stepped out first, coat exchanged for a wind-cut military jacket, expression sharpened into operational focus. At his side trailed Hector, MI7’s recently layed off fueling expert, who looked as though he had been abducted mid-seminar.
Hector was dressed in what might generously be described as university-appropriate smart casual: dark waterproof jeans, a charcoal turtleneck, and a gray hoodie beneath a tailored blazer. A canvas satchel hung at his side. In his hands he clutched a spiral notebook and a thick textbook titled Advanced Fueling Techniques for Retrofitted Combustion Engines.
He looked profoundly confused.
The helicopter idled at the centre of the rooftop, rotors spinning slowly in the morning breeze. Nearby stood Fred, beside a gleaming barrel stamped in bold black letters: SHAMU OIL CO LTD.
Fred placed a proud hand on the drum as Hector approached.
“No,” Hector said immediately, recoiling. “No, no, no. Not whale oil again.”
Fred said nothing. He simply pointed at the helicopter.
Hector’s shoulders sagged. “Do you have any idea,” he protested, “how difficult it is to align the filtration system with marine lipid densities? The viscosity alone...”
“I’m not interested in a textbook answer,” Fred interrupted evenly, “I’m interested in an battle tested expert’s answer, Hector. Can you do it or not?”
Hector looked from the barrel to the helicopter, then at Rontho, who was already checking straps on a cargo net with unnerving calm. He groaned, not in a tone of giving up but from a courage found deep within his soul that exuded the confidence of centuries of perfection.
Then, drawing himself up with theatrical adulation, he declared, “Yes. Yes, I can do it.” He even thumped his chest a bit for effect. “I am Hector.”
He rolled up his sleeves and got to work. The next fifteen minutes were a ballet of mechanical desperation. Hector wrestled hoses into place while muttering equations under his breath. Whale oil sloshed thick and reluctant through improvised adapters. He adjusted filters by fractions of millimetres, re-calibrated flow rates, and tightened seals with trembling precision.
Fred supervised with the quiet intensity of a man who had once refined lamp oil in a submarine, by which “supervised” it must be understood that he leaned casually against a flagpole, arms folded across his chest, observing Hector’s increasingly desperate labor from a dignified and entirely non-participatory distance.
Beneath the helicopter, suspended in a reinforced cargo net, hung an oil drum indistinguishable from the others, save for the fact that its interior concealed a compact nuclear device Fred affectionately referred to as Betty.
Rontho crouched beneath the fuselage, inspecting the rigging personally. “We are not dropping her unless absolutely necessary,” he said.
“Of course not,” Fred replied.
They both knew that “absolutely necessary” was a flexible category.
At last, Hector stepped back, hands slick, hoodie splattered, formerly dignified ensemble now marinated in whale oil. “She will fly,” he said, breathing hard. “For a while.”
Rontho clasped his shoulder once, brisk and approving. “Excellent work.”
Fred climbed into the passenger seat. Rontho took the controls. The rotors roared to life and the helicopter lifted, first in a tremble, then in a decisive rise. The oil drum swung beneath it like a pendulum of catastrophic possibility.
Hector stood at the edge of the rooftop as the aircraft climbed into the thinning haze.
The sun tore through the atmosphere with blinding force, forcing him to raise a hand to shield his eyes. The city stretched below in uneasy calm, unaware of the nuclear device traveling above it in a net soaked with cetacean lubricant.
As whale oil dripped steadily from Hector’s sleeves onto the concrete, he looked down at his ruined clothes. He had absolutely no idea how he was going to explain this to his professor.
He looked once more into the empty sky where the helicopter had vanished.
Far above, Rontho banked the helicopter toward the city centre. The hunt for Yevno had begun.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17638_1726456658]Chapter Tracking a Killer

The conversation took place through the hiss and crackle of aviation headsets, every word competing with rotor thunder and rushing wind.
“How are we going to track Yevno, over?” Fred asked from the co-pilot’s seat, gripping the dashboard as the helicopter shuddered through the haze.
Rontho did not look at him. He kept his eyes on the horizon and raised a single eyebrow. “You are the gadget master, Fred. You tell me.”
“Right,” Fred muttered. “Apologies. Mild brain concussion.” He adjusted the blood-stained bandages wrapped around his head. The rotor wash tried repeatedly to peel them free despite the enormous headset clamped down over his ears like an industrial vise.
He closed one eye in concentration. “Now… if I were in my correct mental state as a surveillance genius, how would I track an escaped serial killer?”
The helicopter banked slightly.
Fred snapped his fingers. “It would have to be the sub-dermal tracking device I implanted in his right buttock. Over.”
Rontho coughed into his microphone. “Buttock, Fred? Why not the back of the neck? Considerably more dignified.”
Fred shook his head vigorously, which he immediately regretted. “No, no. The neck is precisely where I would have placed the decoy tracker, so Yevno could discover it, remove it, and congratulate himself. Classic misdirection.”
Rontho nodded thoughtfully. “Reasonable. So how do we track him?”
“Over!” Fred barked automatically.
There was a pause. “You do not need to keep saying ‘over,’” Rontho informed him.
Fred blinked. “Right. Yes. Sorry.” He pressed his fingers to his temple. “Well… if I were thinking clearly, I would have placed the handheld receiver somewhere inconspicuous. Perhaps… in the glove compartment. Over… sorry.”
Rontho reached forward and popped open the glove box. Inside sat a small gray device with a compass-style gauge and a blinking red dot. Property of MI6 stamped across its face. “Something like this?” he asked, holding it up.
Fred squinted. “No. Too obvious.”
Without hesitation, Rontho tossed the device out the open side window. It vanished into the city below. He reached back into the glove compartment and withdrew a tube of industrial-strength sunscreen.
“Also obvious,” Rontho said, preparing to discard it.
“No, no, no!” Fred lunged across the console and snatched it from his hand. “That’s it!” He flipped open the cap. Instead of lotion, a tiny green LED blinked rhythmically from inside the nozzle.
“This,” Fred said with sudden clarity, “is the receiver. To prevent compromise, the beacon transmits in Morse code.”
Rontho exhaled sharply. “We do not have time for interpretive blinking, Fred.”
Fred ignored him, staring intently at the flashing light, lips moving silently as he translated the pattern. Dot. Dash. Dash. Dot. He frowned. Adjusted the tube slightly.
“Fred?”
Fred nodded then slowly opened his eyes. “Got it. Bearing one-seven-zero degrees,” he said at last.
The light blinked again. Fred’s eyes widened. As he turned towards Rontho his added, “Two nautical miles downrange.”
Rontho did not hesitate. “On it.” He banked the helicopter sharply to starboard. The oil drum beneath them swung in a heavy arc, the concealed nuclear device shifting ominously in its netting.
Below, the city rolled past in gray blocks and narrow streets. Somewhere ahead, two nautical miles and closing, Yevno was moving.
And now they were too.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17640_1726456658]Chapter Yevno’s Day Off

No one knows what Yevno did on his day off. He would have known his time was limited and so wanted to enjoy his temporary freedom as long as possible. Perhaps he didn't bother to remove the tracking device in his neck. He probably figured it was just a decoy anyway.  He would have been completely justified in assuming they had implanted the real one so deep into his brain he'd end up killing himself trying to extract it. 

First he went to a matinee showing of doctor strangelove. He cheered when slim pickens rode the bomb out of the bomber. Yee-haw indeed he said.
After that he went for an ice cream. There was a special on dirt cake flavor and he got two scoops. 
Everywhere he went people were depressed, despite the fact the weather had cleared and they weren’t getting rained on by blood and maggots anymore. He tried to cheer them up by saying things like, It could be worse, that blood could have been someone you knew. Or don’t worry little girl you’ll have a new daddy in no time flat. Their reactions were not what he had expected. They veered away from him or ran for their lives flat out. 




[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17642_1726456658]Chapter Sir Rontho Nukes the BBC
They spotted him at last.
“Visual!” Fred shouted over the shriek of rotors.
Below them, tearing up Regent Street like a man fleeing both justice and basic traffic law, Yevno weaved through buses and black cabs on a stolen scooter. Behind him, a swarm of Metropolitan Police patrol cars wailed in chaotic pursuit, blue lights ricocheting off glass storefronts.
Rontho flipped on the external loudspeaker. “Yevno!” his voice boomed across the morning traffic. “Turn yourself in and you may return to your cell… intact.”
Yevno didn’t even look up. He swerved between a delivery lorry and a taxi, clipped a wing mirror, and accelerated.
Fred leaned halfway out of the co-pilot’s window, rifle braced against the doorframe. Wind tore at his bandages. “Warning shots!” he yelled.
He fired three sharp cracks into the pavement ahead of the scooter. Sparks jumped. Pedestrians screamed. Yevno did not slow.
“Nothing deters him!” Fred shouted, hauling himself back inside.
Rontho’s jaw tightened. “Prepare Betty.”
Fred froze. “But sir… we are in the middle of London.”
“I understand the risks,” Rontho said calmly. “Do you?”
Fred blinked. “No, sir. Not really. I have brain damage.”
“Understood. Fifteen-second delay.”
Fred swallowed hard and scrambled into the back. He hadn’t counted on that amount of delay and it meant resetting the timer on the bomb… from the inside. Luckly the wench was in operating condition and soon the oil drum containing Betty was hoisted up into the back compartment.
After wrenching open the oil drum, Fred peered inside, where, nested in shock foam, was Betty, his the compact nuclear device that had already ruined one perfectly respectable rooftop garden earlier that year.
He twisted the arming key to the off position then re-keyed in the timer on a small nearby keypad. 
Outside, Rontho dropped the helicopter lower, dangerously lower, sliding between the pursuing patrol cars and Yevno like a blade through fabric. The chopper’s skids skimmed above traffic lights. Side mirrors exploded under rotor wash.
He threaded the aircraft down the street in three dimensions: tilting, yawing, slipping between buildings with inches to spare.
Fred quickly rearmed the device, resealed the drum lid then hoisted it back down outside the fuselage.
The back of the helicopter bore the MI6 insignia in enormous lettering, which the police correctly interpreted as meaning: This Is Not Your Problem.
Fred leaned out watching the bomb as it lowered itself back into place then looked up and waved dismissively at the patrol cars. “Go home, jam sandwiches!” he shouted.
One by one, sirens faded. The police peeled away.
“Where’s Yevno heading?” Fred shouted, scrambling back into his seat.
“Where else?” Rontho replied. “The Langham, London. His magic key card still works there. Likely an old girlfriend waiting.”
“Brilliant, sir. Over...”
“You do not need to say...”
But Yevno surprised them. Instead of veering left toward the hotel, he jerked the scooter right and blasted down Langham Street.
Rontho banked hard and followed, rotor tips slicing air between brick walls.
“Oh no…” Fred whispered.
Up ahead the road ended abruptly at the massive facade of BBC Broadcasting House.
“Dead end!” Fred shouted and grabbed instinctively at the dashboard.
Yevno did not slow. He aimed straight at the glass entrance. The scooter smashed through the doors in a spray of shattered panels and disappearing limbs.
Rontho pulled back on the stick. The helicopter reared upward, nose climbing as they cleared the rooftop edge of Broadcasting House.
Below them, employees poured from the building in disciplined panic.
Fred squinted downward through his wire-frame glasses. “Is that...? Is that Sylvia escorting people out?”
“No,” Rontho said evenly without even a second glance. “Different Sylvia.”
The helicopter continued to climb. “Ready Betty,” Rontho said.
Fred’s hand hovered over the release trigger.
They reached altitude above the building.
“Three… two… one… drop.”
Fred slammed the switch. The cargo net snapped open and the oil drum tumbled free, shrinking rapidly as it fell toward the BBC headquarters.
“Climb! Climb!” Fred shouted, motioning wildly skyward with both arms.
But Rontho did the opposite. He rolled the helicopter sharply to starboard and dove. The aircraft screamed downward, gaining speed, leveling out just above rooftop height. They shot forward at full throttle, skimming chimneys and aerials, the city blurring beneath them.
Fred twisted in his seat, watching the falling barrel. Four seconds remained. He silently counted the remaining time.
For one breathless instant nothing happened. Then the world behind them became white.
A contained, surgical sphere of annihilation swallowed the entrance of Broadcasting House. Glass vaporized. Stone imploded. A shockwave rippled outward, rattling windows across half of central London.
The blast rose like a silent accusation into the sky.
Fred slowly turned forward again. “Well,” he said faintly. “That should do it.”
Rontho kept his eyes ahead, jaw set as the helicopter roared over the city skyline. MI7’s greatest pain in the butt had been eliminated. For now.

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17644_1726456658]Chapter Fred Performs Brain Surgery on Himself

That evening, under the unforgiving fluorescence of the infirmary, Fred performed brain surgery on himself.
He sat upright in a reinforced medical chair, skull haloed in cold blue light from the N-Ray machine. Its articulated arms hummed softly, projecting ghostly cross-sections of his own mind onto a suspended screen: gray folds, swelling tissue, a faint pulsing shadow where the concussion had bloomed.
“Steady,” he muttered to himself, one hand manipulating a fine surgical probe while the other adjusted the N-Ray’s focal dial with the tenderness of a watchmaker.
A suction tube slurped quietly. A monitor beeped in stubborn rhythm.
“There we are… reducing intracranial pressure by fractional increments…” He paused.
On the projection, nestled between two sulci like a pearl in an oyster, was a tiny metallic sliver.
Fred squinted. “Now hold on.” He leaned closer to the display, nudging the probe delicately around the object.
“Who,” he called out into the empty infirmary, “put a tracking device inside my brain?”
His walkie-talkie, perched on a stainless-steel tray, crackled. Rontho’s voice drifted through the static. “Most likely you did, Fred.”
Fred froze mid-procedure. “Ah.”
“And then,” Rontho continued calmly, “you probably mind-wiped yourself after implanting it.”
Fred considered this. He gently extracted the device and held it up between two blood-flecked fingers. It blinked once, accusingly.
He smiled, despite himself. “Ingenious,” he whispered. “I do admire my own work.”
He placed it reverently in a kidney dish and returned to relieving the swelling in his brain, humming faintly as if tuning a piano only he could hear.
Next door, in the recovery ward, the world pretended nothing had happened.
Rontho sat alone beneath the soft mechanical glow of a ceiling-mounted television. The evening news had been quietly replaced by Scottish BBC golf highlights full of rolling greens, polite applause, men in pastel sweaters discussing wind direction.
During an advert break, a thin scroll crept across the bottom of the screen: Minor geological disturbance reported in central London. Authorities investigating formation of a small crater. Unrelated low-level radiation event at local television facility. Public advised no cause for concern.
There was no mention of nuclear devices, nor the the Broadcasting House or even Yevno, their former in-house homicidal maniac.
Rontho watched the scrolling text until it disappeared, then switched the television off. Silence settled heavily in its place.
He crossed the room to Sylvia’s bedside. She lay impossibly still, machines breathing and blinking for her. The rise and fall of her chest was gentle, mechanical and leaning on borrowed time.
Standing near the foot of the bed was another Sylvia. This one was older, straighter. A silver streak threaded through her hair like lightning trapped in silk. Her eyes were clear, alive, and burdened with memory.
“She has no idea what’s coming for her,” the older Sylvia said softly, looking down at the unconscious woman.
Rontho studied the face on the pillow. Younger and unmarked by what lay ahead. “You want me to wake her,” he asked gently, “so you can tell her yourself?”
The older Sylvia looked up sharply. For a moment, surprise flashed across her features. Gone were the hollowed shadows the younger one had carried; this face was fuller, lined by time but strengthened by it.
“No,” she said, almost laughing. “That would ruin all the fun.”
Rontho allowed himself a faint smile. He straightened and gave her a crisp salute. “Brave work today, Agent S. Minimal casualties, as usual.”
“Unless you consider Yevno,” she replied grimly.
Rontho’s gaze dropped. “His fate was determined long ago,” he said quietly. “I was only delaying the inevitable.”
She nodded. There was no judgment in her expression, only understanding. “At least,” she said, “you won’t have to worry about the BBC for a while.”
Rontho exhaled. “Yes. But who’s going to stir the public into a frenzy now… just so I can swoop in and save the day?”
A corner of her mouth lifted. “Oh, Roland. I’m sure you’ll think of something.” 
She glanced at her watch. The second hand ticked with quiet finality. “My time here is almost done,” she said. “It was good to see you again.”
He stepped forward and embraced her. For a moment, the infirmary felt warmer. More human, somehow. 
When Rontho opened his eyes, his arms were empty. Only the steady beeping of Sylvia’s monitors remained.
He stood there a long time, looking from the silent bed to the space where the older Sylvia had been, caught between past and future, between what could be saved and what must be endured.
Then, quietly, he pulled a chair closer to the bedside and sat down to wait.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17646_1726456658]Chapter Rontho Vs the BBC

It began, as most institutional vendettas do, with a line item. The year was 1999.
Rontho was conducting his lustrumial perusal of the books, a ritual performed every five years with the solemnity of a coronation and the violence of an audit. He sat in a high-backed leather armchair on a soundstage replica of the interior of Number Ten Downing Street. The fireplace beside him was fake but convincingly indignant. The flames flickered on a concealed gas line, casting theatrical shadows across portraits of Russian oligarchs that lined the paneled walls like disapproving ancestors.
Across his lap lay a thick green tome of ruled accounting sheets, swollen with decades of ink and grudges. He turned the pages like a dotting grandfather reading tales of fantasy to uncaring children. But after one particular page flip he stopped.
He slowly turned it back. “What’s this?” he asked quietly.
Phyllis Cheeseman, second-in-command in those days, iron-spined and immaculately pressed, was adjusting a table lamp to better simulate governmental gravitas. She glanced over her shoulder. “Yes, sir?”
Rontho tapped the page with one long finger. “Here.”
She crossed the set, heels clicking with administrative authority, and leaned in. Her perfume smelled faintly of  Amway and ambition.
“That,” she said after a brief glance, “is the BBC licensing fee, sir.”
Rontho blinked. “The what?”
“The broadcasting licence. Standard levy.”
He stared at her as though she had suggested MI7 take up knitting. “But we have sovereign immunity,” he said, his voice rising.
“Yes, sir.”
“And yet…”
Phyllis adjusted her spectacles. “We have been paying it, as per our mandate.”
“How long?”
She thought for only a moment. “Since 1927, sir. The year the BBC was charted.”
The gas flames crackled obligingly.
Rontho closed the ledger with a thunderclap that echoed across the artificial drawing room. Dust leapt from its spine like startled history. “No more,” he declared.
Phyllis did not flinch.
“In fact,” he continued, rising from the armchair with gathering momentum, “send them a bill, demanding a full retroactive refund.”
She folded her hands behind her back. “Sir?”
“It is preposterous,” Rontho went on, pacing before the faux hearth, “that one arm of government should extort another for the privilege of receiving its propaganda. We are not a hair salon in Croydon, Phyllis. We are MI7.”
“Yes, sir.”
“We scrape for crumbs Parliament deigns to toss at us while the BBC carpets its corridors with celebrity chefs and late-night panel shows. No more scraps, I say. No more checks either.”
He stopped beneath a portrait of a particularly humorless oligarch known as Boris Berezovsky. “Take Boris, here. He never was subjected to this kind of indignity.”
Phyllis interjected, “He owns Russian Public Television, sir.”
“If they resist,” Rontho added coldly, “charge them compounding interest.”
The set lights hummed. Somewhere offstage, a stagehand coughed and immediately regretted it.
Phyllis allowed herself the smallest of smiles, a smile that suggested she had been waiting decades for precisely this instruction, and how exactly to ignore it. “Yes, sir,” she said.
And thus began the Troubles with the BBC.

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17648_1726456658]Chapter Licence Inspector

By 2002 the resentment had matured into something almost athletic. That was the year they found the man with the scanner. He appeared without appointment, without escort, and most offensively, without hesitation.
He was short, half-balding, and compressed into a suit at least two sizes too small, as though ambition had shrunk it in the wash. In his hand he carried a peculiar device, boxy with two bristling antennas and fitted with a needle gauge. A hidden speaker emitted intermittent chirps. He moved through the corridors of MI7 with unnerving focus, running the scanner slowly up and down the walls.
He would pause, wait for a harsh beep and if the squawk lacked conviction, he would frown and continue.
Rontho noticed him immediately. Not because he looked dangerous, but because he looked purposeful. Those two qualities could easily be mistaken for one another and Rontho made it a point of lecturing his staff on the topic almost fortnightly.
Purpose required paperwork and inside MI7 wall’s that meant nothing.
“Who are you?” Rontho asked, stepping into the corridor.
The man flinched, then recovered.  He stopped to examine Rontho like a termite inspector. He never spoke his name.
“Who hired you?” Rontho continued.
With theatrical speed the man grunted then flashed a laminated badge. “BBC,” he said, tucking it away before it could be properly read.
Rontho’s eyes narrowed. “Again. Who. Hired. You?”
The man’s jaw tightened. His free hand slipped into his coat pocket. “In this pocket is something we in the business loving refer to as the the dead man’s switch,” he warned. “The moment I’m rendered incapacitated or unconscious my hand will release what I like to refer to….”
Rontho glared. “I know what a dead’s man switch is.”
“Then back off,” the strange man said with a lurch. “Let me finish my job and I’ll be out of your hair.”
The corridor fell silent. Rontho studied him for a long moment. The scanner gave a hopeful blip against the plaster. “Very well,” Rontho said calmly, stepping back. “Do carry on.”
The man resumed his slow sweep of the wall, antenna grazing government paint.
Rontho pivoted smoothly and strode away.
He passed the recently remodeled smoking lounge now fitted with the latest in chrome ashtrays and ventilation fans that hummed valiantly against inevitability. He snapped his fingers at a new recruit leaning against the doorframe. “My office. Now,” he barked.
The young woman flicked her cigarette to the floor and crushed it beneath her heel. “Right away, sir.”
This was Sylvia, newly recruited, highly recommended by MI5, and still carrying the faint aura of another agency’s secrets.
Rontho led the lay to his office and quickly pulled the door shut after her. 
Before she had a chance to look around a thin folder was pressed into her hands. Inside were several 8x11 black-and-white surveillance photographs, hastily printed, of the intruder pacing MI7’s corridors. Several shots zoomed in on the scanner raised above his head like a divining rod.
Rontho was at his desk sniffing a Cuban cigar.
Sylvia approached and spread the photos across the desk to have a better look.
“Is this one of yours?” he asked.
Sylvia blinked. “What?”
“MI5,” Rontho clarified. “You know. Your former social club.”
She shook her head, feeling a burning sensation on the back of her neck. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Rontho chuckled. “Come now. You’re still technically on MI5’s payroll. It’s fine. I dig double agents.” He winced slightly at his own phrasing. “Very turn-of-the-century.”
Her face remained carefully neutral.
“I just need to know one thing before we shoot him,” Rontho continued pleasantly. “Is he MI5?”
She swallowed and considered her options. She enjoyed working at MI7 far better than MI5. The pay was a boost, the vacation schedule superior and she could shoot as many people as she wanted without all that hassle of paperwork.
“No, sir. He’s not MI5,” she said, admitting, at the same time, what they both knew was true. She paused then added, “And… I’m sorry I lied.”
Rontho smiled warmly. Then the warmth vanished. “Report to the armory,” he ordered crisply. “Sniper assignment.”
Her spine straightened and the burning sensation evaporated. “Sir. Yes, sir.” she said with a stiff salute.
“Don’t do that,” Rontho said.
She dropped the salute then marched out without another word.
Rontho reached for his secure line and dialed the head of MI6. 
After the customary layers of coded greetings and mutual suspicion, he spoke plainly. “I have a strange fellow on the premises,” Rontho said. “Flashing identification. Claiming to be holding a bomb. I would like to confirm he is not one of yours before we disappear him.”
There was a thoughtful hum on the other end. “Badge number?” the MI6 chief asked.
Rontho closed his eyes briefly, summoning the image from memory. The laminate. The numbers. The scuff in the corner. He recited it perfectly, “82-00785-B-1963”
There was a pause on the other end of the line then the rapid clatter of keyboard keys. “Oh,” the MI6 chief said at last. “That explains it.”
“Explains what?”
“He’s not ours,” she said.
Rontho’s expression hardened. “Then whose?” The question was meant to be rhetorical.
A faint sigh drifted down the line as the MI6 chief realized what was going on. “He’s BBC,” she said, flatly and annoyed.
Silence. “BB what?”
“You know. The people on the telly. He’s scanning your building for unlicenced television sets.”
Rontho stared at the wall.
“For illegal… television sets,” she elaborated slowly. She had heard that Rontho could be dense at times but this was ridiculous.
“Yes, I understand the concept.” Rontho’s eye twitched. “But I have never heard of them,” he muttered.
And he hung up without another word.
The scanner in the hallway emitted a triumphant shriek.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17650_1726456658]Chapter Tim Acquires an Admirer

The TV Licensing Enquiry Officer and Inspector had acquired, quite against his will, an admirer.
Dr. Fred Shandrydan, MI7’s resident savant of switches, coils, and improbable wiring, had never met a field-grade gadgeteer in the wild. Yes, there was the annual International Contraption Associates convention, but Fred was permitted to attend only as a guest, in disguise, and under armed supervision lest he “spill the beans,” as Rontho so delicately phrased it.
But here! Here was a living, breathing practitioner of applied detection technology, roaming MI7’s corridors with a frequency scanner of honest-to-goodness bureaucratic menace.
Fred was incandescent.
The BBC officer appeared short and balding with a suit straining heroically at the buttons as he was trying very hard to pretend Fred did not exist.
“What compression ratio to coefficient expansion series do you prefer?” Fred asked brightly, walking backward in front of him as the man advanced down the hall, scanner raised.
The device chirped uncertainly. The officer did not answer. 
He ran the scanner along the wall until it emitted a tentative beep. He leaned closer but the beep vanished. He frowned, pivoted, and took twenty brisk steps in the opposite direction. The scanner squealed again, then went silent.
His shoulders tightened. “Something’s wrong,” he muttered. Signals bloomed and died like mocking laughter. Whoever ran this building was playing with the electromagnetic spectrum like a cat with string.
After Fred’s third technical inquiry involving “harmonic bleed-through in poorly shielded cathode arrays” the officer stopped dead.
He turned and faced Fred. “Look,” he said, jaw clenched. “I don’t know anything about how this thingamajig works. I press the button. It goes beep.”
Fred blinked, stunned. “But surely you possess at least a foundational grasp of the underlying physical principles inherent in...”
“I do not.”
Fred faltered. “Could you at least tell me what you’re searching for? I have my own assortment of gadgets. We could compare notes.”
“That’s preposterous.”
“Officer, please!”
The man’s face twitched. “Officer?” he snapped. “My name is Tim.”
Fred paused. “Oh,” he said, genuinely startled. “You have a name.”
Tim stared at him. “Yes. I also have a mortgage. And three small children. My wife left me because my feet are too flat.” He swallowed, the words tumbling out now. “I need three root canals. My boss says if I don’t make quota this week, I’m done.”
The scanner gave a faint, hopeful chirp in his hand. “I don’t want to be here,” Tim added quietly. “I just need to find one illegal set so I can keep the lights on.”
Fred’s expression shifted. The manic gleam dimmed. “Quota?” he asked softly.
“Two confirmed violations per district,” Tim muttered. “They don’t care if it’s an old lady watching gardening shows. They just want the numbers.”
Fred looked down at the scanner. Then back at Tim. “Your signal is unstable because someone has installed an active interference grid in the walls,” Fred said, almost apologetically. “It’s bouncing your return frequencies twenty paces in either direction.”
Tim blinked. “You… know that?”
“Of course.” Fred gestured vaguely at the ceiling. “It’s quite elegant, actually. I designed it myself.”
Tim stared at him for a long moment. Then, quietly: “And you’re actually willing to help me?”
Fred hesitated only a second.
Together they followed the phantom readings down the corridor and into a forgotten wing of the building. The signal grew stronger, less spurious now and more insistent.
They stopped before a pair of heavy double doors boarded shut with aging planks. Dust blanketed the floor as though the room beyond had not been entered in decades.
They pried the boards loose one at a time until the doors creaked open.
Inside lay a vast rotunda, cavernous and silent… except for a mysterious glow that pervaded everything like the dawn of an ancient universe.
Fred frowned even as he gazed around the enormous space above him. “I had no idea we had one of these in here.”
“What is that?” Tim cried, pointing at the ceiling.
Suspended from the domed ceiling was a colossal twenty-foot television screen, humming faintly, broadcasting live (yet muted) sports programming to an audience of absolutely no one. Rows of chairs below were coated in dust thick enough to preserve footprints for eternity.
Tim stepped inside, mouth open. The scanner in his hand shrieked triumphantly even as it slipped from his hand and clattered uselessly on the dusty floor.
“It’s… enormous.”
Fred nodded in awe. “It’s beautiful.”
Tim swallowed. “It’s massively illegal.”
The screen flashed a replay. A stadium crowd roared like angry mutes.
Fred tilted his head. “Does it still count,” he asked gently, “if no one’s actually been watching?”
Tim looked at the empty chairs and the cubic yards of dust that coated everything. His spirit lifted. “Oh yes,” he said in an excited whisper. “It still counts.”

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17652_1726456658]chapter   The Rotunda Incident

High above the rotunda, tucked into a shadowed alcove behind ornamental plasterwork, Sylvia lay prone with her rifle balanced on a sand sock. Through the scope the world narrowed to breath and geometry.
Below, Tim stood beneath the monstrous suspended television, the scanner still chirping faintly in his trembling hand. Beside him, Fred gestured animatedly toward the interference grid humming invisibly through the walls.
A small two-way receiver nestled in Sylvia’s ear. “I don’t have a clean shot,” she whispered. “Dr. Fred keeps stepping into the line.”
Static crackled. Rontho’s voice arrived calm, measured. “The enemy’s dead man’s switch is not a bomb. I repeat, not a bomb. If you get a shot, take it. We will deal with the collateral damage later.”
Sylvia adjusted her cheek weld against the stock. This was what she lived for: the narrowing of time, the thinning of doubt and the world reduced to crosshairs and consequence.
Below, Fred leaned closer to Tim, pointing at the scanner’s needle. Laughing about harmonic distortion.
Sylvia exhaled slowly.
Fred shifted.
The cross-hairs aligned (briefly) over Tim’s skull. Sylvia did not hesitate when the opportunity presented itself and squeezed her trigger. The suppressed rifle coughed once.
The round struck Fred square in the chest before reaching its intended target. There was a metallic clink from within him, a deflection, something dense and improperly anatomical. The bullet ricocheted internally, exited at a rebellious angle, and buried itself in Tim’s thigh.
Tim collapsed with a startled cry.
Fred looked down at his chest, mildly puzzled, as a thin plume of smoke rose from the exit hole.
Sylvia swore under her breath. “I hit them both,” she said, “But the target is only wounded.” She couldn’t reload and take another shot as she was only issued one round.
“Stand down,” Rontho replied after a pause. 
Below, Tim clutched his leg, blood spreading across his too-tight trousers. Fred staggered once, then straightened.
“Oh,” Fred said, faintly, “That’s new,” then collapsed on the floor next to his new friend.
He was rushed to the infirmary while Tim was disappeared somewhere deeper.

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17654_1726456658]Chapter The Invoice
A few days after the rotunda incident, the invoice arrived. It was not subtle.
The BBC’s crest dominated the letterhead. Beneath it, in stern typeface, was a six-figure fine for “willful evasion of statutory licensing obligations, obstruction of an Enquiry Officer, and grievous architectural overreaction.” No mention was made about returning said officer, however.
Rontho read it once, twice then he placed it carefully on his desk. “Preposterous,” he said.
He not only refused to pay the fine, he renewed his demand for a full refund of every licensing fee paid since 1927, adjusted for inflation and compounded quarterly “for emotional distress.”
Phyllis Cheeseman did not blink. She arranged a four-way conference call between MI7, MI6, the Home Secretary’s Office, and the BBC. It was agreed, reluctantly and with much throat-clearing, that the matter would be settled in the British Secret Courts, where embarrassing truths were permitted to wear wigs.
Phyllis represented MI7. Over several weeks of tense proceedings, dense with precedent, footnotes, and thinly veiled contempt, she sparred with BBC counsel in what became known as The Case of the Unwatched Television.
She conceded nothing. She reframed everything.
In the end, through legal acrobatics so elegant they bordered on ballet, she negotiated the six-figure fine down to a single pound. And an apology.
When she delivered the outcome to Rontho, he stared at her as though she had suggested surrendering Gibraltar. “One pound?” he said quietly, “But they owe us.”
“And an apology,” Phyllis added.
He closed his eyes. It took him a week to gather the necessary fortitude.
The High Council of BBC Affairs assembled in a grand oak-paneled chamber heavy with cultural self-importance. Portraits of former Directors-General loomed from the walls like ancestral judges.
Rontho stood at the lectern and adjusted the microphone. Cleared his throat. “Esteemed members of the Council,” he began, voice measured, “I stand before you today to offer an apology.”
A murmur rippled through the chamber.
“For decades,” he continued, “MI7 remitted licensing fees to your institution under the impression that compliance was both mandatory and vaguely patriotic.”
A few polite nods.
“However,” he said, tone sharpening, “we now find ourselves confronted with a larger question, one that transcends television and tumbles headlong into the very philosophy of governance.”
Groans began immediately.
“To what extent,” Rontho pressed on, “may a state compel payment from a sovereign entity whose very mandate exists outside conventional civic architecture?”
Booing echoed until the gavel struck wood.
“You broadcast cookery competitions and panel shows,” he continued, voice rising, “while we dismantle existential threats to the realm! Are we to be taxed for the privilege of absorbing your weather forecasts?”
The booing grew louder. A council member shouted, “It’s the law!”
“Law,” Rontho shot back, “is an agreement between equals. MI7 is not your subscriber base!”
The chamber erupted.
Phyllis, seated in the second row, sighed and checked the status of her manicure.
Rontho gripped the lectern. “States,” he thundered, “must recognize the limits of their reach! Sovereignty cannot be itemized! It cannot be invoiced! It cannot be reduced to a direct debit mandate...”
The gavel pounded again.
“...and if we are to speak of public good,” he said, voice cracking slightly now, “then let us speak honestly of who bleeds in the shadows so others may argue about programming schedules in comfort!”
The room quieted. Something in his tone had shifted. He looked suddenly older and less theatrical.
“You ask for an apology,” he said more softly. “And perhaps… you deserve one.”
The chamber held its breath.
“For the destruction of property. For the disruption. For the indignity visited upon your Enquiry Officer, Tim.” He swallowed. “A man with a mortgage. And children. And insufficient dental coverage.”
A few council members exchanged glances.
Rontho’s hand tightened on the podium. “We have… not always distinguished between adversary and apparatus. Between policy and person.” His voice wavered. “For that, I am sorry.”
Silence.
Then, quietly: “I apologize.” It was not grand. It was not strategic. It was human.
For a moment no one moved. Then a single pair of hands began to clap. Another joined. The sound swelled, tentative at first, then rising into a full standing ovation that echoed against the oak panels.
Rontho blinked rapidly.
Phyllis stood, composed as ever, and guided him gently from the chamber through a side door as the applause continued behind them.
In the corridor, tears streaked his cheeks.
In the limousine, London sliding past in dignified gray, Rontho stared out the window. After a long silence, he spoke. “Do you think they bought it?”
Phyllis turned her head slowly. “Bought it?”
“The apology.”
A pause.
“You mean,” she said carefully, “you weren’t sincere?”
“Not in the least.”
In a rare and seismic event, Phyllis frowned. But she said nothing more. They had survived the crisis. A fresh start was possible.
Rontho never paid the one-pound fine. He framed the invoice instead. And from that moment forward, relations between MI7 and the BBC did not improve. They calcified.
What had once been bureaucratic irritation matured into something colder, deeper, and far more creative. The saga, as it turned out, was only just beginning.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17658_1726456658]Chapter  Vera’s Duty Sheet
On Vera’s second day at MI7, her duty sheet nearly broke her. The last two lines read:
	1330 hrs - lavatory inspection for snake infiltration
	1400 hrs – Fred requires grooming.

She stared at it. She had just finished checking the third-floor toilets for serpents (real ones, apparently, not metaphorical) and now this.
Apprehensive, she sought out Sylvia at the indoor firing range. 
Sylvia lay prone behind a sniper rifle, breath steady, brass casings lined up with obsessive symmetry. She did not look up as Vera approached.
“Ma’am,” Vera began cautiously, “I’ve been assigned to groom Fred.”
A shot cracked. The target downrange lost a portion of its left eyebrow.
“You’ve nothing to worry about,” Sylvia said coolly. “Fred’s gay.”
Vera blinked.
“I used to groom him,” Sylvia continued, adjusting her scope. “Until I cut off some toes. And a few ears.”
Vera’s mouth fell open. “How many ears does he… did he… have to begin with?”
Sylvia chambered another round. “More than allowed by law.” She did not elaborate.
“That’s all I’m cleared to disclose,” she added, and resumed firing.
Vera backed away slowly.

Her next stop was Samantha’s desk. She was seated at a long desk steaming open letters from a bulging sack marked ROYAL MAIL. The room smelled of damp paper and envelope glue.
“Sam,” Vera whispered urgently, “what do you know about grooming... Fred?”
Samantha didn’t look up. “Not much about that one, eh,” she said. “But part of my interview involved combing Rontho’s hair.”
Vera frowned. “His hair?”
“It’s extraordinarily thick,” Sam said dreamily. “So lustrous and structural, you know.” She slid another envelope open. “I suppose I did too good a job,” she continued. “I’m no longer permitted within two feet of him while holding anything sharp in my hands. Go figure.”
Vera felt her resolve drain away.
Samantha offered some envelopes for Vera open with her. Vera tried not to turn up her nose but was difficult. Instead, she smiled politely and back peddled out of the secretarial office.
No one else offered useful intelligence. The agents she passed simply muttered things like “Check his ankle joints” or “Avoid looking at him from the left side after lunch.”
She considered quitting. She imagined returning to Pampered Paws & Pedigrees, apologizing to Denise, resuming the safe and predictable world of golden retrievers.
But wasn’t this what she wanted? Danger? Perhaps Fred was an animal. Or a villain. She would regret it forever if she didn’t at least determine which.
So she gathered her courage, along with two cans of industrial mace, a vial of wolf repellent, and a collapsible catchpole, and made her way to Fred’s laboratory.
She wasn’t sure what to expect. Something creepy, haunting perhaps. Definitely gloomy but it was none of those. It was blinding.
The lab resembled a disco-themed children’s museum dedicated to Freddie Mercury filled with glittering panels, pulsing coloured lights and life-sized cardboard cutouts of Mr. Mercury in various poses of half naked scientific triumph. Every surface either hummed, blinked, or spun gently for no apparent reason.
It radiated chaos disguised as whimsy but Vera knew better. Every cheerful display was undoubtedly lethal.
She advanced cautiously, wielding her largest grooming shears like a broadsword. “Dr. Shandrydan,” she announced, voice firm, “I am here to groom you.”
Fred turned from a workbench where he was soldering something that hummed ominously. “Groom me?” he said, confused. He narrowed his eyes and glanced between her shears and her face. “Heavens, no.”
Vera froze.
“Oh I see what happened,” he said, more delighted than anyone in a similar situation should have been. “I am in need of being roomed, not groomed,” he clarified. “Typographical error in dispatch. Sadly all to common at MI7.”
“What?”
“Re-roomed. My lodging?”
She shook her head in defiance and existential dread.
“My assigned room at the staff hotel is being swept for bugs,” Fred explained cheerfully. “I require temporary relocation. Or as we like to call it, re-rooming.”
Vera did not ask what kind of bugs. She slowly lowered her shears and bowed her head. This was a new low. Fred was neither feral beast nor criminal mastermind. He was a strange, distracted bystander in a glittering laboratory.
Her shoulders sagged. “There are no animals here,” she whispered, sitting down heavily on a rotating stool. To her horror, she began to cry.
Fred stared at her, alarmed. “Oh dear,” he said gently. “This won’t do.”
He rummaged through a mini-fridge labeled EXPERIMENTAL BEVERAGES - MOSTLY SAFE and produced a can of Fanta. “Orange?” he offered kindly.
She accepted it with trembling hands. “I thought I was being hired as a vet,” she confessed between sniffles. “Not… whatever pun Rontho thought rhymed with vet. Groom. Room. Doom. There are no animals here.”
Fred paused unsure how to proceed. Then, as if reading from a laboratory instruction manual he laughed, but not unkindly. “No animals?” he said. “My dear Vera.”
He leaned back against his workbench. “MI7 has employed carrier pigeons with encrypted talons. A badger that once chewed through a minister’s brake line. Three emotionally unstable falcons. A mole, literally on retainer for subterranean reconnaissance. And let us not forget the experimental goats.”
Her crying slowed. “The goats?”
“Explosive temperament,” Fred said solemnly. “Quite effective.”
Vera looked around the lab at the blinking devices, the humming contraptions and the glittering menace disguised as spectacle.
“Animals,” Fred said softly, “are very much part of this institution.” He handed her a tissue fashioned from anti-static lab wipes. “You simply haven’t met the right ones yet.”
Vera wiped her eyes. Maybe she hadn’t. Maybe MI7 was not a kennel. But perhaps, somewhere in its depths, there were still creatures with teeth to rescue.
And perhaps she had come to the right place after all.
Fred settled more comfortably against the edge of his workbench, as though preparing to deliver a lecture at a mildly unhinged university. “Allow me to explain,” he said, folding his hands, “MI7 has always embraced alternative assets.”
Vera narrowed her eyes.
“It all started with Rontho’s columbidae of...” Fred began, lowering his voice reverently, “… eavesdropping pigeons.”
Vera blinked. “A columba… what?”
“Columbidae. Oh yes. Urban grey. Spactacularly unremarkable in every respect. Practically invisible in plain sight.” He gestured vaguely upward. “Rontho had me fit each bird with either a miniature film camera or a micro–tape recorder strapped delicately beneath the breast feathers. Very tasteful harnesses that I paid extra for. Bespoke.”
“And they spy on…?”
“Various government agencies. Foreign operatives. Occasionally our own cafeteria staff.”
“And the result?”
Fred hesitated. “Well. The recordings are usually garbled. Mostly wind noise and cooing. The photographs are… interpretive. One cannot expect crisp focus from a bird startled by a bread crust. However one did win a Taylor Wessing Photographic Portraiture Prize.”
“Then why continue?” Vera asked, gently.
Fred sighed. “Rontho is too paranoid to request technical assistance. He fears the pigeons may overhear the upgrades.”
Vera stared at him unblinking.
He pressed on. “Then in the early 2000s,” he said, pacing now, “there was the Viper Initiative.”
Vera’s posture sharpened despite herself. She pushed her Fanta away and began looking for the emergency exit.
“A team of highly conditioned vipers,” Fred explained, “trained to swim through municipal sewer systems and ascend residential drainpipes in order to deliver precise retaliatory bites to designated targets.”
This reminded her of the previous action item on her duty list. “Precisely … where?” Vera asked cautiously.
“Posterior region,” Fred said briskly, pointing at his own butt. “Highly motivational.”
She shook her head slowly.
“And did this work, I’m sure you’re asking yourself,” Fred said putting words in her mouth. “For a time,” He answered himself, clasped his hands behind his back.
Vera stoop up and slowly began to back away while keeping him fully within her sight.
“One viper was deployed against a particularly odious individual, a child molester who was also, incidentally, selling state secrets to the Russians.”
Vera stiffened and paused her retreat.
“What happened?” Fred continued. “Well we neglected to train the viper for extraction,” Fred admitted, “It completed the bite. Then vanished.”
Vera found an emergency exit behind a larger than life cut out of Freddy Mercury in a v-thong holding up a giant medallion embossed with the word: SCIENCE!
“Sadly it never returned. We believe it assimilated into the government.”
She blinked. The exit was just a few paces away now. She only need a few seconds to reach it. “Please go on,” she said, furtively glancing between Fred who was continuing to pace the floor, and the steel grey door with the red exit sign above.
Fred cleared his throat. “This snake is now the Prime Minister.”
Vera stared at him in silence for a moment. She turned and made a break for the door, darting carefully around what might have been either a laser grid or decorative disco lighting.
She pushed aside Freddy Mercury and slammed into the door. It reluctantly opened for her, setting off the fire alarm in the process. She darted out as fast as she could, never looking back.
Fred continued talking, oblivious to her exit or the alarms. “And the remaining vipers?” he asked slowly. “Oh, those,” he replied to himself waving dismissively. “Budget cuts. The BBC acquired them then rebranded them as investigative correspondents. Remarkable on-camera presence. Cold-blooded, of course.”
He continued on detailing another animal experiment, this one involving the so-called dead drop squirrels. “Exceptionally clever creatures,” he exclaimed, “Trained to bury and retrieve capsules containing classified information. But they kept eating the capsules.”
Vera crept back inside through the exit door, having come to a brick wall dead end fifty feet down the dim passageway.
Fred kept going on about the squirrels, not noticing her. 
She crept passed him to the main entrance and exit. She stopped and turned at the threshold. “I don’t believe you,” she said flatly.
Fred stopped and looked around confused and mildly wounded as if God himself had made the proclamation. “History will vindicate me,” he shouted at the ceiling.
“It won’t.” Vera closed the door behind her and ran back the way she had come.
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Over the next few days, Vera attempted, heroically yet futilely, to keep pace with MI7’s increasingly unhinged task list.
Her assignments included:
· Recalibrating a lie detector that only worked on corpes.
· Escorting a beekeeper through a pre mind-wipe debriefing.
· Dusting for fingerprints in a room where no one had fingers.
She completed them all with grim determination then she opened the wrong door.
Inside was a long, fluorescent-lit chamber filled with monkeys. Dozens of them. Each sat upright at a small metal desk, hammering frantically at electric typewriters. The clacking was deafening, an ecstatic mechanical thunder that echoed and reverberated off the concrete walls. Paper spilled onto the floor in wild scrolls of half-formed sentences.
No supervisors were present. No handlers hovered to ensure humane treatment. The only think keeping them in check were thick black wires descended from the ceiling which fed directly into small electrode caps strapped to the monkeys’ heads.
The animals shrieked with delight as they typed. Every few seconds, one would squeal in visible euphoria, fingers accelerating in a blur.
Vera slowly closed the door. Then opened it again. Still monkeys. Still typing.
She marched directly to find Rontho. She discovered him in the main corridor, practicing putting. A narrow strip of artificial turf had been rolled out along the marble floor, weaving between priceless paintings and a suspiciously armed suit of armor.
Rontho tapped a golf ball toward a coffee mug labeled WORLD DOMINATION FUND.
“Sir,” Vera said tightly. “There are monkeys in that room with wires inserted into their heads.”
Rontho didn’t look up. “Ah,” he said cheerfully, sinking the putt. “The Narrative Division.”
“The what?”
He retrieved his ball and gestured vaguely with the putter. “The electrodes stimulate the pleasure centres of their brains whenever they accidentally type a legitimate word in either English or Russian.”
Vera stared at him. “So they’re behaviorally rewarded for… spelling?”
“For coherence,” he corrected. “We tried French, but morale plummeted.”
“And their mission?”
Rontho leaned conspiratorially on his putter. “You have clearance for this, correct?”
She didn’t answer; it was a silly question considering all the incoherent and incomprehensible things she’d been witness to already..
“They generate fabricated diplomatic cables,” he explained matter-of-factly. “Documents designed to embarrass foreign dignitaries. Or, alternatively, to flood the domestic narrative with such an endless torrent of trivial drama that the public forgets what mattered in the first place.”
He tapped another ball. “Statistically speaking, one of them will eventually type something so undeniably plausible, they be awarded a metal.”
“That’s monstrous?” Vera said, unsure where even to begin.
“It’s efficient,” Rontho replied.
A shriek of pleasure echoed faintly from down the hall.
“Now,” he added brightly, “you may groom the monkeys, if you like. Or the staff. Or both, your choice. Very matted, some of them.”
Vera imagined approaching a dopamine-wired primate mid-keystroke with a comb. “I’ll take the random assignments,” she said quickly.
“Pity,” Rontho mused. “They respond well to canine conditioner.”

That evening, Vera began making phone calls.
She contacted animal rehabilitation centres, wildlife sanctuaries and ethical research institutes. She described (carefully yet vaguely) a group of highly literate monkeys in need of rescue.
The responses were uniform. “No.” “Absolutely not.” “Please stop calling.”
One sanctuary hung up when she mentioned electrodes. She sat at her desk long after the building had quieted, staring at the number she had not dialed. It was for SomaliWorld. If anyone could take them, it would be there.
It offered overseas expansive land in an appropriate climate with private oversight and no questions asked. But SomaliWorld meant her having to deal with her father, and familial negotiations.
She leaned back in her chair, rubbing her sore neck. She could probably strike a deal. If she could frame it as conservation and rehabilitation the resulting public spectacle could be softened with ethical disclaimers.
But that was another matter entirely. one she was not ready to untangle.
Down the corridor, the monkeys erupted in synchronized delight. Somewhere among the clatter of keys, one of them had apparently typed: “URGENT DIPLOMATIC INCIDENT.”
Vera closed her eyes. Tomorrow, she decided, she would try again.
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The limousine moved like a dark, silent thought through London’s sleeping streets.
Inside, Vera had surrendered to exhaustion. Her head rested against the cool glass of the window, city lights smearing into gold and red streaks as her eyes drifted shut. The rhythm of the engine became a lullaby. She did not notice when the car left the familiar avenues. She did not feel the subtle turn onto private roads.
Across from her, Harold watched.
He folded his gloved hands in his lap and allowed himself a small, satisfied smile, the kind a man wears when the final piece of a long-constructed design slides neatly into place.
At last, he thought.
The limousine slowed.
Ahead, iron gates loomed beneath armed security lights. Guards stepped forward, rifles slung but ready. The SomaliWorld crest, two lions flanking a star, gleamed on polished brass.
The gates opened without question.
The car rolled down a long gravel drive toward a crumbling manor house crouched in the darkness like something forgotten by history. Vines strangled its stone facade. Several windows were boarded. Others glowed faintly from within.
This was the SomaliWorld Embassy: semi-official,  quasi-recognized, mostly real.
The limousine came to a stop beneath the sagging portico.
Harold stepped out first and froze.
Winifred was waiting. She stood at the top of the steps in a tailored coat the colour of storm clouds, arms crossed, posture rigid with fury. The porch light carved her expression into sharp planes of accusation.
“I know what you’re doing,” she said coldly.
Harold blinked, adopting a look of mild, mischievous confusion. “My dear...”
She raised a hand, silencing him. From her other hand came the crackle of a small recorder. She pressed play.
The night air filled with Harold’s voice, warm and persuasive, drifting from the restaurant where he had met Vera earlier that evening. “I have someone I want you to meet.”
The recording clicked off. Winifred repeated it back to him, each word sharpened into an accusation. “Someone you want her to meet?”
Harold’s smile faltered. 
“You cannot force the girl into marriage and drag her back to Somalia just so you can secure an heir,” Winifred snapped.
Harold straightened indignantly. “Marriage? Don’t be absurd,” he protested. “I want her to meet her brother.”
Silence. Winifred stared at him. Then she slapped him. The sound echoed off the stone facade like a gunshot.
The guards looked resolutely forward.
Harold touched his cheek, stunned, not so much by the pain as by the interruption of his careful choreography.
Winifred did not waste another second. She descended the steps, strode to the limousine, and yanked open the driver’s door. “Out.”
The driver hesitated.
“Now.”
He scrambled free.
Winifred slid behind the wheel with military precision. Gravel sprayed as she reversed violently, nearly clipping one of the decorative lions.
Inside the back seat, Vera remained asleep, unmoving.
The manor shrank behind them as Winifred drove fast and hard back toward London.
At a red light, she glanced into the rear-view mirror. Vera had not stirred. Somthing was wrong. 
Winifred’s eyes narrowed. Something caught her attention on the seat beside her daughter, a small, unmarked vial, rolling gently with the motion of the car. Inside, a milky liquid clung to the glass.
Winifred reached back and picked it up at the next stop. It had no label, no markings.
Her jaw tightened. “What did he drug you with?” she whispered.
Vera did not answer. She did not wake when the limousine reached her luxury apartment building in London. She did not stir as her mother carried her upstairs with surprising strength.
She slept through the night and did not open her eyes until morning.
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Dhegdheer did not find her way back into MI7.
The corridors that had once opened for her were gone, sealed behind stone, bureaucracy, and indifference. There was no ritual, no invitation, no trembling child left unattended in the right refrigerator. For the first time in centuries, she had nowhere to return to.
She drifted instead toward the city’s living edges, drawn by instinct, by scent, by the bright thread of youth that still shimmered in her senses. Somewhere nearby, children laughed, alive, unguarded, unsupervised.
It was almost comforting.
She followed the sound into an alley where a small group of children were playing with a battered ball. She rose to her full height, spread her clawed hands, and loomed over them with a roar meant to split courage in half. Her voice carried the ancient harmonics of something older than fear.
The children glanced up. One sighed. “Mate, can you not?” one of them said. They resumed their game.
Dhegdheer blinked. 
She tried again, more elaborate this time. She reared back, flexed her talons, and described in theatrical detail what would happen if they did not bow before her.
The children frowned, visibly inconvenienced. “Go away,” one said. “You’re blocking the light.”
This was not how it was supposed to unfold. In her era, children had understood hierarchy. They had known when to tremble, when to offer tribute, when to lower their eyes and make the world smaller. They had possessed imagination sufficient to supply their own terror. These children did not. 
Perhaps they did not recognize her as a demon. Perhaps they did not recognize anything at all.
She attempted instruction instead. She explained her dominion, her lineage, her ancient hunger. She used gestures, inflections, and a few carefully chosen threats.
They responded by throwing stones. One struck her ear appendage. Another hit her shoulder. Then, with the ruthless efficiency of modern teamwork, they swarmed her, kicking and shouting, not in fear but in irritation, until she stumbled backward. She attempted to retaliate, but the choreography of playground chaos overwhelmed her dignity.
Finally, someone pushed her into a dumpster.
The lid slammed shut. Inside was darkness and the sharp scent of discarded food. She lay there stunned, listening to their laughter fade.
Humiliation, she realized, was a new flavor.
What kind of world was this, she wondered, where a demon could not even frighten a handful of children?
She pounded the metal walls until her claws bent slightly. She screamed, but the sound was absorbed by insulation and traffic.
Then something clinging to the lid slumped off and struck her face. A cold creamy substance slid down her cheek and into her mouth. It was sweet, overwhelmingly so. 
She froze. The taste was unlike anything she had encountered in centuries of predation. It did not resist her. It did not scream. It did not beg. It delighted.
She examined the object from which it had come, a round cardboard container with unfamiliar script and the simple image of a cow printed on the side.
She could read ancient tongues, but this modern language eluded her. Still, the image was unmistakable. Milk.
She tasted again. The nectar soothed something inside her that had not known soothing was possible.
With sudden urgency, she burst from the dumpster, clutching the container like a relic.
She found a pedestrian nearby and thrust it forward. “Where does one acquire more of this nectar of the gods?” she demanded, trying to maintain menace.
The human blinked at her. “Ice cream?” he asked.
“Yes,” she replied, deciding that sounded sufficiently divine.
“There’s a shop around the corner,” he said cautiously, pointing.
She thanked him with unexpected politeness, then added a curse for balance and bounded away in the indicated direction.
That night, she waited until the store lights dimmed and the street quieted. She discovered a dog door at the rear entrance. Her body, though newly formed, was flexible enough to accommodate small architectural concessions.
Inside, she found rows upon rows of frozen delights. She tasted one container. Then another. Then several more.
The flavors were incomprehensible and glorious: vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, pistachio. She devoured with devotion rather than cruelty, consuming not to destroy but to experience.
For the first time since her release, she did not think about children; she thought about texture.
At dawn, the shop owners arrived to find their inventory gone and their freezers emptied. In the back room lay Dhegdheer, swollen with excess sweetness, groaning softly in a pile of overturned cartons.
She muttered about how children no longer tasted adequate compared to this new delight.
Four employees lifted her, grumbling but oddly unafraid, and escorted her to the alley, where she was deposited among the bins once more.
She sat there, bloated and contemplative, licking melted residue from her fingers. She had been released into a world that did not fear her. It frightened her far more than she had frightened it.
And somewhere in the distance, a neon sign flickered above the ice cream shop, promising flavors she had not yet tried.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17666_1726456658]Chapter  Fire Sale on Holy Water
Samantha had drawn the assignment no one else wanted.
“Stock up on weapons and supplies,” Rontho had said calmly, as though one could simply pop out for milk and return with a demon-neutralization kit. “Focus on the liturgical aisle.”
Her first stop was Saint Bexley’s Abbey, a soot-stained stone structure tucked deep within Oxleas Wood. Under ordinary circumstances it was quiet, contemplative, and lightly damp. Under current circumstances, it had become a spiritual warehouse clearance event.
The local bishop, reacting to the nationwide panic brought on by blood rain and assorted biological inconveniences, had gone on television to announce a “Community Stabilization Sale” on holy water and related sacramentals.
The banner out front read: BUY TWO VIALS, GET ONE BLESSED FREE
When Samantha arrived, the abbey was packed.
The pews had been rearranged into makeshift tables. Masking tape labels with thick black marker announced prices:
	RELIC (Minor): £12 or best offer
	HOLY SALT (Clumpy but potent): £4 per scoop
	VINTAGE THURIBLE (Slightly dented): £25
Parishioners circled like bargain hunters at a suburban rummage sale. Two elderly women argued over who had first touched a third-class saint’s finger bone. A man in a rain poncho attempted to trade three rosaries for a used aspergillum. Someone shouted, “Dibs!” with theological conviction.
Samantha stepped around them all without breaking stride. She moved straight down the nave toward the apse, where the serious inventory was being processed.
The bishop himself stood behind a long folding table, sleeves rolled up, blessing items at industrial speed. He had adopted a rhythm: sprinkle, murmur Latin, cross, slide. Sprinkle, murmur, cross, slide.
Behind him sat a growing stockpile of pre-blessed merchandise stacked with alarming pragmatism. That was what Samantha had come for.
She acquired a translucent five-liter plastic jug labeled HOLY WATER (CONCENTRATED) in blue marker. She lifted it experimentally. Satisfied with the slosh, she marked it off her list.
Next came two holy hand grenades, each cradled in foam and presented inside imitation Fabergé egg boxes: ornate, gaudy, faintly chipped. The labels read: “Consecrated Fragmentation - Archangel Tier.”
She added an old metal jerrycan of holy kerosene, its cap sealed with wax and a sticker that said Flammable in HIS name.
A stack of holy brown paper bags, individually blessed for containment of minor manifestations, went under her arm. She considered a relic labeled Possibly Saint Adjacent, then decided against it.
By the time she reached checkout, her cart looked less like a devotional purchase and more like the inventory manifest of a discreet crusade.
The bishop glanced up as she produced the agency credit card. It bore the unmistakable MI7 insignia across the front in understated but authoritative lettering. Recognition dawned across his face.
He waved aside the junior clergy and personally processed the transaction. “On behalf of Saint Bexley’s,” he said warmly, “thank you for your... generosity.”
Samantha nodded, sliding the card back into her wallet.
As the receipt printed, the bishop leaned closer, lowering his voice. “If you see Fred,” he whispered with a wink, “do tell him I said, hello.”
Samantha froze. “I’m sorry, eh?”
The bishop’s expression became saintly and unreadable. He looked around furtively then winked at her again. “Just hello,” he repeated.
“Have we met?” she asked.
He patted the jerrycan affectionately,  said, “What we sacrifice in the Lord’s name,” and handed her the receipt.
Samantha waved it vaguely in acknowledgment, hoisted the holy arsenal 

onto her back, and exited the abbey as quickly as dignity allowed.
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Together, Vera and Sam tracked the demon with methodical determination, moving through the city like twin signatures on an invisible warrant.
They carried with them a peculiar instrument: a crystal decanter filled with a clear, viscous liquid of unknown origin. The ritual was simple. A single drop of blood would be introduced into the solution, and the reaction would reveal the truth. If the blood carried demon taint, the liquid would flare instantly to an opaque black. If the sample was clean, it would glow an unmistakable green. And once the reaction completed, the liquid would return to perfect clarity, leaving no trace of the blood behind, no residue, no stain, no evidence that anything had ever been there at all.
It was elegant and unsettling, yet it worked.
They tested at intersections, on discarded wrappers, on splashes found along gutters, tracking the shifting colour responses down narrow alleys and across bustling streets. The trail led them past orphanages and primary schools, where Vera paused briefly at the sound of children laughing inside, then pressed on. The readings remained consistent, guiding them further until the signals grew strongest near the city’s outskirts.
Finally, they arrived at a place few people ever visited willingly: a bespoke Garbagerie, a luxury privately owned landfill catering exclusively to the upper crust, where society’s wealthiest discarded their waste with the same exclusivity they applied to everything else.
Inside, the air shimmered with perfume, industrial-grade deodorizer, and excess.
And there she was, the demon herself. Dhegdheer.
She had grown a vast, enormous and bloated mass of mottled fur and rolling fat, half buried in heaps of designer refuse. She moved through the garbage with deliberate satisfaction, swallowing luxury packaging, uneaten delicacies, and high-end waste as though it were a banquet curated just for her. She resembled a grotesque whale shark, drifting through a sea of discarded abundance, feeding with slow inevitability.
Sam did not hesitate. “Holy water,” she muttered, raising the specialized cannon. She also reached for the compact backpack flame thrower strapped across her shoulders.
Vera, however, stepped forward. “Wait.”
Sam glanced at her sharply.
Vera looked at the demon not as an apocalyptic predator, but as something tragic and displaced, a creature reshaped by environment, overfed by culture, intoxicated by consumption. Dhegdheer was not prowling children now; she was drowning in excess. Her hunger had been redirected, magnified, commodified.
Vera lowered her voice. “It doesn’t have to end like this.”
Ignoring Sam’s mounting impatience, she approached slowly and reached out a careful hand. She rested her palm gently against the demon’s mottled head.
“There there,” she whispered. “It’s okay. You’re safe.”
For a moment, the demon’s breathing slowed. Its enormous eyes lifted toward her, glistening. It looked almost small. Almost vulnerable.
Vera felt a surge of validation. For the first time since joining MI7, she believed she had found her purpose, not through bullets or burn marks, but through understanding. Perhaps all her training, all the strange assignments, all the chaos had led her here, to this moment of compassion. Maybe this was what she was meant to do.
Standing there amid the smoke and fading heat, Vera felt something she had not experienced in a long time: a quiet sense of validation that did not come from orders, promotions, or approvals, but from the conviction that her suffering had meant something, that every humiliation, reassignment, mind wipe, and absurd directive had led her to this clarity of purpose. For the first time she understood her battles not as isolated missions against monsters, but as skirmishes in a much larger war against a culture that manufactured hunger, encouraged excess, discarded everything it touched, and then acted shocked when the consequences returned in distorted form. Dhegdheer had been terrifying, yes, but she had also been shaped by the same forces, fed on indulgence, corrupted by abundance, transformed by neglect and over-consumption into something unrecognizable even to herself. In that moment Vera saw them both as victims of the same system, one clawing in rage and the other climbing through bureaucracy, each trying in their own way to survive a world that profited from appetite. 
She smiled faintly.
Then Dhegdheer bit her. Hard.
Pain flashed through Vera’s hand as blood welled instantly from the wound. The demon recoiled, hissing, coils tightening in reflex as its form darkened with renewed menace.
Sam reacted instantly. “Hit it!” Vera shouted, yanking her injured hand back.
Sam unleashed the holy water cannon.
The demon shrieked as each drop struck its hide like concentrated acid, sizzling and burning through corrupted flesh. The air filled with steam and the acrid scent of purification.
While Sam paused to reload, Vera stumbled back, adrenaline surging through her veins. She grabbed the flame thrower and aimed deliberately.
She squeezed the trigger. Fire roared across the garbage piles, engulfing the demon’s bloated form in controlled arcs of heat. It took multiple bursts and sustained effort, nearly half an hour of coordinated assault, but eventually the creature’s shrieks weakened, its body collapsing inward as it burned.
And finally, with a last echoing wail, Dhegdheer was driven back to whatever infernal origin she had once escaped.
Silence returned to the Garbagerie as smoke drifted upward in lazy spirals.
The owner arrived in a panic, surveying the charred landscape of his exclusive landfill. His expression cycled rapidly between outrage and terror.
“It’s fine,” Vera said calmly, flashing her MI7 badge. “Routine safety inspection.”
Sam added, without missing a beat, “You passed.”
The owner blinked as Vera walked toward the exit. He turned back just as Sam slipped a folded invoice into his jacket pocket then followed Vera out.
Outside, the night air felt cleaner. Vera looked at her bandaged hand, then back toward the now-quiet landfill.
The decanter in Sam’s bag glowed faintly green when tested again. No trace remained. For now, the city was safe.
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The next morning Vera went to the embassy alone.
Sam dropped her at the iron gates in her dented hatchback, engine idling, eyes scanning the perimeter. “I’ll be here,” Sam said. “Five minutes, I come in loud.”
Vera nodded and stepped out.
The gates creaked open, unguarded and unlocked. The place looked deserted.
She walked the long gravel drive toward the dilapidated manor house, passing the skeletal remains of Harold’s latest grand ambition: abandoned carnival rides scattered across the lawn. A rusted Ferris wheel leaned at a defeated angle. A carousel of chipped horses stood frozen mid-gallop. A sign reading SOMALIWORLD ADVENTURE PARK COMING SOON flapped weakly in the wind. Her father’s unrealized dream of monetizing sovereignty.
She climbed the cracked stone steps and entered without knocking.
Harold was in the study, sleeves rolled, stamping passports with brisk efficiency. Each document received a bold imprint of the SomaliWorld crest, ink still wet and slightly misaligned.
Thud. Stamp. Thud. Stamp.
“I know what you’re up to,” Vera said.
He did not look up but kept on stamping.
“I don’t want a husband,” she continued, voice steady but tight. “Not now. And I don’t want to return to Somalia.” 
He paused mid-stamp and looked at her with mild irritation. “Somali, World,” he corrected.
She exhaled sharply, “Okay, Somaliland.”
“We declared independence from Somaliland two years before you were born,” he replied crisply.
She closed her eyes and said, “My job is not to produce you a male heir.”
“I know,” he said calmly.
She faltered. “Then what about all this, you wanted me to meet someone nonsense?”
“No. No. I wasn’t trying to set you up with a husband, Vera. I wanted you to meet your brother.”
The word hit like a dropped plate. “I don’t have a brother,” she said slowly. “Are you telling me you cheated on Mum?”
His expression hardened. “Nothing like that. Come here.”
Against her better judgment, she followed him to a side table layered in dust. He lifted an old leather-bound photo album and opened it carefully.
Inside were Polaroids, faded but vivid enough. Her parents, young and laughing in bright Hargeisa sunlight. Their arms around each other. Their faces unlined by exile or ambition.
Vera turned the page. There they were again, this time with a small child between them. The child was grinning, one hand gripping Harold’s finger. She had never seen these photographs before.
Harold beamed with pride as he gazed upon the photos. 
She looked at him slightly different now. “Is this me?” she asked faintly
“No,” Harold said softly. “This is Augustus.” He didn’t look up from the photos.
She stared at the image. Augustus?
Her father continued turning pages. Augustus older now. Augustus on crutches. Augustus smiling stubbornly at the camera despite the metal braces strapped to his legs.
“He developed polio,” Harold said quietly. “We fought it. We managed it. He was brilliant, Vera. Funny. Wise beyond reason.”
Another page. This one featured a hospital room and a thinner Augustus  but his bright smiled remained.
“Then tuberculosis,” Harold continued. “Then a bad tumor. It was brain cancer.”
Vera’s throat tightened.
“He endured everything,” Harold said. “With grace and humor. He would tell jokes to the nurses.”
Her voice trembled. “What happened?”
Harold’s gaze drifted somewhere far away. “I made a deal.”
Her spine stiffened. “With the hospital?”
Harold took a deep breath. “No, a supernatural entity.”
Silence thickened in the room. “I offered my soul in exchange for his healing,” he whispered.
Vera’s stomach turned cold. “And?”
“The entity reneged,” Harold said flatly. “It took him anyway.”
“Took him? What? How?”
“It ate him.”
She stood up. “Ate him?”
“Yes,” Harold said, eyes burning now. “Dhegdheer. That was her name.”
The air felt suddenly smaller.
“In my rage,” he continued, “I bound her into your grandmother’s amulet.”
Vera’s mind raced. “You,” she whispered. “You’re behind all this.”
“All what?”
“The blood rain. The maggots. The chaos.”
He frowned slightly. “I don’t recall maggots.”
“Then why am I here?” she demanded.
His voice shifted softly, almost pleading. “Give me the amulet, and I’ll show you.”
Her hand instinctively went to her pocket. “No.”
“Don’t you want to meet your brother?” he pressed.
“You just told me he was eaten.”
“I want to trade.”
The word landed heavily. “Trade what?”
Harold looked up at her with crazy in his eyes. “You,” he said quietly. “For him. In exchange for you, Dhegdheer will return Augustus to us.”
Vera stared at him.
“You’d sacrifice anything for this family, wouldn’t you?” he asked.
Her voice went cold. “Dhegdheer isn’t very good at eating children.”
He blinked. “What does that mean?”
“She’s also dead,” Vera said evenly. “I burned her body and sent her back to hell.”
His face drained of colour. “That’s impossible.”
“It’s not.”
Something inside him fractured. “No,” he whispered. “No, you’ve ruined everything.”
Vera extended her telescoping animal catcher with a sharp metallic snap, holding it between them like a barrier. “We can do this the easy way,” she said, advancing slowly, “or the hard way, Father.”
He backed into a desk, knocking over the stack of passports. Papers scattered across the floor like fallen leaves of a failed nation. “You don’t understand!” he shouted. His voice cracked high, frantic and unmoored.
It was the sound of a man stepping into a shower expecting warmth and instead being blasted by ice water, shock ricocheting through every nerve. “You don’t understand!” he screamed again.
But Vera did. And this time, she did not step back.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17672_1726456658]Chapter  Vera Participates in a Coup
Vera dragged her father down the manor steps with the telescoping animal catcher locked tight around his neck.
The metal collar hummed faintly as it constricted whenever he thrashed. Harold clawed at it, shoes skidding across loose gravel, dignity unraveling with every staggered step.
“You’re overreacting!” he sputtered. “This is a family discussion!”
Vera’s arms trembled from the strain. She had not thought beyond this moment. She had secured the threat. She had neutralized the immediate danger.
But what now?
The embassy grounds stretched around her in decaying grandeur, rusted carnival rides, sagging banners, flags no one officially recognized. There was no protocol for apprehending one’s own father, micro-national ambassador, and self-proclaimed savior of a dead son.
Harold stumbled forward again, choking slightly as the collar tightened. “You’re making a mistake,” he hissed.
Gravel crunched behind her. A black Bentley swept through the gates with purposeful speed.
Vera exhaled in relief as it stopped sharply at the base of the steps. Winifred emerged before the engine had fully died, coat flaring behind her like a general arriving at the front.
She took in the scene instantly: her ex-husband gasping in a metal restraint, her daughter flushed and breathless, the manor looming like a guilty witness.
She ran forward. “Did he hurt you?” Winifred demanded.
“Not for lack of trying,” Vera panted. “He’s insane.”
“I know,” her mother said calmly. “The transport van from Broadmoor will be here any moment.”
“Broadmoor?” Vera blinked. “The mental institution?”
“The same.”
Winifred pulled her into a fierce embrace. “I’m so glad you’re safe,” she whispered. “He will never hurt you, or anyone, again.”
Vera’s voice softened. “He told me about Augustus.”
Winifred’s body went still. “Oh,” she breathed.
“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”
Her mother’s composure cracked, just slightly.
“Because it nearly destroyed us,” she said quietly. “The treatments. The false recoveries. The hope that kept rising and breaking. When he died… we could not survive it in Hargeisa. Every street corner reminded us. So we left. We moved to the coast. We reinvented everything.”
Vera’s thoughts aligned like falling dominoes.
The sudden relocation. The feverish creation of SomaliWorld. The investors. The absurd pageantry of sovereignty. The move to London. It was all grief disguised as ambition.
“I forgive you,” Vera said.
Her mother’s grip tightened.
The distant rumble of an engine approached. A white transport van rolled through the gates, clinical and unmarked. Large men in pressed uniforms stepped out with efficient detachment. Without ceremony, they relieved Vera of the animal catcher and replaced it with a straitjacket.
Harold struggled as they secured his arms. “You can’t do this!” he shouted. “I have rights!”
Winifred stepped forward, her smile composed and razor-thin. “In the United Kingdom, yes,” she said gently. “But this is SomaliWorld territory. And as acting head of state, I am remanding you to long-term supervised care.”
Harold froze. “What does that mean?” he demanded.
“You’ll see.”
They maneuvered him into the van despite his protests. The doors slammed shut with bureaucratic finality. Two short beeps of the horn. Then the van rolled back down the gravel drive and disappeared through the gates.
Silence settled over the embassy grounds.
Winifred guided Vera into the Bentley, and they began the drive back to London.
Vera stared out the window as the manor receded. “Is that true?” she asked quietly.
“What, dear?”
“What you said. About patient rights. Can we really institutionalize him if he objects?”
Winifred’s eyes remained on the road. “As long as SomaliWorld maintains its diplomatic status,” she said evenly, “we have jurisdiction within our embassy grounds. With Harold out of the way, significant reforms are already underway.”
She reached across and squeezed Vera’s hand. “I couldn’t do this without you,” she said warmly. “I love you.”
“I love you too,” Vera replied. But the words felt heavier now.
As London’s skyline came into view, a slow unease crept into her chest. Had her mother anticipated this confrontation? Had she known Vera would restrain him? Had the transport van already been waiting before Vera even arrived? The timing had been immaculate. Too immaculate. 
For the first time that day, Vera felt very small.

Meanwhile, back at the embassy gates, Samantha glanced at her dashboard clock. Five minutes had become fifteen. She frowned.
She had not seen Vera leave. She had, however, seen a transport van enter. Her jaw tightened. “Time’s up,” she muttered.
Moments later, the first explosive charge detonated against the embassy’s side entrance.
Samantha stormed the grounds alone, holy water cannon primed, flame unit locked and loaded, shouting procedural warnings at startled guards who had not been briefed for a one-woman invasion.
The rusted Ferris wheel trembled as she advanced.
Had the BBC been alerted in advance, it would have made exceptional footage. Instead, it unfolded in glorious, undocumented chaos.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17674_1726456658]Chapter Umbrella Incinerator
Vera took a cab back to MI7.
She did not remember the journey. Only the rhythm of rain, thick, red and insistent, smearing the windows as London blurred past in streaks of diluted crimson. When the taxi stopped, she stepped out beneath a sky that continued to hemorrhage quietly over the city.
The MI7 lobby was unnervingly calm.
Rontho stood near the reception desk, reading a newspaper from 1984 as though it had just been delivered. The headline screamed about coal strikes and Cold War tensions. The paper itself looked immaculate, crisp and bright, untouched by four decades of decay.
He turned a page thoughtfully.
Vera walked straight past the spot where an umbrella rack had once stood. In its place now yawned a narrow incinerator chute, flames flickering within.
She tossed her blood-soaked umbrella inside. It vanished with a hiss. “I failed,” she said flatly.
Rontho folded the newspaper with deliberate care and leaned back against the wall, crossing his legs. “How so?” he asked mildly.
“We dispatched Dhegdheer,” Vera replied, voice tightening. “I located her handler. Had him institutionalized. Possibly facilitated a coup of a sovereign nation. And yet,” she gestured toward the rain-streaked windows, “it’s still raining blood. And maggots.”
She paused. “And now, fingernails.”
Rontho’s eyebrow lifted slightly. “You said ‘we.’” He glanced behind her. “I see only you.”
“Sam and I,” Vera said. “We obliterated the demon. Concentrated holy water. Flamethrower. Holy kerosene blend. She is completely and permanently banished from this,”
She stopped mid-sentence. “Where is Sam?”
Rontho stared at her in silence. 
Vera’s face paled. “Oh no. I left her at SomaliWorld. I hope she didn’t do anything foolish.”
Rontho waved a hand dismissively. “Back up. You’re certain the precipitation continues?”
“Yes!” Vera snapped. “Blood. Maggots. Fingernails. I stepped on three molars outside the cab.”
Rontho tapped the folded newspaper against his palm, thinking. “And you believe you failed!”
“What else would you call it?”
A slow smile spread across his face. “This is it.”
“This is what?”
“I know how to stop the rain.” 
He produced a small notepad and pen from his jacket pocket with theatrical efficiency and scribbled rapidly an address, instructions and a sequence of oddly specific items. He tore the page free and handed it to her. “Go here,” he said. “Retrieve three objects. Bring them directly back.”
Vera scanned the note. “But I need to check on Samantha.”
“Someone else will handle Samantha.”
“Who?”
Rontho did not answer. “For now,” he continued smoothly, “this is the most important task you may ever complete, for MI7 or your nation.”
She looked up sharply. “SomaliWorld?”
“The United Kingdom,” he corrected crisply. “Now hurry. We do not have much time.”
Vera hesitated only a second longer before turning toward the exit, the paper clenched in her hand.
Outside, the sky darkened further.
Rontho unfolded his 1984 newspaper again and glanced at his watch.
He did not mention that the time they “didn’t have” was largely due to a badminton match scheduled for 18:30 sharp.
And Rontho hated being late.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17676_1726456658]Chapter Greg Stevens Restrained Opulence
Greg Stevens lived what he described as a restrained opulence lifestyle in Marylebone.
By “restrained,” he meant he owned only one converted AEC Routemaster bus limousine, parked permanently along the curb like a retired monarch. By “opulence,” he meant his entire fourteenth-floor flat had been hollowed out to create a single sprawling residence complete with an indoor pool, an exterior glass elevator bolted awkwardly to the building’s facade, and a live-in butler. He could not, however, afford a driver, so the butler drove the bus also.
Greg had made his first fortune in the 1980s and 90s by suing multinational corporations for libel, slander, emotional trespass, conceptual theft, and, on one memorable occasion, “vibes.” When the legal victories dried up and judges became less patient, he pivoted. Litigation gave way to more direct methods of persuasion. Greg did not surrender easily. If the courts failed him, he had once been known to show up with an axe and an agenda.
His flat reflected this history.
Vera rode the private exterior lift up fourteen stories, the glass rattling faintly in the unnatural storm. Blood rain streaked past the panels. The doors opened onto an open-air breezeway leading to Greg’s front entrance.
The floor crunched beneath her boots. Maggots. Fingernails.
They had blown in and collected along the corners like obscene autumn leaves. She paused, staring down at the writhing white bodies and crescent slivers.
She doubted she would ever acclimate to that particular sound. Crunch. Crunch.
She knocked quickly; the fear of the unknown being overwhelmed by the disgust of the accumulating weather.
The door opened with reluctant deliberation. Greg’s butler stood there in a crisp white shirt and perfectly pressed waistcoat. His trousers, however, remained stubbornly missing. Patterned boxer shorts, black dress socks, and absent shoes stood stoically in their place.
“What is it?” he asked dully.
“Does Mr. Greg Stevens live here?” Vera asked, trying to glance around the man.
“Unfortunately.” The butler blinked once. “Do you mind waiting?”
“I would rather not,” Vera said, glancing down at the maggots. “With the… situation underfoot.”
The butler considered this. “Ug. Very well. Burn your shoes in the corner while I fetch him.”
Vera followed his gesture. A small steel incineration box sat discreetly by the wall, labeled SHOE PURIFICATION UNIT.
Without hesitation, she removed her contaminated footwear and dropped them into the grate. Flames licked upward with professional enthusiasm.
She stood in her socks looking around at the odd flat. The walls were adorned with an eclectic collection of framed forty year old concert posters next to certified fake Rembrandt's and real children’s drawings.
Several minutes later, Greg Stevens descended from an upper mezzanine. He was half-shaven, one cheek still coated in shaving cream. A plaid robe hung loosely from his shoulders. He appeared to be in his early seventies, grey hair ungoverned, eyes sharp in a way that suggested litigation had never fully left him.
He paused halfway down. “Did Tracy send you?” he asked.
“Who’s Tracy?”
“My ex-parole officer.” He squinted. “Wait. Who are you?”
Vera flashed her badge. “MI7.”
He blinked. “That sounds... familiar.” He took a step down. “Do you know someone named Roland who works there?”
“Sir Rontho is my superior.”
Greg’s expression brightened instantly. “Oh my goodness, why didn’t you say so? Do come in. But not on the sofa,” he added quickly. “I’ve only just replaced the last one I burned.”
He gestured instead to a blood-stained armchair beneath a small brass plaque reading GUESTS ONLY, then finished his descent into the living room.
Vera remained standing. “Sir Rontho sent me to retrieve a few items.”
Greg lowered himself onto the sofa, calmly sipping tea. “Oh, he did, did he?”
“He did.”
“And what precisely am I surrendering to the Crown this time?”
Vera unfolded the list. “Item one: The Black Pullet Grimoire.”
Greg nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, dreadful little book. Full of ceremonial nonsense and surprisingly competent footnotes. I’ve kept it near the door. Been meaning to return it to Roland.”
“When did he loan it to you?”
“1978,” Greg replied. “I was attempting to compose the perfect doom metal anthem. Required authentic infernal references. Unfortunately I couldn’t afford a translator, so I had to make most of it up.”
“How resourceful,” Vera said dryly.
“And the next item?”
“A complete collection of your business cards spanning the last forty years.”
Greg winced. “Ah. Regrettably, I’ve just sent the final copy to my publisher. They’re compiling them into a memoir. Rectangles of Power. Can Roland wait twelve to fourteen weeks for the hardback release?”
“I don’t believe so.”
“Pity.”
“And third,” Vera continued, “the contents of the top drawer of the end table closest to your back door.”
Greg paused. “Interesting,” he said slowly. “I don’t have a back door.”
Vera glanced around. “The front door counts, I should think.”
He brightened. “Splendid. Mann will handle it.” He clapped once.
The butler, Mann, apparently, materialized with quiet efficiency.
“Anything else?” Greg asked, sipping his tea.
“I don’t think so.”
“Well then,” he said warmly, “it was wonderfully subversive to meet you, Mrs.,?”
“Miss Darood.”
“Charming.”
Mann returned carrying a heavy garbage bag bulging with miscellaneous contents and a fresh pair of shoes. He handed both to Vera.
As she slipped on the new shoes, Mann approached the door with a pair of long metal tongs. Suspended delicately in their grip was a thin, black-bound book etched with sigils that seemed to move when not directly observed.
Without a word, Vera opened the garbage bag and Mann dropped the grimoire inside. It made a sound that was not quite paper.
“I suppose this is goodbye,” Vera said.
“Indeed,” Greg replied pleasantly. “Do give Roland my regards. And tell him I’ve stopped writing doom metal.”
“Have you?”
“No. But it reassures him.”
Mann opened the door and stood aside trying to avert his gaze. Cold wind pushed inward, scattering a few stray fingernails across the threshold.
“Nice to meet you, Mann,” Vera offered.
Mann grunted.
The door closed behind her with quiet finality.
Vera descended once more into the raining afternoon, clutching a garbage bag full of potential solutions, and possibly several new problems.
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Phyllis was driving the cab. This presented a complication.
Phyllis had been pronounced dead three weeks earlier, spectacularly so. The recovery team had catalogueued her remains in numbered evidence bags. There had been diagrams. Dental confirmations. A brief but respectful internal memo entitled Regarding the Many Pieces of Phyllis.
So either she had faked her death, unlikely, given the inventory list, or she was a temporal duplicate, an android reconstruction, a revenant piloted by cybernetic monkeys, or something else far more plausible and therefore considerably more alarming.
Rontho did not concern himself with the metaphysics of it.
The essential point was this: someone was competently operating the vehicle, and he had a badminton match in twenty-two minutes.
“Open the roof window, please,” he said calmly.
Phyllis, or the woman occupying her geometry, leaned forward and pressed the switch. The electric roof panel retracted with a mechanical sigh.
There was no sunlight above them. No warmth. Only the ongoing atmospheric catastrophe: a steady torrent of blood, maggots, and newly introduced to the forecast, fingernails. They struck the roof-line with soft ticking sounds, like polite but persistent applause from Hell.
The driver reacted before the worst of it reached them. With sharp precision she swerved, angling the cab so that a gust of horror-themed precipitation swept past rather than directly into the open roof. The vehicle tilted, corrected, and stabilized in one elegant motion.
At that exact moment, a large eagle descended through the grisly downpour, clutching a garbage bag in her talons.
Wings beating against the chemical wind, she executed a flawless landing through the open roof and deposited the bag at Sir Rontho’s polished shoes.
The roof hatch slid shut and the cab righted itself.
The storm resumed its tapping.
Rontho reached into a specially tailored pocket sewn discreetly into the lining of his coat, a pocket designed exclusively for raw protein offerings, and withdrew a tuft of salmon. He held it out.
The eagle regarded him with deep suspicion. There was already one impostor in the vehicle. The bird’s keen eye had detected subtle inconsistencies in Phyllis’s aura, her scent, the rhythm of her blinking. For all the eagle knew, Rontho himself might be a temporal counterfeit.
She leaned closer and sniffed. The salmon was authentic. With a sudden, ferocious motion she snatched it and swallowed it whole, feathers ruffling in satisfaction.
“Good girl, Beatrice,” Rontho murmured.
Satisfied the Eagle wouldn’t trying to claw out his eyes, he turned his attention to the garbage bag. Inside lay the contents of Greg Stevens’ top drawer.
He knelt slightly, bracing the bag against his knee, and began to rummage with brisk efficiency.
First: a neatly folded industrial air filter, surprisingly clean.
Second: an elastic-bound stack of business cards spanning four decades of increasingly desperate entrepreneurial ventures. Legal consultancy. Axe restoration services. Doom metal lyricist. Motivational litigant.
Rontho paused when he uncovered one particular card: Lykeion theatre (Founding Patron).
He smiled faintly and slipped it into his inner pocket.
The rest he skimmed only briefly, odd screws, a whistle, a defunct pager, three keys to unidentified locks, and what might once have been a ceremonial corkscrew.
Time was short.
Finally, with the delicacy of a bomb disposal technician, he retrieved the Black Pullet Grimoire from the bag using an inverted dog-waste pouch as a makeshift supernatural glove. The book seemed to twitch faintly at the contact.
He slid it immediately into a plain brown paper bag that had been pre-blessed to a moderate degree and rolled the top down tightly.
Containment would suffice for now. The cab slowed.
They arrived at the discreet entrance of the Canary Wharf Indoor Badminton Court and Secret Society Convention centre; a structure architecturally indistinguishable from a tax consultancy firm.
The rain intensified.
Rontho opened the door with one umbrella already deployed. With his other hand he activated a second umbrella, achieving a layered defensive canopy against descending biological hazards.
He stepped out carefully. Before closing the door, he leaned slightly toward the driver. “Beatrice has been a good girl today,” he said evenly. “Take her wherever she wishes to go.”
Phyllis, or the entity presenting as Phyllis, nodded once.
Rontho shut the door and gave the roof two firm taps.
The signal acknowledged, the cab pulled smoothly back into traffic. Within moments it dissolved into the early evening congestion, a churning river of headlights, brake lights, and airborne fingernails, leaving Sir Rontho standing beneath his twin umbrellas, clutching a brown paper bag that hummed faintly with contained heresy.
He checked his watch. Fourteen minutes to spare.
Plenty of time to end the storm and the doubles after his singles match.

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17680_1726456658]Chapter Fred Says Over

The only thing Sir Rontho disliked more than losing was arriving late.
Defeat, while regrettable, could be attributed to wind resistance, inferior shuttlecocks, or the moral decay of one’s opponent. Tardiness, however, was a failure of character. One could not always win, but one could always arrive first and silently judge those who did not.
It was 18:10 hours. Which meant he was cutting it uncomfortably close.
He adjusted his cuffs beneath the shelter of his dual umbrellas and stepped beneath the discreet awning of the Canary Wharf Indoor Badminton Court and Secret Society Convention centre. The rain of blood and incidental anatomy continued to patter against the pavement behind him.
From his inner pocket, he withdrew a compact walkie-talkie: matte black, monogrammed and mildly blessed.
He pressed the transmit button. “Fred, report.”
A soft crackle followed by wind filled the speaker. Then Fred’s voice, slightly breathless but disciplined replied, “Standing by, sir.”
High above an undisclosed quadrant of London, Fred waited patiently in a tethered hot air balloon. Hector, whose exact role in operations had never been formally defined, sat beside him with binoculars and a thermos.
Rontho unfolded one of Greg Stevens’ older business cards and read the address printed in faded serif font. Early 1980s stock. Embossed. Slightly self-important.
“Proceed to this address,” Rontho said crisply. “Infiltrate the premises with maximum subterfuge. Do not engage until I provide the signal. Under no circumstances are you to improvise theatrically.”
A pause. “Copy that,” Fred replied.
Silence lingered in the static.
Rontho sighed faintly. “Yes, Fred,” he prompted. “You may say it now.”
There was a brief rustling sound in the balloon basket, as though Fred had straightened with ceremonial pride.
“Over!” Fred declared triumphantly.
Rontho allowed himself the smallest nod of approval before switching off the device.
He checked his watch again. 18:11. Still salvageable.
He squared his shoulders and stepped inside, secure in the knowledge that whatever infernal weather systems were currently disintegrating London’s atmosphere, at least he would not be the one arriving second.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17682_1726456658]Chapter Kevin Hatman Has His Hat Handed to Him
Sir Rontho arrived first. He made certain of it. Closed circuit television projected him on the jumbotrom striding in with his usual calm yet genial ambiance.
The court lights hummed overhead, the polished wood gleamed, and the gallery seats filled steadily with civil servants, minor dignitaries, and members of at least three secret societies pretending not to recognize one another. Outside, the sky still wept blood and incidental anatomy, but within the arena there was climate control, order and rules.
Kevin Hatman, the Home Secretary, entered seven minutes later. He strode onto the court with the relaxed swagger of a man who had recently cut another department’s budget and slept well afterward. He carried his racket like a ceremonial weapon.
Rontho checked his watch theatrically. “Evening, Kevin,” he said. “Do take care not to track in any fingernails. I’ve been here for some time.”
Hatman rolled his shoulders. “Yes, I heard MI7 still has the funding for clocks.”
A few titters from the crowd.
Hatman glanced toward the sealed glass ceiling, beyond which the storm still raged. “Lovely weather we’re having,” he added lightly. “Shame no one seems able to stop it.”
The words hung between them.
They circled the net like two bulls in a sunlit arena, snorting, pawing and testing, both aware that somewhere a matador ought to be present and was conspicuously late.
“Shall we?” Hatman said.
“We shall,” Rontho replied, and they began.
The first rally was brisk, sharp. Shuttlecock snapping back and forth with military precision.
Mid-volley, Hatman called across the net, “You know, Roland, MI7 is a dead agency. It simply hasn’t realized it’s been buried.”
Rontho returned a slicing backhand that clipped the line. “Oh?”
“Monday morning,” Hatman continued, leaping for a smash, “government bulldozers arrive. This entire block goes. We’re putting in a centralized clothing incinerator. I’m calling it the National Morale Initiative. When the public burns their contaminated attire, it signals a  fresh start.” 
He landed cleanly then continued, “The blood rain has given me a mandate to do whatever the hell I want,” he added. “That and the fact that the Prime Minister has gone missing.”
A ripple through the spectators.
“Pay attention to your hand, Kevin,” Rontho said calmly.
Hatman glanced down instinctively, just long enough for Rontho to drop a delicate shot over the net that died inches from the tape. Point.
Hatman scowled and held his hand out for a hydration bottle. Even as he drank then returned the bottle he did not let his gaze wander from Rontho.
They resumed. Rontho played rhythmic and steady, like the court was his disco dance stage. 
The Home Secretary’s insults came steadily between strokes:
	“Your footwork is archaic.” Smash.
	“MI7 couldn’t infiltrate a garden shed.” Return.
	“The Prime Minister always said you overcompensate with 	umbrellas.” Drive shot.
	“Frankly, he was a bit dim, wasn’t he? Off on holiday while 	London dissolves.” The crowd gasped at that one.
Rontho’s expression never shifted. His breathing remained measured. His movements economical. He let the words pass through him like weather.
They battled through three brutal sets. In the end, Hatman’s final smash clipped the back line. The whistle blew.
Match to Hatman and the arena erupted in applause.
Hatman raised his racket triumphantly, basking in the roar, assuming, naturally, that it was for him.
Rontho stepped forward and shook his hand with impeccable grace. “Well played,” he said.
Hatman narrowed his eyes. “You’ve just lost your building, your funding, and possibly your agency. Why are you smiling?”
Rontho nodded upward.
Hatman followed his gaze to the massive jumbotron suspended above centre court.
Sometime in the last few minutes the screen had switched to Breaking News.
A familiar facade filled the display: the soot-blackened towers of Corrhingham Power Station, that infamous coal-fired monstrosity long blamed for everything from asthma to existential bread fallout.
In the background, unmistakable against the smokestacks, hovered a tethered hot air balloon. The ticker along the bottom ran: END OF BLOOD RAIN IN SIGHT?
The broadcast cut to the BBC anchor desk. The woman delivering the report looked precisely like Phyllis Cheeseman.
She smiled professionally into the camera. “If you’re just joining us,” she announced, “the Prime Minister has returned from holiday and declared the immediate end of the blood, maggot and fingernail rain crisis.”
A collective murmur swept the arena.
The screen shifted to the Prime Minister himself, standing before the power station, wind tugging at his tie. The ticker explained: PRIME MINISTER OF THE UK SPOKES WITH URGENT CLARITY. 
“Our investigation has traced the anomalous atmospheric event to this facility’s use of cheap imported industrial air filters. Contaminants accumulated in the upper smokestacks and, under specific meteorological conditions, re-entered the environment in catastrophic form. Crews are working around the clock to replace every filter.”
The camera cut briefly to a close-up high above where the hot air balloon hovered. Fred Shandrydan, dangling heroically from the gondola of the hot air balloon, with one arm hooked around a support cable, wrestled a massive industrial filter into place atop the smokestack. Hector steadied the line behind him.
The shot lasted only a second, but Rontho recognized them both instantly.
The scene cut back to the Prime Minister. “Effective immediately,” he concluded, “the precipitation has ceased.”
As if on cue, sunlight broke across the screen. The live feed split into scenes from across London: people stepping cautiously into streets now free of falling viscera, blood-washed pavements drying, children laughing and office workers lifting their faces to clean sky.
Cheers swelled inside the badminton arena. Hatman stood motionless, his mouth slightly ajar. The implications assembled themselves in his mind with brutal efficiency. No crisis mandate implied no emergency bulldozers which meant no incinerator.
He lowered his racket slowly along with his spirts.
Rontho adjusted his cuffs. “You see,” he said mildly, “while you were playing, you ignored the scoreboard.”
Hatman did not reply. He turned and strode toward the exit without waiting for ceremony, aides scrambling behind him.
Behind them, the jumbotron showed crowds basking in sunlight. No blood. No maggots. No fingernails!
Only blue sky washed over the masses like a day at the water park. The arena thundered with applause. This time, at least in Rontho’s mind, it was unmistakably for him.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17684_1726456658]Chapter Return of the Prime Minister
The stage lights of the Lykeion Theatre rose slowly, bathing the proscenium in a warm, almost reverent glow.
The Theatre no longer smelled of oil and scorched metal. The rusted drums that had once cluttered the aisles were gone. The grease-slick floors had been scrubbed within an inch of their theatrical dignity. Every seat, still structurally questionable but enthusiastically occupied, was filled.
All MI7 staff were present, the current staff and former as well. Several clutched personal stationery and others mild resentment. They packed the old theatre shoulder to shoulder, murmuring with cautious optimism.
Then the Prime Minister stepped onto the stage. He stood tall beneath the Lykeion’s battered arch, fresh sunlight from a Shandrydan rigged solar tube catching the edges of his suit. He raised a hand for silence and the room obediently stilled.
“My friends,” he began, voice echoing through the hall, “there was a moment, brief but regrettable, when I allowed myself to remain… elsewhere.”
A ripple of restrained amusement rose then dissipated like early morning mist. 
His gaze shifted deliberately to the front row. “I was reminded, however, through firm encouragement,” he winked at Rontho, “that leadership is not a spectator sport.”
Sir Rontho sat there, composed as ever, hands folded neatly over his vintage newspaper. He did not nod. He did not smile. But his posture suggested he accepted the acknowledgment as interest on a long-term investment.
“I wish to thank Sir Roland Rontho,” the Prime Minister continued, “for reminding me that the work of this nation cannot be postponed. Nor can its defence.”
Applause broke out, at first polite, then swelling into genuine thunder.
“In light of recent events,” the Prime Minister went on, “I am pleased to announce that MI7’s budget will be reinstated at twice its previous allocation, prior to the regrettable and unauthorized reductions.”
The theatre erupted. Staff leapt to their feet. Papers flew into the air and someone in the back began weeping loudly and without shame.
Onstage, the Prime Minister raised both hands for calm. “Let me be clear,” he added. “The former Home Secretary, Kevin Hatman, did not possess the authority to dismantle this agency. Nor to level this block. Nor to install a centralized clothing incinerator of any size.”
Laughter rippled through the hall. 
In the third row, Samantha leaned toward Vera. “I thought the Prime Minister was right-handed, you know,” she whispered.
Vera did not take her eyes off the stage. “Shh,” she said still clapping.
“But he’s gesturing with his left,” Samantha insisted quietly. “And his tie knot is reversed, eh.”
Vera gave her a warning look. “This is not the time.”
Onstage, the Prime Minister continued his victory address, speaking of resilience, vigilance, and the importance of domestic shuttlecock-related diplomacy.
The applause swelled again.
In the front row, Rontho joined in with measured, dignified clapping. The sort that implied satisfaction without indulgence.
Beside him, a hospital bed had been positioned with careful discretion. Sylvia lay motionless, machines humming softly around her. The steady rhythm of monitored life. Her face was pale but peaceful.
Rontho glanced at her briefly. He allowed himself the smallest, almost imperceptible smile. If she had been awake, he thought, she would have applauded louder than anyone.
The storm had finally ended. The agency had been restored. The budget had doubled. And though certain details of the PM’s performance such as handedness, posture and subtle tonal shifts remained unresolved, the theatre roared with triumph. For tonight, victory was sufficient.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc17686_1726456658]Chapter Loose Ends in the Natatorium
After the speech, after the applause and after the Prime Minister’s motorcade had dissolved into the evening light, Sir Rontho retired to the only place he believed triumph could be properly reviewed: the indoor pool.
MI7’s lower level natatorium had been restored with suspicious speed. The tiles gleamed. The water was perfectly heated. Discreet lighting shimmered across the ceiling like something celestial but properly budgeted.
Rontho swam laps with metronomic precision.
At the pool’s edge stood his key staff. Vera, arms folded. Samantha, still faintly suspicious of everything.
Fred, installed comfortably in the adjacent hot tub, sipped on a flute of champagne with bubbles rising around him like a victorious stew.
Sylvia’s hospital bed had been wheeled in and positioned with alarming proximity to the waterline. Despite the steady hum of monitors, she remained in her coma, serene and immovable, as though simply refusing to miss the debrief.
Rontho reached the end of his lane, executed a flawless underwater turn, and pushed off again.
Vera tracking him as he cut through the water. “I am so confused,” she called out, loud enough to be heard over the bubbles. “How did you stop the maggot rain?”
“Simple,” Rontho replied without breaking stroke. “Greg Stevens’ junk drawer contained the clues.” He reached the far wall, flipped, and continued.
They all waited patiently for him to surface again and elaborate. 
He reached the end and addressed them from below. “You see, decades ago, Greg used the Grimoire to compose dubious heavy metal lyrics. Although crude and pedantic they contained authentic infernal phrasing and marginally competent pentametre. Unfortunately, his pronunciation was… mercurial.”
Fred leaned forward in the hot tub. “He winged it.”
“Precisely,” Rontho said. “Years later, when his litigation empire collapsed, he attempted to reinvent himself as an importer of inexpensive industrial air filters.”
“Cheap knock-offs,” Samantha muttered.
“Very,” Rontho confirmed as he began another lap. “He couldn’t make them function properly. In frustration, he recited several lines from the Grimoire, believing them to be metaphorical. They were not.”
Rontho reached the wall again and turned.
“He accidentally summoned an ancient entity. Possibly Nath-Horthath or Oukranos. Did I mention his phonetics were sloppy?”
The staff absorbed this calmly.
“Greg, not understanding the language he was butchering, asked the entity to fix his filters in exchange for his soul.”
Fred snickered appreciatively sarcastic. “Bold sales strategy.”
“The entity laughed,” Rontho continued. “And instead of fixing the filters, it cursed them. Greg assumed the bargain complete because the machinery appeared operational. He sold them to multiple power plants, including Corrhingham.”
Vera frowned. “But that was decades ago. The blood and maggot rain only started recently.”
Fred raised a hand from the hot tub. “I can take this,” he said.
Rontho dove deep and porpoised his way rapidly underwater.
“When I was up at Corrhingham replacing the filters,” Fred explained, “I noticed they were slightly misaligned. For years they had been angled just enough to direct the cursed output eastward.”
“Eastward?” Samantha asked.
“Toward Russia,” Fred elaborated. “Prevailing winds did the rest.”
A silence settled over the pool.
“So,” Vera said slowly, “for decades, another country was getting showered in occult byproduct?”
Rontho surfaced at there feet once more. “Intermittently,” Rontho clarified. “It was interpreted as typical winter weather. For Russia.”
“And then what happened?”
Fred sank a little deeper into the bubbles. “Maintenance crew rotated the stacks during routine repairs. Corrected the alignment.”
“And redirected the curse,” Vera finished.
“Back home,” Rontho said. He had surfaced at the far end and was resting briefly against the tile.
“So Dhegdheer the desert demon had nothing to do with it, eh?” Samantha asked.
“Not directly,” Rontho replied before submerging and heading back again.
When he surfaced mid-lane, he continued, voice echoing slightly across the water. “The connection was administrative rather than supernatural. Kevin Hatman’s dubious investments in SomaliWorld were quietly funneled through one of Greg Stevens’ defunct offshore entities. That entity had, years prior, brokered the sale of the filters.”
Vera blinked. “So Hatman was unknowingly profiting from cursed air filtration systems?”
“Yes.”
“And then used the resulting atmospheric catastrophe as a mandate to consolidate power.”
“Also yes.”
Fred let out a low whistle. “That’s… efficient villainy.”
“It would have been,” Rontho said evenly, “had he not insisted on playing badminton.”
At the mention of Hatman, Vera glanced toward Sylvia’s bed. The machines continued their steady rhythm.
Rontho slowed his stroke and came to rest at the pool’s edge near her. “For what it’s worth,” he said quietly, “I’m sure she would agree, the victory was worth the effort.”
The water lapped gently against the tile.
On the far side of the room, Samantha had found bespoke picnic table and where she now sat eyeing a sub sandwich the length of her forearm. She took a peaceful bite.
“I am just grateful the blood rain has stopped,” she said, mouth full. “I can finally eat without existential drizzle, eh.”
Around her neck hung her turtle pendant, glued carefully back together and threaded onto a leather strap. It was imperfect with visible seams but whole again.
The room was warm with comradery. The sky outside was clear with sunshine. The Prime Minister was restored and MI7’s budget doubled.
The cursed filters had been replaced, the Grimoire contained, the offshore accounts frozen and the former Home Secretary politically evaporated.
No loose ends remained.
Rontho pushed off from the wall and resumed his laps. Order, once again, moved in straight lines.

THE END

[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc38978_33289249]Epilogue
Editorial Note:
The following epilogue is presented solely in the interest of continuity with other published works attributed to Mr. McCracken and/or for use in future authorized editions concerning the operational undertakings of MI7.
A few days after the blood rain ceased, normalcy, or MI7’s closest legal approximation of it, had begun to settle back over the compound.
Sir Rontho was taking one of his reflective constitutional walks through the lower administrative corridors when he passed the Janitorial Surveillance Room and, on a whim, decided to step inside, intending on doing a bit of Tai Chi.
Tucked beneath one arm was his rolled-up exercise mat stuffed with dusty dossiers, and in the other hand he carried a ceramic mug of tea with such authority that it seemed less a beverage and more a credential. He entered expecting solitude, inner balance, and perhaps ten uninterrupted minutes of what he believed to be ancient Chinese movement meditation.
Instead, he found Vera and Samantha seated before a long bank of surveillance monitors, studying live CCTV feeds of the streets surrounding Trafalgar Square with a level of concentration normally reserved for hostage situations and missile defense.
“What about that one?” Sam asked, leaning forward and pointing at a monitor. “Tall, dark coat, excellent arm form when walking, eh?”
Vera barely glanced at the screen before dismissing him. “No. He limps too much.”
Rontho paused mid-unroll and slowly lowered the yoga mat. “What,” he asked carefully, “is the meaning of this?”
Sam looked over her shoulder with no trace of shame. “Sorry, boss, didn’t see you there. We’re finding Vera here a date. Yeah?”
Vera, who had until that moment been attempting to disappear into her chair, went scarlet. “We are not,” she muttered.
“We absolutely are,” Sam corrected. “You said, and I quote, that perhaps life should contain at least one thing not on fire.”
“That was not consent,” Vera hissed.
Rontho studied the screens with quiet interest, then leaned in slightly. “Manhunting,” he said in a thoughtful tone, “is a discipline in which I possess a modest degree of experience, my dears.”
The monitors showed a dozen angles of London foot traffic: men in trench coats, cyclists, delivery drivers, a man arguing with a pigeon, and one particularly suspicious clarinetist.
Then, as casually as if recommending a dry cleaner, Rontho said, “What about the pizza delivery fellow from the Bulgarian nightclub?”
Vera froze.
Sam turned toward her, delighted. “Bulgarian nightclub? Tell me more!”
Vera’s mouth fell open. “What?”
Rontho sipped his tea. “The one with the tragic eyebrows and unexpectedly competent disco delivery skills.”
Vera stared at him in horror. She had never told anyone about the fleeting, irrational crush she had developed on the handsome pizza courier she had glimpsed during the now-infamous Bulgarian nightclub incident. Not Sam. Not Sylvia. Not even herself, in any formal sense.
“How,” Vera asked faintly, “do you know about that?”
Rontho looked mildly puzzled by the question. “My dear Vera,” he said, “I know everything that enters or exits my operational radius carrying mozzarella.”
He reached into the inner pocket of his dressing robe, because of course he was wearing a dressing robe at work, and withdrew a manila dossier, which he tossed onto the surveillance desk in front of her.
Vera lunged but Sam snatched it up first before Vera’s fingers had a chance.


On the front was stamped:
SOFECTISTAT, GREYSON
Status: Low-Level Person of Peripheral Interest

Sam flipped it open with glee.
Rontho continued, almost academically, “Greyson Sofecistat. Age twenty-eight. Orphaned young. Raised by his grandmother in North London. Excellent driving record. One unresolved parking citation in Camden, which I believe speaks more to municipal corruption than character.”
Vera blinked at him. “You have a file on a random pizza delivery driver I looked at in a nightclub?”
“I have a file on everyone,” Rontho replied. He took another sip of tea and looked around the room realizing this was not his Tai Chi chapel.
Sam read from the dossier, “His grandmother, incidentally, was deep cover for the Soviets from 1983 onward.”
Rontho continued, “No one ever informed her the Cold War had concluded, so she still transmits coded knitting patterns through Radio 4 on alternate Thursdays.”
Sam nearly choked trying not to laugh.
Vera, now mortified beyond measurable scale, stared at the dossier as if it might explode.
Rontho, meanwhile, had moved on to stretching his shoulders for Tai Chi, apparently satisfied he had been helpful. “I fail to see the issue,” he said. “The boy seems steady, underemployed, and only mildly compromised by hostile intelligence entanglements.”
Vera made a small strangled sound.
Then, taking advantage of the fact that both Sam and Rontho were now discussing whether “mildly compromised” counted as a green flag, she quietly stood up and edged toward the door.
One step. Two steps. Three...
“Ah,” Rontho said suddenly, turning just as she reached the threshold.
Vera froze.
With the air of a man remembering to mention where he had left the milk, he added: “I hired Greyson, by the way. He starts on Monday.”
Sam let out a delighted shriek.
Vera looked as though she might actually die on the spot.
Rontho gave her a crisp little nod, pleased with his own efficiency. “You’re welcome.”
And with that, he set down his tea, unfurled his mat in the middle of the surveillance room, and began solemnly performing the opening movements of Islamic prayer under the enduring belief that he was mastering Tai Chi.


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc38997_33289249]Afterward

It has been brought to my attention, against my better judgment and, I suspect, in direct contravention of several unwritten social understandings, that the central figure of this volume, one Sir Rontho, is not, in fact, a real person. This will not, I think, come as a surprise to the more discerning reader.
Indeed, let me state at once and with all the emphasis available to a gentleman of breeding: Sir Rontho is not based upon any real Englishman, living or dead, nor even upon any reasonably observed approximation thereof. He is not the product of familiarity, insight, anthropological rigor, or even the most superficial brush with authentic British character. He is, rather, the feverish invention of a colonial mind working from fragments: a few overheard vowels, several damaged notions of class hierarchy, and what one assumes was a catastrophic overexposure to old spy serials, second-rate school stories, and whatever the author imagines happens in “the upper crust.”
Mr. Hammer McCracken, to put the matter plainly, has no earthly idea what a real British person is like.
He does not understand our habits, our institutions, our emotional architecture, our modes of speech, our subtle gradations of insult, or our sacred national ability to communicate hatred through courtesy alone. His understanding of England appears to have been assembled from expired marmalade advertisements, wartime cigarette tins, and the hallucinations of a man who once lost consciousness in a secondhand bookshop.
And yet, and here I must be honest, there is something in the result that is, if not accurate, then at least alarmingly persistent.
For while Sir Rontho bears no resemblance to any actual member of the British ruling class, he somehow manages to embody a species of impossible confidence, ceremonial arrogance, and indestructible self-regard so grotesquely exaggerated that one is forced, against all instinct, to continue reading.
This is not realism. It is not even parody in the disciplined sense. It is a kind of transatlantic slander sustained over several chapters.
One must also address, however reluctantly, the matter of Mr. McCracken himself. It is my understanding that the man has long been regarded with justified suspicion by all sensible authorities and has, either formally or by overwhelming implication, rendered himself unwelcome throughout large portions of the Commonwealth. Whether this condition arose from personal misconduct, literary offenses, customs irregularities, or some regrettable combination of the three, I am not at liberty to say. I will only note that there are airports, consulates, and members’ clubs across the English-speaking world whose staff have been furnished with his likeness and advised to remain vigilant.
He is, in short, a liar.
An industrious liar, certainly. At times even an entertaining one. But a liar all the same.
And so the reader would do well to approach this volume in the proper spirit: not as an authentic account of British life, nor as a faithful rendering of gentlemanly conduct, meteorology, diplomacy, or empire, but as a wildly unauthorized fantasia in which all such things are handled with flamboyant incompetence and, now and then, startling charm.
Should you emerge from these pages with an improved understanding of the British character, then I can only conclude that civilization is in a far graver state than even I had feared.
Still, if you emerge amused, then perhaps not all is lost.

-Lord Algernon Wexley-Forth, K.B.E., D.Phil. (Oxon.), F.R.S.L.
Former Attaché for Ceremonial Affairs
Honorary Patron, Royal Institute for Dignified Silence
Temporary Resident of Geneva, by Preference


[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc38971_33289249]Appendix 1A
[EXTRACT: CLASSIFIED / PRESUMED DESTROYED IN THE 1956 FILING FIRE]
Sub-Appendix IX(c), Addendum to the Supplementary Roll of the Peerage
Filed under: RONTHO, PERPENDICULAR / DISPUTED FORMS OF ADDRESS
Maintained under irregular authority by the College of Arms, via the Office of the Lord Chancellor’s Junior Assistant Fan Club

Explanatory Note on the Styling of Sir Roland Ulysses Rontho

It has been observed, both within formal correspondence and in certain unauthorized but persistent social usages, that the individual properly entered as Roland Ulysses Rontho, Esq., son and legal heir of The Right Honourable Lord Rontho, is most frequently and stubbornly referred to as “Sir Rontho”, rather than by his Christian and hereditary style in the customary fashion.
Under ordinary circumstances, this mode of address would be considered irregular, imprecise, faintly vulgar, and likely to provoke a letter-writing campaign from no fewer than three heraldic societies and one retired bishop. Nevertheless, the usage is, by longstanding compromise, tolerated.
The irregularity stems from a private arrangement entered into during the reign of Edward VII, wherein Lord Rontho the Elder, in exchange for retaining certain dignities, immunities, and unspecified “special considerations,” voluntarily surrendered his practical parliamentary ambitions and agreed to withdraw from future contention in the Commons and related public offices. The precise terms of this understanding were never entered into the public record, though several marginal notes refer cryptically to “the Incident with the Irregular Gas-mask.”
As part of this settlement, Lord Rontho retained his title and precedence for life and for ceremonial purposes, but a peculiar limitation was attached to the styling of his issue. His son and heir, though entitled by blood to future inheritance of the family distinction, was not to be publicly advanced or habitually styled in a manner suggestive of immediate legislative or aristocratic continuity.
Lord Rontho, finding this intolerable on both paternal and theatrical grounds, lodged repeated objections. He is recorded as having declared:
“If the boy may not be a Lord, then by God he shall at least be a Sir.”
Though this statement possessed no force in law, it possessed sufficient force in personality.
Thus, by custom, irritation, and repetition, the designation “Sir Rontho” entered tolerated usage, not as a formally conferred knighthood (despite repeated anecdotes to the effect), nor as a proper peerage style, but as a social and administrative accommodation intended to preserve domestic peace and prevent further correspondence from the family.
It is therefore noted for the avoidance of confusion that:
· “Sir Rontho” is not, strictly speaking, correct. 
· It is, however, permitted by exhaustion. 
· Staff and clerks are advised not to challenge the styling directly unless equipped with written authority, witness support, and an immediate route of escape. 
This note is to remain attached to all internal references concerning the family until such time as the matter becomes irrelevant, impossible, or politically inconvenient.
Filed reluctantly,
A. P. Wetherby
Deputy Acting Supplemental Recorder (Unpaid)
For the Lord Chancellor’s Junior Assistant Fan Club
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