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It’s not that Anne hates her job. She’d just never planned to be the head of Operational Oversight – looking after multiple departments because of endless budget cuts – for a clandestine Crown agency tasked with keeping the supernatural out of the public eye and off the streets. She’d envisioned rather a different life when she was working her way up the ranks at GCHQ. She’d never even heard of S.P.E.A.R. then. Of course, few enough people had, and wasn’t that rather the point? But even just into her early twenties, she’d done well by herself in the intelligence community. Good fieldwork had landed her a desk job in the Doughnut, and though Cheltenham was a far cry from Brixton and farther from her family than she liked, she’d made it work.

	The lonely days and lonelier nights had been worth it. Until the Foreign Secretary’s eye had fallen on her in a security briefing she’d been seconded to because of the time she’d spent handling Crown interests in the Congo. After rejecting the subsequent months of private briefings at his request and unwelcome advances in the bargain and one very loud slap his entire office heard when he finally dared lay hand on her, the Secretary spread it round that she’d been pursuing him. A young Black woman accused by a venerated member of the peerage with his eye on a run at the Prime Minister’s office in a handful of years? She hadn’t stood a chance.

	Director Hearne had been kind, at least. Kiera had fought her own battles to rise to her position as an outsider with a history deeply tangled in the Troubles – Kiera hadn’t ventured the specifics, and Anne knew better than to ask what had driven her out of Ireland; she wielded enough power in her own right as a Permanent Secretary to forestall the Foreign Secretary’s demands about Anne’s future, or lack thereof; and she was all too familiar with the kind of lies that destroy the careers of promising young women. So, when Kiera offered her an alternative, a chance to disappear into working in the warrens of an offshoot, off-books branch of the GCHQ, Anne leapt at the chance.

	In the decade since, having travelled the world and seen things no sane person should behold, sometimes Anne’s not sure she made the right choice. Misgivings exacerbated by governmental penny pinching that have left S.P.E.A.R. underfunded and understaffed for decades. The organization seen by many as a relic: a haven of superstitious fools fighting shadow wars against fairy tales. Which is, of course, absolutely what you want when you’ve got ridiculously powerful things you really should not have kept alive hidden away in the depths of a decaying building with decrepit arcane wards, organizational mundane tech that’s several generations out of date by necessity as well as cost, and staff turnover that’s as much a nightmare as the things you see on the daily. Turnover that doesn’t even account for the staff who keep getting eaten. On site and off.

	Turnover, and general issues, that lead to incoming – and often just as quickly outgoing – overeager staff in Logistics to look at the agency’s long history of financial frustrations and suggest eliminating S.P.E.A.R.’s capture policy altogether. But then that would require knowing how to kill those things you’re not supposed to have. And some things… Some things you just lock away and hope never find their way back out of the deep, dark hole you’ve buried them in.

	But for all the nightmares that haunt her dreams and waking hours both, sometimes the most distressing problems are the terrestrial ones. Like Lionel.

	Anne shakes her head as she reads through another editing pass of the latest “transcript” submitted for review by the junior staffer at Archives who has been the bane of her existence for the last four years.

	“Gods damn it, Lionel,” she whispers as she reads through the hard copy she’s printed out and on which she’s already burned through one red pen. She flips the rest of the lengthy document’s pages with a flutter, far too many left. “What do you have on Glen that he keeps letting you do this?”

	She sighs as she goes back to making her corrections and crossing out large tracts of extraneous editorializing. Knowing she’s going to have to make all these corrections digitally as well. But this at least is easier on her eyes. It also has the virtue of being far faster to reduce a pile of papers to ash in a pinch than to ever truly erase data. Old habits die hard.

	The quiet knock at her door startles her, one of her few remaining direct reports post the latest round of cost-cutting measures peeking shyly round its edge. 

	“What is it, Kevin?” she asks as he timidly crosses the threshold.

	“We have a problem.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Civilian and military staff alike part for Anne like a Red Sea as she storms through the upper layer of the Ring. S.P.E.A.R.’s HQ arranged in concentric circles descending gradually deeper into the earth – an intricate, arcane design built from complicated spatial geometries meant to keep a great many things out, and far more in.

	“‘It’s just a city of monsters. How different can it be from any other nest?’” Anne mutters as she stalks past a team of men trying to wrangle something with far too many limbs and no eyes into a temporary holding cell until Typing or R&D can figure out what the hell it is and how to deal with it. The thing’s unholy wailing echoing down the halls as it twists and distorts into other shapes while the capture team tries to keep hold of it.

	Anne grumbles as she leaves them behind her, heading for the War Room. Another non-Euclidean horror. Far too many of them on-site already. Maybe they’ll be able to eliminate this one or send it home before it takes up still more space in the already overcrowded true holding cells in the floors below. S.P.E.A.R. so often feeling more like a prison than an agency proper.

	Several people in military fatigues sporting S.P.E.A.R. patches salute her as she rounds a corner on her way to the converted audience chamber that serves as the beating heart of S.P.E.A.R.’s sanctioned military operations, black ops and otherwise. She doesn’t return the motion as an armed guard at the door swipes a keycard possessed of geometry painful to behold across a keypad outside a many times reinforced door so she can keep moving. Anne intent instead on keeping the stack of papers in the too-small file folder in her arms from spilling everywhere – the surveillance data on Marrowmont having rapidly expanded over the last few weeks since its discovery – as she enters an already packed meeting.

	The noisy chatter that preceded her arrival dies as she drops the massive packet onto the circular ring of the conference table. Before she loudly scrapes her chair across the steel floor and drops into it. “Forgive my tardiness. I was otherwise engaged. Now, which one of you daft fucks authorized sending more agents into Marrowmont after we lost the first group?”

	“Good evening to you, too,” says the dashing, mahogany-skinned man across the table from her in his immaculate RP pronunciation. His voice cutting over the affronted outbursts at Anne’s bluntness. That damnable smile lighting up his face. Gideon’s attire as immaculate as ever: even slouched back in his seat he looks as if he just stepped out of a Burberry ad.

	“Is it?” Anne asks as she glares at her ex-husband, before taking her time staring down the rest of the table as she sweeps her gaze around the room. Both living and dead members of the organization in attendance: past directors and chairmen, consultants, a handful of staff from Logistics and R&D, and far too many mostly dead military commanders too old and ornery to let a little thing like death keep them from letting civilians run things. All of them in attendance with their staffs and flunkies. The room uncomfortably full. 

	Far too few women among that number for Anne’s liking. S.P.E.A.R. no less an old boys’ club than many of the organizations she’s worked for. The Director is noticeably absent. In truth, Anne hasn’t seen him in weeks. No one in the agency has. But reports keep getting signed off on and inter-agency communiqués keep flowing from his office, so it’s business as usual until someone else says otherwise. In the meantime, Anne keeps running her departments and doing her best to hold this place together while it falls apart around her.  

	“We were in the middle of—” begins a spectral white gentleman, dressed in the tattered remnants of a lab coat that went through at least one explosion, in a painfully nasal Mayfair accent before Anne cuts him off.

	“We’ve lost another one,” Anne says, daring him to shut her down. When he doesn’t, she adds, “His discovery failsafe triggered. We got lucky that none of our other agents were identified before the beast of Marrowmont emerged and devoured them. Now we have at least one asset compromised, probably more. Had any of you ever run field operations on-site, you might have considered this outcome. But in light of this cock up, would anyone care to inform me how many agents we’re currently running in Marrowmont? Since I don’t recall giving authorization to reallocate those resources and now have to spend more of our non-existent budget facilitating exfiltration.”

	“I don’t need you to tell me how to run my people,” says a magnificently mustachioed bear of a white man in a basso profundo, he towering over his colleagues even seated. The older man taller still as he stands to berate the younger woman across from him.

	“When?” asks Gideon, leaning forward, ignoring his colleague and the rest of the aggrieved not-so-subtle squabbling that rises in the wake of Anne’s words.

	“Half an hour past. We’ll know more once we can retrieve his last dead drop. But whatever Marrowmont’s citizens may have learned before his death, there’s still time to contain this mess.”

	“I quite agree,” says Gideon, raising his voice and his arms to call for silence. “Gentlemen! Ladies,” he adds an afterthought, inclining his head at a frowning Anne and the handful of other women scattered around the room. “In light of this new development, I think you’ll all agree that the option already on the table has just become far more … pressing.”

	At Gideon’s gesture down at the white paper on the table before him, Anne takes the opportunity to flip open her own copy. The slender proposal barely several sheets long and neatly laid out before her seat – many other copies already well-perused around the table. Most of the room carefully not looking at each other as Gideon grins like the cat that’s got the cream. The senior staff, especially the dead ones, excited at whatever prospect Gideon’s put together.

	Anne looks up after only a few lines, wide eyes trained on Gideon. “You can’t be serious.”

	“On the contrary,” says Gideon, spreading his arms wide. “Their choice to unleash this creature on the world leaves us no real recourse but a tactical strike. All signs point to the beast that’s breached being a rather different category than would allow for capture, I think you’ll agree.”

	Anne looks around the table for help. No one meeting her eyes. “The extra-dimensional entity actively engaged in trying to wipe them out?”

	“A weapon of mass destruction off its leash is still a WMD. That however they sought to bind it didn’t take is all the more reason to remove them from the board before they get it right.”

	“We have more than sufficient means to manage it,” says a rail-thin white ghost in a brigadier general’s uniform, long bone-pale beard trailing down the ragged front of his uniform, covering the many exit wounds there. “Some rather apocalyptically potent provisions in our ‘larder,’ wouldn’t you say?”

	“You can’t all actually be considering this?” asks Anne, seeking for more reasonable voices to join her. From the silence, no one willing to risk throwing in with her.

	“What good are these bloody things we’ve got under our feet if we don’t use them?” croaks a former field marshal, the old white man so ancient when he died his ghostly features are all but mummified.

	“They’re not attack dogs,” says Anne, rising to put her palms down on the table in front of her and lean in. “You can’t train them. You can’t control them. You’d never get them back in their cages—”

	“They’re territorial. We’ve all seen it when they cross paths,” says a young Gurkha lieutenant colonel far too calmly. As if that alone sorts everything.

	“In environs that are left uninhabitable, irradiated wastelands – none of them
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