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Dedication

For the rain.
And for those who understand that some things should not have a price —
not because they are priceless,
but because the moment you set one, something is already lost.




About This Book

Agent Black has been with the Service for longer than he discusses. He has operated in seventeen countries, neutralised four conspiracies involving the privatisation of natural resources, and once unnerved a GRU defector through sustained non-blinking.





When the Vulpine Industrial Conglomerate secures the rights to British rainfall and introduces the Precipitation Privatisation Act — complete with a Splatter Indemnity Clause allowing citizens to be sued for unauthorised collection of water via damp clothing — Black is the obvious choice.





He is barely a foot tall. He radiates the weary lethality of a man who has seen empires crumble and breadcrumbs vanish. He will not wear the penguin attire. He has opinions about this.





A deadpan espionage novella set across nine case files, from the Diogenes Club to the Snowdon Aviary, in which the weather is not for sale and Black is the reason it stays that way.
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Case File One

The Splatter Indemnity Clause



      The heavy velvet curtains of the Diogenes Club muffled the sound of the London rain, which Agent Black noted with professional disdain was currently being taxed at a suboptimal rate. He sat in a bespoke mahogany armchair, his orange webbed feet barely clearing the edge of the cushion. Before him, on a low table of the kind that had witnessed three centuries of decisions no one would acknowledge, sat a cut-crystal glass of tomato juice, thick and viscous as a primary source.

      Black did not blink. He hadn't blinked for three minutes and forty seconds. It was not a performance. It was a resting state.

      'The situation in the Cotswolds is deteriorating, Black,' M said, addressing a point approximately three inches above Black's head. It was the unspoken protocol of the Service: one addressed the rank, the weight of the service record, the accumulated silences of a career conducted entirely below the threshold of official acknowledgement. One did not address the plumage. To acknowledge the beak was to admit something that would require an amendment to the Official Secrets Act and a fairly uncomfortable afternoon with the Cabinet Secretary.

      Black took a deliberate sip of the juice. A small amount clung to his bill.

      He ignored it.

      'The Pond Sovereignty Party,' Black said. His voice was a dry, gravelly rasp — the voice of a man who had smoked things he couldn't name in countries that no longer existed. 'They're moving on the clouds.'

      'Worse.' M slid a dossier across the table without looking at it. He had the manner of a man who had read the contents, disliked them, and was now making them someone else's problem — which was, Black reflected, the foundational skill of the British establishment. 'They've secured the rights to the cumulative humidity of the West Midlands. If the Precipitation Privatisation Act passes, every drop of rain that falls on British soil will legally belong to the Vulpine Industrial Conglomerate. They intend to charge the public by the millimetre, indexed against the global cost of desalinated greywater.' M paused. 'It's fiscal hydromancy. And the foxes are leading the charge.'

      Black looked at the dossier. The legislation was chillingly efficient. The topographical maps of the Thames basin. The humidity projections. The annexe at page forty-seven, which one might overlook entirely if one didn't read footnotes, which was of course precisely why it had been placed there — the 'Splatter Indemnity Clause,' subsection (c), which granted the Conglomerate the right to pursue civil action against any citizen found to have collected water via unauthorised means, including but not limited to: umbrellas, damp overcoats, upturned faces, and —

      He turned the page.

      — open mouths.

      'Foxes,' Black said. 'Unreliable. They view the hydrologic cycle as a liquid asset.'

      'Which is why you're going in.' M cleared his throat with the discretion of a man clearing it for the last time on a particular subject. 'There's a gala this evening at the Oakhaven Estate. Lord Reynard is hosting. The entire PSP front bench. We need the coalition destabilised before they can ratify the rainfall margins.' He paused again, with the slightly pained expression of a man about to say something he would prefer not to have said. 'If this goes through, the Home Office will have to begin charging the homeless for the humidity of their own breath. The Treasury is working on the metering logistics. I gather it's proving technically—' He appeared to search for the word. '—fiddly.'

      'The evening wear,' Black said.

      M glanced at the garment bag over the chair. 'Q-Division has—'

      'I told them, M.' A pause of the specifically weighted variety. 'I do not negotiate in penguin attire. A goose in a dinner jacket is a parody; a goose in his own skin is a weapon. We established this during the Mallard Subterfuge. East Berlin, 1964. It's in the file.'

      'There are those who feel the file is—'

      'It is in the file, M.'

      M looked at the middle distance. The middle distance offered nothing useful, which Black had always considered the defining characteristic of the middle distance.

      'Quite,' M said. 'Regardless. Q has something for you.'

      He reached into a small velvet-lined box — the kind used, Black knew, for items that could not be described in any procurement document — and produced a pebble. River-smoothed. Unremarkable. Forty-five grams, give or take.

      'The Mark IV Lithic Acoustic Decoupler,' M said, with the particular bureaucratic flatness of a man reading from an internal document he does not fully understand. 'When placed within six feet of a target, it phase-cancels all outgoing vocal frequencies. The subject continues to speak. The speech simply — doesn't arrive anywhere. All verbalised intent becomes non-binding atmospheric vibration.' He set it on the table. 'Battery life is forty minutes. Q asks that you return it afterwards. We've only the two.'

      Black took the pebble in his bill and tucked it into the harness.

      He stood. He was barely a foot tall. He radiated the particular lethality of a man for whom scale had long since ceased to be a relevant consideration.

      'One more thing.' M produced a single typed sheet. 'Research has confirmed a secondary application of the pecten. The serrated edge along your upper mandible — in a high-velocity environment, it can be used to disrupt the airflow of a pursuit vehicle. It's a biological redundancy that the Service has neglected since—' He turned the page. '—the failed Goose Programme. Crimean War. Frankly, the whole episode was—' He appeared to read something that caused him mild discomfort. '—best left there.'

      Black paused at the door.

      'Information is only a redundancy until the ammunition runs out, M.'

      M looked at his Earl Grey. 'Mind your toes,' he said, which was not a response to anything Black had said and was not intended to be.

  

      The Oakhaven Estate was a sprawling monstrosity of neo-Gothic architecture and aggressive landscaping, the sort of property that announced itself by having too many chimneys. It smelled of wet earth and predatory ambition, of old money and newer money arranged to look like old money, which was a smell Black had encountered in seventeen countries and found no less offensive in any of them.

      The gala was in full swing. Men in black tie and women in silk moved through the ballroom, unaware that the air they breathed was being assessed for its moisture content. Lord Reynard stood at the centre of a circle of men who had the confident, forward-leaning posture of people who had recently agreed on something — which Black considered the most dangerous human configuration he regularly encountered.

      'The beauty of the Act,' Reynard was saying — his voice a slick, carefully maintained purr — 'is its inevitability. Gravity brings the rain down. Capital brings the profit up. We are simply streamlining the descent.' He accepted a fresh glass from a passing tray without looking at it. 'Why should the sky remain the only un-monetised real estate in the Kingdom? It is an affront to the principles of the free market to allow a thunderstorm to occur without a corresponding invoice.'

      Someone laughed. Someone always laughed.

      Black had already found the ventilation duct.

      The ascent was not dignified. The ducts were narrow, coated in the fine industrial sediment of a building that cleaned everything visible and nothing else. He moved with agonising precision, claws clicking against galvanised steel in a rhythm that was, if nothing else, consistent. To any other operative, this would have constituted an indignity. Black had conducted surveillance in places that made this duct seem palatial. He did not dwell on them.

      He reached the primary junction. Below, through the grate, Reynard had separated from the party. With him: a man in a dark suit and a tie the colour of a stagnant marsh. Sterling. Leader of the Pond Sovereignty Party. He had the eyes of a man who had decided, early in life, that principle was a negotiating position.

      'The contracts are signed,' Sterling said, low. 'Once the first storm front hits, we trigger the sensors. We've already secured the patent for Atmospheric Containment. Legal defines a cloud as a stray asset of the Crown, leased back to the Conglomerate at a peppercorn rate. It's airtight.'

      'It would want to be,' Reynard said.

      Black deployed the Decoupler.

      The pebble fell through the grate. It landed on the Persian rug without drama — a dull thud, four feet from Reynard's brogues — and did nothing visible.

      Then Reynard opened his mouth to continue his sentence, and the sentence did not arrive.

      He tried again. Sterling watched him. Then Sterling tried. They looked at each other with the particular blankness of men who have been mid-conspiracy and found themselves suddenly, comprehensively, alone with it. Reynard gestured. Sterling gestured back. Their mouths moved with
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