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I was under orders.

If I hadn’t been - if Captain Gibson hadn’t actually told me I needed to be there - I  don't know how anyone could have persuaded me to put my bare foot in the pool of water in the centre of the sacred Temple of the New Man. Even though we’d been told it was all about the most important part of the ceremony. Oh, and there were eight of us doing it, at the time, and only two of us were spies. The rest were clean young men hoping to climb the corporate ladder and get promotion in the City of London. Well. as the man once said: there's safety in numbers.

The occasion was the inauguration of our contact Neil Larkey into this most exclusive and important of Secret Societies. Not that I'm a member, but the Exalted Amalgamation of Free Men goes back to medieval times in England, and is a great way to get on in this country, I'm told. You can meet people and gain influence. In our business - the Intelligence Services - it's even a way to get promotion. Also, since Neil is an American, it was a way – he figured – that he might get accepted. It isn't easy becoming part of the English Establishment if you're a foreigner, even if you're a spy - even if you're working for us.

Which is why the Captain wanted me there.

He didn’t trust Neil.

Since I'm not a member, not a New Man, I was forced to line up with the other seven who were there as Supporters and Witnesses to this ancient ceremony. Then, as the music started, we were told to take off our right shoes. Then socks. Then roll our trouser legs up to the knee. After that, we had to gather around the small pool of tepid water, face in a clockwise direction, and sink our right foot into the water. It came up to our ankles. It was warm. There was no problem. Then we were told to link hands and chant 'Kat Kaa' in a deep voice, over and over again.

I nearly started laughing.

Neil had it worse. He was blindfolded and there was a peacock feather placed in the side of it, to stick out over his left ear. He was dressed in light blue with a white shirt, but had a red sash across his chest with strange, hieroglyphic writing on it. I don't know what it said. It might have translated as 'This man is an idiot', but none of us non-members would know. He also had to keep saying, 'Thank you, profound blessings' to everyone he was introduced to as he was led around the assembled throng. He didn't seem to mind that. After all, that was the point for him – to get introduced to lots of people – and, looking at them, even with a quick glance, it was obvious they were some of the most important and influential members of our society. They were well dressed, even without the sashes of many colours, silk cummerbunds and dangling tassels. It was the hats that did it for me. I haven't seen so many feathered tri-cornered hats before. Not since Nelson was an Admiral in the Royal Navy and Winston Churchill was a lad.
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