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CODEX

      
      ‘We want you to keep an eye on some departmental assets that are going walkabout,’ Angleton said, as if we were talking about
         paper clips or rubber bands. So of course I didn’t think to ask what kind of assets he had in mind. Silly me.
      

      
      The last month’s asset-watching has been something of an eye-opener. I’ve got a whole new bundle of guilt, not to mention
         a bunch of secrets to see me through the sleepless nights. Assets, going walkabout. That’s a euphemism, you know, as the actress said to the bishop. Sort of like the French prime minister describing an H-bomb
         test as ‘a device which is exploding.’
      

      
      So here without further ado is my recollection of the events classified under APOCALYPSE CODEX.
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      In a hierarchy every employee tends to rise to his level of incompetence.

      
      Dr. Laurence J. Peter, The Peter Principle





      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      OFFICE JOB

      
      Things are getting better: It’s been ten months, and I only wake up screaming about once a week now. The physiotherapy is
         working and my right arm has regained eighty percent of its strength. The surviving members of the Wandsworth Cell of the
         Brotherhood of the Black Pharaoh have been arrested and detained indefinitely at Her Majesty’s Pleasure, in accordance with
         the secret supplementary regulations in Appendix Six of the Terrorism Act (2003); and every day, in every way, my life is
         getting better and better.
      

      
      (The happy pills help, too.)

      
      Please ignore the nervous tic; it’s an unavoidable side effect of my profession. The name’s Howard, Bob Howard: I’m a hacker
         turned demonologist, and I work for the Laundry, the secret agency tasked with protecting Her Majesty’s Realm from the scum
         of the multiverse. The nightmares, scars, and post-traumatic flashbacks are the fault of the bad guys, some of whom also work (or rather, worked) for the Laundry – which fact is currently causing a shit-storm of epic proportions to rage through the corridors of government.
      

      
      Ten months ago, while seconded to the BLOODY BARON committee, I stumbled across evidence of a leak inside the Laundry. That
         sort of thing is supposedly impossible (our oath of office supposedly binds us to service on peril of our soul) but, nevertheless,
         Angleton – whose assistant I am, and who is not entirely human – set a trap for the mole, with yours truly as the tethered
         goat.
      

      
      Things got a little out of hand, and before the dust settled the Black Brotherhood attempted to raise and bind an ancient
         evil called the Eater of Souls, using a ritual that required a human body for it to possess. (Guess who they had in mind for
         the starring role?) Luckily for me they hadn’t quite worked out that the Eater of Souls already is incarnate in a body – Angleton’s – but before the Seventh Cavalry arrived I discovered the hard way that Nietzsche was right:
         if you stare into the Abyss for too long it stares into you, and likely finds you crunchy with ketchup and a little relish on the side. Bad dreams ensued all around, and it left me
         with a disquieting new talent that I’ve been doing my best to avoid thinking about too hard.
      

      
      Well, they arrested Iris and her surviving minions and sent them to a camp in the Lake District where it rains sideways five
         days out of four, all technologies invented after 1933 are forbidden, and if you walk too far beyond the perimeter fence you
         find yourself walking back towards it. I imagine that’s where they live to this day, when they’re not answering questions
         in a room where the patterned carpet makes your eyes burn if you stare at it for too long, and your tongue writhes like a
         tapeworm in your mouth if you try to stay silent.
      

      
      As for me, I got to go home four months ago. I finished writing up my confidential report, and the nightmares have mostly stopped: I only dream about the fence of living corpses around the
         step pyramid on the dead plateau a couple of times a week now, and the hole in my right arm has mostly healed. So I’m all
         right, at least on paper.
      

      
      A month ago, I went back to work. I’m on light duty for the time being, but I’m sure that’ll change once management decides
         to feed me back into the meat grinder.
      

      
      Before I continue, I’ve got a confession to make.

      
      A couple of years ago, Angleton told me to start writing my memoirs. Which should have struck me as really fishy – why on
         earth should a junior civil servant in an occult intelligence agency be required to write a memoir? (Especially as ninety percent of the stuff therein is classified up to the eyeballs and protected by wards that will make
         steam boil out of your ears if you try to read it without the right security clearance.) But I’m older and more cynical these
         days, and I understand the logic behind it.
      

      
      The deadliest threat to any covert organization is the loss of institutional knowledge that comes with the death or retirement
         of key personnel. The long-term survival prospects for those of us who practice the profession of applied computational demonology
         are not good. Let me put it another way: I’ve got a really generous pension waiting for me, if I live long enough to claim it. As we drift helplessly into the grim meathook future of CASE NIGHTMARE
         GREEN, the final crisis when ‘the stars come right,’ the walls between the worlds dissolve, and the monsters come out to play,
         we’re going to need more sorcerers than can be trained by conventional methods; we’re going to have to drop a lot of our existing
         security practices, allow the stovepipes between departments to melt, lower the firewalls, and get these sorcerers up to speed and mixing new metaphors as fast as possible. These memoirs are therefore intended to feed into an institutional
         knowledge base that, by and by, will help my successors (including new operations management personnel) to survive by allowing
         them to avoid my non-fatal blunders – blunders I only lived through because I made them in a kinder, more forgiving age.
      

      
      (Also, there is this: writing down nightmares is a really good way to exorcise your demons.)
      

      
      However, as I record this account of the events surrounding the Apocalypse Codex, I’m going to have to take some liberties.
         For starters, even if I’m dead when you read this, other people affected by the events in this document may still be alive – and what you learn from
         it may hurt them. So I’m going to have to redact some sections. Also, I’m in line management these days, and although I debriefed
         all the surviving participants and read all the reports, I didn’t personally witness all the action. In fact, I spent much of my time following the trail of broken bodies, explosions, and general mayhem that BASHFUL
         INCENDIARY left in her wake – and praying that I wouldn’t be too late.
      

      
      (Praying? Well, yes – metaphorically speaking. As you doubtless know if you’re reading this memoir, there is One True Religion;
         but I wouldn’t want you to get the idea that I was a follower of N’Yar lath-Hotep, or The Sleeper, or any of their nightmarish
         ilk. My prayers are secular, humanist, and probably futile. It’s one of my character flaws; I was a lot happier when I was an atheist.)
      

      
      Anyway, I’m going to use a simple convention in this memoir. If it happened to me, I’ll describe it in the first person, from
         my own point of view. If it happened to someone else, I’ll describe it in the third person, from the outside. And if there’s
         something you really, really need to understand if you’re to avoid having your brain eaten by gibbering monsters from beyond spacetime, I’ll take time
         out to harangue you directly.
      

      
      Finally, if it happened to one of us but it has the potential to be damaging if disclosed, you’ll have to come back with a
         higher security clearance in order to check out the version with the spicy bits.
      

      
      And so, to business.

      
      A Month Later.

      
      Dear diary …

      
      No, scratch that. Two months ago I went back to work.
      

      
      The first month was light duty, pottering around the office, catching up on a backlog of training courses and paperwork, filling
         in time.
      

      
      And of course I let myself be suckered into a false sense of security, into thinking that everything was, in fact, getting
         better and better. Despite the nightmares and the security protocols and the ever-present awareness of the fast-approaching
         end of reality as we know it – I began to relax.
      

      
      Big mistake, Bob.

      
      A lot of things can happen in a month. In the context of the last month, I have … well, I’m not dead, even though I’ve acquired my first gray hairs. I’m not insane, or back in hospital, under
         arrest, or even slightly maimed. All things considered, that’s a minor miracle.
      

      
      A little light duty, filling in time. Ho bloody ho. ‘We want you to keep an eye on some departmental assets that are going walkabout,’ Angleton said, as if we
         were talking about paper clips or rubber bands. So of course I didn’t think to ask what kind of assets he had in mind. Silly
         me.
      

      
      
      The last month’s asset-watching has been something of an eye-opener. I’ve got a whole new bundle of guilt, not to mention
         a bunch of secrets to see me through the sleepless nights. Assets, going walkabout. That’s a euphemism, you know, as the actress said to the bishop. Sort of like the French prime minister describing an H-bomb
         test as ‘a device which is exploding.’
      

      
      So here without further ado is my recollection of the events classified under APOCALYPSE CODEX.

   



      
      
      1

      
      BLOODSTONE CAPER

      
      A clear spring night over Bavaria, cloudless and chilly. The setting moon is a waning crescent, the shadows lengthening to
         the southeast. A distant propeller drone splits the sky above the foothills of the Bavarian Alps as a late-flying Cessna 208
         works its way slowly northeast towards Munich. The single-engine utility plane is nearly six kilometers up as it cruises over
         the forested slopes of the west Allgäu.
      

      
      It’s cold and noisy in the unpressurized cabin, which is unfurnished and bare but for anchor points and tie-downs: this is
         nobody’s idea of business class. Nevertheless, three passengers, all with oxygen masks, crouch on the floor. One of them wears
         overalls, a safety harness, and a headset plugged into the crew circuit. He waits by the cargo door, listening for a word
         from the cockpit. The other two passengers wear helmets and parachute packs in the same color scheme as their midnight camo
         overalls.
      

      
      At a terse instruction from the cockpit, the jump-master leans forward and tugs the door open. As he does so, the taller and heavier of the midnight skydivers leans his helmet close to
         his companion’s ear and speaks. ‘Are you sure this is entirely safe, Duchess?’
      

      
      ‘Come on, Johnny! A midnight HALO drop over mountainous terrain, then a rooftop landing on a madman’s folly guarded by unholy
         nightmares?’ Her laugh is a rich, musical chuckle. ‘What can possibly go wrong?’
      

      
      ‘It’s not that.’ Her companion raises a hand, adjusts the fit of the night vision goggles that half-obscure the front of his helmet, lending
         him the face of a giant cubist insect. ‘I mean, it’s the payload. We’re getting a bit too damn close to the deadline, if you’ll
         pardon my French.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, really.’ She looks out the door, at the screaming midnight gale and the invisible forest below, as one hand moves to
         touch the bulge at her left hip. ‘Yes, we are very late. Blame the ash cloud from Grímsvötn: we should have been able to do
         this last week. But if you think I am going to abort now, and risk landing at Franz Josef Strauss Airport with that thing
         still in my pocket—’
      

      
      The jump-master interrupts: ‘Sixty seconds.’

      
      ‘I thought you’d say that,’ Johnny says gloomily.

      
      ‘Relax. Everything will be fine once it’s back in its wards. Just try not to get hung up on the battlements.’

      
      ‘Thirty seconds.’

      
      Johnny gives the jump-master a thumbs up and stands, holding the rail beside the open side-door. His companion rolls to her
         knees and tugs the strap connecting her harness to a kit bag the size of a large carry-on, then stands up behind him. Pausing,
         she turns to the jump-master and hands him an envelope. ‘For yourself and Darren,’ she says, meaning the pilot. ‘With my undying
         love, Oscar.’
      

      
      
      ‘It has been a rare pleasure, Ms. Hazard.’ The jump-master raises his hand. ‘Five seconds! Three. Two. One. Go—’
      

      
      And then he’s alone with the night and magic.

      
      Persephone is falling into darkness.

      
      Kilometers below her, the tree-shrouded slopes of the alpine foothills are growing rapidly closer. The wind is a constant
         roaring drag at her arms and legs as she stops her spin, then scans the grainy green disk of her night vision goggles around
         until she can see a light green St Andrew’s cross perhaps a hundred meters below her, and Johnny, free-falling towards the
         target. He begins to crab sideways, and she checks her altimeter and the compact GPS receiver on her wrist. Off course by
         a couple of hundred meters: Johnny has noticed and is correcting. She makes sure to keep her distance to one side. Despite
         her nonchalant act, she’s keyed up and apprehensive: she’d think twice before trying to pull a caper like this with anyone
         else.
      

      
      Nearly a minute later she’s just two thousand meters above ground level. The target is in view over the ridge line as her
         altimeter begins to beep. She brings her right hand in and pulls the handle. There’s the usual moment of screaming tension,
         then the whoosh and lung-emptying jolt as the chute opens – cleanly, no messing, excellent. The falling stone has hatched into a drifting feather, gently circling towards the ground. She reaches up and grips the
         rigging handles, spots Johnny’s chute. She’s fallen past him and he’s now fifty meters above her and off to the left. That’s
         either too damn close, or not close enough – depending on how the landing goes. She spots a hand wave. He’s aware of her position.
         Good.
      

      
      One thousand meters up. The target is visible, sitting proudly atop a rugged hill overlooking the Alpsee and Schwansee lakes.
         Schloss Neuschwanstein was the last and greatest architectural folly of Mad King Ludwig of Bavaria, model for a million Disney
         fantasies. Today it is one of the most popular tourist attractions in Germany, with a newly opened gallery of baroque art
         in the lower stories below the king’s staterooms.
      

      
      From the perspective of a nighttime parachute drop, the roofline is a nightmare – steeply pitched gables surrounded by pointed
         conical towers, like an enormous meat tenderizer poised to slam into flesh and bones.
      

      
      Persephone focuses on the roofline, picks out the craggy pitch of the Palas with its gables and chimneys and turrets, and
         steers towards it.
      

      
      Sane people do not go skydiving at night. They especially don’t go skydiving at night over mountainous terrain, then try to
         land on the steeply angled tiles of a castle roof, with a twenty meter drop to a cobblestoned courtyard off to one side …
      

      
      … But nobody has ever accused Persephone Hazard of being sane.

      
      She flares and lifts her knees to clear the spine of the roof, spills air and drops towards the tiles, slides jolting sideways
         towards the cornice below – and is yanked to a stop by the cable attaching her harness to the peak of the roof by a specially
         shaped grapple. There is nothing random about the grapple: she and Johnny went to great pains to study the roof earlier, taking
         photographs and measurements from the Marienbrücke hillside. The grapple is locked to the roof, held in place by her weight.
         The chute, in contrast, drapes loosely around her. Persephone rolls, putting her back to the roof, and gathers in the chute
         with both arms. Thirty meters away on the other side of the roof, Johnny is doing much the same. She can see movement at the
         other end of the Palas, fabric sliding across tiles. Good. She relaxes infinitesimally. So far, the plan is on track.
      

      
      
      Five minutes pass.

      
      Persephone has rolled up her parachute, knotting it in its own cords, and secured it to the strap of the kit bag dangling
         below her. Now she begins to pay out one end of the loop of rope that runs through the eye of the grapple, lowering herself
         towards the edge of the roof. The nearest of the high skylights, surmounted by its own steep gable, is below her and only
         three meters to her left. Removing an anchor from her sling and reaching out sideways, she levers between slates, feeling
         for a roof timber to drive the anchor into. Working in darkness takes time: fifteen minutes pass as she crabs sideways in
         silence, driving anchors every meter and carefully moving her attachment away from the roofline grapple. Finally she is in
         position, ready to lower herself alongside the gothic arch of the window. And so she descends.
      

      
      The window is leaded, with a cast-iron frame. There are no security contacts on the glass or its surround; who would break
         into a castle from the rooftop? Persephone peers inside, sees no telltale shimmer of infrared LEDs. The castle security is
         tightly focused on the lower windows and outer approaches, and the display cabinets and paintings. Up here there’s nothing
         to worry about but the fire alarm. And the watchers.
      

      
      A minute later, she lowers her kit bag and then herself to the parquet floor of the Hall of the Singers.

      
      A shadow moves swiftly in the end gallery: ‘What kept you?’

      
      ‘Bad positioning. Help me with this.’ She kneels and begins to unpack components from the bag while Johnny assembles them.
         He’s still tightening bolts as Persephone removes her helmet, unfastens her harness, then unzips her coveralls. Beneath them
         she wears leggings and a black leotard; her dark hair is knotted in a tight chignon. She has a dancer’s physique – but a dancer
         would not be wearing the equipment webbing and pouches, or the mummified monkey’s hand strung on a leather cord around her neck. She puts her climbing harness back on over the leotard,
         dons the night vision goggles, then pulls a shoulder bag from the sack and stuffs her discarded overalls and helmet inside
         it.
      

      
      ‘Okay, I think I’m ready, Duchess.’

      
      Persephone checks her watch, a Seiko chronometer, synchronized to a broadcast time signal. ‘We are running late – ninety-six
         minutes to the conjunction.’
      

      
      ‘Shit. Well, I suppose I’d better get moving, then.’

      
      Johnny pulls out a pair of bent wires from his pocket and walks to the end wall. Whistling tunelessly he paces backwards,
         holding them before him; then, having found his distance, he switches direction and moves towards the middle of the floor.
         ‘Let’s see … just about here, I think.’
      

      
      Persephone, who is watching from the gallery, narrows her eyes. ‘Fifty centimeters closer to the window.’

      
      ‘If you say so, Duchess.’ Johnny squats and begins to work at the parquet tiles. They form a beautifully polished herringbone
         pattern in rich mahogany, glued to the floorboards below with hot bitumen. With less than two hours to do the job, there’s
         no time for subtlety: Johnny systematically vandalizes them with the aid of a battery-powered jigsaw. First, he uses a cord
         to draw a circle a meter in diameter around his measurement point. Next, he carefully cuts a groove in the flooring.
      

      
      Persephone, meanwhile, rolls the metal framework close to him. Then she pulls out a compact caulking gun, inserts a cylinder,
         and begins to draw a much larger circle on the floor around them. The oozing paste is silvery in the diffuse moonlight, gravid
         with metallic particles. She periodically pauses to draw arcane symbols around the outer perimeter. Once the circle is closed
         she retreats inside and then removes a ruggedized tablet computer from one of her pockets. It sports an expansion port, and this she attaches to the circle by a short cable.
      

      
      ‘We’re locked in,’ she announces calmly as Johnny pauses to empty the saw’s dust bag again. The inner circle is two-thirds
         cut through.
      

      
      ‘This will take another five minutes.’ He reaches into a pocket, pulls out a compact power screwdriver and a couple of attachment
         points, and screws them into the cut-out circle. Without looking up he threads a wire through the hook-and-eye attachments
         and fastens it to the metal frame. Then he picks up the saw and cuts out the rest of the circle. Another minute with a pry
         bar and then the hand-crank on the portable crane, and the disk of flooring is dangling on a wire.
      

      
      ‘Allow me.’ Persephone leans forward and shines a penlight into the dark recesses below the floorboards. Thick timber joists
         as strong as a ship’s yardarm run from side to side of the dusty underfloor space, half a meter apart; it stinks of mouse
         droppings and ancient history. About forty centimeters below the floor there is another surface – the ceiling of the Arbeitszimmer,
         the royal study.
      

      
      She winces slightly at the thought of what she’s about to do to the gloriously paneled and painted interior of the royal suite.
         Mad King Ludwig bankrupted Bavaria building this castle; he spent over six million marks on it – close to half a billion euros
         in twenty-first-century currency. But there’s a job to be done, and the price of failure is even higher.
      

      
      She reaches into the pouch on her left hip with one gloved hand and pulls forth a velvet bag. Opening it, she teases out a
         chain of bright-polished white gold, each link of which is encrusted with glistening emeralds. She lowers the bag by its chain
         over the dust-strewn roof below. It stirs slowly, dangling away from the vertical. ‘The amulet points to the warded containment,’ she says quietly. ‘We are out of position – at least
         two meters, perhaps three. Pass me the hand drill.’
      

      
      ‘Are you sure? It’s no bother to raise another lid—’

      
      ‘It may not bother you, Johnny, but I don’t like desecrating a work of art. Pass me the hand drill and hook me up.’
      

      
      ‘It’s your funeral.’ Johnny passes her the drill, then ropes her harness to the crane. Persephone takes a deep breath, then
         worms her way underneath the floor boards.
      

      
      They have been on, in, and under the Hall of the Singers in the Palas of the Neuschwanstein castle for nearly an hour at this
         point. There are no burglar alarms on this upper story.
      

      
      That does not mean, however, that there are no guards.

      
      Persephone Hazard is at peace among the dust bunnies of the underfloor spaces, mentally and physically in the zone as she
         worms her way towards the ceiling directly above the amulet’s indicated spot. Every fifty centimeters she stops and uses the
         drill to tap a hole in the floorboards above her, then screws another anchor into the woodwork, and walks one of her load-bearing
         cables forward. It’s slow, laborious work, and the palace is not cold – with the central heating running, so too is the sweat.
      

      
      The amulet is dangling straight down now, and Persephone has begun to orient herself, rolling over to face the floor below,
         when the hair on the back of her neck begins to tingle. She reaches her left hand up to grasp the monkey’s fist at the base
         of her throat. A thrill of terror washes through her for a moment before she forces herself to stillness. Whatever is happening
         overhead, she can’t crawl backwards fast enough to be out of the hole in time to help Johnny deal with it. But there are other options. She rolls onto her back, raises the hand drill, swaps out
         the bit for a thirteen-centimeter-hole saw, and applies it to the boards above her.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Johnny – Jonathan McTavish, accomplice and loyal lieutenant and sometime adjutant in the 2ème Régiment Étranger de Parachutistes – has become aware that he is no longer alone in the ballroom.
      

      
      No door has opened, nor window slid ajar. No human lungs breathe the still, nighttime air with him. Nevertheless, he is not
         alone. He knows this by a prickling in the tattoo on the biceps of his left arm, by the warming of the warding amulet on the
         chain around his neck, by the goose bumps in the small of his back, by the strange blood running in his veins. And he knows
         it by the faint luminous glow coming from the warding circle that Persephone inscribed around him before embarking on her
         dive beneath the floorboards.
      

      
      Johnny slowly scans the room, looking for traces. His nostrils flare. This is not strictly a visual talent, nor does he expect
         his night vision gear to spot the heat trace of a living body in the gloom. He and the Duchess are here tonight to lay something
         to rest; there are beings that will not appreciate this work. Entities that will go unfed if the amulet is restored to its
         rightful place in the display cabinet of King Ludwig’s study, replacing the artful forgery that a long-dead cat burglar replaced
         it with decades ago. Things that do not appreciate the way the amulet’s power is blocked while it is confined in this place.
      

      
      Johnny has what used to be called Witchfinder’s Eyes by the old women in the highland village where he was born. And there
         are some kinds of trouble he can see in the dark with his eyes closed. The gothic architecture and baroque decorations in
         the Hall of the Singers cannot disguise one aspect of the design of the room – that it is essentially a box chock-full of
         right angles.
      

      
      The Schloss is a museum and a tourist attraction by day, a small and significant part of Bavaria’s cultural heritage owned
         and maintained at arm’s reach by the agencies of the state government. But it wasn’t built here, in the foothills of the Bavarian
         Alps, solely for the picturesque view. Ludwig Friedrich Wilhelm II was not known as the Mad King by reason of mere psychiatric
         diagnosis alone, nor was the coup and subsequent assassination that ended his reign a matter of mere realpolitik. The Schloss
         was not built to be a temple to the Moon King’s Wagnerian fantasies. Tonight, on the eve of a certain recurring celestial
         alignment, the temple’s night watch are padding through the passages and stairs of the castle on black velvet paws, their
         eyeless muzzles questing for the stink of fear.
      

      
      There is movement at the end of the room.

      
      Johnny raises his hands round the back of his neck: he draws a pair of strange knives from their sheaths, their twin blades
         carved from flat slivers of some black glassy material.
      

      
      Claws click on the parquet floor as a doglike darkness stalks into the hall.

      
      There is no panic, but Johnny wets his lips. These things have no ears or eyes, but rely on other senses to find their prey.
         ‘Duchess,’ he says quietly, ‘we’ve picked up a hound.’
      

      
      The dog-thing fades in and out of view as it walks towards the warding circle. Shards of leg and head and torso ripple and
         stretch, rotating and distorting around an invisible reference point as it moves. When in motion it is an occult blur, but
         when it pauses its entire body is visible: a nightmare-black dog-shape, a gaunt eyeless hunter that doesn’t seem to be all
         there.
      

      
      
      The ward is doing its work, for by its movements the hound appears baffled and uncertain. Nevertheless, Johnny tracks it tensely,
         throwing knife raised and ready. The knives snarl silently, eager to drink souls. They carry words of banishment, hopefully
         enough to send the hound back from whence it came … but perhaps not. One thing is sure: the instant one of the knives crosses
         the perimeter of the ward, the ward’s protection will vanish. At this range, if he misses his target, the hound will be on
         top of him within two seconds. And while Johnny wouldn’t blink at facing off against a timber wolf, these things are different.
         Even a momentary skin-to-skin contact with its rippling integument means death. He’s only going to get one shot at it.
      

      
      The hound casts its blind muzzle from side to side, then pauses a couple of meters short of the ward, right in front of Johnny.
         It lowers its head towards the floor, and freezes, muzzle pointing straight down.
      

      
      He throws once, in a blur.

      
      There’s a blue flash as the knife splits the warding circle; simultaneously, a loud thudding noise comes from the vicinity
         of the hound. The dagger strikes the hound directly, splashing ribbons of green light from its flank. But it isn’t the hungry
         knife that causes the hound to thrash wildly and keel over, huge jaws snapping at its own belly. There’s another door-slamming
         sound. ‘Clear!’ he calls, pitching his voice low as he steps over the shorted-out warding circle and approaches the hound,
         which is lying still now, limbs twitching tetanically. ‘It’s not quite gone yet,’ he adds, as he sets the point of the other
         knife to the side of the hound’s throat and pushes.
      

      
      There’s a moment of resistance, then he topples forwards, reaches out to catch himself with one hand against the floor. Of
         the hound there is no sign, save the knife and the splinters around the firing hole Persephone had drilled beneath it. ‘It is now,’ he adds.
      

      
      The rest of the operation goes exactly according to plan.

      
      Using the amulet as a guide, Persephone drills a thirteen-centimeter hole in the ceiling of the Arbeitszimmer. She fastens
         the amulet to a fishing line and lowers it through the hole. Peering through a compact fiber-optic probe, she lowers her payload
         towards a display cabinet in the shape of a grotesque miniature oak chapel that squats beneath a mural depicting scenes from
         the legend of the Holy Grail. There is a glass screen and velvet ropes to keep visitors from getting too close, and there
         are under-carpet pressure sensors and infrared body heat detectors – hence the ceiling approach. The amulet descends towards
         the front of the cabinet, tugging like a magnet beside an automobile. Then there’s a sudden yank on the cord, a crunch of
         fine woodwork, and a shattering of glass. The amulet slams into the center of the display, where its identical twin rests
         on a velvet pad; the replica is sent flying as the wards inlaid in the floorboards under the parquet around the cabinet flash
         lightning-bright.
      

      
      Persephone tenses; but there is no shrill of bells. Pressure plates are seldom tuned to hair-trigger sensitivity, lest the
         security guards are called out every time a mouse scurries across the floor at midnight. Nor do body heat detectors work on
         pieces of extravagant jewelry, whether or not they are imbued with grotesque and unpleasant powers by their former owner.
         She permits herself a sigh of relief. Then she turns her attention to retrieving the replica of the Moon King’s amulet from
         the bottom of the cabinet: a fiddly fishing job, but one familiar to any child who has wasted their pocket money on an amusement
         arcade grab-machine – and far more rewarding. It’s just like old times, really.
      

      
      
      Finishing, she coils up the fishing line, weights it down on top of the ceiling boards with her hand drill, and retreats back
         to the Hall of the Singers – making sure to take the spent cartridge cases from her silenced pistol with her.
      

      
      ‘Done here,’ she says as Johnny pulls her out of the hole in the floor. ‘Just the one hound?’

      
      ‘The next time I see ’em hunting in a pack will be the first.’ He checks his chronometer. ‘Thirty-two minutes to alignment.
         Is it in place?’
      

      
      Persephone glances at him, scrutinizing his face: he’s as stoical and imperturbable as ever. ‘Ever walked past a big electromagnet
         with a ring of keys? It knows where it belongs. The wards still work after all these years. Nothing to worry about.’ She smiles,
         buzzing with exultation. The amulet is back in place, another chink in this world’s defenses repaired just in time. The replica
         installed in place of the stolen original by an uninformed but highly proficient jewel thief is safe in her bag, earmarked
         for delivery to its final resting place. The incursion will be exposed tomorrow, recognized for what it is by security guards
         boggling at the ingenuity of the cat burglars who came so close to stealing the Mad King’s crown jewels the night before.
      

      
      ‘Let’s go!’

      
      Persephone gathers her climbing ropes and stalks towards the windows, ready to abseil to the forest below in preparation for
         the long midnight walk to the rented safe house in Füssen. Tomorrow they will dispose of their equipment and meet with an
         agent who will take the not-invaluable forgery (itself containing over a hundred carats of blue diamonds and black fire opals,
         supplied to the jewel thief by a very special collector to whom the original was vastly more interesting than any collection
         of unenchanted gems) and make it disappear. Then they will depart by light plane, and it’s back to the cover of the everyday whirl of the celebrity culture vulture circuit for her, and the adventure tour business
         for Johnny.
      

      
      As she pauses on the window ledge to check her harness, Persephone feels more alive than she has in ages.
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      SKILLS MATRIX

      
      Ms. MacDougal squints at me disapprovingly over the top of her Gucci spectacles: ‘This year you’re going to take at least
         three weeks of Professional Development training, Mr. Howard. No ifs, no buts. With great power comes great authority, and
         if you want to stay on track for SSO 5(L) you will need to acquire an intimate and sympathetic understanding of the way people
         work outside the narrow scope of your department.’
      

      
      I will say this for Emma MacDougal: she may be a fire-breathing HR dragon, but she doesn’t short us on training opportunities.
         ‘What should I be looking at?’ I ask her.
      

      
      ‘The Fast Stream track: leadership and people management skills,’ she says without batting an eyelid. I nearly choke on my
         coffee. (It’s a sign of how far I’ve come lately that when I’m summoned to the departmental HR manager’s office I rate the
         comfy chair and the complimentary refreshments.) ‘This is foundation work for your PSG and Grade Seven/SCS induction.’ Which
         is HR-speak for promotion: Professional Skills for Government and Senior Civil Service. ‘Your divisional heads have endorsed you for SCS, and I gather you’ve shown up on the radar Upstairs’ – she means Mahogany
         Row – ‘so they’ll be taking a look at you in due course to decide whether you’re suitable for further promotion. So it’s my
         job to see you get the grounding you need in essential operational delivery and stakeholder management. You’re going to have
         to go back to school – Sunningdale Park.’
      

      
      I grin uncertainly at her buzzwords. Where I come from, stakeholder management is all about making sure you’ve got your vampire
         where you want it. ‘Isn’t Sunningdale Park for regular Civil Service?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. So what?’

      
      ‘But’ – we don’t exist is on the tip of my tongue – ‘this is the Laundry.’ Which really doesn’t exist, as far as most of the civil service is concerned; we’re so superblack that the COBRA Committee has never heard of
         us. (In actual fact we’re a subdivision of SOE, an organization that was officially disbanded in 1945.) Our senior management,
         Mahogany Row, are so superblack that most of us don’t ever see them; as far as I can tell, you hit a certain level in the Laundry and you vanish into such total obscurity
         that you might as well not be in the same organization. ‘Isn’t Sunningdale Park big on teamwork and horizontal networking
         across departmental boundaries? Who am I supposed to tell them I work for?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, all our fast track candidates are assigned a plausible cover story with backup documentation.’ Emma stares at me thoughtfully.
         ’I think … Yes, wait a minute.’ She turns to her very expensive tablet PC and rattles off a memo. ‘You’re going to be a network
         security manager from, ah, the Highways Agency. Securing our nation’s vital arteries of commerce against the scum of the internet,
         road tax dodgers and drunk drivers, and so on.’ A carnivorous smile plays across her lips as she continues: ‘You’re being promoted because they need someone who understands
         these machines’ – her fingers linger on the keyboard – ‘to supervise the GPS and number-plate recognition side of the National
         Road-Pricing Scheme.’
      

      
      ‘But I’ll be about as popular as herpes!’ I protest. The NRPS is the nanny state poster-child project of the decade – monitoring
         vehicle number plate movements and billing the owners for road usage, automatically fining them if they move between two monitoring
         sites faster than the national speed limit permits. It’s hugely overambitious, hated by everyone from Jeremy Clarkson to the
         Ambulance Service, supposedly due to be self-funded out of revenue raised from fines, and destined to overrun its budget faster
         than you can say ‘public-private prolapse.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly; nobody’s going to want to get too close to you.’ Her wicked grin erupts. ‘Isn’t that what you were worried about
         a moment ago?’
      

      
      ‘But – but—’ I surrender. ‘Okay.’ I’ve got to admit, it’s the perfect cover. ‘But what about the networking and schmoozing
         side of things?’
      

      
      ‘Your second-level story is that you’re looking for an exit strategy from the Highways Agency; they’ll talk to you out of
         pity.’ She shrugs. ‘You don’t need me to draw you a diagram, Mr. Howard. I’ll set up the training account and book you in
         as soon as possible; the rest is up to you.’
      

      
      That evening I break the bad news to Mo. ‘They’re sending me to management school.’

      
      ‘That’ll be an eye-opener, I’m sure.’ She peers at me over her rimless spectacles, then picks up the open bottle: ‘More wine?’

      
      ‘Yes please. They’re trying to turn me into one of them.’ I shudder slightly at the memory of managers past. Bridget and Harriet, banes of my life, who lost a game of king-of-the-castle
         to Angleton. Andy, who is a nice guy with a bad habit of dropping me in it occasionally. Iris, the best line manager I ever
         had, who turned out to have hidden depths of a most peculiar and unpleasant kind. I generally have terrible luck with managers
         – except for Angleton, who isn’t a manager exactly (he just scares the crap out of everyone who tries to use him as a chess
         piece). Sitting uneasily somewhere outside the regular org chart, off to one side, doing special projects for Mahogany Row,
         he hardly counts.
      

      
      ‘You’re wrong,’ Mo says crisply, and pours a goodly dollop of pinot noir into my glass. ‘If they tried to turn you into another
         pointy-haired clone they’d destroy your utility to the organization – and beating swords into plowshares is not in the game
         plan. They’re gearing up to fight a shooting war.’ She tops up her own glass. ‘Here’s to your imminent officer’s commission,
         love.’
      

      
      ‘They’ll make me wear a tie!’ I protest.

      
      ‘No they won’t.’ She pauses to reconsider. ‘Well, if they’re sending you on regular civil service training courses at the
         National School of Government you probably ought to dress the part, but there’s no need to go over the top.’ She looks at
         me appraisingly, and there’s something very professional about her gaze. Like me, my wife works for the Laundry; unlike me, she keeps one foot in the outside world, holding down
         a part-time lectureship in Philosophy of Mathematics at King’s College. (Maintaining that much contact with everyday life
         is central to keeping Agent CANDID sane – I’ve seen what the other half of her job does to her, and it’s heartbreaking.) ‘You’re
         going there as a student so you can probably get away with business casual, especially at your grade and given a technical
         specialty as a background.’
      

      
      
      ‘Huh.’ I finally raise my glass and take a sip of wine. ‘But I’m going to be stuck there for a whole week. Stranded in deepest
         Ruralshire without you. There’s on-site accommodation, run by some god-awful outsourcing partnership; there probably isn’t
         even a pub within a fifteen kilometer radius.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense. It’s suburbia; you can get into town of an evening, there’s a bus service, and there are bars and restaurants on
         campus.’
      

      
      The kitchen timer goes off right then, yammering until she walks over and silences it, then opens the oven door. That’s my
         cue to stand up and start hauling out plates and serving spoons. Dinner is a for-two curry set from Tesco, and we’ve been
         married long enough to have worked out the division of labor thing: you know the drill.
      

      
      (It’s funny how, despite the yawning abyss that has opened up beneath the foundations of reality, we cling desperately to
         the everyday rituals of domestic life. Denial isn’t just a river in Egypt …)
      

      
      Mo tugs at the frayed edges of my management-phobia over the wreckage of a passable saag gosht and a stack of parathas. ‘Sending
         you on a course on leadership and people skills sounds like a really good idea to me,’ she says. Tearing off a piece of the
         bread and wrapping it around a lump of lamb and spinach: ‘They’re not saddling you with stuff like public administration,
         procurement policy, or PRINCE2. That’s significant, Bob: you’re getting a very odd take on management from this one.’ She chews thoughtfully. ‘Leadership and people skills. Next thing you know they’ll be
         whisking you off to the Joint Services Command and Staff College.’
      

      
      ‘I am so not cut out for that.’
      

      
      ‘Oh. Really?’ She raises an eyebrow.

      
      
      ‘Marching around in uniform, spit and polish and exercise and healthy outdoor living, that kind of thing.’ I’m making excuses.
         We’ve both worked as civilian auxiliaries with the police and military on occasion. I chase a chunk of spinach around my plate
         with a fork, not meeting her eyes. ‘I don’t get it. This particular training schedule, I mean. There’s a lot of work I should
         be doing, and there are courses at the Village’ – Dunwich, our very own not-on-the-map training and R&R facility – ‘that I
         could be auditing. Stuff that really will improve my survival prospects when the tentacles hit the pentacle.’
      

      
      Mo sighs and puts down her spoon. ‘Bob. Look at me. What’s coming next?’

      
      ‘What’s – dessert?’ I try to parse the precise nuanced meaning of her frown. ‘The big picture? DEEP SIX rising? Um, the Sleeper
         in the Pyramid’s alarm clock going off? The Red Skull Cult taking the sightseeing elevator up the Burj Khalifa with a black
         goat and a SCSI cable – oh, you mean CASE NIGHTMARE GREEN?’ She nods: kindly encouragement for the cognitively challenged.
         ‘The end of the world as we know it? Lovecraft’s singularity, when the monsters from beyond spacetime bleed through the walls
         of the universe, everyone simultaneously acquires the power of a god and the sanity of an eight-week-old kitten, and the Dead
         Minds finally awaken?’ She nods vigorously: clearly I’m on the right track. ‘Oh, that. We fight until we go down. Fighting. Then we fight some more.’
      

      
      I look at my plate, at the smeary streaks of drying curry and the mortal remains of a dead sheep’s slaughtered, butchered,
         and cooked haunch. ‘Hopefully we don’t end up as someone else’s dinner.’ For a moment I feel a stab of remorse for the lamb:
         born into an infinite, hostile universe and destined from birth to be nothing more than fodder for uncaring alien intelligences vaster by far than it can comprehend. ‘’Scuse me, I’m having a Heather
         Mills moment here.’
      

      
      Mo makes my plate disappear into the dishwasher. That’s what my Agent CANDID does for the Laundry: she makes messes vanish.
         (And sometimes I have to hold her in the night until the terror passes.) ‘What you missed, love, is that it’s not enough for
         you to be good at your job. When the shit hits the fan your job’s going to get a lot bigger, so big that it takes more people
         to do the work. And you’ve got to show those other people how to do it; and you’ve got to be good at leading and motivating
         them. That’s why they want you to go on this course. It’s about getting you ready to lead from the front. Next thing you know
         Mahogany Row will be taking a look to see if you’ve got what it takes to be an executive.’
      

      
      I stare at my wineglass for a moment. That latter bit is so wildly out there that it’d be laughable, if the big picture wasn’t
         so dire. What do executives do, anyway? It’s not as if there’s ever anyone in the posh offices when I’m called upstairs to
         deliver an eyes-only report. It’s like they’ve transmigrated to another dimension, or moved outside the organization entirely.
         Maybe they’re squatting in the House of Lords. But she’s right about the job getting bigger and the need for rad management
         skillz, that’s the hell of it. ‘I suppose so,’ I admit.
      

      
      ‘So. When do you start?’ she asks.

      
      I blink. ‘I thought I told you? It’s next Monday!’

      
      ‘Oh, for—’ Mo picks up the wine bottle. ‘That’s a bit sudden.’ She drains it into our glasses, then adds it to the recycling bucket. ‘All next week?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’m supposed to check in on Sunday evening. So we’ve got tomorrow and Saturday.’

      
      
      ‘Bugger.’ She looks at me hungrily. ‘Well I suppose we shall just have to make up for time apart in advance, won’t we?’

      
      My pulse speeds up. ‘If you want …’

      
      By Monday afternoon the torture has not only begun, it is well underway.

      
      ‘Hello, and welcome to this afternoon’s workshop breakout session exploring leadership and ownership of challenging projects.
         I’m Dr. Tring and I’m part of the department of public administration at Nottingham Trent Business School. We like to keep
         these breakout sessions small so we can all get to know one another, and they’re deliberately structured as safe space: you
         all work for different agencies and we’ve made sure there’s no overlap in your roles or responsibilities. We’re on Chatham
         House rules here – anything that’s said here is non-attributable and any names or other, ah, incriminating evidence gets left
         behind when we leave. Are we all clear with that?’
      

      
      I nod like a parcel-shelf puppy. Around me the three other students in this session are doing likewise. We’re sitting knee-to-knee
         in a tight circle in the middle of a whitewashed seminar room. The powder-blue conference seats were clearly not designed
         by anyone familiar with human anatomy: we’re fifteen minutes in and my bum is already numb. Dr. Tring is about my age and
         wears a suit that makes him look more like a department store sales clerk than an academic. As far as my fellow students go,
         I’m one of the two dangerous rebels who turned up in office casual; the rest are so desperately sober that if you could bottle
         them you could put the Betty Ford Clinic out of business.
      

      
      This morning we started with a power breakfast and a Power-Point-assisted presentation on the goals and deliverables of this
         week’s course. Then we broke for an hour-long meet-and-greet get-to-know-you team building session, followed by a two-hour pep talk on the importance of common core values and respect
         for diversity among next-generation leadership. Then lunch (with more awkward small talk over the wilted-lettuce-infested
         sandwiches), and now this.
      

      
      ‘I’d like to start by asking you all to introduce yourselves by name and department, then give us a brief sketch of what you
         do there. Not in great detail: a minute or two is enough. If you’d like to begin, Ms. …?’
      

      
      Ms. … gives a quick giggle, rapidly suppressed. ‘I’m Debbie Williams, Department for International Development.’ Blonde and
         on the plump side, she’s one of the suits, subtype: black with shoulder pads, very formal, the kind you see folks wearing
         when they want to convince their boss that they’re serious about earning that promotion. (Or when they work for a particularly
         stuffy law firm.) ‘I’m in the strategy unit for Governance in Challenging Environments. We work with the Foreign and Commonwealth
         Office to develop robust accounting standards for promoting better budgetary administration for NGOs working in questionable—’
      

      
      I zone out. Her mouth is moving and emitting sounds, but my mind’s a thousand kilometers away, deep in a flashback. I’m in
         the middle of a platoon of SAS territorials, all of us in full-body pressure suits with oxygen tanks on our backs, boots crunching
         across the frozen air of a nightmare plain beneath a moon carved in the likeness of Hitler’s face as we march towards a dark
         castle … I pinch myself and try to force my attention back to the here and now, where Debbie Somebody is burbling enthusiastically
         about recovery of depreciated assets and retention of stakeholder engagement to ensure the delivery of best value to local
         allies—
      

      
      ‘Thank you, that’s very good, Debbie!’ Dr. Tring has the baton again. ‘Next, if you’d like to fill us in on your background, Mr.—’
      

      
      ‘Bevan, Andrew Bevan.’ Andrew has a Midlands accent, positively Mancunian, and although he’s another suit-wearer, his is brown
         tweed. ‘Hi, everyone, I’m with the Department for Culture, Media, and Sport, and I’m really excited to be part of the Olympic
         Delivery Authority’s Post-Event Assets Realization Team! As you know, the Olympics went swimmingly and were a big hit for
         Britain, but even though the games are over the administrative issues raised by hosting the Olympics are still with us—’
      

      
      And I’m gone again (four thousand holes in Blackburn, Lancashire), held prisoner in a stateroom aboard a luxury yacht – a thinly disguised ex-Soviet guided missile destroyer – with a silver-plated
         keel and a crew of jump-suited, mirrorshade-wearing minions, cruising the Caribbean under the orders of a madman who is trying
         to raise a dead horror from the Abyss (and though the holes were rather small, they had to count them all)—
      

      
      I pull myself back to the present just as Mr. Bevan explains the urgent necessity of documenting best practices for monetizing
         tangible assets including but not limited to new-build Crown estate properties in order to write down the balance sheet deficit
         left by the games.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Mr. Bevan, for that fascinating peek inside the invaluable work of the DCMS. Ah, and now you, Mr., ah, Howard,
         is it?’
      

      
      I blink back to the here and now, open my mouth, and freeze.

      
      What I was about to say was something like this: ‘Hi, I’m Bob Howard. I’m a computational demonologist and senior field agent working for
         an organization you don’t know exists. My job involves a wide range of tasks, including: writing specifications for structured
         cabling runs in departmental offices; diving through holes in spacetime that lead to dead worlds and fighting off the things with too many tentacles and mouths that I
         find there; liaising with procurement officers to draft the functional requirements for our new classified document processing
         architecture; exorcising haunted jet fighters; ensuring departmental compliance with service backup policy; engaging in gunfights
         with the inbred cannibal worshippers of undead alien gods; and sitting in committee meetings.’
      

      
      All of which is entirely true, and utterly, impossibly inadmissible: if I actually said it smoke would come out of my ears
         and my hair would catch fire long before I died, thanks to the oath of office I have sworn and the geas under which Crown
         authority is vested in me.
      

      
      ‘Mr. Howard?’ I snap into focus. Dr. Tring is peering at me, an expression of faint concern on his face.

      
      ‘Sorry, must be something I ate.’ Quick, pull yourself together, Bob! ‘The name’s Howard, Bob Howard. I work in IT security for, uh, the Highways Agency, in Leeds. My job involves a wide range
         of tasks, including: writing specifications for structured cabling runs in departmental offices; liaising with procurement
         officers to draft the functional requirements for our new automatic numberplate recognition-based road pricing scheme’s penalty
         ticket management system; ensuring departmental compliance with service backup policy; and sitting in committee meetings.’
      

      
      I blink. They’re all staring at me as if I’ve grown a second head, or coughed to being a senior field agent in a highly classified
         security organization.
      

      
      ‘That’s the system for handing out automatic fines to people who exceed the speed limit between cameras anywhere on the road
         network, isn’t it?’ Debbie from DFID chirps, bright and menacing.
      

      
      
      ‘Um, yes?’ Living as we do in central London, inside the Congestion Charge Zone, Mo and I don’t own a car.

      
      ‘My mum got one of them,’ observes Andrew from the Olympics. ‘She was driving my dad to the A&E unit, he swore blind ’e’d
         just got indigestion, but ’e’d already ’ad one heart attack—’ The dropped aitches are coming out; the mob of angry peasants
         with the pitchforks and torches will be along in a moment.
      

      
      ‘I think they’re stupid, too,’ I say, perhaps a trifle too desperately; Dr. Tring is focusing on me with the expressionless
         gaze of a zombie assassin – don’t think about those things, you’re in public. ‘But it’s part of the integrated transport safety policy.’ I hunch my back and roll my eyes as disarmingly as any semi-professional
         Igor to the Transport Secretary’s Frankenstein, but they’re not buying it. ‘Speed kills,’ I squeak. From the way they stare
         at me, you’d think I’d confessed to eating babies.
      

      
      ‘That’s enough,’ says Dr. Tring, finally condescending to drag the seminar back on course. ‘Ah, Ms. Steele, if you don’t mind telling us
         a little about your specialty, which would be managing an audit team for HMRC …?’
      

      
      And Ms. Steele – thin-faced and serious as sudden death – launches straight into a series of adventures in carousel duty evasion
         and international reverse double-taxation law, during which I retreat into vindictive fantasies about setting my classmates’
         cars on fire.
      

      
      Four hours of soul-destroyingly banal tedium – vapid nostrums about leadership values, stupid role-playing games involving
         pretending to be circus performers organizing a fantasy big top night, sly digs from the Ministry of Sport – pass me by in
         a blur. I go upstairs to my bedroom, force myself to shower and unkink my clenched jaw muscles, then dress again, and go downstairs.
      

      
      
      They’ve set up a buffet in one of the meeting rooms. It’s piled high with tuna mayo sandwiches, cold chicken drumsticks, and
         greasy mini-samosas, evidently in a misplaced attempt to encourage us to mingle and network after working hours. Halfway across
         the campus there’s a bar, although the beer’s fizzy piss and the spirits are overpriced. I check the clock: it’s only six
         thirty. If I do the mingling thing they’ll start badgering me about their aunts’ speeding tickets, but the prospect of drinking
         on my own does not appeal.
      

      
      I make the best of a bad deal and strike out across the campus to the nearest bar, where I order a pint of lemonade to calm
         my nerves and contemplate the menu without much enthusiasm. The ghastly truth is beginning to sink in when one of my fellow
         victims walks in and approaches the bar. At least I think he’s a victim; he might be staff. Three-piece suit, mid-fifties, distinguished gray hair and a salt-and-pepper mustache.
         Something about his bearing is familiar, then I realize where I’ve seen it before – ten to one he’s ex-military. As he taps
         the brass bell-push he catches me watching him and nods. ‘Ah, Mr. Howard.’
      

      
      I stare at him. ‘That’s me. Who are you?’ It’s rude, I know, but I’m not in a terribly good mood right now.

      
      ‘I heard one of you young people would be here, and thought I ought to meet you.’ The barman, who looks younger than most
         of the single malts behind the bar, sticks his head up. ‘Ah, that’ll be a Talisker, the sixteen-year-old, and’ – he looks
         at me – ‘what’s your poison, Mr. Howard?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll try the Glengoyne ten,’ I say automatically.

      
      ‘Bill it to my tab,’ says my nameless benefactor. ‘No ice!’ he adds, with an expression of mild horror as the barman reaches
         for the bucket. ‘That will be all.’ The barman, to my surprise, makes himself scarce, leaving two tumblers of amber water-of-life
         atop the bar. ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ he says, gesturing at a couple of armchairs beside the empty fireplace. He makes it
         sound like an order.
      

      
      I sit down. He sits down opposite me. ‘You still haven’t introduced yourself,’ I say.

      
      ‘Indeed.’ He smiles faintly.

      
      ‘Indeed.’ There’s nothing I can say to that without being rude, and we in the Laundry have an old saying: Do not in haste
         be rude to whoever’s buying the drinks. So I raise my tumbler, take a good sniff (just to make sure it isn’t poison), and
         examine him over the rim.
      

      
      ‘You surprised Dr. Tring, you know. Most of the students here are aiming to network and make connections; you might want to
         pick a slightly less objectionable cover story next time.’
      

      
      Cover story. I give him the hairy eyeball. ‘For the third time. Who’s asking?’
      

      
      He reaches into his jacket pocket with his right hand and withdraws a familiar-looking card. Which he then holds in front
         of me while I read the name on it and feel a prickling in the balls of my thumbs (and a vibration in the ward that hangs on
         a chain around my neck) that tells me it’s the real thing.
      

      
      ‘All right, Mr. Lockhart.’ I take a sip of his whisky and allow myself to relax – but only a little. ‘I’ll take your helpful
         advice under consideration, although in my defense, I have to say, the story wasn’t my idea. But what – if I may ask – are
         you doing here?’
      

      
      ‘I’d have thought it was obvious; I’m enjoying an after-work drink and networking with a useful contact in the Highways Agency.’
         Gerald Lockhart, who at SSO8(L) is a stratospheric four grades above me – that’s four grades up in the same organization –
         replies without any noticeable inflection.
      

      
      
      ‘Uh huh.’ I think for a moment. ‘We couldn’t possibly be running an ongoing effort here to identify suitable candidates for
         recruitment from within other branches of the civil service – or to implant geases in up-and-coming players fast-tracked for
         promotion that will enable us to work more effectively with them in future. Could we?’
      

      
      ‘Certainly not, Mr. Howard, and I’d thank you to stop speculating along such lines. You’re not cleared for them.’
      

      
      Oops. ‘Okay, I’ll stop.’ But I can’t avoid a little jab: ‘But you’re obviously cleared for me, aren’t you?’
      

      
      Lockhart fixes me with a reptilian stare: ‘James warned me about your sense of humor, young man. I think he indulges you too
         much.’
      

      
      Young man? I’m in my early thirties. On the other hand, I can take a hint that I’m in over my head: when your sparring partner turns
         out to be on a first-name basis with Angleton, it’s time to back off.
      

      
      I put my glass down, even though it’s not empty. ‘Look, I don’t need this. You obviously want to talk to me about something.
         But I’ve had a bad day, I’m not terribly happy to be here, and I’m not handling this very well. So I’d appreciate it if you’d
         just say your piece, all right?’
      

      
      I can see his jaw working, behind the salt-and-pepper topiary on his upper lip. ‘If that’s the way you want it.’ He takes
         a sip of his single malt. ‘I expect you’ve noticed that there are a lot of highflyers here. Civil servants who are being groomed
         for upper management roles, where in ten years time they’ll deal with members of the government and represent their departments
         in public. You should be making notes, Mr. Howard, because although you won’t be dealing with the general public, you’ll certainly
         be representing us in front of these people. You’re going to need those people-handling skills. If we all live long enough for you to acquire them. Ha, ha.’
      

      
      ‘Ha’ – I try not to look unsuitably unamused – ‘ha. So?’

      
      ‘James is assigning you to my department for a little project – nothing you can’t handle, I assure you. I’ll see you in my
         office next Monday morning at eleven o’clock sharp. In the meantime, you have some background reading to catch up on.’ He
         slides a dog-eared paperback towards me across the table before I can respond. ‘Good night, Mr. Howard.’ He rises, and before
         I can open my mouth and insert any additional limbs he vanishes.
      

      
      I pick up the book and turn it over in my hands. Spycatcher, it says, by Peter Wright. A New York Times bestseller. I stare at it. Background reading? Wasn’t he a rogue Security Service officer from the seventies or something? How bizarre. I pick up my whisky glass, and open the book.
      

      
      Oh well, at least I’ve got something to pass the evenings with now …
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      BIG TENT

      
      A block of six Georgian town houses cluster discreetly together on one of the leafy avenues behind Sloane Square in London,
         south of Victoria and west of Westminster.
      

      
      In the house at the west end of the row there lives a witch.

      
      A man stands waiting on her doorstep. He wears a pinstriped suit of conservative cut and his hair is graying in late middle
         age; he might be a senior partner in a law firm, or an accountant paying a house call to a rich, elderly client to discuss
         their affairs. But appearances are deceptive. He is in fact SSO8(L) Gerald Lockhart, and he is visiting on business.
      

      
      There are many types of self-identified witches. The common or garden variety is generally harmless – women of a certain age
         who wear purple disgracefully, have two or more cats, run a new age shop, recycle fanatically, and sometimes believe in fairies
         at the bottom of the garden.
      

      
      The witch who lives in this particular house doesn’t wear purple, can’t be bothered with pets, prefers wholesale to retail
         (but quit both trades some years ago), pays a cleaning firm to take care of the recycling, knows several demons personally, and
         is not even remotely harmless.
      

      
      Gerald Lockhart puts his finger on the doorbell and, with an expression of grim determination not obviously warranted by such
         a trivial action, pushes it.
      

      
      Somewhere behind the glossy black door, a bell jangles. Lockhart relaxes his finger on the button after a second, then glances
         up at the discreet black golf ball of the camera above the door. A few seconds later he hears footsteps approaching. Then
         the door opens.
      

      
      ‘Good afternoon.’ The man who opens the door is in his late twenties, with shaven head and a slacker goatee; however, he wears
         a suit so funereal in cut that he could be taken for an undertaker, if undertakers wore black open-necked shirts with their
         weeds. ‘Ah, Mr. Lockhart? I believe Ms. Hazard is expecting you. If you’d care to follow me, sir? I’m sure she’ll only be
         a minute.’
      

      
      Lockhart follows the butler across a tiled hallway and through a side door that leads into a parlor at the front of the house.
         There are side tables, armchairs, and a sofa, the latter items recently reupholstered but clearly dating to an earlier century.
         The butler leaves him; as he turns to go, Gerald notes with interest the earring, the tattoos on the back of his neck, and
         the cut of his jacket, tailored to draw attention away from his broad, heavily muscled shoulders. Ms. Hazard does not employ
         household staff solely as an affectation of personal wealth. Lockhart makes a mental note to have the fellow’s background
         checked. It’s always useful to have a little extra leverage.
      

      
      Somewhat closer to three minutes later, the parlor door opens. ‘Good afternoon,’ Lockhart says, rising reflexively. ‘And thank
         you for making time to see me at such short notice.’
      

      
      
      ‘It is a pleasure, as always.’ Persephone beams as she steps closer. Her diction is very slightly stilted, with the echo of
         an Italian accent lending it a musical trill: her elocution tutor is clearly first-rate. ‘How are you, Gerald? And how are
         the children?’
      

      
      The witch wears an understated gray wool dress with black tights and kitten heels; with her hair pulled tightly back and minimal
         makeup, she exudes a gamine charm. She moves fluidly, as if only loosely bound by gravity. Lockhart thinks she carries herself
         like a dancer; but he notices the hardened skin on the backs of her hands – deftly obscured by a smudge of concealer across
         her knuckles – and the loose sleeves that conceal her shoulders and upper arms. The Nutcracker ballet, for Karate and Krav Maga, perhaps.
      

      
      ‘Polly is fine,’ Lockhart says gravely. ‘Darren is recovering from a bug he brought back from play group, and we’re watching
         in case Nicky comes down with it too—’
      

      
      They make small talk for a few minutes as Persephone listens, nodding. To an ill-informed observer she could be a thirty-year-old
         ballet dancer who has married a man with serious money, a man of the very highest rank – seats in the country and the House
         of Lords, on a first-name basis with minor royalty, reserved place at Eton for the firstborn male issue, that sort of thing.
         And Lockhart might simply be a family friend, a senior civil servant of the old school, filling her in on the gossip.
      

      
      Of course, appearances are deceptive: their official relationship is that of a controller and the intelligence officer they
         direct. But they keep up appearances in semi-private, to ingrain the habit, lest their paths should meet in public.
      

      
      After a while, Lockhart runs out of pleasantries to spin around his family life. ‘But enough of that,’ he signals. ‘I’m wasting
         your time.’
      

      
      
      ‘Oh, hardly.’ She half-smiles, then reaches for a device resembling a TV remote control. ‘All right, we can talk now. Within
         the usual limits.’ A thin mosquito-whine from the windows behind her hints at the presence of transducers in the frames, designed
         to defeat laser mikes or other snooping devices.
      

      
      ‘Good.’ Lockhart pulls a notepad and pen from his jacket pocket. ‘Did you have anything to add to the agenda …?’

      
      ‘Not at this time.’ She pauses. ‘Okay. The LUDWIG NIGHT outcome – that’s positive, as per my report, although it was closer
         than I’m happy about. I take it the asset has been returned to inventory?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ Lockhart nods. ‘The valuation committee have been asked to report on it but I don’t think there’s going to be any problem
         authorizing full payment of all your expenses. A job well done, after all.’
      

      
      ‘Good.’ She watches while Lockhart flips the page.

      
      ‘Next item. There’s a candidate from within the organization—’

      
      ‘Within the organization?’ She leans forward, suddenly attentive.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ says Lockhart. ‘He’s been tapped for advancement on the basis of his track record in general operations, but he really
         needs a spin around the block and an evaluation by … well, someone like yourself. I gather Mahogany Row want to know if he’s
         got the right stuff. So he’s been assigned to me, and I was thinking, if you don’t object, of assigning him to you as liaison on the next
         suitable excursion?’
      

      
      ‘You want me to test-drive your new assistant?’

      
      ‘Yes, more or less. I don’t think you’ll find him a spare wheel, I hasten to add, although first appearances can be deceptive:
         he’s a poor fit within the regular civil service framework, too prone to picking his own targets and going after them unilaterally
         – but he gets results. So the promotion board thought it might be worth trying him out on a more, ah, independent command, as it were.’
      

      
      ‘Really? Well, hmm. If you could send me his HR file, that would help me make my mind up. But we can always use a bit of free-thinking
         in this line of work. If you want to saddle me with a field liaison officer, it’d be best if you pick one who doesn’t expect
         me to file reports every sixty minutes.’
      

      
      ‘Noted.’ Lockhart pauses to jot down her request. ‘I’ll have it seen to later today.’ He folds his notepad and slides it away.

      
      ‘Are we done, then?’ she asks.

      
      ‘Mostly. There’s another job I’d like to talk to you about, but not here. It’s urgent, I’m afraid.’

      
      ‘Really?’ She looks at him sharply. ‘Do you have a tight schedule?’

      
      ‘Yes; it’s a rush job and we need to get the ball rolling by close of business today. Most hush-hush.’

      
      ‘I see. Well, depending on how long it takes … I’ve been summoned for jury service next month, did I say? Terrible nuisance.
         Perhaps we should continue in the studio?’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’ Lockhart follows her out into the hall. ‘And I shouldn’t worry about the jury duty; these things have a habit
         of falling through cracks. Unlike other types of public service I could mention.’
      

      
      Persephone walks back into the house, past the broad staircase and the dining room and kitchen, into a narrower, stone-flagged
         passage obviously designed for servants’ use. She opens a narrow wooden door: there is a spiral staircase, ascending into
         brightness.
      

      
      At ground level the house appears to be the residence of a society lady: afternoon tea at Fortnum & Mason’s, dinner parties
         for Ruperts and Jocastas, season tickets to Glyndebourne. But as he climbs the staircase the illusion falls away. And as ever,
         Lockhart can’t quite shake the feeling that he’s entering the wicked witch’s tower.
      

      
      They ascend a long way – almost fifty steps, clearly passing through the first and second floors of the house. There are no
         exits below the top, but daylight bulbs behind tall frosted glass panes like arrow-slit windows provide illumination.
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