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A Note From the Author

I’ve done my best to keep things as realistic as possible on the material level, and gratefully acknowledge the help I’ve had with that from a number of people who would prefer to remain nameless. There is, however, one point that I’d like to make perfectly clear:




ALL THE MAGIC IN THIS BOOK IS FAKE. I MADE IT UP.

The basic principles are sound, but since I don’t want anyone out there trying to do the things that Jack does, I assembled his methods from a wide variety of incompatible systems; so while it looks like the real thing, it’s the magical equivalent of a chocolate fireguard. Don’t try this at home, kids. Don’t try any of the bits that include brainwashing, torture or violence either. Please, play nice. As for the sex, just remember the three magic words: safe, Sane and Consensual.

There are a number of people that I can name who I should also like to thank:

Steve Jackson, for talking me into writing another book.

Simon Spanton, my editor, for taking a chance on the scary-looking bald guy with strange ideas.

Robert Caskie, my agent, for helping to keep my head  attached and continuing to stick with me during my adventures in print.

Liz Taylor, my Glamorous Assistant, for services above, beyond and bizarre.

Cat Vincent, for the Broom Cupboard.

Roger Burton West, for giving this tale a title, reminding me of my anatomy and picking nits in general. Also the legendary Chris Bell for refreshing my memory on several parts of the English language that had slipped out of my head since school, and Jolane Abrams for general reading services.

Finally, two young ladies of my acquaintance, to whom I shall refer as ‘A’ and ‘E’, for being kind enough to act as technical consultants in some of the more delicate moments of the story.

This book is dedicated to everyone who thought I could do it.

Kind regards, 
David Devereux 
London, 6 September 2006.




Introit

The New Forest

Another night in the sticks. The woods are, as the poet said, dark and deep. And wet - pissing it down, in fact. About fifteen feet or so away, I can see a couple of guys chatting under a tree: sentries taking shelter and wagging their chins as they have since time immemorial. They shouldn’t be, of course. They should be walking the perimeter and keeping an eye out for trouble. Not that I’m complaining; it’s a combination of the weather and their complete lack of attention that’s allowed me to get this close to them in the first place. Moving slowly nearer, roughly ten feet out now, close enough to hear them discussing a mate’s wife. Seems one of these naughty boys has been entertaining her in a way her husband wouldn’t necessarily like. Bad puppy, no biscuit. Frankly, I couldn’t give a damn. I’ve already got them marked down as bad people, and shagging somebody else’s wife is the least of the reasons I can think of. Six feet away now. I can see the whites of their eyes, smell the dodgy whiff coming off their kit and am now learning far too much about how a rather dignified suburban housewife likes to be tied up and violated with kitchen tools that she then uses to cook hubby’s dinner. I’m about ready to stand up and give them a bollocking for not doing their jobs properly, but it’s a yin/yang thing: get some good, get some bad, and the  game balances out in the end. Time to hurry up and wait. Trouble is I’m more in the ‘hurry up’ camp than the ‘wait’.

A few more minutes of details I really don’t want to hear, and they eventually remember where they left their respective clues. Shagger wanders off and starts taking a turn around the area - obviously not expecting trouble, equally obvious he’d prefer not to meet any. As his mate watches him walk out of sight, I’m slowly rising from the bushes with a knife in my hand. Easy as pie and over before he even knows I’m there. A little loose brush to keep him out of sight for a while, then back into hiding. Shagger reappears after five minutes; he obviously hasn’t bothered with much in the way of paying attention to his environment and while I’m grateful to him, in some part of the back of my head I’m seriously hacked off at the bloody awful job of sentrying he’s done. To cap his sins, he assumes his mate’s gone for a pee in the bushes and whispers an off-colour joke into the shrubbery next to me. He goes on to assume that the rustling coming out of that shrubbery is his mate, and does nothing to make his weapon ready in case it isn’t. He’s still reaching for it as he hits the deck, and I start camouflaging his mortal remains.

No point scavenging from the dead here - I’ve got what I need for the moment and wouldn’t trust their kit anyway. Judging from what I’ve already seen of them I wouldn’t expect their maintenance schedule to be any better than their performance as sentries. Move on, deal with the next thing, get through the gig and then we can head home for tea and medals.

Moving quietly through undergrowth is a skill, and a state of mind. The world is your friend: the trees, the  bracken, the birds - everything is your best friend and wishes you well in your progress. Feet carefully placed with each step, a certain combination of confidence and timidity that can’t be adequately described. It’s one of those things that you either can do, or you can’t. I learned it from a miserable old git called Sergeant Walters during my infiltration training in Wales. I’ve heard that Wales is a lovely place, picturesque and blessed with a fine climate. In my experience it’s a Hell where the weather’s permanently cold, raining or both - except when it snows. Then it gets bloody cold. But it’s a good place to learn infantry skills, especially when you’ve got someone like Wally to teach you.

But this is not a time for reminiscing, there’s a job on.

The objective’s in sight now, a cave-opening with one guard outside it. A quick look from another angle lets me know that nobody can see him from inside, so he’s fair game as far as I’m concerned. Close in to the edge of the tree line - about ten feet. Inside knife range, so pause, pick the moment and throw.

Taking someone with a knife isn’t like the movies. They don’t wave their arms, or scream, or any of that pantomime nonsense. You get a sort of huffing sound as the impact empties the air out of their lungs, then a gentle gurgling noise as blood moves in to replace it. The facial expression is best described as a cross between surprise and confusion - both of which strike me as perfectly understandable under the circumstances.

Slipping across to the mouth of the cave, I retrieve my knife and conceal another metaphorical notch on the hilt.

The cave’s warm, and I can hear activity inside. Not that I’m surprised. It’s been an easy run so far and I know that isn’t going to last for ever. Shedding my ghillie suit (an hour’s painstaking work with a net and some local foliage), I move inside ninja style, using my now matt-black gear to slide between shadows. I blink a few times to help my eyes adjust to the new light level, one eye at a time so I don’t lose sight of the world around me.

In front of me is an obvious supply area. There are boxes of kit stacked against one wall and a passageway leading into the hill. From further in I can hear voices - sounds as if the show’s started in there, so I’d better stop farting about and get on with what I’m here to do: unpacking the charges, setting them up around the mouth of the cave, the area I’m in and the passageway. Ten small but potent packets of C-4 plastic explosive with a radio detonator, set to fire in sequence. It takes longer than I’d like but there’s no way around that. Stop, look, think, place, check. No short cuts: hurrying can get you killed. Now the whole front of this cave is set to collapse well enough to ensure that anyone trapped inside will die of old age before they manage to dig their way out, which is just the way I want it.

Onward, ever onward . . .

Moving a little faster now, letting the increased noise cover the soft sound of my footsteps. Knife in my right hand, ready for when it’s needed. Keeping my breathing under control, slow and steady despite the adrenaline rushing through my system like an express train. I can feel the pistol under my left arm, lengthened beyond what I consider reasonable by the silencer. I don’t like guns,  they’re loud and messy. Can’t avoid them, though. Sometimes you don’t get a choice.

Another guard, this one with his back to me. Swift and silent. Conceal the body.

Time for some maths. Four men down so far. I already know to expect seventeen in the main chamber. At least two more, then - this kind of outfit seems to like prime numbers and the next one’s twenty-three. After that it’s twenty-nine - so I’m hoping for the former. Nobody’s going home tonight except me, and six extra kills would just be annoying.

At the same time I’m trying to figure out just how big these caves are. I know where the main chamber is and how to get there, but intel didn’t bring back much else and I’ve not really had a chance to recce the place at all. As a result there are more question marks on this job than I would be inclined to approve of. But they’re paying me money and if I spend any more time sitting here with my thumb up my arse I’ll soon be worrying about something else entirely.

Judging from what I can hear I’m going to need to get a move on. Things in the main chamber are starting to get a little louder, and it won’t be long before anything I do is going to be academic. If those silly sods outside had been doing their jobs properly and not left me sitting around, it would have been easier to take them and get in here on schedule. But then if I could tell the opposition what to do, I’d be sat at home with a mug of cocoa, rather than prowling around out here, cold, wet and four bodies into what the tabloids would undoubtedly call a ‘bloodcrazed killing spree’ or something equally silly.

This area’s larger, better equipped. Street clothes on hangers, spare weapons, field kit: all the comforts a cell like this could hope for, along with the entrance to the main chamber. Trouble is, it’s unguarded. Not good. That puts an extra punter on my ‘unpleasant surprises’ list . . .

. . . And here he is. Obviously been to the loo, judging by the way he’s still doing up his flies and has his weapon slung. Hooray for small mercies. A flat punch to the throat, crushing the trachea; a nice little move that suffocates him while rendering him unable to scream. Point of knife under the jaw and thrust slightly upwards, through to sever the spinal cord at the back. Messy, but effective.

Which is of course the point were it all goes to shitrags. No chance to hide this one before his mate walks in - and we’ve finally found our first grown-up. Switched on, tooled up and very unhappy to see me. Moving fast, I step into close range, knock his rifle aside as he’s bringing it up and throw my left fist at his throat. He blocks. Reset my attack into an elbow at his ear. He moves his head and takes it on the skull - painful but not incapacitating. Following in with the knife in my right hand - a nice slice on the neck, but nowhere important. He plants the butt of his rifle in my guts, which would have hurt a lot more without the body armour. Twitching to the side, kicking his knee, hearing a loud crack as the joint snaps in a direction it wasn’t designed to bend and he goes down. A knee on his chest, followed by his own glove in his mouth. I need this one alive. In fact, judging by what I can hear in the next room, this poor bastard is my only chance of completing the job and getting my sweet self safely home.

Looking him in the eye: ‘Anyone else out here?’ He  shakes his head: No. I breathe a sigh of relief. The last thing I need at this point is half a dozen other bastards wandering around ready to interrupt me. This is the complicated bit, and a distraction would be worse now than when I was setting the charges.

Out with the plastic handcuffs; secure his wrists and ankles. Onto his side, out with the knife. A single cut from groin to neck, opening his outfit like a zip. Now he’s wondering what’s going on, and then the light dawns in his eyes and he starts struggling.

Next door, things have reached a climax. Now chummy here really is my only chance. Check his pulse, find it a little unsteady but strong; he’s got a good heart, as they say.

Looking down at him: ‘Sorry, mate. Wrong place, wrong time. Serves you right for playing with the bad boys.’

Out with the book, find the right page - carefully marked in case I ended up here. Start reading. Forcing out my clunky Latin as I bring the knife into position . . .

They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, and they’re almost right. Personally I prefer to go in just above the stomach, specifically just under the ribcage. Upward angle to cut through the diaphragm, being careful not to go too deep and nick the pericardial sac, and then across in one good, firm cut to get it done as quickly as you can. It’s not exactly a surprise to see my new friend go into shock at this point. I certainly would in his position.

In with the hand, up inside the chest cavity. Fingers sliding between lung and pericardium. Finding the aortic  arch - the top of the heart. Taking as firm a grip as I can, since you only get one chance at this - trying to concentrate as I keep spooling off the Latin. Feeling his heart fluttering against the palm of my right hand. Reaching the correct point, give it one swift pull and then I’m standing with an old book in one hand and a heart running through its last couple of beats in the other.

Time for the icky bit.

Finishing the incantation, lifting the heart, biting into it as it beats its last.

Next door, Hell breaks loose. Literally. The demon that’s just arrived in there suddenly realises that he’s free to do whatever he wants, and decides to make full use of the happy surprise. Oddly enough, this seems to involve expressing his quite considerable displeasure at being summoned from wherever he was by what he considers to be the evolutionary equivalent of a not particularly bright amoeba. There are sounds of chewing among the screams.

Now all I have to do is send him home. Swallowing, throwing the heart aside and wiping my hand on my trousers, I pull the holy water out of my pocket and dump it over my head with a quick prayer. Insta-Baptism, my mate Dead Geoff calls it. It’s as good a name as any. Another incantation from the book as I reach into my webbing and pull out the silver knife, blessed by a cooperative bishop of our acquaintance.

A quick peek into the cave shows me the back of the thing they’ve summoned. At least I think it’s the back - it doesn’t seem to have a face and looks as if it’s, um, consuming someone on the other side of the room. Throw the knife as I say the prayer and thank every god I can  think of when it hits. I don’t get to see what happens next as I’m already running like Jesse Owens for the way out, but the sound . . .

Imagine a thousand fingernails scraping down a thousand blackboards. Now get your favourite DJ (I personally dig Mr C) to mix that onto a thousand choirboys being buggered with soldering irons. It’s worse, way worse: and louder than a jet engine. But I don’t care, because I’m still running. In fact, I’m still running when I get outside, trigger the explosives and bring that hill down on the whole stinking mess as the thing gets sent back to wherever it came from.

I really fucking hate full moons.




Chapter One

My name is unimportant, but you can call me Jack. I’m a musician by choice, a magician by profession and a bastard by disposition.

I’d been doing the magic thing for about five years when they found me. They said I had a talent, that I was smart enough and fit enough and enough of a shit that I could serve my country in a way most people never even get to hear about. And I did want to serve my country,  didn’t I?

I didn’t really want to contemplate what might happen if I said no.

So I caved in and went to a big old pile in the country where I learned a lot more about magic, and guns, and all sorts of other ways to ruin a bloke’s day. They made me fitter and sent me off to play with the Army - generally turned me into Mr Bastard with a wand and no trouble using it or any other method to get my way.

Then they put me to work. I’ve been doing this for a while now, and the job isn’t exactly something I’d recommend. But the hours are all right, the pay’s fantastic and you get to be awfully friendly with as many impressionable young witches as you can handle, so I suppose it could be worse.

I’d had a call from the Boss summoning me to the office  for a briefing. We don’t go in much, for obvious reasons, but the department has offices all over the place for things like this, mostly disguised as storerooms. Well, do you honestly know what’s behind that door down the corridor marked ‘Supplies’? Didn’t think so. I wouldn’t recommend looking, though. Just in case. There’s only one way to reliably stop people from talking, and we don’t like being talked about. Do the maths, and keep your nose out. That way you’ll avoid having someone like me demonstrating the ways we have of ruining your day.

Today’s office was another janitorial supply facility near the top of Regent Street in an anonymous building where you don’t need ID to get in or an escort when you do. We love places like this. I headed past the lift and up the stairs to the third floor (an old habit), along the corridor and up to the unmarked door. One key fits all the locks we use, and as I let myself in the Boss was waiting.

I haven’t got a clue what my boss is called. We were introduced with the phrase ‘Welcome to my department’ and no one’s ever seen fit to tell me since. Suits me; I suppose it’s a security thing. You can’t reveal what you don’t know. It’s not as if you’d notice him on the train or anything; he’s one of those grey little men you see everywhere. Five feet ten, thinning hair, bland face, glasses, doesn’t wear the old school tie, but inside there is the most heartless shit I’ve ever seen. He could give Himmler a run for his money, that one. Looks a bit like Himmler, too, now I come to think about it. Obviously a career desk jockey, since his dislike for field staff is palpable; I can only imagine that putting up with us seemed like a good career move or something.

The desk was the same as every other desk in every other office, empty apart from a green-shaded lamp, two telephones - one black, one white - and the envelope containing the case file. The Boss was sitting behind the desk looking at me as if I’d kept him waiting for an hour. A quick check of the clock on the wall told me I was on time.

‘Morning, sir.’ The reaction I got was hardly worth the effort. Staring at me as if I was something nasty on a microscope slide, he pointed at a chair in front of the desk. He sat behind it, of course, and there was an empty chair to my side. He opened the envelope, removed a red folder and laid it open on the desk.

Red folders mean trouble. I don’t like red folders. That last little trip to the New Forest had come in a red folder.

‘The Enlightened Sisterhood. Heard of it?’ No pleasantries, straight to business.

‘Yes, sir, it’s your standard Goddess-worshipping, man-hating, we-know-everything-because-we’re-women type outfit. Fairly standard, as I recall; about as much use as any other dumb supremacist outfit.’

‘Maybe not. Word is they’re planning something. I don’t know what, but I want to. Once I know what’s going on, you’ll get further orders. It’s possible they may need to be closed down.’

‘You mean you want me to walk in there and slaughter them all.’ The Boss was a master of euphemism. The idea of me arranging blackmail appeared to unsettle him, let alone telling me to slot somebody. He could order it; he just didn’t like to say it so bluntly. He seemed to be under the impression that I just made problems go away because  he didn’t like them. A terror behind a desk, I’d give him five seconds tops in the real world. I enjoy yanking his chain at moments like this - reminding him of exactly what he’s asking for. The black look I got for my trouble was worth it.

‘That remains to be seen. Background.’ He almost threw the folder at me.

‘One problem. I don’t think I’ll be able to . . . penetrate the Sisterhood. If you see my point. I don’t think my charm’s going to do it for them.’

‘No. You’ll be back-up for the infiltrator. Liaise, share data, watch her back. The usual thing.’

‘You want me to what? Do I look like a babysitter? Why me?’

‘Frankly, because you won’t have a problem with killing two dozen women when I tell you to. Too many people in this Service have scruples about that sort of thing. I may not like you; in fact, you may well be the most unpleasant man I’ve ever met. But you have your uses and this is one of them. So be a good boy and do as you’re bloody well told. Understand?’ A vein in his temple fluttered slightly. He didn’t like explaining himself to the help - we were beneath him, and he liked to make sure we knew it. To be honest, I couldn’t care less.

I shrugged. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Right. For now the job is to find out what the hell’s going on - action to be decided after we have all the facts. You’re going in now so you’ll have a cover if and when you’re needed, and so there’s a chance you might get a look at them before anything happens. Just establish the cover and keep your nose clean. Clear?’

‘Crystal.’

There wasn’t really anything else to say, so I pulled the safe house address out of the file, pocketed it, then closed the file and stuck it back on the desk.

‘Good hunting,’ said the Boss. It was traditional, rather than a genuine good wish. I got the hell out of there as fast as was decent and headed home to pack, pausing only to admire the well-toned backside of a cycle courier with more metal in her face than there is in my webbing as she bounced up the steps into the building as I left. I couldn’t resist a smile, and she couldn’t resist a sneer. I suppose I wasn’t her type.

The next part was standard: back to my place in Archway and sort my kit out. There’s stuff you want, stuff you don’t and stuff that will be provided. Clothes, for example: the cover we’d be living might not match my tendency to wear jeans, Cat boots and leather jackets, so the office would have sorted out something more appropriate. But I’d still want my kit - knives, wand, a couple of ritual bits and pieces and my pistol. As an afterthought, I burned my electronic copies of the Corpus Hermeticum  and the collected works of Crowley onto a DVD for reading on my laptop. There’d be plenty of sitting around on this gig, and I’d probably need a laugh. With my bag packed, I set the alarms and headed for the safe house where I’d meet the other agent and plan the job.

The Tube was busy, as usual; the Northern Line awful, as ever. If nothing else, it would be good to get out of London for a bit.

Safe house of the day turned out to be in Chelsea - a very nice two-bedroom place with a decent-sized living  room. I worked out which room was mine and started unpacking, laying my kit out piece by piece on the bedspread, checking each as I laid it out. I’d checked it as I packed, but you check and check again because that way you know it’s going to work when you need it. Then I stripped my pistol down and cleaned it thoroughly. I had nothing else to do.

By the time evening had rolled round, all my kit was back in place and sparkling clean. I could have taken the lot on parade and had any sergeant major in the world buying me a beer for my trouble. Boredom was starting to cut in, though, so I started some t’ai chi and was halfway through my third round when the other half of the team arrived.

She was cute, in a boyish kind of way. Small, slim, mid-twenties at a guess. Cropped dark hair in a pixie cut. Looked a bit like Audrey Hepburn, in fact. The tight jeans showed her off nicely below the waist, but I couldn’t form much of an opinion on the rest since there was a puffer jacket in the way. She dropped her bag on the floor and held her hand out.

‘Pleased to meet you. I’m—’

‘No names. Stick to cover. Safer for both of us.’

‘Oh.’

‘So I’m Bill Freeman, and you’re Annie . . .’

‘Hargreaves. You’re a bit paranoid, aren’t you?’

‘Yes.’ I did my usual running paranoia check - yep, I could still breathe. ‘I’m a firm believer in need-to-know. You don’t need to know my real name, and if you did, it would only be a liability. Besides, if we only have one name apiece, there’s no chance of a slip-up.’ Not only that,  I thought, we don’t get to be friends. The last thing I need is emotion getting in the way when I have to choose between you and the objective.

As we talked, she took the jacket off and draped it over the sofa. The top half went very well with what had already been examined. Putting all the facts together, I came to the inevitable conclusion: I would. Or at least I would if she wasn’t company property.

While she moved into her room, I put the kettle on. While I may be fond of coffee, I live on tea. NATO standard - white, two sugars. The fridge had the usual collection of ready meals waiting for our attention. We were going to be here for a couple of days, and wouldn’t want to leave until we were ready to go to work. I shouted to see if she was hungry and got an affirmative, so I stuck the top of the meat pile in the oven with the top of the prepared veg pile. Instant mash would bulk it out. Half an hour at gas mark 7, which seems to cook every ready meal in the world - especially the ones that say twenty minutes. Then I wandered back in with two mugs of tea to discover the Boss’s assistant sitting on the sofa with a briefcase on his lap, having let himself in.

This was Piers. He was, to use a technical term, a prick. Snotty, superior and obviously thought that his father should have found him a job with MI5 or something equally glamorous - not dealing with the great deniable unwashed like us. Gentlemen might have staffed the department during the war, having it toe-to-toe with the Thule Gesellschaft, but the rarefied atmosphere of clubs and wood-panelled restaurants was a thing of the past. Like every other branch of the secret world, we were down  and dirty. Piers quite obviously hated that. Personally I think working in the Broom Cupboard (our own name for the Service among field officers - it seemed apt) embarrassed him. It was too secret. Being stuck with a clearance most people don’t even hear about means talking shop isn’t an option, and it must have just killed him to see his fellow Oxbridge types able to hint at things to each other, make cosy little deals and generally enjoy belonging to the club. Odds were that if any of those privileged idiots found out what Piers did at the office, I’d be sent round to stop them from telling anyone else. It happened with MPs occasionally, which had the potential to be entertaining. Well, it’s not often you can set one of them up as some kind of fetishist who chokes on the cucumber they’re fellating, now, is it?

Enjoying the memory, then putting Piers in the rubber minidress instead, I smiled. He thought I was being friendly, the idiot.

‘I’ve got your briefing files here, plus some of your equipment. Put a requisition in for the rest as you work out what you’ll want.’ He made it sound as if I was an idiot for not knowing what I’d want for a job I didn’t have all the facts on yet. I resisted the urge to slap him. Fortunately he wasn’t one for small talk, and he was as keen to be gone as I was to get rid of him. By the time Annie had sorted herself out he’d left and there was food of some description sitting on the table with our respective copies of the file next to it. We ate in silence, reading as we chewed.

The Enlightened Sisterhood had been formed in the sixties, it appeared, by a group of feminists who were sick  of the patriarchal set-ups of the more established orders. They wanted to make the world safer, and help stop male aggression, and all the usual cobblers. In short it was yet another bunch of man-hating lesbians who thought having a dick made you Satan incarnate. They’d joined in all the usual things over the years - ineffectual protests at Greenham Common, marches for this and that, lots of sitting around in circles singing ‘We Shall Overcome’ and such. There was evidence of them helping a couple of American kids skip the Vietnam draft, but they’d been reasonably quiet apart from that.

Things changed in the early eighties. Sadie Hamilton, now the leader, joined up and immediately started politicising things seriously. She’d become a member of the Communist Party at university and was obviously the kind of red who wanted to kick Thatcher and everything she stood for to pieces. Republican, obviously. MI5 had started a file on her at the age of eighteen, and a synopsis was attached with a note saying we could have a copy of the whole thing if we wanted. I made a note to get it ASAP - the more data we had, the better. She’d gone on from there to take charge of the Sisterhood in 1990, and was flagged as one of the possible causes of Thatcher’s sudden breakdown during the leadership election. They’d tried pulling the usual anti-government magic, of course - they all do - but the guys from the defence section had knocked those spells out of the air before they had a chance to do much more than sound pretty. What had brought them to our attention seriously was the time they’d tried pulling Boudicca back from the dead. Not cool. The counter-attack we slapped on that left one of  them gibbering in the foetal position and another thinking she was Dido, Queen of Carthage. She might have been at some point for all I know, but not while she was supposed to be a housewife called Janet with two kids and no husband. It didn’t stop them, of course. They were either too stupid or too fanatical to take the hint, and they’d come close to being marked for closing down permanently. Maybe we should have - it would have saved us some time.

They’d had a crack at bringing about Armageddon at the millennium, but there were so many idiots trying that trick that all they had managed to do was get in each other’s way like a bunch of Keystone Cops. It was hilarious at the time - you couldn’t move for dickheads in robes waving every kind of thing imaginable and chanting in badly accented Latin, Ancient Egyptian or pseudo-Atlantean. The entire crop of field officers, normally responsible for stopping that kind of nonsense, took the night off and got thoroughly plastered in a stately home out in the sticks.

Since then they’d gone a bit quiet. They were recruiting, but apparently not doing much. That could be thought of as them behaving, but it just didn’t fit the pattern. With this kind of mob, quiet means trouble. Quiet means they’re planning something.

Looking up from the file, I could see that Annie was almost done as well; I headed off to grab another load of tea before we got to her part of the briefing.

‘I’ve been inside for eighteen months now,’ she said when I got back. ‘There are about twenty-five of us in the group for rituals, meetings and stuff. We’re just doing the  usual - nature, seasons, women’s things - nothing that would surprise you. Within that, there’s an inner circle of nine who seem to be the hardcore. They only open up a slot when someone leaves, so that needs to be arranged. They definitely have a fondness for girls who like girls, if you know what I mean, and I’ve been letting some anarchist philosophy slip as I’ve been working my way in. Looking at the rest, I don’t think I’d have much competition moving up at the moment.’

‘Fine.’ I laid out a selection of photographs: the current membership of the Sisterhood. ‘Any preferences?’ Annie pointed at a mean-faced woman in her thirties. Karen Thomas, a teacher - probably the most hated one in her school by the look of her.

‘She’ll do. We don’t get on, so it won’t do me any harm to have her out of the way for a bit.’ Annie obviously didn’t realise what she’d just done, but I decided not to enlighten her.

‘Right. I’ll take care of that, then.’

We spent the rest of the night going over the files again, with Annie adding her notes and observations about the people involved. We sorted how my cover would fit with hers, along with all the various contingency plans for things that could go wrong. She was under the impression that I was supposed to bring her back no matter what, and again I wasn’t going to upset her with the ruder facts of life. If she thought I was coming for her she’d hold out longer, give me more time to work. No, I thought, I wasn’t going to tell her about the sealed orders in my folder that marked her as expendable.




Chapter Two

Annie headed off early the next morning. She couldn’t afford to be away for too long in case questions were asked. The shopping bags and receipts were reasonable efforts to cover her absence, provided by some nameless functionary of a sufficiently similar size and appearance. This suited me down to the ground, since I still had to arrange kit and sort out my end of the op. She’d probably be all right, I thought, but she was definitely a little more naive than the sort of people I’m used to working with. You’d have thought a year and a half undercover would have knocked some of that out of her, but according to the file this was her first job for us and she’d not had much contact - just what was necessary to make sure she hadn’t gone native and thrown her lot in with the bad guys.

Our cover story, or ‘legend’, was as a new couple - we’d meet at the gym and take it from there. A nice easy way to slide me in for regular contacts, late nights and whispered phone calls. That being the case, it wouldn’t do for us to be too familiar in case she gave the game away. The fact is that I don’t like newbies. Don’t trust them. Most of the times I’ve had things go wrong there’s been a newbie involved and that just makes me suspicious of them. No matter how they turn out in the end, I need to get to understand them a little first. They also need to  understand me; I make a point of not taking stick from anyone I don’t have to and when things get nasty, I’m In Charge.

Hopefully the time for that conversation was a while off, and I had better things to be doing than contemplating my ‘other half’. I wrote up a list of what I thought I’d need, based on the previous night’s information, and emailed it across to Piers. There were a couple of special-order things on there, the sort we don’t carry in stores, so the poor bugger would have to get a little exercise and do some shopping for me. I took a certain special joy in the fact that nobody else would have the clearance to arrange our supplies, so he wouldn’t be able to palm it off on anyone else. I spent the rest of the day going over local maps and committing everything in the files to memory.

Day became night and another couple of awful ready meals went down my neck. The next morning, Piers delivered the kit with an expression that reminded me of a cat who’d just discovered that you’d taken a drunken dump in its litter tray last night. That brought the set-up phase to a conclusion and, having checked and packed everything carefully, I loaded the whole lot into the car and headed for the sticks.

I’d been set up with a flat on the outskirts of Bristol, within easy range of Annie’s gym and a relatively painless commute to a nice dull job in town as some kind of computer consultant - someone else would do all the actual computer wrangling while I ‘worked from home’ a lot of the time. I’d lived in the flat, apparently, for about six months and it was all right - better than a lot of the holes I’d lived in as part of a cover, and definitely preferable  to some of the observation posts I’d been half-buried in waiting for the right time to kill someone. One bedroom, bland decoration and no ornaments I’d have to fight the urge to destroy. My car this time was a silver Golf GTI, with standard plates that wouldn’t show up as anything unusual with the local plod. I’d come across the locals once or twice before - the same force looks after Glastonbury, a breeding ground for loonies if ever there was one - and they had a patchy track record as far as I was concerned. Some of them were too bloody clever, and some wouldn’t notice the sledgehammer in your hand if you were hitting them over the head with it. Fairly standard for cops, really. Getting my stuff in was a breeze: three bags in total, since I had a wardrobe already in place. Not quite me, but close enough. Too much stuff with labels for my taste, such as it is, but nice tailoring and nothing I wouldn’t be able to fight in if I had to. Transferring weapons and other things that didn’t fit the cover into the various safe holes around the flat, I started to get a sense of the place. I’d need to make it mine as quickly as possible, so I ordered a pizza and cracked a beer from the fridge. After all, that sort of rubbish would need to be in evidence to prove that this was a bachelor flat, and I’d eaten enough ready meals recently to be sick of the things.
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