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“Stross packs this new novel full of hilarious in-jokes and frenetic set pieces, from underwater fight scenes that top anything in Ian Fleming’s Thunderball to a villain who makes Ernst Stavro Blofeld, Thunderball’s villain, look like the voice of sanity.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“[Stross has] raised the stakes, taking his story well beyond any kind of ‘gag,’ both incorporating and transcending his material, in one of the most enjoyable novels I expect to read for a while.”

—Jonathan Strahan, editor of the annual Best Short Novels anthology series

“Charles Stross is a versatile writer . . . He is at his best when indulging [Lovecraftian horror laced with Cold War and contemporary high-tech espionage], where Arkham meets MI6. The resulting combination of chilling Cthulhoid monstrosities, Kafka-inspired spy-agency bureaucracy, and flippant hacker humor is irresistible, Lovecraft’s Mythos filtered through rambunctious gonzo language and plotting that is edge-of-the-seat and slapstick-intensive all at once. Expect to be entertained, extremely, brilliantly . . . [The Jennifer Morgue is] a pop-lit send-up of unique ingenuity and force . . . The revisionist climax is superbly choreographed, parody blurring into seriousness at just the right moments, and the customary Bondian closing segment, a last gasp by the villains, achieves surprising psychological depth. The Jennifer Morgue is Stross’s most entertaining novel to date and a metafiction of distinction ... astonishing.” —Locus

“The Jennifer Morgue continues Stross’s delightful style from the first book, blending elements of Neal Stephenson’s references to hacker culture, Lovecraftian eldritch horrors, and Tom Clancy’s spy thrillers . . . The plot of the book is genuinely intriguing—I read the book straight through in one sitting . . . There is fast-paced spy action with a generous measure of humor (much of it sidesplittingly hilarious) . . . The plot has some interesting twists and turns, and the book never takes itself too seriously . . . It’s a treasure trove of humorous quotes . . . [The Jennifer Morgue] may be the most fun book you’ve read in a long time—it certainly was for me.” —MIT Science Fiction Society

“Since Archives was great fun, I was happy to see The Jennifer Morgue.” —Analog

“Alternately chilling and hilarious . . . Stross has a marvelous time making eldritch horror appear commonplace in the face of bureaucracy.” —Publishers Weekly

“[A] gripping saga . . . perfect for avid fans of the genre.”

—Midwest Book Review

“Stross has created a story [that] uses the meta-Bond plot as a commentary on both its absurdity and its power. By doing so right out in the open, he’s masterfully concealing his actual moves. The Jennifer Morgue is a high watermark in whatever genre you want to assign it, and a lot of fun besides.” —SFRevu

“The Jennifer Morgue quite deliberately, and elaborately, draws upon the resonance of the James Bond mythos, infusing it with a Lovecraftian paranoia and a metatextual brilliance . . . a fascinatingly strange, rip-roaring adventure . . . [It] is definitely a different offering from the norm. It’s perfect for those who are always looking for cutting-edge fiction and boundary-stretching ideas. I thoroughly enjoyed it, even when I wasn’t entirely sure what was going on beneath the surface. Give it a shot if you’re in the mood for something challenging.” —The Green Man Review

“This is Stross’s take on the James Bond mythos, a wryly updated undermining of everything Ian Fleming held dear—and it’s great fun!—a Fleming-Lovecraft mash-up, blending the two incompatible universes into one contradictory whole! Superspy versus supernatural horrors . . . The Jennifer Morgue is a rip-roaringly entertaining homage, a highly intelligent high adventure bursting with geek humor and a love for the spy genre.” —SF Site

“The Jennifer Morgue is a work of metafiction, a playful, knowing, and openly self-confessed deconstruction of James Bond novel and movie plots, mocking them and reveling in them at the same time . . . Bob’s innate cynicism comes through in the first-person narration, which deflects the outright silliness of the ideas into the realm of tragic comedy and farce, and avoids the snake pit of superficial spoof . . . It’s a fun book. And it’s funny, too.” —Vector

“A delirious collision of the archetypal hero adventure, our modern obsession with flashy technology, and our perpetual fear of the unspeakable unknown. Stross wraps his reverent irreverence with a not-entirely-tongue-in-cheek warning: Not all our monsters are inhuman soul suckers or tentacle-faced alien overlords; some are auditors.” —Strange Horizons

“This is Charles Stross delivering totally enjoyable reading on all levels . . . The real delight in this book is to see Stross undertake a dead-on cybergeek-Lovecraftian version of a James Bond novel. Stross has a corporate-aged sense of humor, and his jokes are laugh-out-loud funny while his scares are shiver-your-spine scary. And don’t think that Stross has left out his vicious satirical jabs at the political shenanigans that governments keep getting up to . . . Stross delivers big-time. Monsters. Sarcasm. Computer in-jokes. Geek humor. Lovecraft—H. P. Lovecraft. This is to die for.”

—The Agony Column
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Prologue

JENNIFER

August 25, 1975 
165° W, 30° N

 

THE GUYS FROM THE “A” AND “B” CREWS HAVE been sitting on their collective ass for five weeks, out in the middle of nowhere. They’re not alone; there’s the ship’s crew, from the captain on down to the lowliest assistant cook, and the CIA spooks. But the other guys have at least got something to do. The ship’s crew has a vessel to run: an unholy huge behemoth, 66,000 tons of deep-ocean exploratory mining ship, 400 million bucks and seven years in the building. The CIA dudes are keeping a wary eye on the Russian trawler that’s stooging around on the horizon. And as for the Texan wildcat drilling guys, for the past couple of days they’ve been working ceaselessly on the stabilized platform, bolting one sixty-foot steel pipe after another onto the top of the drill string and lowering it into the depths of the Pacific Ocean. But the “A” and “B” teams have been sitting on their hands for weeks with nothing to do but oil and service the enormous mechanism floating in the moon pool  at the heart of the ship, then twiddle their thumbs nervously for eighty hours as the drill lowers it into the crushing darkness.

And now that Clementine is nearly on target, there’s a storm coming.

“Fucking weather,” complains Milgram.

“Language.” Duke is a tight-ass. “How bad can it get?”

Milgram brandishes his paper, the latest chart to come out of the weather office on C deck where Stan and Gilmer hunch over their green-glowing radar displays and the telex from San Diego. “Force nine predicted within forty-eight hours, probability sixty percent and rising. We can’t take that, Duke. We go over force six, the impellers can’t keep us on station. We’ll lose the string.”

The kid, Steve, crowds close. “Anyone told Spook City yet?” The guys from Langley hang out in a trailer on E deck with a locked vault-type door. Everyone calls it Spook City.

“Nah.” Duke doesn’t sound too concerned. “Firstly, it hasn’t happened yet. Secondly, we’re only forty fathoms up from zero.” He snaps his fingers at the curious heads that have turned in his direction from their camera stations: “Look to it, guys! We’ve got a job to do!”

Clementine—the vast, submersible grab at the end of the drill string—weighs around 3,000 tons and is nearly 200 feet long. It’s a huge steel derrick, thickly coated in gray paint to resist the corrosive effects of miles of seawater. At a distance it resembles a skeletal lobster, because of the five steel legs protruding from either flank. Or maybe it’s more like a giant mantrap, lowered into the icy stillness of Davy Jones’s locker to grab whatever it can from the seafloor.

Duke runs the engineering office from his throne in the center of the room. One wall is covered in instruments; the other is a long stretch of windows overlooking the moon pool at the heart of the ship. A door at one side of the window wall provides access to a steel-mesh catwalk fifty feet above the pool.

Here in the office the noise of the hydraulic stabilizers  isn’t quite deafening; there’s a loud mechanical whine and a vibration they feel through the soles of their boots, but the skull-rattling throbbing is damped to a survivable level. The drilling tower above their heads lowers the endless string of pipes into the center of the pool at a steady six feet per minute, day in and day out. Steve tries not to look out the window at the pipes because the effect is hypnotic: they’ve been sliding smoothly into the depths for many hours now, lowering the grab towards the bottom of the ocean.

The ship is much bigger than the grab that dangles beneath it on the end of three miles of steel pipe, but it’s at the grab’s mercy. Three miles of pipe makes for a prodigious pendulum, and as the grab sinks slowly through the deep-ocean currents, the ship has to maneuver frantically to stay on top of it in the six-foot swells. Exotic domes on top of the vessel’s bridge suck down transmissions from the Navy’s Transit positioning satellites, feeding them to the automatic Station Keeping System that controls the ship’s bow and stern thrusters, and the cylindrical surge compensators that the derrick rests on. Like a swan, it looks peaceful on the surface but under the waterline there’s a hive of frantic activity. Everything—the entire 400-megabuck investment, ten years of Company black operations—depends on what happens in the next few hours. When they reach the bottom.

Steve turns back to his TV screen. It’s another miracle of technology. The barge has cameras and floodlights, vacuum tubes designed to function in the abyssal depths. But his camera is flaking out, static hash marching up the screen in periodic waves: the pressure, tons per square inch, is damaging the waterproof cables that carry power and signal. “This is shit,” he complains. “We’re never going to spot it—if . . .”

He trails off. Good-time Norm at the next desk is standing up, pointing at something on his screen. There’s a whoop from the other side of the room. He squints at his screen and between the lines of static he sees a rectilinear outline. “Holy—”

The public address system crackles overhead: “Clementine crew. K-129 on screens two and five, range approximately fifty feet, bearing two-two-five. Standby, fine thruster control.”

It’s official—they’ve found what they’re looking for.

 

THE ATMOSPHERE IN SPOOK CITY IS TENSE BUT triumphant. “We’re there,” announces Cooper. He smirks at the hatchet-faced Brit in the crumpled suit, who is smoking an unfiltered Camel in clear violation of shipboard fire regulations. “We did it!”

“We’ll see,” mutters the Brit. He stubs the cigarette out and shakes his head. “Getting there is only half the struggle.”

Nettled, Murph glares at him. “What’s your problem?” he demands.

“You’re messing with something below a thousand meters, in strict contravention of Article Four,” says the Brit. “I’m here as a neutral observer in accordance with Section Two—”

“Fuck you and your neutral status, you’re just sore because you guys don’t have the balls to stand on your waiver rights—”

Cooper gets between them before things can escalate again. “Cool it. Murph, how about checking with the bridge again to see if there’s been any sign of the commies taking an interest? They’ll twig when they see we’ve stopped lowering the string. James—” He pauses. Grimaces slightly. The Brit’s alias is transparent and, to a Company man, borderline insulting: Cooper wonders, not for the first time, Why the fuck does he call himself that? “—let’s go take a hike down to the moon pool and see what they’ve found.”

“Suits me.” The Brit stands up, unfolding like a stick-insect inside his badly fitting gray suit. His cheek twitches but his expression stays frozen. “After you.”

They leave the office and Cooper locks the door behind him. The Hughes GMDI ship may be enormous—it’s bigger than a Marine Corps assault carrier, larger than an Iowaclass battleship—but its companionways and corridors are a cramped, gray maze, punctuated by color-coded pipes and ducts conveniently located at shin-scraping and head-banging heights. It doesn’t roll in the swells but it rocks, weirdly, held solidly on station by the SKS thrusters (a new technology that accounts for a goodly chunk of the cost of the ship). Down six flights of steps there’s another passage and a bulkhead: then Cooper sees the dogged-back hatch leading out into the moon pool at the level of the fifty-foot catwalk. As usual it takes his breath away. The moon pool is just under 200 feet long and 75 feet wide, a stillness of black water surrounded by the gantries and cranes required for servicing the barge. The giant docking legs are fully extended below the waterline at either end of the pool. The drill string pierces the heart of the chamber like a black steel spear tying it to the ocean floor. The automatic roughneck and the string handling systems have fallen silent, the deafening clatter and roar of the drill system shut down now that the grab has reached its target. Soon, if all goes well, the derrick above them will begin hauling up the string, laboriously unbolting the hundreds of pipe segments and stacking them on the deck of the ship, until finally Clementine—also known as the HMB-I “mining barge”—rumbles to the surface of the pool in a flurry of cold water, clutching its treasure beneath it. But for now the moon pool is a peaceful haven, its surface marred only by shallow, oily ripples.

The engineering office is a hive of activity in contrast to the view outside the windows, and nobody notices Cooper and the British spook as they slip inside and look over the operations controller’s shoulder at his screens. “Left ten, up six,” someone calls. “Looks like a hatch,” says someone else. Strange gray outlines swim on the screen. “Get me a bit more light on that . . .”

Everyone falls silent for a while. “That’s not good,” says  one of the engineers, a wiry guy from New Mexico who Cooper vaguely remembers is called Norm. The big TV screen in the middle is showing a flat surface emerging from a gray morass of abyssal mud. A rectangular opening with rounded edges gapes in it—a hatch?—and there’s something white protruding from a cylinder lying across it. The cylinder looks like a sleeve. Suddenly Cooper realizes what he’s looking at: an open hatch in the sail of a submarine, the skeletonized remains of a sailor lying half-in and half-out of it.

“Poor bastards probably tried to swim for it when they realized the torpedo room was flooded,” says a voice from the back of the room. Cooper looks around. It’s Davis, somehow still managing to look like a Navy officer even though he’s wearing a civilian suit. “That’s probably what saved the pressure hull—the escape hatch was already open and the boat was fully flooded before it passed through its crush depth.”

Cooper shivers, staring at the screen. “Consider Phlebas,” he thinks, wracking his brain for the rest of the poem.

“Okay, so what about the impact damage?” That’s Duke, typically businesslike: “I need to know if we can make this work.”

More activity. Camera viewpoints swivel crazily, taking in the length of the Golf-II-class submarine. The water at this depth is mostly clear and the barge floodlights illuminate the wreck mercilessly, from the blown hatch in the sail to the great gash in the side of the torpedo room. The submarine lies on its side as if resting, and there’s little obvious damage to Cooper’s untrained eye. A bigger hatch gapes open in front of the sail. “What’s that?” he asks, pointing.

The kid, Steve, follows his finger. “Looks like the number two missile tube is open,” he says. The Golf-II class is a boomer, a ballistic missile submarine—an early one, diesel-electric. It had carried only three nuclear missiles, and had  to surface before firing. “Hope they didn’t roll while they were sinking: if they lost the bird it could have landed anywhere.”

“Anywhere—” Cooper blinks.

“Okay, let’s get her lined up!” hollers Duke, evidently completing his assessment of the situation. “We’ve got bad weather coming, so let’s haul!”

For the next half hour the control room is a madhouse, engineers and dive-control officers hunched over their consoles and mumbling into microphones. Nobody’s ever done this before—maneuvered a 3,000-ton grab into position above a sunken submarine three miles below the surface, with a storm coming. The sailors on the Soviet spy trawler on the horizon probably have their controllers back in Moscow convinced that they’ve been drinking the antifreeze again, with their tale of exotic, capitalist hyper-technology stealing their sunken boomer.

The tension in the control room is rising. Cooper watches over Steve’s shoulder as the kid twiddles his joystick, demonstrating an occult ability to swing cameras to bear on the huge mechanical grabs, allowing their operators to extend them and position them close to the hull. Finally it’s time. “Stand by to blow pressure cylinders,” Duke announces. “Blow them now.”

Ten pressure cylinders bolted to the grab vent silvery streams of bubbles: pistons slide home, propelled by a three-mile column of seawater, drawing the huge clamps tight around the hull of the submarine. They bite into the mud, stirring up a gray cloud that obscures everything for a while. Gauges slowly rotate, showing the position of the jaws. “Okay on even two through six, odd one through seven. Got a partial on nine and eight, nothing on ten.”

The atmosphere is electric. Seven clamps have locked tight around the hull of the submarine: two are loose and one appears to have failed. Duke looks at Cooper. “Your call.”

“Can you lift it?” asks Cooper.

“I think so.” Duke’s face is somber. “We’ll see once we’ve got it off the mud.”

“Let’s check upstairs,” Cooper suggests, and Duke nods. The captain can say yes or no and make it stick—it’s his ship they’ll be endangering if they make a wrong call.

Five minutes later they’ve got their answer. “Do it,” says the skipper, in a tone that brooks no argument. “It’s what we’re here for.” He’s on the bridge because the impending bad weather and the proximity of other ships—a second Russian trawler has just shown up—demands his presence, but there’s no mistaking his urgency.

“Okay, you heard the man.”

Five minutes later a faint vibration shakes the surface of the moon pool. Clementine has blown its ballast, scattering a thousand tons of lead shot across the seafloor around the submarine. The cameras show nothing but a gray haze for a while. Then the drill string visible through the control room window begins to move, slowly inching upward. “Thrusters to full,” Duke snaps. The string begins to retract faster and faster, dripping water as it rises from the icy depths. “Give me a strain gauge report.”

The strain gauges on the giant grabs are reading green across the board: each arm is supporting nearly 500 tons of submarine, not to mention the water it contains. There’s a loud mechanical whine from outside, and a sinking feeling, and the vibration Cooper can feel through the soles of his Oxford brogues has increased alarmingly—the Explorer’s drill crew is running the machines at full power now that the grab has increased in weight. The ship, gaining thousands of tons in a matter of seconds, squats deeper in the Pacific swell. “Satisfied now?” asks Cooper, turning to grin at the Brit, who for his part looks as if he’s waiting for something, staring at one screen intently.

“Well?”

“We’ve got a little time to go,” says the hatchet-faced foreigner.

“A little . . . ?”

“Until we learn whether or not you’ve gotten away with it.”

“What are you smoking, man? Of course we’ve gotten away with it!” Murph has materialized from the upper decks like a Boston-Irish ghost, taking out his low-level resentment on the Brit (who is sufficiently public-school English to make a suitable whipping boy for Bloody Sunday, not to mention being a government employee to boot). “Look! Submarine! Submersible grab! Coming up at six feet per minute! After the break, film at eleven!” His tone is scathing. “What do you think the commies are going to do to stop us, start World War Three? They don’t even goddamn know what we’re doing down here—they don’t even know where their sub went down to within two hundred miles!”

“It’s not the commies I’m worried about,” says the Brit. He glances at Cooper. “How about you?”

Cooper shakes his head reluctantly. “I still think we’re going to make it. The sub’s intact, undamaged, and we’ve got it—”

“Oh shit,” says Steve.

He points the central camera in the grab’s navigation cluster down at the seafloor, a vast gray-brown expanse stirred into slow whorls of foggy motion by the dropping of the ballast and the departure of the submarine. It should be slowly settling back into bland desert-dunes of mud by now. But something’s moving down there, writhing against the current with unnatural speed.

Cooper stares at the screen. “What’s that?”

“May I remind you of Article Four of the treaty?” says the Brit. “No establishment of permanent or temporary structures below a depth of one kilometer beneath mean sea level, on pain of termination. No removal of structures from the abyssal plain, on pain of ditto. We’re trespassing: legally they can do as they please.”

“But we’re only picking up the trash—”

“They may not see it that way.”

Fine fronds, a darker shade against the gray, are rising from the muddy haze not far from the last resting place of the K-129. The fronds ripple and waver like giant kelp, but are thicker and more purposeful. They bring to mind the blind, questing trunk of an elephant exploring the interior of a puzzle box. There’s something disturbing about the way they squirt from vents in the seafloor, rising in pulses, as if they’re more liquid than solid.

“Damn,” Cooper says softly. He punches his open left hand. “Damn!”

“Language,” chides Duke. “Barry, how fast can we crank this rig? Steve, see if you can get a fix on those things. I want to peg their ascent rate.”

Barry shakes his head emphatically. “The drill platform can’t take any more, boss. We’re up to force four outside already, and we’re carrying too much weight. We can maybe go up to ten feet per minute, but if we try to go much above that we risk shearing the string and losing Clementine.”

Cooper shudders. The grab will still surface if the drill string breaks, but it could broach just about anywhere. And anywhere includes right under the ship’s keel, which is not built to survive being rammed by 3,000 tons of metal hurtling out of the depths at twenty knots.

“We can’t risk it,” Duke decides. “Keep hauling at current ascent rate.”

They watch in silence for the next hour as the grab rises towards the surface, its precious, stolen cargo still intact in its arms.

The questing fronds surge up from the depths, growing towards the lens of the under-slung camera as the engineers and spooks watch anxiously. The grab is already 400 feet above the seafloor, but instead of a flat muddy desert below, the abyssal plain has sprouted an angry forest of grasping tentacles. They’re extending fast, reaching towards the stolen submarine above them.

“Hold steady,” says Duke. “Damn, I said hold steady!” The ship shudders, and the vibration in the deck has risen to a tooth-rattling grumble and a shriek of overstressed metal. The air in the control room stinks of hot oil. Up on the drilling deck the wildcats are shearing bolt-heads and throwing sixty-foot pipe segments on the stack rather than taking time to position them—a sure sign of desperation, for the pipe segments are machined from a special alloy at a cost of $60,000 apiece. They’re hauling in the drill string almost twice as fast as they payed it out, and the moon pool is foaming and bubbling, a steady cascade of water dropping from the chilly metal tubes to rain back down onto its surface. But it’s anyone’s guess whether they’ll get the grab up to the surface before the questing tentacles catch it.

“Article Four,” the Brit says tensely.

“Bastard.” Cooper glares at the screen. “It’s ours.”

“They appear to disagree. Want to argue with them?”

“A couple of depth charges . . .” Cooper stares at the drill string longingly.

“They’d fuck you, boy,” the other man says harshly. “Don’t think it hasn’t been thought of. There are enough methane hydrates down in that mud to burp the grand-daddy of all gas bubbles under our keel and drag us down like a gnat in a toad’s mouth.”

“I know that.” Cooper shakes his head. So much work! It’s outrageous, an insult to the senses, like watching a moon shot explode on the launch pad. “But. Those bastards.” He punches his palm again. “It should be ours!”

“We’ve had dealings with them before that didn’t go so badly. Witch’s Hole, the treaty zone at Dunwich. You could have asked us.” The British agent crosses his arms tensely. “You could have asked your Office of Naval Intelligence, too. But no, you had to go and get creative.”

“The fuck. You’d just have told us not to bother. This way—”

“This way you learn your own lesson.”

“The fuck.”

 

THE GRAB WAS 3,000 FEET BELOW SEA LEVEL and still rising when the tentacles finally caught up with it.

The rest, as they say, is history.




1.

RANDOM RAMONA

IF YOU WORK FOR THE LAUNDRY LONG ENOUGH, eventually you get used to the petty insults, the paper clip audits, the disgusting canteen coffee, and the endless, unavoidable bureaucracy. Your aesthetic senses become dulled, and you go blind to the decaying pea-green paint and the vomit-beige fabric partitions between office cubicles. But the big indignities never fail to surprise, and they’re the ones that can get you killed.

I’ve been working for the Laundry for about five years now, and periodically I become blasé in my cynicism, sure that I’ve seen it all—which is usually the signal for them to throw something at me that’s degrading, humiliating, or dangerous—if not all three at once.

“You want me to drive a what?” I squeak at the woman behind the car rental desk.

“Sir, your ticket has been issued by your employer, it says here und here—” She’s a brunette: tall, thin, helpful, and very German in that schoolmarmish way that makes you instinctively check to see if your fly’s undone. “The, ah, Smart  Fortwo coupé. With the, the kompressor. It is a perfectly good car. Unless you would like for the upgrade to pay?”

Upgrade. To a Mercedes S190, for, oh, about two hundred euros a day. An absolute no-brainer—if it wasn’t at my own expense.

“How do I get to Darmstadt from here?” I ask, trying to salvage the situation. “Preferably alive?” (Bloody Facilities. Bloody budget airlines that never fly where you want to go. Bloody weather. Bloody liaison meetings in Germany. Bloody “cheapest hire” policy.)

She menaces me with her perfect dentistry again. “If it was me I’d take the ICE train. But your ticket—” she points at it helpfully “—is non-refundable. Now please to face the camera for the biometrics?”

Fifteen minutes later I’m hunched over the steering wheel of a two-seater that looks like something you’d find in your corn flakes packet. The Smart is insanely cute and compact, does about seventy miles to a gallon, and is the ideal second car for nipping about town; but I’m not nipping about town. I’m going flat out at maybe a hundred and fifty kilometers per hour on the autobahn while some joker is shooting at me from behind with a cannon that fires Porsches and Mercedes. Meanwhile, I’m stuck driving something that handles like a turbocharged baby buggy. I’ve got my fog lights on in a vain attempt to deter the other road users from turning me into a hood ornament, but the jet wash every time another executive panzer overtakes me keeps threatening to roll me right over onto my roof. And that’s before you factor in the deranged Serbian truck drivers, driven mad with joy by exposure to a motorway that hasn’t been cluster-bombed and then resurfaced by the lowest bidder.

In between moments of blood-curdling terror I spend my time swearing under my breath. This is all Angleton’s fault. He’s the one who sent me to this stupid joint-liaison committee meeting, so he bears the brunt of it. His hypothetical and distinctly mythological ancestry is followed in descending order by the stupid weather, Mo’s stupid training schedule, and then anything else that I can think of to curse. It keeps the tiny corner of my mind that isn’t focused on my immediate survival occupied—and that’s a very tiny corner, because when you’re sentenced to drive a Smart car on a road where everything else has a speed best described by its mach number, you tend to pay attention.

There’s an unexpected lull in the traffic about two-thirds of the way to Darmstadt, and I make the mistake of breathing a sigh of relief. The respite is short-lived. One moment I’m driving along a seemingly empty road, bouncing from side to side on the Smart’s town-car suspension as the hair-dryer-sized engine howls its guts out beneath my buttocks, and the next instant the dashboard in front of me lights up like a flashbulb.

I twitch spasmodically, jerking my head up so hard I nearly dent the thin plastic roof. Behind me the eyes of Hell are open, two blinding beacons like the landing lights on an off-course 747. Whoever they are, they’re standing on their brakes so hard they must be smoking. There’s a roar, and then a squat, red Audi sports coupé pulls out and squeezes past my flank close enough to touch, its blonde female driver gesticulating angrily at me. At least I think she’s blonde and female. It’s hard to tell because everything is gray, my heart is trying to exit through my rib cage, and I’m frantically wrestling with the steering wheel to keep the roller skate from toppling over. A fraction of a second later she’s gone, pulling back into the slow lane ahead of me to light off her afterburners. I swear I see red sparks shooting out of her two huge exhaust tubes as she vanishes into the distance, taking about ten years of my life with her.

“You stupid fucking bitch!” I yell, thumping the steering wheel until the Smart wobbles alarmingly and, heart in mouth, I tentatively lift off the accelerator and let my speed drift back down to a mere 140 or so. “Stupid fucking Audidriving Barbie girl, brains of a chocolate mousse—”

I spot a road sign saying DARMSTADT 20KM just as  something—a low-flying Luftwaffe Starfighter, maybe—makes a strafing run on my left. Ten infinitely long minutes later I arrive at the slip road for Darmstadt sandwiched between two eighteen-wheelers, my buttocks soaking in a puddle of cold sweat and all my hair standing on end. Next time, I resolve, I’m going to take the train and damn the expense.

Darmstadt is one of those German towns that, having been landscaped by Allied heavy bombers, rezoned by the Red Army, and rebuilt by the Marshall Plan, demonstrates perfectly that (a) sometimes it’s better to lose a war than to win one, and (b) some of the worst crimes against humanity are committed by architecture students. These days what’s left of the ’50s austerity concrete has a rusticated air and a patina of moss, and the worst excesses of ’60s Neo-Brutalism have been replaced by glass and brightly painted steel that clashes horribly with what’s left of the old Rhenish gingerbread. It could be Anytown EU, more modern and less decrepit than its US equivalent, but somehow it looks bashful and self-effacing. The one luxury Facilities did pay for is an in-car navigation system (the better to stop me wasting Laundry time by getting lost en route), so once I get off the Death Race track I drive on autopilot, sweaty and limp with animalistic relief at having survived. And then I find myself in a hotel parking bay between a Toyota and a bright red Audi TT.

“The fuck.” I thump the steering wheel again, more angry than terrified now that I’m not in imminent danger of death. I peer at it—yup, it’s the same model car, and the same color. I can’t be certain it’s the same one (my nemesis was going so fast I couldn’t read her number plate because of the Doppler shift) but I wouldn’t bet against it: it’s a small world. I shake my head and squeeze out of the Smart, pick up my bags, and slouch towards reception.

Once you’ve seen one international hotel, you’ve seen them all. The romance of travel tends to fade fast after the first time you find yourself stranded at an airport with a  suitcase full of dirty underwear two hours after the last train left. Ditto the luxury of the business hotel experience on your fourth overseas meeting of the month. I check in as fast and as painlessly as possible (aided by another of those frighteningly helpful German babes, albeit this time with slightly worse English) then beam myself up to the sixth floor of the Ramada Treff Page Hotel. Then I hunt through the endless and slightly claustrophobic maze of air-conditioned corridors until I find my room.

I dump my duffle bag, grab my toilet kit and a change of clothes, and duck into the bathroom to wash away the stink of terror. In the mirror, my reflection winks at me and points at a new white hair until I menace him with a tube of toothpaste. I’m only twenty-eight: I’m too young to die and too old to drive fast.

I blame Angleton. This is all his fault. He set me on this path exactly two days after the board approved my promotion to SSO, which is about the lowest grade to carry any significant managerial responsibilities. “Bob,” he said, fixing me with a terrifyingly avuncular smile, “I think it’s about time you got out of the office a bit more. Saw the world, got to grips with the more mundane aspects of the business, that sort of thing. So you can start by standing in for Andy Newstrom on a couple of low-priority, joint-liaison meetings. What do you say?”

“Great,” I said enthusiastically. “Where do I start?”

Well okay, I should really blame myself, but Angleton’s a more convenient target—he’s very hard to say no to, and more importantly, he’s eight hundred miles away. It’s easier to blame him than to kick the back of my own head.

Back in the bedroom I pull my tablet PC out of my luggage and plug it in, jack it into the broadband socket, poke my way through the tedious pay-to-register website, and bring up the VPN connection back to the office. Then I download an active ward and leave it running as a screen saver. It looks like a weird geometric pattern endlessly morphing and cycling through a color palette until it ends up in  a retina-eating stereoisogram, and it’s perfectly safe to sneak a brief glance at it, but if an intruder looks at it for too long it’ll Pwnz0r their brain. I drape a pair of sweaty boxer shorts across it before I go out, just in case room service calls. When it comes to detecting burglars, hairs glued to door frames are passé.

Down at the concierge desk I check for messages. “Letter for Herr Howard? Please to sign here.” I spot the inevitable Starbucks stand in a corner so I amble over to it, inspecting the envelope as I go. It’s made of expensive cream paper, very thick and heavy, and when I stare at it closely I see fine gold threads woven into it. They’ve used an italic font and a laser printer to address it, which cheapens the effect. I slit it open with my Swiss Army cybertool as I wait for one of the overworked Turkish baristas to get round to serving me. The card inside is equally heavy, but handwritten: 



Bob,

Meet me in the Laguna Bar at 6 p.m. or as soon as you arrive, if later.

Ramona



 

“Um,” I mutter. What the fuck?

I’m here to take part in the monthly joint-liaison meeting with our EU partner agencies. It’s held under the auspices of the EU Joint Intergovernmental Framework on Cosmological Incursions, which is governed by the Common Defense provisions of the Second Treaty of Nice. (You haven’t heard of this particular EU treaty because it’s secret by mutual agreement, none of the signatories wanting to start a mass panic.) Despite the classified nature of the event it’s really pretty boring: we’re here to swap departmental gossip about our mutual areas of interest and what’s been going on lately, update each other on new procedural measures and paperwork hoops we need to jump through to requisition useful information from our respective front-desk operations, and generally make nice. With only a decade to go until the omega conjunction—the  period of greatest risk during NIGHTMARE GREEN, when the stars are right—everyone in Europe is busy oiling the gears and wheels of our occult defense machinery. Nobody wants their neighbors to succumb to a flux of green, gibbering brain-eaters, after all: it tends to lower real estate values. After the meeting I’m supposed to take the minutes home and brief Angleton, Boris, Rutherford, and anyone else in my reporting chain, then circulate the minutes to other departments. Sic transit gloria spook.

Anyway, I’m expecting an agenda and directions to a meeting room, not a bar invite from a mysterious Ramona. I rack my brains: Who do I know who’s called Ramona? Wasn’t there a song . . . ? Joey Ramone . . . no. I fold the envelope and stuff it in my back pocket. Sounds like a porn spammer’s alias. I break out of the slowly shuffling coffee queue just in time to annoy the furiously mustachioed counter dude. Where the hell is the Laguna Bar?

I spot a number of dark, glass-partitioned areas clustered around the atrium in front of the check-in desk. They’re the usual hotel squeeze joints, overpriced restaurants, and 24-hour shops selling whatever you forgot to pack yesterday morning at four o’dark. I hunt around until I spot the word LAGUNA picked out in teensy gold Fraktur Gothic to one side of a darkened doorway, in an evident attempt to confuse the unwary.

I peek round the partition. It’s a bar, expensively tricked out in that retro-seventies style with too much polished Italian marble and sub-Bauhaus chrome furniture. At this time of evening it’s nearly empty (although maybe the fact that they charge six euros for a beer has something to do with it). I check my phone: it’s 6:15. Damn. I head for the bar, glancing around hopefully in case the mysterious Ramona’s wearing a cardboard sign saying: I’M RAMONA—TRY ME. So much for subtle spy-work.

“Ein Weissbier, bitte,” I ask, exhausting about 60 percent of my total German vocabulary.

“Sure thing, man.” The bartender turns to grab a bottle.

“I’m Ramona,” a female voice with a vaguely East Coast accent murmurs quietly in my left ear. “Don’t turn around.” And something hard pokes me in the ribs.

“Is that the aerial of your mobile phone, or are you displeased to see me?” It probably is a phone, but I do as she says: in this kind of situation it doesn’t do to take chances.

“Shut up, wise guy.” A slim hand reaches discreetly under my left arm and paws at my chest. The bartender is taking an awfully long time to find that bottle. “Hey, what is this Scheiss?”

“You found the shoulder holster? Careful, that’s my Bluetooth GPS receiver in there. And that pocket’s where I keep the noise-canceling headphones for my iPod—hey, watch out, they’re expensive!—and the spare batteries for my PDA, and—”

Ramona lets go of my fishing jacket and a moment later the stubby object disappears from the small of my back. The bartender swings round, beaming and clutching a weird-looking glass in one hand and a bottle with a culturally stereotyped label in the other. “Dude, will this do? It’s a really good Weizenbock . . .”

“Bob!” trills Ramona, stepping sideways until I can finally see her. “Make mine a dry gin and tonic, ice, but hold the fruit,” she tells the barman, smiling like sunrise over the Swiss Alps. I glance at her sidelong and try not to gape.

We’re in supermodel territory here—or maybe she’s Uma Thurman’s stunt double. She’s almost five centimeters taller than me, blonde, and she’s got cheekbones Mo would kill for. The rest of her isn’t bad, either. She has the kind of figure that most models dream about—if indeed that isn’t what she does for a living when she isn’t sticking guns in civil servants’ backs—and whatever the label on her strapless silk gown says, it probably costs more than I earn in a year, before you add in the jewelry dripping from her in incandescent waves. Real physical perfection isn’t something a guy like me gets to see up close and personal very often, and it’s something to marvel at—then run away from, before it  hypnotizes you like a snake staring into the eyes of something small, furry, and edible.

She’s beautiful but deadly, and right now she has one slim hand in her black patent-leather evening bag: judging from the slight tension at the corners of her eyes I’ll bet hard money she’s holding a small, pearl-handled automatic pistol just out of sight.

One of my wards bites me on the back of my wrist and I realize what’s come over me: it’s a glamour. I feel a sudden pang of something like homesickness for Mo, who at least comes from my own planet, even if she insists on practicing the violin at all hours.

“Fancy meeting you here like this, darling!” Ramona adds, almost as an afterthought.

“How unexpected,” I agree, taking a step sideways and reaching for the glass and bottle. The bartender, dazzled by her smile, is already reaching for a shot glass. I manage an experimental grin. Ramona reminds me of a certain ex-girlfriend (okay, she reminds me of Mhari: I admit it, try not to wince, and move on) done up to the nines and in full-on predator mode. As I get used to the impact of her glamour I begin to get an edgy feeling I’ve seen her before. “Is that your red Audi in the car park?”

She turns the full force of her smile on me. “What if it is?”

Glub glub . . . chink. Ice cubes sloshing into gin. “That’ll be sixteen euros, man.”

“Put it on my room tab,” I say automatically. I slide the card over. “If it is, you nearly rubbed me out on the A45.”

“I nearly—” She looks puzzled for a moment. Then even more puzzled. “Was it you in that ridiculous little tin can?”

“If my office would pay for an Audi TT I’d drive one, too.” I feel a stab of malicious glee at her visible disquiet. “Who do you think I am? And who are you, and what do you want?”

The bartender drifts away to the other end of the bar, still smiling blissfully under her influence. I blink back little warning flickers of migraine-like distortion as I look at her.  That’s got to be at least a level three glamour she’s wearing, I tell myself, and shiver. My ward isn’t powerful enough to break through it so I can see her as she really is, but at least I can tell I’m being spoofed.

“I’m Ramona Random. You can call me Ramona.” She takes a chug of the G&T, then stares down her nose at me with those disquietingly clear eyes, like an aristocratic Eloi considering a shambling, half-blind Morlock who’s somehow made it to the surface. I take a preliminary sip of my beer, waiting for her to continue. “Do you want to fuck me?”

I spray beer through my nostrils. “You have got to be kidding!”

It’s more tactful than I’d rather bed a king snake and sounds less pathetic than my girlfriend would kill me, but the instant I come out with it I know it’s a gut reaction, and true: What’s under that glamour? Nothing I’d want to meet in bed, I’ll bet.

“Good,” says Ramona, closing the door very firmly on that line of speculation, much to my relief. She nods, a falling lock of flax-colored hair momentarily concealing her face: “Every guy I’ve ever slept with died less than twenty-four hours later.” It must be my expression, because a moment later she adds, defensively: “It’s just a coincidence! I didn’t kill them. Well, most of them.”

I realize I’m trying to hide behind my beer glass, and force myself to straighten up. “I’m very glad to hear it,” I say, a little too rapidly.

“I was just checking because we’re supposed to be working together. And it would be real unfortunate if you slept with me and died, because then we couldn’t do that.”

“Really? How interesting. And what exactly is it you think I do?”

She puts her glass down and removes her hand from her bag. It’s déjà vu all over again: instead of a gun she’s holding a three-year-old Palm Pilot. It’s inferior tech, and I feel a momentary flash of smugness at knowing I’ve got the drop on her in at least one important department. She flips the  protective cover open and glances at the screen. “I think you work for Capital Laundry Services,” she says matter-of-factly. “Nominally you’re a senior scientific officer in the Department of Internal Logistics. You’re tasked with representing your department in various joint committees and with setting policy on IT acquisitions. But you really work for Angleton, don’t you? So they must see something in you that I—” her suddenly jaundiced gaze takes in my jeans, somewhat elderly tee shirt, and fishing vest stuffed with geek toys “—don’t.”

I try not to wilt too visibly. Okay, she’s a player. That makes things easier—and harder, in a way. I swallow a mouthful of beer, successfully this time. “So why don’t you tell me who you are?”

“I just did. I’m Ramona and I’m not going to sleep with you.”

“Fine, Ramona-and-I’m-not-going-to-sleep-with-you. What are you? I mean, are you human? I can’t tell, what with that glamour you’re wearing, and that kind of thing makes me nervous.”

Sapphire eyes stare at me. “Keep guessing, monkey-boy.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake—“Okay, I mean, who do you work for?”

“The Black Chamber. And I always wear this body on business. We’ve got a dress code, you know.”

The Black Chamber? My stomach lurches. I’ve had one run-in with those guys, near the outset of my professional career, and everything I’ve learned since has taught me I was damned lucky to survive. “Who are you here to kill?”

She makes a faint moue of distaste. “I’m supposed to be working with you. I wasn’t sent here to kill anyone.”

We’re going in circles again. “Fine. You’re going to work with me but you don’t want to sleep with me in case I drop dead, Curse of the Mummy and all that. You’re tooled up to vamp some poor bastard, but it’s not me, and you seem to know who I am. Why don’t you just cut the crap and explain what you’re doing here, why the hell you’re so jumpy, and what’s going on?”

“You really don’t know?” She stares at me. “I was told you’d been briefed.”

“Briefed?” I stare right back at her. “You’ve got to be kidding! I’m here for a committee meeting, not a live-action role-playing game.”

“Huh!” For a moment she looks puzzled. “You are here to attend the next session of the joint-liaison committee on cosmological incursions, aren’t you?”

I nod, very slightly. The Auditors don’t usually ask you what you didn’t say, they’re more interested in what you did say, and who you said it to.1 “You’re not on my briefing sheet.”

“I see.” Ramona nods thoughtfully, then relaxes slightly. “Sounds like a regular fuck-up, then. Like I said, I was told we’re going to be working together on a joint activity, starting with this meeting. For the purposes of this session I’m an accredited delegate, by the way.”

“You—” I bite my tongue, trying to imagine her in a committee room going over the seventy-six-page agenda. “You’re a what?”

“I’ve got observer status. Tomorrow I’ll show you my ward,” she adds. (That clinches it. The wards are handed out to those of us who’re assigned to the joint committee.) “You can show me yours. I’m sure you’ll be briefed before that—afterwards we’ll have a lot more to talk about.”

“Just what—” I swallow “—are we supposed to be working on?”

She smiles. “Baccarat.” She finishes her G&T and stands up with a swish of silk: “I’ll be seeing you later, Robert. Until tonight . . .”

 

I BUY ANOTHER BEER TO CALM MY RATTLED nerves and hunker down in a carnivorous leather sofa at the   far side of the bar. When I’m sure the bartender isn’t watching me I pull out my Treo, run a highly specialized program, and dial an office extension in London. The phone rings four times, then the voice mail picks it up. “Boss? Got a headache. A Black Chamber operative called Ramona showed up. She claims that we’re supposed to be working together. What the hell’s going on? I need to know.” I hang up without bothering to wait for a reply. Angleton will be in around six o’clock London time, and then I’ll get my answer. I sigh, which draws a dirty look from a pair of overdressed chancers at the next table. I guess they think I’m lowering the tone of the bar. A sense of acute loneliness comes crashing down. What am I doing here?

The superficial answer is that I’m here on Laundry business. That’s Capital Laundry Services to anyone who rings the front doorbell or cold-calls the switchboard, even though we haven’t operated out of the old offices above the Chinese laundry in Soho since the end of the Second World War. The Laundry has a long memory. I work for the Laundry because they gave me a choice between doing so . . . or not working for anyone, ever again. With 20/20 hindsight I can’t say I blame them. Some people you just do not want to leave outside the tent pissing in, and in my early twenties, self-confident and naïve, I was about as safe to leave lying around unsupervised as half a ton of sweating gelignite. These days I’m a trained computational demonologist, that species of occult practitioner who really can summon spirits from the vasty deep: or at least whatever corner of our local Calabi-Yau manifold they howl and gibber in, insane on the brane. And I’m a lot safer to have around these days—at least I know what precautions to use and what safety standards to obey: so call me a bunker full of smart bombs.

Most Laundry work consists of tediously bureaucratic form-filling and paper-pushing. About three years ago I got bored and asked if I could be assigned to active service. This was a mistake I’ve been regretting ever since, because it  tends to go hand-in-hand with things like being rousted out of bed at four in the morning to go count the concrete cows in Milton Keynes, which sounds like a lot more fun than it actually is; especially when it leads to people shooting at you and lots more complicated forms to fill in and hearings in front of the Audit Committee. (About whom the less said the better.)

But on the other hand, if I hadn’t switched to active service status I wouldn’t have met Mo, Dr. Dominique O’Brien—except she hates the Dominique bit—and from this remove I can barely imagine what life would be like without her. At least, without her in principle. She’s been on one training course or another for months on end lately, doing something hush-hush that she can’t tell me about. This latest course has kept her down at the secure facility in Dunwich Village for four weeks now, and two weeks before that I had to go to the last liaison meeting, and frankly, I’m pining. I mentioned this to Pinky at the pub last week, and he snorted and accused me of carrying on like I was already married. I suppose he’s right: I’m not used to having somebody wonderful and sane in my life, and I guess I’m a bit clingy. Maybe I should talk about it with Mo, but the subject of marriage is a bit touchy and I’m reluctant to raise it—her previous matrimonial experience wasn’t a happy one.

 

I’M ABOUT HALFWAY DOWN MY BEER AND THINKING about calling Mo—if she’s off work right now we could chat—when my phone rings. I glance at it and freeze: it’s Angleton. I key the cone of silence, then answer: “Bob here.”

“Bob.” Angleton’s voice is papery-thin and cold, and the data compression inflicted by the telephone network and the security tunnel adds a hollow echo to it. “I got your message. This Ramona person, I want you to describe her.”

“I can’t. She was wearing a glamour, level three at least— it nearly sent me cross-eyed. But she knows who I am and what I’m here for.”

“All right, Bob, that’s about what I expected. Now this is what I want you to do.” Angleton pauses. I lick my suddenly dry lips. “I want you to finish your drink and go back to your room. However, rather than entering, I want you to proceed down the corridor to the next room along on the same side, one number up. Your support team should be checked in there already. They’ll continue the briefing once you’re in the secure suite. Do not enter your room for the time being. Do you understand?”

“I think so.” I nod. “You’ve got a little surprise job lined up for me. Is that it?”

“Yes,” says Angleton, and hangs up abruptly.

I put my beer down, then stand up and glance round. I thought I was here for a routine committee meeting, but suddenly I find I’m standing on shifting sands, in possibly hostile territory. The middle-aged swingers glance disinterestedly at me, but my wards aren’t tingling: they’re just who they appear to be. Right. Go directly to bed, do not eat supper, do not collect . . . I shake my head and get moving.

To get to the elevator bank from the bar requires crossing an expanse of carpet overlooked by two levels of balconies—normally I wouldn’t even notice it but after Angleton’s little surprise the skin on the back of my neck crawls, and I clutch my Treo and my lucky charm bracelet twitchily as I sidle across it. There aren’t many people about, if you discount the queue of tired business travelers checking in at the desk, and I make it to the lift bank without the scent of violets or the tickling sense of recognition that usually prefigures a lethal manifestation. I hit the “up” button on the nearest elevator and the doors open to admit me.

There is a theory that all chain hotels are participants in a conspiracy to convince the international traveler that there is only one hotel on the planet, and it’s just like the one in their own hometown. Personally, I don’t believe it: it seems much  more plausible that rather than actually going somewhere I have, in fact, been abducted and doped to the gills by aliens, implanted with false and bewildering memories of humiliating security probes and tedious travel, and checked in to a peculiarly expensive padded cell to recover. It’s certainly an equally consistent explanation for the sense of disorientation and malaise I suffer from in these places; besides which, malevolent aliens are easier to swallow than the idea that other people actually want to live that way.

Elevators are an integral part of the alien abduction experience. I figure the polished fake-marble floor and mirror-tiled ceiling with indirect lighting conspire to generate a hypnotic sense of security in the abductees, so I pinch myself and force myself to stay alert. The lift is just beginning to accelerate upwards when my phone vibrates, so I glance at the screen, read the warning message, and drop to the floor.

The lift rattles as it rises towards the sixth floor. My guts lighten: We’re slowing! The entropy detector wired into my phone’s aerial is lighting up the screen with a grisly red warning icon. Some really heavy shit is going on upstairs, and the closer we get to my floor the stronger it is. “Fuck fuck fuck,” I mumble, punching up a basic countermeasure screen. I’m not carrying: this is supposed to be friendly territory, and whatever’s lighting up the upper levels of the Ramada Treff Page Hotel is—I briefly flash back to another hotel in Amsterdam, a howling wind sucking into the void where a wall should be—

Clunk. The door slides open and I realize at the same instant that I should have leapt for the lift control panel and the emergency stop button. “Shit,” I add—the traditional last word—just as the flashing red dial on my phone screen whisks counterclockwise and turns green: green for safety, green for normal, green to show that the reality excursion has left the building.

“Zum Teufel!”

I glance up stupidly at a pair of feet encased in bulletproof-looking, brown leather hiking boots, then further up at the corduroy trousers and beige jacket of an elderly German tourist. “Trying to get a signal,” I mutter, and scramble out of the lift on all fours, feeling extremely stupid.

I tiptoe along the beige-carpeted corridor to my room, racking my brains for an explanation. This whole set-up stinks like a week-old haddock: what’s going on? Ramona, whoever the hell she is—I’d put hard money on her being mixed in with it. And that entropy blip was big. But it’s gone now. Someone gating in? I wonder. Or a proximal invocation? I pause in front of my door and hold my hand above the door handle for a few seconds.

The handle is cold. Not just metal-at-ambient cold, but frigid and smoking-liquid-nitrogen cold.

“Oops,” I say very quietly, and keep on walking down the corridor until I arrive at the next room door. Then I pull out my phone and speed-dial Angleton.

“Bob, Sitrep.”

I lick my lips. “I’m still alive. While I was in the elevator my tertiary proximity alarm redlined then dropped back. I got to my room and the door handle feels like it’s measuring room temperature in single-digit Kelvins. I’m now outside the adjacent door. I figure it’s a hit and unless you tell me otherwise I’m calling a Code Blue.”

“This isn’t the Code Blue you’re here to deal with.” Angleton sounds dryly amused, which is pretty much what I expect from him. “But you might want to make a note that your activation key is double-oh-seven. Just in case you need it later.”

“You what?” I glare at the phone in disbelief, then punch the number into the keypad. “Jesus, Angleton, someday let me explain this concept called password security to you. I’m not meant to be able to hack my own action locks and start shooting on a whim—”

“But you didn’t, did you?” He sounds even more amused as my phone beeps twice and makes a metallic clicking  noise. “You may not have time to ask when the shit hits the fan. That’s why I kept it simple. Now give me a Sitrep,” he adds crisply.

“I’m going live.” I frantically punch a couple of buttons and invisible moths flutter up and down my spine; when they fade away the corridor looks darker, somehow, and more threatening. “Half-live. My terminal is active.” I fumble around in my pocket and pull out a small webcam, click it into place in the expansion slot on top of my phone. Now my phone has got two cameras. “Okay, SCORPION STARE loaded. I’m armed. What can I expect?”

There’s a buzzing noise from the door lock next to me and the green LED flashes. “Hopefully nothing right now, but . . . open the door and go inside. Your backup team should be in place to give you your briefing, unless something’s gone very wrong in the last five minutes.”

“Jesus, Angleton.”

“That is my name. You shouldn’t swear so much: the walls have ears.” He still sounds amused, the omniscient bastard. I don’t know how he does it—I’m not cleared for that shit—but I always have a feeling that he can see over my shoulder. “Go inside. That’s an order.”

I take a deep breath, raise my phone, and open the door.

“Hiya, Bob!” Pinky looks up from the battered instrument case, his hands hovering over a compact computer keyboard. He’s wearing a fetching batik sarong, a bushy handlebar moustache, and not much else: I’m not going to give him the pleasure of knowing just how much this disturbs me, or how relieved I am to see him.

“Where’s Brains?” I ask, closing the door behind me and exhaling slowly.

“In the closet. Don’t worry, he’ll be coming out soon enough.” Pinky points a digit at the row of storage doors fronting the wall adjacent to my room. “Angleton sent us. He said you’d need briefing.”

“Am I the only person here who doesn’t know what’s going on?”

“Probably.” He grins. “Nothing to worry about, ol’ buddy.” He glances at my Treo. “Would you mind not pointing that thing at me?”

“Oh, sorry.” I lower it hastily and eject the second camera that turns it into a SCORPION STARE terminal, a basilisk device capable of blowing apart chunks of organic matter within visual range by convincing them that some of their carbon nuclei are made of silicon. “Are you going to tell me what’s happening?”

“Sure.” He sounds unconcerned. “You’re being destiny-entangled with a new partner, and we’re here to make sure she doesn’t accidentally kill and eat you before the ritual is complete.”

“I’m being what?” I hate it when I squeak.

“She’s from the Black Chamber. You’re supposed to be working together on something big, and the old man wants you to be able to draw on her abilities when you need help.”

“What do you mean draw on her? Like I’m a trainee tattooist now?” I’ve got a horrible feeling I know what he’s talking about, and I don’t like it one little bit: but it would explain why Angleton sent Pinky and Brains to be my backup team. They’re old housemates, and the bastard thinks they’ll make me feel more comfortable.

The closet door opens and Brains steps out. Unlike Pinky he’s decently dressed, for leather club values of decency. “Don’t get overexcited, Bob,” he says, winking at me: “I was just drilling holes in the walls.”

“Holes—”

“To observe her. She’s confined to the pentacle on your bedroom carpet; you don’t need to worry about her getting loose and stealing your soul before we complete the circuit. Hold still or this won’t work.”

“Who’s in what pentacle in my bedroom?” I take a step back towards the door but he’s approaching me, clutching a sterile needle.

“Your new partner. Here, hold out a hand, this won’t hurt a bit—”

“Ouch!” I step backwards and bounce off the wall, and Brains manages to get his drop of blood while I’m wincing.

“Great, that’ll let us complete the destiny lock. You know you’re a lucky man? At least, I suppose you’re lucky—if you’re that way inclined—”

“Who is she, dammit?”

“Your new partner? She’s a changeling sent by the Black Chamber. Name of Ramona. And she is stacked, if that sort of thing matters to you.” He pulls an amused face, oh so tolerant of my heterosexual ways.

“But I didn’t—”

A toilet flushes, then the bathroom door opens and Boris steps out. And that’s when I know I’m in deep shit, because Boris is not my normal line manager: Boris is the guy they send out when something has gone terribly wrong in the field and stuff needs to be cleaned up by any means necessary. Boris acts like a cut-rate extra in a Cold War spy thriller—right down to the hokey fake accent and the shaven bullet-head—although he’s about as English as I am. The speech thing is a leftover from a cerebral infarction, courtesy of a field invocation that went pear-shaped.

“Bob.” He doesn’t smile. “Welcome to Darmstadt. You come for joint-liaison framework. You are attending meeting tomorrow as planned: but are also being cleared for AZORIAN BLUE HADES as of now. Are here to brief, introduce you to support team, and make sure you bond with your, your, associate. Without to be eated.”

“Eaten?” I ask. I must look a trifle tense because even Boris manages to pull an apologetic expression from somewhere. “What is this job, exactly? I didn’t volunteer for a field mission—”

“Know you do not. We are truly sorry to put this on you,” says Boris, running a hand over his bald head in a gesture that gives the lie to the sentiment, “but not having time for histrionics.” He glances at Brains and gives a tiny nod. “First am giving briefing to you, then must complete destiny-entanglement protocol with entity next door. After  that—” he checks his watch “—are being up to you, but estimating are only seven days to save Western civilization.”

“What?” I know what my ears just heard but I’m not sure I believe them.

He stares at me grimly, then nods. “If is up to me, are not be relying on you. But time running out and is short on alternatives.”

“Oh Jesus.” I sit down on the sole available chair. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

“Nyet. Pinky, the DVD please. It is being time to expand Robert’s horizons . . .”
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