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    Chapter 1


    Sacrifice


    


    The girl screamed.


    “N-NN-N-NOOO-OOO…!!!”


    The desert shone like silver in the moonlight, every wrinkle and fold picked out in stark clarity. High above, the sky was ablaze with stars, sizzling and scintillating like sparks of ice.


    “O-Ooohh…hh…N-NN-OOO-OOO…!!!”


    There was a strange light in the desert that night, an angry red glow. A supernatural sound drowned out the rustle of predatory reptiles or the scuttle of a desert rat; the drone of human voices chanting.


    “We hear and obey you, oh Master…!”


    The fire formed a towering cone, feeding vigorously on a pyramid of stacked wood. The chanting came in rhythmic gusts that fanned the tall flames. The firelight was reflected in the red eyes that ringed the pyre in deep and densely packed ranks, swaying figures cloaked and hooded. The flames crackled viciously, spitting and hissing.


    The girl screamed again.


    “OOOO-OOO-OOOOO-HH-Hhh…hhh…hhh…!!!”


    She was pretty, the kind of girl one saw every weekend tending the barbeque by the pool; her sturdy body stripped down to a T-shirt and panties.


    “P-P-pp-plee-eee-zzz…zze…!!!”


    Strong hands gripped her arms down to the bone, twisting them up behind her back. Her body writhed, held between two burly figures shrouded in grey, as they cuffed her wrists together behind her back. The chanting quickened and increased in volume. Within the shadow of the hoods, there was the pale glimmer of faces turning upwards, the red sparks glinting in their eyes.


    They were dragging her to a wooden platform set on tubular metal scaffolding. The platform supported a steel crane, with ropes and pulleys connected to a mechanical winch.


    “D-D-dd-d-don’t…!!!”


    A hook dangled from the long arm of the crane. They secured the hook to the cuffs that bound the girl’s wrists. Her eyes were enormous. Her whole body shook, her legs trembling.


    There was a great up-swell of noise from the crowd. A strange form had materialized on the platform, tall and broad-shouldered, robed in billowing black lined with scarlet. It was masked in black with slit slanting eyes rimmed in red, crowned by long and curving horns.


    “Aaaaaaaa…hhhh…!!!” the crowd sighed. The girl moaned in terror. Her legs sagged but the hooded men supported her.


    As the commanding figure advanced to the edge of the platform, the sound of the crowd took on a shape and a rhythm and the chanting rose up again.


    An imperious gesture had the hooded men jumping to man the winch.


    “AAAIIEEE-EEE-EEEE…!!!”


    The girl rose into the air. Her face contorting, she screamed in pain as her bound arms were jerked up behind her. The arm of the crane extended, lifting her out and over the lip of the wooden platform, towards the blazing pyramid.


    There was a sudden surge in the crowd ringing the fire, thrusting forward until forced back by the intense heat, a tide rushing in and then receding.


    Twisting at the end of the cable, the girl’s body jerked and juddered, her legs thrashing.


    “EEEEE…AAIIEEEE…!!!”


    The figure in black motioned again and the winch began to lower her. Her twitching body descended slowly. Long tongues of flame stretched up greedily, reaching for her dangling limbs.


    The crowd was a heaving mass, ebbing and flowing towards the fire. The chanting became feverish.


    The girl’s eyes were bulging with horror. She screamed until her voice cracked hoarsely. The flames were licking at her toes.


    “AAAAAAA-AAA-AAAA…aaa…aa…hhh…hh…”


    She fainted, her head lolling down. A great groan burst from the crowd.


    They continued to lower her until she had vanished entirely into the roaring fire. The crowd was dancing, a crude shuffle, packed tight together, their palms outstretched towards the flames.


    On the platform the tall black specter flung its arms up to the stars, now mingled with red sparks thrown up by the fire.


    “Take this our offering, oh Master…!”


    The night was psychedelic. The fires were tall fountains of sparks and the smoke was a creeping fog generated by dry ice, aglow with pulsing light. The air was thick with sweet illicit smells and suffused by the ever shifting rainbows cast by whirling multi-colored gels and iridescent oil slides.


    “Let’s hear it, people…the guys you’ve been waitin’ for…!”


    “YEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE…”


    “…here they are…!”


    “…EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE…”


    “…Six-Six-Six!”


    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA…”


    Silhouetted against the light, figures waded through the artificial fog, jogging onto the stage.


    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA…”


    They raised their hands in salute and, raked by the beams of traversing spotlights, a forest of arms shot up in reply, hands shaped into the twin horns of the beast.


    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH…!!!”


    The great exhalation was an escalating scream like the engines of a jet plane, carrying the audience forward until it washed up against the stage. The lights shone on a sea of bright upturned faces with wide eyes and open mouths; teenage boys and girls, bedecked and bejewelled in tribute to their heroes. Hair dyed jet black, black eye shadow and glossy black lips in corpse-white faces. Black leather, black T-shirts sliced and shredded with great deliberation, emblazoned with the numbers in blood-dripping red — “666”.


    


    “Y’all know it!” screamed the lead singer as he seized the mike stand.


    “Go To The Devil!”


    The scream peaked on a note of recognition.


    “HAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH…!!!”


    Behind the lead singer, the band was plugged in and ready to go. The opening riff rode the scream in a crazy warped harmony.


    Upfront, “Snake” was lean and lanky, with startling blue eyes and an untamed mane of hair so fair it was almost white. Capering and wind milling, he twirled the mike stand like a giant baton, narrow shoulders draped in black satin, his impossibly long and thin legs encased in skin tight silver, tucked into shiny black boots. As he prowled the front of the stage, inciting the crowd, his voice dipped and soared outrageously, now a bull bellow, now a glass-shattering shriek.


    “Cannibal” laid down the beat, producing rolling thunder from his drum kit. Stripped to the waist, his muscle-bound torso was already drenched in sweat, decorated by lurid tattoos of daggers and skulls. His long black hair flailed in soaked rat-tails, spraying beads of sweat in a halo caught by the lights.


    “Tank” played the bass, with a skull-crushing, subterranean sound, a hulking figure armored by studded black leather down to his Frankenstein boots, shoulders hunched, head down,long dark hair hiding his face.


    “Chainsaw” was the rhythm guitarist, wiry and hyperactive. Sheathed in a black and silver jumpsuit, he stalked the length and breadth of the stage, running and jumping, pausing to strike a pose; legs wide apart, bent over the neck, head bobbing, long black hair flailing as he ground out his trademark buzz saw flaying chords.


    “The Axe” played lead guitar, on an instrument custom-made for him, shaped like a skull-and-crossbones. He dressed in style, sporting a heraldic leather jacket presented to him by the genuine Hell’s Angels, shredded blue jeans and heavy biker’s boots. His left hand was a blur on the ebony fret board inlaid with runic symbols, his right flicking out flurries of notes like shards of jagged metal.


    “The Axe”’s solo, as ever, prompted a synchronized display of “air guitar” theatrics from the boys, while the girls all raised their hands in the “horns” salute. When “Go To The Devil” crashed to its typically apocalyptic conclusion, the kids went crazy, rocking the hall, a seething mass bathed by the swirling rainbows.


    


    To the side, where the wall streamed with condensation, two boys were standing stock still amidst all the leaping and gyrating. Their faces were blank, their eyes staring, unseeing.


    


    When they built a new High School, in a nice neighborhood that was preyed on by the bad neighborhood, they built it like a fortress. They built it out of concrete and put in barred windows. They ringed it with a tall fence of steel mesh, topped by curls of razor wire. They mounted floodlights on high poles, so at the dead of night, when the nice neighborhood slept and the bad neighborhood came creeping, the main buildings and outbuildings and yards and playgrounds were exposed by a garish glare that penetrated everywhere.


    


    Footfalls padded softly on the slumbering suburban streets, past the identical front lawns and the identical houses. Teenage feet, laced into high-topped sneakers with thick rubber soles.


    There were two of them, boys, fifteen going on sixteen. They were typical of the breed, slim with a shock of long brown hair and a smattering of spots on their pale faces. One wore faded blue jeans, bell-bottoms flapping, the other baggy black track suit bottoms with a white racing stripe. The one wearing jeans had a short shiny black windbreaker draped over his ripped black cotton T-shirt with the “666” in blood red; the other a ragged denim jacket held together with skull and dagger patches. The boy wearing blue jeans carried a bulky canvas sports bag, slung over his shoulder.


    


    The High School was set at the crest of a shallow slope, a little way off from the grid of identical streets with their identical houses. The boys walked briskly across a broad area of neatly mown grass that framed the School all the way round, pushing through a knee-high hedgerow in order to reach the steel fence where it bordered the playground. Between them, they swung the heavy bag back and forth and then up and over the fence. It landed with a thud on the grey asphalt of the deserted playground, gleaming dully under the floodlights.


    The boys found finger and toeholds in the mesh and scuttled swiftly up to the top of the fence. Deftly, they slipped off their jackets and laid them over the coils of razor wire. They hardly made a sound as they dropped down into the playground. Leaving their jackets snagged on the wire, they lifted the bag between them and made a swift dash across the floodlit playground.


    


    “Hey!” said the Security Guard, leaning towards the flickering screen of his TV monitor.


    “We got company!”


    


    The boys knew which window to go to. The one in the boys’ locker room, a rectangular block attached to the sloping barn of the gymnasium.


    


    “C’mon!” the Security Guard was buckling on his gun belt.


    “Let’s go!”


    


    The empty spaces of the gym still tingled with tiny echoes left over from the day’s activities, evidenced by the dangling ropes and rings and the squat vaulting horses, all picked out by the silvery half-light flowing down from the skylights in the ceiling.


    Without a word, the boys walked quickly to the middle of a carpet of dark blue rubber matting, laid down for the benefit of the gymnasts, partially obscuring the multi-colored basketball and volleyball courts marked out on the polished wooden flooring.


    They put the bag down and zipped it open. The zipper made a sudden loud sound.


    “Hold it right there!”


    The doors crashing open made another, louder sound, a hot electric light bursting in on the cool blue and silver.


    The two Security Guards came in shoulder to shoulder, chunky middle-aged men in pale blue uniforms. They had guns in their hands. The boys were hunched down over the open sports bag, speared by the shaft of yellow light that lanced all the way across the floor of the gym. The Security Guards relaxed. Just kids. Local white kids. Probably broke in to spray paint something bad about their gym teacher. Nothing to worry about.


    “Okay, guys,” said one of the guards, holstering his gun.


    “You’ve had your dare. So now why dontya just — ”


    The boys had their hands delving deep in the bag. When their hands came out they were holding their fathers’ big blue-black pistols, too big for them, too heavy for their slim wrists.


    “Jesus!”


    The boys opened fire. Their faces blank and eyes unblinking, they went on firing until their guns were empty. The detonations reverberated back and forth. A haze misted the pale moonlight pouring down from the skylights.


    


    “UH-H-H-hhh…hhh…hh…”


    The Security Guards were sprawled in a lake of black blood, one on top of the other, across the path of yellow light that stretched from the open doors.


    The guns slipped from the boy’s fingers, thudding on the rubber carpet. They turned slowly to look at each other. Solemnly, without a word, they reached back into the bag and pulled out two large heavy-duty plastic containers; the contents made a muffled sloshing sound. Unscrewing the plastic caps, the boys swung the containers, splashing the rubber matting and the leather padding of the wooden vaulting horses, the twitching bodies of the guards. The smell of gasoline choked the gym, the light made wavering by the vapors.


    They returned to the center of the flooded rubber carpet, their feet squelching. They knelt slowly, facing each other. Expressionless, they emptied the remainder over themselves.


    One of them took a cigarette lighter from his pocket.


    “Take this our offering, oh Master…!”


    


    The choir sang lustily, in stacked ranks robed in blue velvet.


    “Heed the word of the Lord…!!!”


    Under the glare of the TV lights, the faithful swayed in their seats, clapping their hands to the beat. Some jumped to their feet and danced in the aisles. They were dancing in the balconies. The theater was rocking, making the ushers with their brass buttons and braid glance at each other nervously.


    “…of the Lord…!!!”


    The choir finished on a note intended to soar all the way up to heaven. The crowd came slowly off the boil and was simmering, an excited murmur of anticipation rippling around the stalls and up to the back of the balconies.


    The conductor of the choir was a perspiring butterball with horn=rimmed spectacles and floppy red hair, all tossed out of place by the vigor of his conducting. Breathing heavily and mopping the sweat from his brow, he stepped up to a polished wooden lectern and tapped the microphone to make sure that it was switched on.


    “Ladies and gentlemen…”


    He had to speak up to be heard above the chatter.


    “My friends…!”


    The murmur faded.


    “We are honored to have with us once again…”


    And then swelled up eagerly.


    “…the Reverend Thaddeus P. Calhoun!”


    There was a great shout. The choir let loose a fanfare of hallelujahs. The TV cameras were panning and zooming to follow the progress of the man who made his entrance onto the stage with long swift strides.


    “…the Reverend Thaddeus P. Calhoun!”


    He was tall and broad-shouldered, tanned and handsome. He had the head of a lion, with electric blue eyes over classical cheekbones, a long aristocratic nose and a strong jaw. As he entered, he doffed his snow white Stetson with a flourish, the silver band twinkling, to reveal steel grey hair combed back from his high forehead in luxuriant waves that brushed the collar of his pearly silk shirt. In the glare of the TV lights, his white suit was blinding. His gold rings and watch chain flashed and sparkled as he raised his hands to acknowledge a thunderous ovation.


    “Thank you! Thank you, my friends!”


    The portly choirmaster retreated, bowing and scraping. Reverend Calhoun waited with his large hands resting on the wooden lip of the lectern. When he finally gestured for the ovation to cease, it did, instantly. The Reverend shifted slightly, to ensure that the cameras would be able to admire his patrician profile. He held a long pause, until the pin=drop silent tension of the audience was stretched to breaking point.


    “My friends,” he began, in a voice that resonated with authority.


    “I have come here to warn you of the danger to your children…!” Concern was etched upon every upturned face, shining under the bright lights. And an eagerness, an eagerness to be told, to hear the message.


    “Do you know what your children do, when they are alone? Do you know where they go?”


    He was pointing, at something above and beyond them, something lurking behind them.


    “They go to the Devil!”


    He jabbed with his pointing finger and the crowd rocked back, a shudder that rippled to the back of the hall, all the way to the rear of the balconies.


    “They listen to the Devil’s music! They hear Satan’s siren song!” His mighty fist slammed down on the lectern. There were gasps. Some cried out.


    “They are seduced by heathen Rock Music!”


    


    At dawn, she liked to walk along the beach.


    Beneath a glowing, champagne-colored sky, the glittering surf was all froth and bubbles, lapping at her ankles. The sun was a huge disk of pale gold, hanging low above the horizon and the undulating sea sparkled as the tide came rolling in.


    “Da…da…da…da-da-da…da…”


    A little pink plastic transistor radio dangled by a strap from her wrist. Sweet Soul sounds merged with the soothing rhythm of the surf.


    “Mmmm…da…da-da-da…dee…dee…”


    She was young, in her early 20s. Her straight, silken fair hair hung down to the small of her back, framing green eyes over high cheekbones, eyes like a cat’s, slanted just a little, just enough to be bewitching. Her lips were ripe and pouting, just a little, just enough to make her ravishing.


    Her bare toes tickled by the bubbling surf, she was wearing a skimpy, fringed chamois leather halter-top and cut-off faded blue denim shorts. She was tall, not too tall, but tall enough to make her formidable. Her shoulders were strong and supple and her breasts filled the daring halter-top to perfection. Lightly tanned and golden, her bare midriff was superbly trim and toned. Her splendid hips swung with a lazy insolence, as she strolled along the fringe of the ocean with a lithe, athletic swagger. She turned and walked into the sea, towards the rising sun, until she was thigh deep in the sparkling water.


    “Ooops!”


    The plastic radio burbled when she accidentally dunked it. Laughing, she raised her hands, tossing out her long blonde hair like a shining cape, to drape her strong shoulders. In the early morning light her body was glowing. She was golden.


    Beep! Beep! Beep!


    Eyes closed, she was dancing in the water, her arms wafting, embracing the luminous sky.


    Beep! Beep! Beep!


    She was hip swaying, her body in synch with the undulations of the ocean.


    Beep! Beep! Beep!


    “Aw…!”


    Frowning, she rolled her eyes and waded back towards the shining sand.


    Beep! Beep! Beep!


    “Okay, okay! I’m coming!”


    Beep! Beep! B — !”


    Parked at an angle on a tilting down slope; a pert yellow dune buggy. She reached in and plucked out the handset of the CB mounted below the dash.


    “Hello…?”


    The voice that came from the speaker had a lilt like an exotic bell.


    “Good morning, Cat. Sleep well?”


    The blonde girl pouted.


    “Good morning, Aiko,” she yawned extravagantly.


    “No, I didn’t.” The voice was laughing.


    “Oh honestly, Cat! Who was he? Did you actually get round to asking him his name?”


    The blonde snorted.


    “Hah!”


    Then she burst out laughing. Her voice was the sound of the sun and the sand and the surf.


    “He had a groovy car…”


    She could almost hear the voice shaking its head.


    “Oh, Cat!”


    And the voice was laughing too.


    “Well, when you’ve woken up, Selena wants to see you.” The blonde stopped laughing and looked eager.


    “Far out! Work?”


    “Yes, work.”


    The handset was returned to its hook. Leaning her rump against the fiberglass flank of the dune buggy, she deftly rolled herself a joint; a mild, mellow morning joint.


    “Mmmmm…mmm…!”


    Tilting her face to the champagne sky, she let the morning breeze and the sounds of the surf and the sweet Soul music wash over her like warm honey.


    


    She hung the little radio on the rear view mirror.


    “Da…da…da…da-da-da…dee…dee…”


    In its element, the yellow buggy buzzed along the beach, where the ocean met the sand, framed by a glowing halo of spray.


    She licked her lips, savoring the salty tang.


    “Da…da…da-da-da…dee-dee…!”


    


    Brown fingers blurred, making gemstones flash and sparkle. Long gold-glitter fingernails clicked rapidly on the keys.


    Glowing green characters marched out onto the blank screen, forming ranks and filling it with information:


    


    PERSONNEL FILE


    (Classified Level 1)


    


    “Field” name — Cat


    Real name — classified


    Age — 23


    Nationality — American


    Base of operations — Bay City HQ


    Place of residence — classified


    


    Cat took the road that ran by the beach, where she could taste the salty tang in the wind that washed her face, and watch the golden ball of the morning sun race parallel to her and the inviting, glittering froth of the surf rolling onto the glowing sand.


    The road was the long way to anywhere and in a world where everyone was in a hurry to get somewhere important it was almost deserted, in the middle of a working day. She enjoyed the luxury of taking her time, of having this road all to herself, detached from the workaday hustle.


    


    Thank you, Uncle John.


    


    She felt benign. She could afford to be. She had a five-million-dollar trust fund, and her Uncle’s orders not to spend a penny of it wisely.


    Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!


    She didn’t have the road entirely to herself. There was a shape expanding in her mirror.


    


    Shit.


    


    A salesman, in an anonymous beige sedan. In a big hurry. Cat could see his bland face quite clearly, greasy with sweat, his eyes big with anxiety. He’d taken the wrong road and was going to be late for his meeting.


    He was pushing her. His ugly front bumper was closing in on the rear of the dune buggy, with its exposed engine and blaring exhaust curled like the tubing of a trumpet. He obviously wanted to pass and began to edge out nervously.


    Cat laughed.


    


    Fuck off.


    


    Cruising, she kept the buggy’s rear end in his face. Whichever way he tried to go, she was there in front of him.


    It was just a woman. His blood boiled. He was bigger and faster.


    “Bitch!”


    


    PERSONNEL FILE


    (Classified Level 1)


    


    Special skills — all-collegiate heptathlon champion: can swim, ski, ride, fence and shoot; proficient in several of the martial arts; speaks nine languages.


    Weapons — authorized: Colt .25 automatic carbine; Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum unauthorized: no information available


    


    He tried to be clever. He slowed, hanging back, then hit the pedal and accelerated, feinting to go outside, then swinging in.


    


    No way man!


    


    He was no match for her reflexes. Cat made him think that he’d fooled her. Then she shut the door. His brakes squealed, tires smoking. The blunt tail of the dull sedan swung wildly and then the car performed a full revolution, sliding sideways down a gentle slope onto the beach in a cloud of sand.


    


    PERSONNEL FILE


    (Classified Level 1)


    


    Education: all the best schools — classified. Was inevitably expelled from most of them; dropped out of college in search of excitement and adventure


    


    “Wooo!”


    Cat whooped. In a haze of gas fumes, the sedan’s engine was grinding, wheels spinning uselessly in the deep sand. She heard the staccato shrilling of his horn.


    “Chill out, square. Don’t get so uptight…”


    


    PERSONNEL FILE


    (Classified Level 1)


    


    Homes — a fashionable penthouse apartment — classified, but tends to live at the beach — classified


    Transport — classified. Made an impressive debut and considerable impact on the local racing circuits at the age of 18 but was banned after only five races for over-aggressive driving


    


    She shifted gear and the dune buggy’s engine changed key, climbing a notch in intensity. The sun slipped behind her shoulder.


    


    PERSONNEL FILE


    (Classified Level 1)


    


    Status — agent has now passed probation. Has performed all of her assignments with conspicuous success. Agent is cool and resourceful. However, her flair for improvisation has a tendency to spill over into reckless self-indulgence.


    


    She passed some kids hanging out on the beach, teenage boys and girls in Bermuda shorts and bikinis. They were huddled around a psychedelic VWBeetle with surfboards strapped to the roof, peering anxiously under the raised rear engine hatch.


    Cat slowed and brought the buggy to a rolling stop. The kids waved and she grinned and waved back.


    “What’s the trouble?”


    The kids were so cute. At 24, Cat suddenly felt very old.


    “Dunno,” one of the boys shrugged, his long hair swinging.


    “It was fine a minute ago. Now it just won’t go.”


    Smiling, Cat sauntered across the sand to join them. The boys were awestruck, their wide eyes rolling all over her. Her smile disarmed the girls, who smiled back shyly.


    “Bummer, man…”


    The kids stepped aside to let her look at the motor.


    “Hmm…yeah…thought so…”


    Delving in, Cat fiddled and twiddled for a second or two. Then she stood back, wiping a dark smear from her palm.


    “Try it now.”


    It started first time. The kids cheered. Cat took a bow.


    


    The kids all piled into the dune buggy and were yelling with delight as Cat drove them up and down through the surf and performed spectacular, dizzying 180-turns that raised fountains of spray, until everyone was soaked.


    The boys wanted to show off for their girlfriends and Cat let them, watching, shaking her head and laughing as they drove the buggy around and around, tracing great loops and figure-eights in the wet sand.


    “Okay, people, that’s enough. I got to have enough gas to reach the City”. She shared a joint with them, as they sat around cross-legged on the sand. They just sat and rapped until the sun had almost climbed to midday. The kids were thrilled by her, and their faces sagged with disappointment when she glanced at her watch and said she had to go.


    “Hey, don’t worry”, she chuckled.


    “I’ll be back. I live on the beach”.


    


    She snuck into the city by the back way, with the sun at high noon beating like a brass gong on a grim tableau of destruction and dereliction. An industrial wasteland, empty warehouses, vandalized with spray cans, every window shattered, silent factories rotting slowly or reduced to charred bones, gutted by fire.


    Waste paper swirled in the wake of the yellow buggy as she weaved nimbly down the alleys that ran between the hollow warehouses, swerving to avoid heaps of tumbled bricks and lumps of concrete with rusted spars jutting from them. The smell of decay made her wrinkle her nose, longing for sea breezes.


    The light at the end of a long dark tunnel expanded with blinding abruptness into a broad plain of glaring concrete with tall weeds spiking its cracks, strewn with rubbish and rubble.


    Rolling to a halt, she let the motor idle. On the far side of the bleak expanse of concrete, there was the towering, corrugated frontage of a massive warehouse. Its high windows were sightless pits, its bristling hoists and cranes scabbed and scarred with rust. The bankrupt corporate banners emblazoned on its vast doors were faded and ghostly, their livery blistered and flaking.


    Cat shook her head, frowning. The lightweight buggy bounced on its wide tires across the broken concrete, bits of debris crunching under its wheels. Her rear bumped in the deep bucket seat. Her teeth rattled.


    


    Jeee-zus!


    


    She let it roll on and on and just when it looked like there was going to be a collision a section of the corrugated wall swung inwards and the buggy vanished into the inner darkness. The wall swung shut behind it. The dune buggy rolled into a huge steel cage. She switched off the engine. Iron shutters descended with a clang that made her flinch.


    The cage was lit by an unflattering yellow light. Cat made a face at herself in the rear view mirror. She felt the swift descent in the pit of her stomach. It lasted for a full minute.


    There was a slight jolt as the cage stopped. She heard a muffled beeping and the front gates of the cage rose quickly. The beeping was suddenly louder, insistent.


    “Okay, okay!”


    With a last glance in the mirror, pausing to tease her windblown hair a bit, Cat vaulted lithely out of the low-slung buggy. Striding out of the elevator, she advanced into a large semi-circular area with stark white walls and a white carpet, from which long white corridors, punctuated at regular intervals by white doorways, radiated like the spokes of a wheel, as far as the eye could see.


    All that whiteness made her blink, as it always did, but she quickly got used to it.


    “Ah, Cat. Here you are.”


    There was a woman walking towards her, down one of the corridors to her left. A young Oriental woman with a face like a dangerous kitten, neat and crisp in a pale blue blouse and dark blue skirt, carrying a thick box file under her arm.


    “Oh, hi, Aiko,” Cat looked appropriately apologetic.


    “Sorry I’m late.” The Japanese girl shook her head, smiling.


    “It just wouldn’t be you, Cat,” she said.


    “If you were on time.” Veering off at right angles, Aiko set off rapidly down the central corridor that ran straight ahead of the exit from the elevator, tapering to a far distant vanishing point.


    “The Boss is waiting for you.”


    Cat had to jump to catch up with her. The white corridor was very bright. Young womenin pale blue blouses and dark blue skirts were exiting one door and entering another, laden with files and documents. They gave the new arrival a long, interested look as she passed by, looking her up and down, in her revealing halter top and bold, cut-off denims.


    “Lap it up,” Aiko chuckled.


    “You’re a living legend.”


    “Aw shucks!” Cat replied, laughing.


    At the end of the long corridor, there was a door that wasn’t like the others. It was sheathed in padded green leather, with sparking brass studs.


    Aiko pressed a brass button. A buzzer sounded and the door opened inwards.


    “In you go.”


    


    The office was immense, with a plush maroon carpet and a carnival of exotic tapestries on the walls. There were fearsome tribal masks and warrior’s shields, hung above leopard skin rugs.


    Cat entered to the old familiar greeting.


    “There you are. Nice of you to join us.”


    The voice was a slow, Southern drawl, rich like golden syrup. Her face, framed by a flourishing afro, was the color of fine mahogany. Hers was a proud, fierce beauty, with slanting eyes that burned with a dark fire; high, broad cheekbones, a strong nose, full lips and determined chin. A beauty that belonged to an ancient, royal race, a culture that built stone cities and cultivated and wrote songs and fought and conquered, on an undiscovered continent, while Europe still sat and scratched itself in its mud huts.


    “Sorry, Selena. I got distracted.”


    The office was dominated by a massive desk, lavishly carved with animal’s heads and tribal scenes. On the wall behind it there was a panoramic map of the United States and a battery of TV screens. In front, a semi-circle of high-backed conference chairs, upholstered with zebra skin.


    “As always…”


    The woman rose from behind the desk. Cat gazed at her in frank admiration. She was magnificent, and ageless. She was straight and tall, taller even than Cat, and powerful, dressed in a green robe that draped down to her golden sandals, gold thread trimming its collar and billowing cuffs.


    “You’re easily distracted, child…”


    Cat looked serious.


    “Only when I’m off duty.”


    She watched the woman called Selena as she left her desk and walked across the office. The strength of her body was evident in the way that she moved, the long robe flowing. Framing the beautiful blonde head between her long brown fingers with their golden nails, she looked deep into Cat’s jade-green eyes.


    “I know, honey. But I do worry about you sometimes.”


    Cat sighed.


    “I’m sorry.”


    Selena stroked her cheek, smiling.


    “Don’t be. That’s why I love you.”


    Cat’s eyes were suddenly very moist. Selena returned to her desk and made a motion with a gold-tipped finger. Cat and Aiko settled into the zebra-striped upholstery.


    Selena opened a buff-colored file that lay on the carved desk top.


    “Now, let’s get busy.”


    Aiko had the box file on her lap. She lifted the lid and handed a replica of Selena’s file to Cat. The top page, as usual, was a potted summary; Selena sat back in her chair and gave Cat a chance to peruse it.


    


    Cat looked up from the folder.


    “Weird!”


    Selena nodded soberly.


    “Yeah, the kids are going crazy.”


    Aiko was leafing through her copy. She made her seat swivel towards Cat.


    “And we’re not dealing with your typical delinquents here,” she expanded.


    “That’s right,” added Selena.


    “These ain’t street gangs from the ghetto…”


    “These are nice kids,” Aiko continued.


    “Nice white kids from the ‘burbs, killing and burning.”


    Cat nodded, her features creased into a wry smile.


    “Oh, I see. So when it was just blacks and Hispanics from the ’hood, it was simple just to come down on them. But when it’s the nice kids, the Power gets confused; it doesn’t know what to do.”


    Selena was smiling too.


    “Right on. They can’t turn the riot squad and the SWAT teams loose on the sons and daughters of the doctors, the lawyers, politicians, police chiefs and business leaders.”


    “So we get a call,” said Aiko.


    “We can go where they can’t.”


    Cat was turning over the pages. Her brow furrowed when she came to a glossy 8x10.


    “What’s this?”


    Long-haired, guitar-toting men in black, their faces contorted in an evil leer, and one at the back poised over his massive drum kit, with the twin bass drums emblazoned with the numbers in blood red — 666.


    “Freaky-lookin’ dudes,” Cat commented.


    “Heavy Rock,” said Selena.


    “With an emphasis on the heavy,” added Aiko.


    Cat made a face.


    “Not my bag. I like it fun-kay!”


    “Rock ’n Soul not Rock ’n Roll,” Aiko chuckled.


    Laughing, Cat raised a clenched fist.


    “Solid!”


    Raising her eyes to the ceiling, Selena rapped her long fingernails on the desk top.


    “Okay, can the double act, children…”


    Cat and Aiko stifled their grins and turned to her attentively. Selena slid a copy of the photo from her file.


    “What this is,” she explained.


    “Is our only clue.”


    She frowned at the photograph.


    “Maybe.”

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Hell’s Angels


    


    “Come! Come! Come to the Sabbath…!”


    It was an intoxicating incense — of exhaust fumes and rubber on hot sunlit asphalt.


    “…Come to the Sabbath…!”


    The sound of the engine was a bestial chorus for the buzz saw guitar and nerve-drilling vocals.


    “…Satan’s there…!”


    The bulky cassette that projected from the slot of the eight-track had a label that said “666”.


    “Come! Come…Come to the Sabbath!”


    They were burning rubber in a stark yellow Roadrunner with glossy black racing stripes. The desert blew by in brown and orange streaks; the long strand of telegraph poles that lined the highway became a flickering blur.


    The kids were in uniform: slashed black T-shirts, chains with pentangle pendants and belts made out of bullets. In the back seat, a chunky boy with a mop of brown hair did a sit-down dance, pounding invisible drums. Beside him, a lanky companion with a straggly blond fringe was making like a claw with his hand, ripping at the strings of his imaginary bass.


    “…Come to the Sabbath…!”


    In the passenger seat, a chubby youth with freckles and a carrot-colored thatch that flopped over his eyes held his fist up to his mouth for a microphone, screeching the words.


    “…SATAN’S THERE…!”


    The guitar solo peaked on a frenzy of notes like a spray of shredded metal. The driver, a well-built, good-looking kid with straight, jet-black hair and piercing blue eyes, took his hands off the wheel to play air guitar.


    “…SATAN’S…!”


    Suddenly, the driver grabbed the wheel, slamming on the brakes. Tires squealing, the Roadrunner skidded to a halt.


    The yellow car stood sideways, straddling the line of faded white dashes that divided the two-lane highway. The primal beat was pumping from its rolled-down windows.


    The boys were sat up straight, rigid, eyes fixed and unblinking.


    There was a shapeless dark blob in the distant heat haze, where the highway tapered to its vanishing point. As it approached it took on form and substance and revealed itself to be an enormous, red and silver truck, hauling its long articulated trailer.


    The driver saw the yellow car idling on the center line.


    “What the — ?”


    He hit the horns, making the silver trumpets blare.


    “Get the fuck outta — !”


    Wheels spinning and smoking, the Roadrunner exploded off the blocks. Engine howling, it was a spear of light, making straight for the oncoming truck.


    “AW…”


    The trucker tried to swerve, but his bulk was sluggish.


    “…SHH…HH…HHHEEEE…EEEE…TT…TTTT…!!!!” The metal guitars were shrieking.


    “…COME TO THE SABBATH…” The drums and bass thundered.


    “…SATAN’S THERE…!!!”


    The guitars merged into the rending shriek of crumpled metal. Bass and drums became the “BOOM!” that echoed dully across the flat desert as a rolling mushroom cloud of violent black and orange rose above the scorched highway, up into the bright blue sky.


    


    Cat heard it.


    “Huh…?”


    Not so much heard it. She sensed it. She felt it, like a sudden feeling of compression all over her body, pressing on her eardrums.


    She was truckin’; she was cruisin’, rolling down the desert highway, with the sun on her face and the wind in her long blonde hair, dressed for driving in white rubber-soled high-tops and a pale blue brushed denim jumpsuit with the ring pull on the zipper tugged all the way down to her navel.


    The Meters were pumpin’ out the Funk. The engine was humming.


    “Woo! Woo…oooo…!”


    It had the power and poise of a big cat. Bright “rally red” with white go-faster stripes on the hood and along its muscular flanks. Heavyweight chrome and racing wheels, gleaming white upholstery and all the wood grain trimmings on the glittering dash and inside the doors, more like a luxury yacht than a motor car.


    1970 Oldsmobile 442 convertible, with the W-30 badge which boasted that under that bulging hood lurked the total package.


    “…Woo!…oooooooo…!”


    BOOM!


    


    Cat pulled over and the 442 came to a stop, tires crunching on the gritty fringe of the highway. Twisting a chrome-plated knob, she turned the music down and leaned sideways, listening.


    “Wha…?”


    She pulled the sunglasses with the big round lenses down the bridge of her nose, peering over the top of them.


    “Shit!”


    Beyond the bend was the crumbly red ochre slope of a low hill, tufted by scraps of dry grass. A writhing fiery mushroom cloud rose high above the ragged ridge.


    Her jaw dropping, Cat watched as the boiling mushroom’s crown became detached from its twisted stem, like a bubble of fire that grew paler as it escaped into the singing blue sky.


    “Christ!”


    The red Olds roared and sprang away in a spray of dirt and pebbles. Cat hurled it recklessly around the bend.


    “OH!”


    She slammed on the brakes.


    The big truck was astride the two-lane highway, the cab folded back on its long trailer at right angles. The red and silver livery was seared and blackened. The front and left side of the tall cab was all buckled and stove in, by the blazing mangled ruin of the yellow Roadrunner, imbedded in it.


    Cat was grabbing the CB handset from under the dash. She called the Emergency numbers. Then she got out of her car and ran towards the great tangle of flaming wreckage.


    “T-they c-c-came…straight…at m-m-ee…”


    The truck driver was sitting in the dirt by the side of the highway, his legs splayed out straight. His left arm was broken and he held it crookedly across his body. His face was black and laced with crusted blood, much of his hair burnt down to the scalp. His dark green overalls hung in tatters.


    Cat dashed across and crouched down beside him.


    “…I t-t-tried t-t-t-to…get out…of the…way…,” he mumbled through blistered lips.


    “B-b-but…they just…k-kept…c-coming…”


    There was a metal creaking, and then a crash and fountain of sparks, as the imbedded wreck of the Roadrunner shifted downwards, fanning the flames.


    Cat jumped up and ran towards it. The heat
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