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Part One: Rabbit
Hole

 Tower Hamlets, London, June 6th,
2014.

Nisa sat staring at the
ball of light in her hand, her eyes wide in surprise and glee. It
seemed to move, coruscating slowly as if it were some powerful,
contained fusion reaction, but it was not hot, or even warm. And
she had made it, created it out of nothing, just a few seconds
earlier. She sat on the floor of her one-bedroomed flat, lost in
the rapture of the thing she had made.

It had taken
her weeks to learn to make the light, a process of trial and error,
and a little knowledge Spike had found on one of his trawls through
the internet. Reality Hacking. That was what the text had called
it, Reality Hacking. It was the art, or discipline, certainly not a
science, of making reality do what you wanted through sheer will
power. There had been some descriptions of mental exercises to work
through and some ideas on what could be done, and that had been
about it. What had set them all trying to copy it was that the site
it had been on had vanished a couple of days later and Spike had
been unable to dig up anything about the people who had created it
or what had happened to it.

‘It’s the
MIBs,’ Spike had told them, nodding sagely.

‘You think
everything’s the MIBs,’ Wallace had replied, ‘except when it’s the
Government, or the Greys, or the Vampire Conclave.’

‘That,’ Spike
had replied, ‘is because it is.’

Wallace had
scoffed until Jenna had told him to shut up, but by the end of the
evening the little group of five had become ‘The Reality Hackers’
and had vowed to make the magic work. As far as they could see, it
was magic. Not witchcraft, or Harry Potter wizardry, or
Gandalf-style wisdom… Maybe it had a bit of the Eddings ‘Will and
Word’ about it. Lena had adored David Eddings’s books and she liked
that idea. Whatever you compared it to, it was magic, and Nisa had
just done it.

After maybe ten
minutes the light collapsed in on itself and vanished. She was a
little disappointed that there had not been a pop when it went, but
her glee at getting the spell to work at all overrode that.
Straightening her back, she looked across the, now dark, room to
the glowing digits of her clock. Eight-twelve. It was time to get
ready and go out to Black Light.

She did her
make-up at the small dressing table under the window first. Plenty
of kohl and shadow, to make her already angular eyes appear more
cat-like. Then she used a brush to paint in a vine leaf pattern
over her temples and cheekbones. The kohl pencil came back out to
twist vines out from the corners of her extended eyes. Finally the
lipstick, a fairly subtle shade tonight, but still enough to redden
her full lips.

Satisfied, she
went to the small wardrobe beside the bedroom door and took out her
outfit for the night. She had pieced it together over a couple of
months because the shoes and shorts in particular had not been
cheap, but she felt it was worth it. The shorts were tight around
her behind, high-waisted, and made of glossy leather. The shoes
were high-heeled clogs with metal around the sole, black leather
with a red flame pattern appliquéd to the upper surface. Her top
was short, sleeveless, and black, glossy Lycra, with a V-shaped
insert of mesh at the front. She was not over-endowed with bust,
but this showed off what she had nicely. Together with some
purposefully laddered fishnet hold-up stockings, the ensemble gave
a bit of a punk feel, sexy punk. Nisa definitely felt sexy when she
was dressed up in her club outfit, and sometimes you needed
that.

It was warm
out, somewhere over twenty and still light. Grabbing her bag on the
way through the small lounge with its single sofa and small
flat-screen TV, Nisa headed out of the flat to the lift at the end
of the corridor and down twenty storeys to the lobby.

There were
three of the Queens hanging around outside the door of the tower.
Three thickly muscled women in cropped T-shirts. Two in jeans, one
in shorts. All of them had the same look about them: self-assured,
arrogant, absolutely sure that they owned the street. Nisa
knew them by sight if not name, and they knew her. They were not
especially fond of her because, despite having a trim, fit physique
and good muscle tone, she refused to join them. However, their
leader, Trina, wanted into Nisa’s knickers; not letting her, but
keeping her hoping, kept the Queens off Nisa’s back.

Nisa gave them
a nod. The Queens ignored her in the way someone can only do if
they’re paying attention to the thing they’re ignoring. Nisa kept
on walking down Leopold Street to St Paul’s Way. It would take her
fifteen minutes to get to Black Light on Morris Road, across the
cut. It took her past the fast-food shop she worked at, though
there were times she went the long way around to avoid that; being
reminded of her dead-end job was not always something she wanted
when she was heading out to try to forget her dead-end life.

Far from cool,
the evening seemed rather oppressive. The air felt thick, warm. It
felt a little like a thunderstorm was brewing, though she had heard
nothing about it on the weather forecast. Had she listened to the
weather forecast today? She had an excellent memory when she
focussed on something, but today she had got up determined to get
the spell to work and whether there would be rain had passed her
by… No, the sky was clear as far as she could see, so it was not
atmospheric pressure she was feeling. Still, by the time she was
walking through the gate on Morris Road there was a film of sweat
on her skin.

Black Light
occupied what had once been a small factory unit with a block of
offices and a reception area closest to the road. It looked
post-industrial, modern, aside from the arch of brickwork above the
main door, which had a vaguely Victorian look to it.

Tonight Marco
was standing outside the door, looking like a bouncer. He was,
technically, the doorman, but his thick muscles and bald head
definitely gave the impression of ‘bouncer.’ He gave Nisa a frown
as she walked toward him. ‘You okay, kid? Looking a little paler
than usual.’

Nisa grinned up
at him. ‘Me? I’m fine. A bit hot. You don’t think it’s a little
warm?’

He looked up at
the sky and then shrugged. ‘It’s not cold. That’s why I’m out here
and not in there. Seems pretty fresh… for London.’

‘Must be just
me then,’ Nisa said and slipped past him into the building.

There were
toilets off the foyer and she ducked into the ladies’. She really
did feel uncomfortably warm. Using a paper towel and carefully
avoiding her make-up, she did her best to apply some cold water to
her face and chest. That helped a little and she dumped the towel
before heading out and through the doors into what had been the
factory floor or warehouse, or whatever, and was now the main floor
of the club.

Here it was
hotter but not yet as oppressive as it could get later in the
evening. On the few occasions when she had stayed until the place
closed at two, the atmosphere had been thick, full of the scents of
sweaty bodies laced with alcohol and the hope that bed meant sex.
There were only a couple of people attempting to dance to the heavy
beat of the music. The dance floor, positioned more or less
centrally and the only area with adequate lighting except for
behind the bar, was not particularly big. People came to Black
Light to chat, meet, be seen, and dance, in that order. Oh,
somewhere around the chat and meet stages was the ‘find someone to
bang’ element, but it was far too rarely that Nisa could indulge in
that.

Crossing the
floor, she headed for the bar where Tamsin was, as usual, on duty.
Tamsin was gorgeous: lush blonde hair, tall, slim body with large,
firm breasts. She could have had anyone in the club but made it a
point of not taking anyone up on any offers made. She accepted a
little flirting and Nisa let herself indulge now and again because
Tamsin might, just might, actually go for it at some point.
Probably around the time Satan invested in a snow plough. Most of
the regulars thought she was sleeping with the club’s owner, Mister
Black, but Nisa was pretty sure that was bollocks.

‘Usual?’ Tamsin
asked as Nisa approached, hunting in her bag for her wallet.

‘Uh-huh. The
others in?’

Tamsin picked a
tall glass from under the counter and turned to the optics. ‘Usual
place,’ she said. ‘Wallace still thinks he has a chance with Jenna,
I see.’

‘I think he has
this theory that his persistence will wear her down.’

With a measure
of rum in the glass, Tamsin turned and topped it off with whatever
generic cola was in the taps. ‘Some people never learn. Like one
day you’ll learn there’s better things to drink than this
swill.’

Nisa handed
over a note and waited for the change. ‘When I can afford better
than this swill, I’ll drink it. Besides, I have work later.’

‘Huh. You don’t
eat from that place, do you?’

‘Only when I’m
really desperate,’ Nisa replied, grinning. Dropping her change into
the small pocket in her wallet and the wallet in her bag, she
picked up her drink, took the top off it for easier carrying and to
wet her throat, and then started for the back corner of the room
where the Hackers would be waiting.

They were an
odd bunch. If they had a leader, then that would be Spike:
techno-wizard adept. Or ‘unemployed programmer’ as most people
referred to him. He was tall, painfully thin, very pale because he
rarely allowed sunlight to touch his skin, with short-cropped,
blonde hair which tended to spike up in random directions. His
usual outfit was T-shirt, jeans, and army boots, and maybe his most
noticeable feature was the metalwork. His ears, nose, and lower lip
were pierced, and rumour had it that there were some other, more
intimate, body parts which had received the same treatment. Spike
knew more about conspiracy theories than anyone had a right to, and
believed almost all of them.

Then there were
the two other girls, Jenna and Lena, polar opposites, but united in
their belief in the supernatural. Jenna was short; Lena was tall.
Jenna was pale; Lena was tanned. Jenna was a redhead with a bust
you could ski down; Lena had lots of black hair and a more modest
décolletage. Jenna had the quiet confidence you expected from a
model or actress; Lena tended to be bubbly. Both of them had money,
which made them the minority group in the Hackers. Jenna worked in
an office over in ExCel; Lena had never said where she worked, but
it had to be somewhere good because it certainly paid the
bills.

And then there
was Wallace: the fake. He was with them because it fitted his
perceived role in life as rebel ladies’ man and non-conformist, and
because he desperately wanted to get into Jenna’s knickers. He had
a physics degree and claimed that he was unemployed because his
rebellious nature denied the constraints of big business. Nisa was
pretty sure that he would have jumped at the first job he could
get, but about all he was good for was teaching and no one in their
right mind would employ him as a teacher. He might have got
somewhere with Jenna if he lost the slight paunch, cut his lank,
mid-brown hair, and maybe got his nose fixed so he looked less like
a horse.

Nisa dropped
onto one of the free, black, cloth-covered seats around the table
the Hackers had more or less claimed as theirs, grinning. She
looked up from putting her drink down on the blocky glass table in
time to catch Wallace lifting his eyes from the general area of her
chest.

‘Hey, Ice,’
Spike drawled. Currently he was calling her ‘Ice’ because her hair,
shaved at the sides and slicked back on top, was dyed white with a
hint of pale blue. She thought her natural colour was a dirty
blonde, but it had not been that colour since she was fifteen.
‘How’s it hangin’, babe?’

Nisa beamed at
him. ‘I did it,’ she said, her voice barely audible over the
music.

Spike, Jenna,
and Lena all looked at her with widening eyes. They had all been
trying to make the Reality Hack thing work, but from the looks of
it Nisa was the first to manage it.

‘Did what?’
Wallace asked. ‘If it’s sex with a girl, we want details.’ His
stupid grin lasted until Lena punched him in the arm. ‘What?’ he
whined.

Lifting her
hand, palm upward, Nisa focussed herself, eyes half-closed as she
gathered her will and…

‘No fucking
way,’ Wallace said.

Opening her
eyes, Nisa grinned at the ball of glowing light sitting above her
palm. ‘I got it working about an hour ago. That’s why I’m late. It
works. Reality Hacking is real.’

‘It’s gotta be
a trick,’ Wallace said. ‘That’s not… physically possible.’

‘You’re the
physicist,’ Jenna said. ‘You want to explain what you’re seeing if
it’s not possible?’

‘Some sort of…
plasma…’ He reached out a hand, hesitated, and then pushed a finger
into the ball of light. ‘Nothing. Can’t feel anything. It’s not
hot… or solid. It’s just…’

‘Light,’ Lena
finished for him. ‘I didn’t believe… I mean, I believed, but I
never thought one of us… Oh wow.’

The only one
who had not said anything was Spike, and when he did speak it was
quiet and intense. ‘Hide it. Don’t let anyone else see you can do
that.’ Frowning, Nisa cupped the ball of light in her hands,
obscuring the glow. Spike nodded. ‘That site got pulled for a
reason, by people powerful enough to make it and its owners vanish
entirely. We don’t want to attract that kind of
attention.’

‘Afraid the
MIBs’ll come for us?’ Wallace said, grinning.

‘Yes,’ Spike
said with such intensity that Wallace stopped grinning. ‘Them or
something worse.’ He looked at Nisa. ‘I know there’s no point in
saying you should stop now. We’ve proved it can be done, that’s
what we wanted, but you’ll keep practising, I know you will. Just
keep it out of sight, okay?’

The light in
Nisa’s hands chose that moment to die. She unclasped her fingers.
‘Okay,’ she said and then plucked at the front of her top,
eliciting a small sigh from Wallace. ‘Is it hot in here, or is it
just me?’ she asked.

‘Just you,’
Jenna replied.

‘I think we can
all agree that Nisa’s hot,’ Wallace confirmed and the tension in
the group dissolved.

Lena still
punched him in the arm again.

June
7th.

Gun’s Kebabs prided
itself on being open twenty-four hours a day, except on Sunday.
Well, ‘prided itself’ was maybe not quite the right term, but you
could buy mediocre food there at any hour of the day or night and
if you wanted a burger at four in the morning you got served by
Nisa.

She did
midnight until seven in the morning when Mister Gun came down from
the flat above the shop. There were never many customers, and a lot
of those were stoned, but there were enough to pay Nisa’s wages,
handle the extra utility bill, and make a little profit, so Gun
kept opening at night. To Nisa, it was a job which let her do a lot
of reading. Her one big complaint about it was the ‘uniform.’ She
sat behind the counter in a short, gingham dress in white with a
toothpaste-green check, and a stupid little hat which was supposed
to keep her hair out of the food. She purposefully wore her clogs
most nights so that she did not feel like a traitor to any sense of
fashion she had.

For a Friday,
it was quiet. Technically, for a Saturday morning it was quiet, but
Nisa had, after over a year of working nights, begun to view the
clock backward. Saturday would start at midday, when she was
asleep. She had draped a blanket over the curtain rail in her
bedroom and her curtains were never drawn back. Whatever, it was
after two and no one had been in for over an hour. The stoners had
not, apparently, got to the famished stage, or they had stocked up
on munchable snacks beforehand. This did not bother Nisa in the
least because watching someone count out the cost of their kebab
with too much hot sauce in pennies was never the highlight of her
night.

She detected
movement in the corner of her eye and looked out through the glass
frontage. A man was walking past the window, but it looked like he
was going to keep on walking so she went back to her book. The
buzzer going off in the back room came as something of a surprise.
It was there to let anyone in the back know that the front door had
been opened, so maybe the guy had had a sudden urge to eat. She
looked up and…

He had to be
the most beautiful human being she had ever seen, though if she had
to work out exactly why she would have been hard-pressed to do so.
He was young, certainly no older than she was, quite pale… Maybe
that was it; with the dark hair and eyes, and the pale complexion,
he had Goth written all over him and she did like that look. But
this was Lord Byron Gothic. This was ‘Oh my God, let me kiss your
feet, you beautiful creature of the night’ Gothic. And he was
smiling at her.

She slipped off
her stool and stepped up to the counter. He had said nothing, so
she figured he was waiting for her. ‘C-can I do anything for you? I
mean… Is there something you wanted?’

‘Yes,’ he said.
His voice seemed to vibrate between her legs. One word and she felt
like her knees were going to buckle.

‘Uh… We do
burgers… kebabs… um…’ What the Hell else was on the
menu?

‘I was
thinking,’ the man said, ‘of something different.’

‘Oh? I-if it’s
on the menu…’ She waved a hand vaguely over her shoulder at the
board on the wall.

‘It’s not on
the menu. It’s standing in front of the menu.’

Nisa opened her
mouth and tried to think of something to say, but her brain had
gone numb. She watched as he walked out of her line of sight; her
eyes were fixed on the window now. She heard the hatch at the side
of the counter being opened and some part of her was thinking that
customers were not allowed behind the counter, but saying that was
proving impossible.

‘Beautiful,’
she heard him say from behind her. She felt his hands sliding her
dress up over her hips. Shit! He was really going to… His fingers
pushed her thong down her legs and, despite the fact that she did
not want to, she stepped out of it and set her legs apart, waiting
for him. He’s going to… His tongue flicked over her labia, and she
bit off a moan and tried to focus her mind on why she should be
trying to stop him.

‘You want this,
Nisa,’ he purred. He was standing again and he was behind her…

‘I want this,’
she said and even to her, her voice sounded like she was asleep.
No! She tilted her hips back toward him. No?

And then he was
inside her. Thick and long: God he was big! Cool… His skin was
cold. That did not seem to matter. There was a weird, burning
sensation in the pit of her stomach that seemed to be growing. That
did not matter either. She felt him stroking into her, over and
over, and that was all that mattered. The burning sensation
reached up through her body and she felt her heart stutter, and she
thought she heard the door buzzer and a loud bang, but by then she
had collapsed onto the counter and there was nothing but
darkness.

Westminster.

There was a sound. It
took Nisa a second or two to figure out what it was. Her brain felt
fuzzy, dopy, kind of dim, like the one time she had tried weed and
it had gone bad. A rhythmic beeping sound: a heart monitor. She was
in a hospital? Why was she in a hospital? As her senses started to
return, another question asserted itself with some force: why was
she cuffed to the bed?

She opened her
eyes and lifted her head, trying to get some idea of what was going
on. The room was blank and white, and did not look exactly like a
hospital room. To her right was a bank of equipment which included
the beeping monitor as well as a couple of instruments she did not
recognise. One of those showed a number, 11, in red numerals.
Nothing in red was ever good. The bed was a typical sort of
hospital one with a solid frame around it, and the restraints she
could feel on her wrists and ankles were presumably attached to
that. She could not be sure since she was covered to her neck in a
white, cotton sheet with a pretty high thread count. On the other
hand, she was fairly sure she was naked under it, which was not
standard hospital procedure. And there was the man sitting in a
chair beside one of two doors, which looked very solid, she noted,
almost like a cell door. The other door was lighter, internal: a
bathroom maybe.

The man in
question looked like he was in his mid-twenties, maybe a little
older. There was a hint about his face of something older,
something a lot older, but she got the impression that that was too
much experience rather than years. He was dressed in an open-necked
sweater made of some sort of flannel, and dark jeans, and those
obscured what looked like a fairly strong, powerful body. He kept
himself fit; she could see muscles flexing as he turned the pages
of the leather-bound book he was reading. His face was serious,
hard, solid. High cheekbones above sunken cheeks and a solid
jawline gave him a skull-like appearance softened by the black
hair, wisps of which hung at the sides of his face. There was a
slight widow’s peak and she thought she could see braids at the
back when he turned his head, and she decided that his hair was an
affectation designed to deny his basic conformity. He had gorgeous,
blue eyes.

All that was
taken in in a second and then the normal flow of time reasserted
itself as he looked up at her.

‘You’re awake
then?’ he said, his voice calm, unconcerned.

Nisa remembered
that she was tied to the bed. ‘Who the fuck are you? Why the fuck
am I tied down?’

He stood up and
stepped toward the side of the bed. The light from the overheads
caught gold lettering on the cover of his book and she read
‘Decanic Invocation.’ He put the book down beside one of the
monitors and peered at her for a second.

‘What do you
remember?’ he asked.

She opened her
mouth to demand answers, not questions, but then the realisation
hit her: her normally near-perfect memory was giving her next to
nothing. What could she actually remember…?

‘I was at
work,’ she said.

‘Gun’s Kebabs,’
he said, putting so much disgust into the two words that she felt
obliged to defend the place.

‘Yeah, Gun’s
Kebabs. It’s not that bad and it pays the bills.’

He stared at
her. ‘Go on.’

‘It was quiet
for a Friday and then… Then this guy walked in. Really
attractive.’

‘What did he
look like?’

‘Uh… Dark. I
can’t… I can’t remember much about him. It’s weird because I
normally have a really good memory.’

‘And what did
this man do?’

‘I asked if he
wanted anything and he said… He said…’ Her brow knitted in
concentration. ‘He said he wanted something different, not on the
menu… And after that there’s nothing but a blur until I woke up. In
bondage. It’s kinky, but I’d like out now.’

He coughed and
then turned for the door. He did have braids, long, thin ones,
capped with silver weights. ‘Someone will be in to remove the
cuffs. You’re to stay in bed and rest until you’ve recovered
fully.’

‘Why? What the
fuck happened to me?’

‘Very
apposite,’ he said, but she got nothing else as he opened the door
and walked out. The locks which engaged when the door closed
sounded very solid.

June
8th.

There was no clock in
the room, not even on the instruments, so Nisa had no idea how long
she had been there. As promised, a woman in a short, white dress
had appeared and undone the cuffs holding her to the bed. The woman
had introduced herself as Sandra and she had politely, but firmly,
told Nisa that she needed rest, and lots of it. There had been
pills, and one of them had probably been a sedative because Nisa
had gone out like a light, waking up when her stomach was trying to
gnaw its way out of her body.

Sandra was
standing beside the bed with a tray of food. ‘I’ve got soup and
some crusty bread. You don’t get butter; it’s fattening. If you eat
it all, you get dessert.’

Nisa looked at
the food being put down in front of her. There was going to be no
major issue with eating everything there. She was more worried
about it not being enough. ‘There’s dessert?’ she asked.

‘Jelly,’ Sandra
told her. ‘Green.’

‘You’re
kidding?’

‘Yes. It’s
chocolate mousse.’ Sandra turned and headed for the door.

‘That’s just as
stereotyped,’ Nisa called after her, and started ripping up the
bread.

Five minutes
later, when she was scraping the last of the soup, a thick broth,
up with the last of the bread, the man she had seen earlier walked
in holding a folder and a small, plastic cup filled with something
brown.

‘Aww, you play
waiter too,’ Nisa said, grinning.

‘I see almost
dying hasn’t killed your sense of humour,’ he said. He had an
accent. American?

Nisa’s face
straightened. ‘I almost died?!’

He put down the
pot of mousse and then took a newspaper out of the folder, dropping
it into her lap, which caused her sheet to shift down a couple of
inches; the man seemed oblivious to the sudden display of nipples.
It was a copy of the London Evening Standard and she checked
the date. ‘It’s tomorrow already? I slept right through the
day?’

‘You needed the
sleep. Page three.’

She opened the
paper and the article popped out at her along with a picture of the
front of Gun’s Kebabs, the big front window shattered from some
central impact point. Her eyes flicked over the print.
‘Gangland-style drive-by shooting? This isn’t the Lower East
Side.’

‘That’s the
official story. The man who came into your shop had gangland
connections. Someone blew out the window and then shot him in the
head. A very large calibre bullet, there wasn’t much left to
identify him. The first bullet clipped you on the way through;
you’re lucky to be alive.’ It was all delivered in a flat tone
which gave her the distinct impression that what he was saying was
all bull.

‘I don’t have a
head injury. That’s not what really happened.’

‘No. The man
you saw was a vampire. He attacked you. I put a forty-four Magnum
round in his head while he was busy, but he got close to taking you
out. Then I shot out the window and arranged the cover story, and
had you transferred here.’

Nisa opened her
mouth, and closed it. She was not going to say the first thing that
sprang to mind because that was crazy.

‘And here is?’
she asked.

‘We’ll get to
that. Hanson wants to talk to you later.’

‘Okay… You
are?’

‘You can call
me Kellog.’

‘Like the
breakfast cereal?’

‘That has two
Gs.’

‘Do you
ever speak in anything other than a monotone?’

‘Yes,’ he
replied flatly.

He was
obviously waiting for her to ask the obvious question and, feeling
self-conscious, she reached up to her throat.

‘The term
“vampire” is used for any of several different Bugs which live off
the energy of other programs. They don’t all bite necks.’

‘You aren’t
making any sense.’

‘Says the girl
who spends her time working out how to do magic spells.’

‘I–’

Kellog lifted
the file, waving it at her. ‘Please, we’ve been watching you for a
while. You and your little… gang of misfits. We got a notification
from the States about your friend, Mister Truman. We know he
accessed a certain website before it was taken down by the NSA. We
know he has been attempting to discover what happened to that site.
He’s good, it took effort, but we know.’

‘And… and you
think that means I’m working magic?’

‘Actually, that
device over there tells me you’ve been working magic.’ He pointed
at the device beside the deactivated heart monitor which was now
showing a pulsing, green zero. ‘It detects… aberrations in reality.
Creatures like the one that attacked you can sense the same thing
and they’re drawn to it. It chose you because you’ve been building
up a charge for weeks. You’re lucky. We noticed you and I was there
to stop it. Another few seconds and your nervous system would have
shut down.’

Spike had said
no one should know, and now she was locked in some weird,
X-Files secret facility with people who, clearly, already
knew. Had they arrested the others? ‘So what happens now?’ Nisa
asked.

‘Now, you
recover. We want you back at full health and it’s going to take a
few days. Then… we tell you your options. I have things to do, so
you won’t see me for a while. Sandra will be looking after you,
Norbery will be in to run a few tests, and you’ll meet Hanson at
some point.’ He turned and started for the door.

‘Uh… thanks,’
she said to his retreating back.

He stopped.
‘For what?’

‘Saving my
life, I guess.’

‘Decide whether
you want to thank me when you’ve heard what your choices are,’ he
said, and then he walked out.

June
10th.

Nisa thought it was her
third day in the room. That was based mostly on meals since she had
slept through almost all of it. There was nothing to do aside from
stare at the walls or ceiling, and by the end of the first day she
could have drawn a perfect schematic of the room from memory. At
least Sandra had decided that she was allowed solid food, and she
was feeling less tired.

That was when
Norbery turned up. She guessed he was in his forties. There was a
little grey in his brown hair and there were lines showing,
especially around the eyes, but he still kept himself fit and he
had a nice smile. He was quick with it too, which was a nice change
from the taciturn Kellog and Sandra’s professionalism. He walked
into the room pushing a trolley with a scattering of odd items on
it, along with a stack of magazines and a clipboard.

‘Miss Harper, I
presume,’ he said, grinning. ‘Not like there’s anyone else here.
I’m Frank Norbery.’

‘Hi. Kellog
said you’d be here to run some tests?’

‘Uh-huh. First
test: they’re a bit old, but I brought some magazines for you.’

‘They could be
printed by Gutenberg,’ Nisa replied.

Norbery picked
up his clipboard and ticked a box. ‘No apparent mental impairment,’
he said, giving her another grin.

‘Yesterday I
was still pretty tired. Today… I’m going to go postal if I don’t
have something to do.’

He nodded.
‘Tiredness is a common side effect of the feeding process. There’s
typically a reduction in serotonin.’

‘I still don’t
actually remember what happened to me.’

‘That’s normal
too, though that’s an effect of the hypnosis. If victims don’t
remember what happened, the vamp is less likely to get caught.’ He
ticked another box on his form as he explained.

‘I was
hypnotised?’

‘It’s more like
mind control, a telepathic effect. Hypnosis suggests more of a
persuasion technique, yes? This is brute force.’

‘I’m, uh, still
trying to get my head around the idea that vampires are real.’

Norbery had
picked up some sort of instrument. It looked somewhat
anachronistic, maybe a bit steampunk. The case was a dark wood with
lots of brass fittings and a silvery mesh port set into one side.
There was an old-style electrical dial on the top.

‘You work
magic, and you have trouble with the idea of vampires? What about
ghosts?’

‘Jenna, my
friend–’

‘I’ve read the
file.’

‘Right. Still
getting used to there being a file. Anyway, Jenna believes the
ghost of her grandmother is watching over her. Lena’s into all
sorts of superstitious stuff. They would say yes to vampires and
ghosts.’

Norbery gave a
nod, studying his gadget. ‘How about… fairies? Werewolves?
Demons?’

‘I guess… I
mean, if there are vampires and ghosts, right?’

‘There are more
things in Heaven and Earth–’ Norbery began.

‘Than are
dreamt of in my philosophy?’ Nisa suggested. Norbery raised an
eyebrow. ‘I did go to school, you know?’

‘I’m aware. You
have a first-class degree in applied mathematics which implies
school and university. Why are you working in a kebab shop?’

‘Didn’t want to
be a teacher.’ She frowned. For some reason she felt like being
honest with this man. ‘It’s more complicated than that, but my
options were limited and I didn’t like any of them.’ And now her
options were going to be limited again.

‘And you
like the kebab shop?’ He had put down the meter-like device
and picked up something which looked far from scientific: a length
of twisted wood which Nisa could not help but think looked like a
wand.

‘No, but
unemployment is an even less good option. Are you a magician?’

‘A witch.’

‘Oh…’ His own
honesty was a little surprising. ‘I thought male witches were
called warlocks.’

‘Not since the
sixties. Sexual equality and all that. I practise witchcraft, ergo
I am a witch.’

‘So… what is it
you’re actually doing? I mean, that thing, the box, looked like
something sort of technological, but…’

‘The thing in
the box is a small, contained Glitch. Glitches are attracted to
people who have been working too much magic. You build up what we
call Probrum.’

‘Sounds like
Latin.’

Norbery gave
her a smile. ‘It is. In this case it’s just jargon. By measuring
the Glitch’s attraction to you–’

‘I’m sorry… A
Glitch?’

‘Think of it
as… a fault in reality. A defect. A glitch in modern terms. This
one is stable and very small. It’s an electrical effect and we can
contain it in a magnetic field.’

‘So you measure
disturbances in the field to measure how hard it’s trying to get to
me?’

The witch gave
her another smile. ‘That education wasn’t for nothing. Anyway, that
was giving me nothing; you’ve shed much of your accumulated
Probrum, so I’m going to cast a spell to measure what I need… Just
as soon as you stop asking questions.’

Nisa blinked at
him and she felt her cheeks colouring. Generally embarrassed about
nothing, she felt a little abashed to be stopping him working, even
if he was, effectively, one of her jailors. She closed her mouth,
got another smile, and watched as he raised his wand and began
muttering under his breath. None of the words sounded like words,
or any words she knew anyway. The chanting continued for about half
a minute, and then he shuddered and looked down at her.

‘Something
didn’t go according to plan there, but I got what I needed,’ he
said.

‘What went
wrong?’ Nisa asked, frowning.

‘It’s hard to
tell. That’s magic for you. I expect I’ll find out, or perhaps I’ll
be lucky and whatever it is won’t find its trigger before it fades.
These things are rarely permanent.’

‘You know, the
more I hear about magic, the less I think I should have
started.’

Norbery put his
wand back on the trolley, picked up the stack of magazines, and
handed them across to her. ‘Yes, Miss Harper,’ he said, ‘and if you
continue studying it, you’ll likely discover that that wish just
gets stronger.’

June
11th.

Whatever the place was
she was being kept in, it had a gym. Not a big one, but it did have
weights, a treadmill, and a couple of exercise machines. Sandra had
agreed that some light exercise might be good for Nisa’s
recovery and had obtained permission for gym access. That had taken
a couple of hours. Every door in the place seemed to have code-key
locks so Nisa still felt like a prisoner, and the short walk down
one, blank, institutional corridor had told her nothing, but at
least she was out of the room.

Sandra had
found her some athletic shorts and a T-shirt which was a little
tight. She was in bare feet because the only clothes that had
survived whatever had happened to her were her clogs and they were
not very suitable for exercise. She was feeling fat and lazy after
too much bed rest, and she knew she was going to overdo it,
especially when Sandra left her alone in the gym, but when she
stretched to prep herself for the weight machine, it felt like
settling back into her normal routine.

She did
overdo it, all the while vaguely expecting Sandra to appear to tell
her that she had to stop. Instead it was Kellog who walked in while
Nisa was working on her adductor muscles. He stopped just inside
the doorway, allowing it to swing shut behind him. He was dressed
in sweats, obviously there to exercise. One eyebrow rose as he
looked at her on the bench, thighs prised apart by the machine she
was using. She thought, for a second, that he was visually
commenting on her posture, or outfit, or both. Then he spoke.

‘Sandra told
you that light exercise would be a good idea.’

‘Compared to my
usual workouts, this is light.’

He walked over
as she squeezed her thighs together, checking the weights.
‘Really,’ he said.

‘Low weight,
high rep. I don’t want thighs like tree trunks.’

He looked down
at her thighs. ‘You don’t,’ he said, before turning to the
treadmill.

There was
silence for a while, aside from the squeak of the machine and the
hum and rhythmic thumping from the treadmill.

‘Is everyone
here some sort of magician?’ Nisa asked.

‘No,’ Kellog
replied.

‘Norbery said
he was a witch. What about you?’

There was
silence for a second and she thought he was not going to reply. ‘I
practise Hermetic wizardry.’

‘Oh. Hermetic.
Right.’

‘It’s a
codified form of magic utilising the imagery of the Qabalah.’

‘That’s the
Jewish mystical system, right?’

‘Yes,’ he
replied, and she could have sworn he sounded just a little
impressed.

‘So you use the
Sephiroth as the basis for your spells?’

‘That’s the
basis, yes. The public versions are not quite the same as the
esoteric ones we use.’

‘So… there are
more out there. I mean, there are a lot of practising
magicians out there and no one knows about them.’

‘They know
about them; they simply don’t believe in them. Most of the people
out there are rational, which means that if they can’t explain
something they rationalise it. Vampires are serial killers. Ghosts
are delusions. Magicians are charlatans and tricksters. Even
superstitious people don’t really believe in magic. They have their
little rituals which they perform. They believe in them so they
remember the times when they work and ignore the times they don’t.
But if they were faced with a real magician, they wouldn’t believe
it.’

Nisa frowned
and stopped her thigh presses. She had really done enough anyway.
‘So, those rituals… Do they work?’

‘Rarely, but
yes. Anyone can work magic, Miss Harper. Some people are better at
it than others.’

‘How long have
you been doing it?’

‘About a
decade.’

‘You must be
pretty good.’

There was
silence again. Then he said, ‘I’ve barely scratched the
surface.’

June
12th.

Nisa sat up in bed with
a start, trying hard to get her breathing under control and forget
the nightmare she had just had, all at the same time. It was not
working especially well, but by the time the door opened and Sandra
looked in, she was at least able to breathe more or less
normally.

‘Nightmare?’
Sandra asked.

‘I get them.
More than my fair share, I sometimes think.’

‘What
kind?’

Nisa looked at
her. The question had sounded a little too direct. ‘Tonight it was
being strapped to a table while dark, faceless figures walked
around me, muttering in a strange language. Actually, something
like that features a lot. Being watched, or tested. Sometimes
there’s more pain.’

Sandra gave a
nod. ‘Do you want something to help you sleep?’

Shaking her
head, Nisa said, ‘No. I usually get back to sleep. Once I’ve got it
out of my head.’

There was
another nod and the nurse retreated. There was the sound of the
locks engaging and Nisa laid her head down. It was going to be
harder to get the images out lying in a locked room. Well, she
would just have to try.

~~~

‘So, what’s the
assessment?’ The speaker was a woman in her middle years but still
fit and attractive, if a little tired around the eyes. Her hair was
grey, but that was more to do with stress than age. She was
watching Nisa, back in the gym, on a monitor.

‘Physically
she’s recovered well,’ Sandra said. ‘She’s fit, exercises
regularly. She seems to be taking what’s going on in her stride.
She’s inquisitive, obviously, but she’s also observant and retains
information well.’

‘Magically,’
Norbery put in, ‘she’s off the chart. The System seems to like her.
She’s got the highest tolerance for Probrum I’ve ever seen,
enormous potential. She’s clean. There’s no indication of
influence or malefic activities. The difficulty is going to be her…
nature. She doesn’t have a style; she sees magic as… as hacking
reality.’

The grey-haired
woman gave a grunt. ‘Not far from the truth. So she just wills
things to happen?’

‘There seems to
be some thought-forms involved, but that’s about the size of
it.’

‘Kellog? You’re
going to have to teach her.’

‘She talks too
much,’ Kellog said from his place leaning against the wall beside
the office door.

‘You don’t talk
enough,’ Norbery commented.

‘More to the
point,’ the woman said, ‘you need a new partner and getting one any
other way is a pain in the arse.’

Kellog sighed.
‘If she’s as powerful as Frank says, then we’re going to have to
take her on. Reprogramming may not work. She may say no, of
course.’

The woman
behind the desk looked down at the monitor again. ‘For her sake, I
hope she doesn’t.’

June
13th.

Nisa was putting her
exercise gear on in the hopes of going to the gym again when the
door opened and Sandra walked in.

‘Forget that,’
the nurse said, tossing a bag onto the bed. ‘Put those on. You’re
going to see the chief.’

Frowning, Nisa
dug in the bag, finding a pair of dark jeans and a cream blouse,
and a pair of knickers which were really, really not the
kind Nisa would have selected herself. She grimaced.

‘I know it’s
not exactly your style, but I had to make do. You can’t go in
athletic knickers.’

‘The jeans
aren’t bad,’ Nisa relented. ‘I just wear skirts a lot.’

‘I had no idea
what size bra you took either… Maybe I should’ve got a darker
blouse.’

‘I’ll be fine.
I don’t wear bras much either. Exercise or bed, mostly. My boobs’ll
probably be down around my knees when I’m thirty, but I’ve never
liked the restriction.’

Kellog walked
in as Nisa was doing up the buttons on the blouse. He looked her up
and down, noted her high-heeled clogs with dispassion but a slight
pause, and then glanced at Sandra. ‘A darker blouse might have been
appropriate.’

‘I know,’
Sandra whined, ‘but I was in a hurry. She’ll do. Hanson isn’t going
to judge her on her wardrobe.’

‘No.’ He looked
back at Nisa. ‘Come on,’ he said and turned around again.

They went down
the short corridor outside, past the gym, and through a code-locked
door onto another, equally bland hallway. There he turned right,
walked to the end which was all of twenty yards, and knocked on the
door, not waiting for a reply before pushing it open and waving
Nisa through.

The office
beyond felt more like someone cared for it than the rest of the
place Nisa had seen so far. The walls were painted a mildly
pleasant brown, heavy on the red, which made it feel warm. There
was a big, oak desk, some filing cabinets, two chairs in front of
the desk, and one big, comfortable-looking, leather office chair
behind it.

Sitting in that
chair was a grey-haired woman who Nisa assumed to be Hanson.
Somehow she had not expected a woman, but there she was, peering at
Nisa with sharp, blue eyes. This, Nisa decided, was not a woman to
be trifled with.

‘Have a seat,
Miss Harper,’ Hanson told her. ‘I’m Melody Hanson, Chief
Inspector Hanson, Metropolitan Police Exceptional Circumstances
Unit. You’ve already met Detective Inspector Kellog. We come under
the Specialist Crime and Operations Directorate, but you won’t find
us listed, so don’t bother looking. We don’t, officially, exist.
You are sitting in our base of operations, affectionately known as
the Rabbit Hole for obvious reasons.’

She paused and
looked across the desk at Nisa, maybe expecting a response. Nisa
decided she should give one. ‘I’m guessing that you deal with
supernatural issues. It makes sense that you’d be… covert.’

Hanson favoured
her with a slight smile. ‘Norbery said you were smart. He’s our
forensics technician. He and Sandra are civilian employees. We have
one other member you haven’t met, and that is XC. All of it. And we
do deal with supernatural issues, and you present us with
such an issue.’

This time Nisa
decided to remain silent.

‘Allow me to
lay this out for you then,’ Hanson went on. ‘You are, potentially,
quite a powerful magician. Left to your own devices, you could be
no end of trouble.’

‘Why? I don’t
see what the problem is. I mean, it’s amazing, wonderful, but I
don’t see why it’s dangerous…’

Hanson stared
at her for a second and then said, ‘Your first choice then. This
one is not irrevocable. Are you sure that you want to hear
this?’

‘Yes,’ Nisa
replied without hesitation, but a couple of second thoughts.

‘All right,
here is what we know. The world around you, that which we
call reality, is not real. It began around five thousand, seven
hundred years ago, and everything before that is faked. It is a
simulation, software. You, me, and everyone else are programs
executing on some kind of computer within a simulated world.’

Nisa gave her a
half-smile. ‘Is this where you offer me a red pill and a blue pill
and ask
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