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I was under orders.

If I hadn’t been - if Captain Gibson hadn’t actually told me I needed to be there - I  don't know how anyone could have persuaded me to put my bare foot in the pool of water in the centre of the sacred Temple of the New Man. Even though we’d been told it was all about the most important part of the ceremony. Oh, and there were eight of us doing it, at the time, and only two of us were spies. The rest were clean young men hoping to climb the corporate ladder and get promotion in the City of London. Well. as the man once said: there's safety in numbers.

The occasion was the inauguration of our contact Neil Larkey into this most exclusive and important of Secret Societies. Not that I'm a member, but the Exalted Amalgamation of Free Men goes back to medieval times in England, and is a great way to get on in this country, I'm told. You can meet people and gain influence. In our business - the Intelligence Services - it's even a way to get promotion. Also, since Neil is an American, it was a way – he figured – that he might get accepted. It isn't easy becoming part of the English Establishment if you're a foreigner, even if you're a spy - even if you're working for us.

Which is why the Captain wanted me there.

He didn’t trust Neil.

Since I'm not a member, not a New Man, I was forced to line up with the other seven who were there as Supporters and Witnesses to this ancient ceremony. Then, as the music started, we were told to take off our right shoes. Then socks. Then roll our trouser legs up to the knee. After that, we had to gather around the small pool of tepid water, face in a clockwise direction, and sink our right foot into the water. It came up to our ankles. It was warm. There was no problem. Then we were told to link hands and chant 'Kat Kaa' in a deep voice, over and over again.

I nearly started laughing.

Neil had it worse. He was blindfolded and there was a peacock feather placed in the side of it, to stick out over his left ear. He was dressed in light blue with a white shirt, but had a red sash across his chest with strange, hieroglyphic writing on it. I don't know what it said. It might have translated as 'This man is an idiot', but none of us non-members would know. He also had to keep saying, 'Thank you, profound blessings' to everyone he was introduced to as he was led around the assembled throng. He didn't seem to mind that. After all, that was the point for him – to get introduced to lots of people – and, looking at them, even with a quick glance, it was obvious they were some of the most important and influential members of our society. They were well dressed, even without the sashes of many colours, silk cummerbunds and dangling tassels. It was the hats that did it for me. I haven't seen so many feathered tri-cornered hats before. Not since Nelson was an Admiral in the Royal Navy and Winston Churchill was a lad.

The music too was weird, all wailing pipes and slithering strings. It was 'Egyptian' I was told later. Very Middle Eastern. The strange thing also, looking back on it, was that all the regulars seemed to know the tunes. All these grand men – and they were men, no women – were humming along to the noise. It gave a haunting, intimidating drone in the background as the magical proceedings dragged on, way past the first hour.

The room was partially in darkness, though there were guttering candles along the walls and small spotlights built into the pools of water. There were several watery gaps, ornate and carved into the stone floor. Our little party wasn't alone. There was another bunch over to our right, but they were dressed all in white, the sort of draperies that would make good curtains, and I didn't know what their function was. They weren't moving, so I didn't have a chance to guess their purpose. They didn't even move when the shouting started.

That was all part of the proceedings. Neil was led to the front of the room after he'd bowed to the hundred or so members, and was then made to kneel in front of a low stage. A man in green and purple came out from the wings and started hurling insults at the crowd. Well, that's what it sounded like anyway. He was bawling and berating, but it was in a strange, guttural language and made no sense to me. 

It must have been expected, because the lines of serried ranks of members all kept bowing their heads at regular intervals and barking back answers to his cries. These words too were foreign. It wasn't the King's English, and it obviously wasn't meant to be understood by the uninitiated, like our crowd. Maybe when Neil became a member, I was thinking, they would explain such mysteries to him. Worst of all, for me, was the laughing. When the big guy in front made one of his later remarks it caused the whole crowd present to erupt in uncontrollable giggles. What had he said? Then, just to be sure, he said it again. They howled again. Hmm, good joke. I couldn't see it. I kept my head down and waited for the stuff to end. They'd promised us a good feed at the conclusion, with maybe the lure of some drinks. Looking round at the 'witnesses', and catching the eye of the pair of my regular drinking companions, we'd all had the same thought. We'll put up with the nonsense: just get us drunk later.

That didn't happen.

You could tell everything so far had been orchestrated and organised, well practised and well rehearsed, but before you could say 'White Witch', there was an outburst that made no sense at all and came as a complete shock to everyone present, including the experienced hands. You could tell. They looked stunned, went completely white. The way it started was that the lead guy, the one at the front, suddenly switched to English and started asking questions. It was like that bit of the Marriage Ceremony when the vicar asks, 'Anyone know any just impediment - ' and usually there's a short embarrassed silence and we all move on. Not this time.

“I object!” a voice thundered.

The man at the front stopped his oration and looked up.

“Step forward, Brother,” he intoned.

A middle-aged man, no different from the rest, came out of the shadows and walked slowly up to the front. Neil tried sneaking a look, but he was urged to stay where he was and keep his head down. He couldn't see anything with the blindfold on anyway, so he wasn't missing much. The leader looked at the interrupter steadily. He was clearly trying to conceal his annoyance. Maybe he wasn't used to this. Still, tradition is tradition. If someone states an objection, they have to be heard. That became clear.

“State your objection,” the leader invited him.

The middle aged man looked slowly round. He coughed once, clearing his throat. He'd prepared for this moment, I could tell, and he wanted to make the most of it. When he was sure he had everyone's attention, he started.

“By the three stars of Osiris, I claim my right - ” he started, and then talked mumbo-jumbo for a full five minutes. It worked wonders. The whole crowd started mumbling to each other, fidgeting and shuffling their feet. The ceremony had been halted, and there was general consternation all round. What to do next?

The claimant said: “I demand adjudication.”

That was his right, obviously.

The man in green and purple raised both hands. “Call the Adjudicator,” he said clearly, and starting from the left, moved his open palms in a circle, finishing on the right.

A second man stepped out from the front line and moved determinedly up to the podium.

“I am in the seat of Adjudication,” he exclaimed.

They all looked at each other. This was strange, again. They all knew each other, there was no question about that, but the way they looked at each other at that moment, it was as though they were meeting for the first time, as if they really didn't know each other at all. They must do! Of course, the 'Adjudicator' person seemed no different to anyone else, but maybe he was 'King for the day' and wanted to make the most of his moment too. He turned his back on the leader of the ceremony and faced the rest of us. There was suddenly complete silence. The music had been switched off. You could have heard a pin drop.

“I have heard the claim,” the Adjudicator said, “and I have made my decision.” He paused, stretching it out, waiting for the moment. “The claim is denied!” he declared.

There were howls from round the room, then people started chanting, chugging like a train. It was a strangely disturbing noise, unexpected again. Why couldn't they clap, like everyone else? These people had habits and traits unlike anything in normal society!

The leader raised his arms and the noise cut off. “We continue,” he said.

I sneaked a look at one of my companions. Ted, standing opposite, shrugged his old bony shoulders. He looked as though he'd be glad to get his wet foot out of the bath and start on the feasting at the end of everything. Others in our circle were grinning, amused at the turn of events. It was all odd, they seemed to say. This bit wasn't much worse than the rest, but get it over with, quick. Let's get on with it.

The man in green and purple robes was talking again, well, chanting and shouting alternately, and the music was back on. Then he did something else that was strange. He stripped off his outer robe and ripped at his plain white shirt until it hung in tatters around his waist. Then he stepped down, got behind Neil and started ripping at his shirt too, until his back was bare and exposed. This was part of the cult? It was
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