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Demi-Monde (noun)



1. a subclass of society whose members embrace a decadent lifestyle and evince loose morals;


2. a shadow world where the norms of civilised behaviour have been abandoned;


3. a MMP simulation platformed on the ABBA quantum computer and utilising ParaDigm CyberResearch’s Total Reality User Envelopment technology to recreate in a wholly realistic cyber-milieu the threat-ambiance and no-warning aspects of a hiintensity, deep-density, urban Asymmetric Warfare Environment;


4. hell.





Prologue



The Demi-Monde: 37th Day of Winter, 1004


Norma ran. Picked up her skirts and ran as she had never run in her life. Ran as though the hounds of hell were at her heels.


Fuck it … the hounds of hell were at her heels.


And as she ran she heard a crackle of gunfire behind her, the sound of the shots ricocheting through the night-silent streets of London. The gunfire told her that Mata Hari and her Suffer-O-Gettes had kept their word. They had tried to delay those SS bastards for as long as they could. Suffer-O-Gettes died hard.


Run, Norma, run! Mata Hari had screamed at her as Clement’s SS-Ordo Templi Aryanis thugs had smashed down the pub’s door. And she had run. She couldn’t – wouldn’t – let the SS catch her.


Mad, evil bastards.


But she was running blind.


Snow-blind.


The snow was so thick that she could barely see a dozen strides in front of her, snow that the icy wind was whipping into her eyes, making them water with pain.


Angrily Norma shook her head, ordering herself to ignore the pain, ignore the cold, ignore the frosted numbness crawling along her fingers and her toes, ignore the protests of her mutinous body. Ordered herself to ignore everything but the need to put as much distance between herself and the animals chasing her as was humanly possible.


She had to forget everything but the need to run. Forget that duplicitous, scheming, treacherous, underhand, slimy son of a bitch Burlesque Bandstand.


Bastard.


She ran until her heart pounded in her chest, until her legs throbbed with pain, until her lungs felt as though they were on fire. She ran hard, keeping, as best she could, to the ruts in the road left by the rubber-covered wheels of a steamer, desperately trying not to leave tracks in the freshly fallen snow. Tracks they could follow.


The sound of a hunting horn echoed behind her … maybe only a few streets behind her. The SS had shaken off the Suffer-O-Gettes. Now the Daemon Hunt was on in earnest.


Run, Norma, run!


Yes, now she was sure she could hear them. She could hear the smash of the gang’s hobnailed boots snapping through the tight streets and along the narrow alleys that made up the Rookeries. She could hear the bellowed shouts of that hideous, hideous man – boy, rather – Archie Clement and the screams of his pack of Blood Hounders as he flogged them in pursuit.


The leather soles of her boots skidded on cobbles patinaed by a slick coating of snow, sending her tumbling into the fetid gutter, sending her sliding on her knees and on her outspread hands. The pain as the stones ripped through her skin was excruciating, but driven by adrenalin and the knowledge of the fate that awaited her if she was captured, without even pausing to inspect the damage to her body she rose to her feet and began to hobble on, sobbing with pain, desperation and terror.


Get a grip, Norma.


This was no time for weakness. Not now she was cut. Cuts seeped blood. The Hounders would just love that. It’d drive them crazy … blood-crazy. Now they’d have her spoor for sure.


As though in reply she heard the mournful howl of a Hounder as it picked up the scent of her blood.


Run. Don’t give up.


Maybe the snow would cover her tracks … cover her blood trail.


Please, please, snow harder.


She slowed at the corner of the street, trying to get her bearings, trying to catch her breath. For a gasping instant she looked around to check the street signs. So near: she was only three blocks away from the Thames … from freedom. Just another couple of hundred yards along the backstreets shadowing Regent Street and she’d be out of the Rookeries. Just three more blocks and she’d be able to see the Awful Tower.


Her breath was shorter now, her body rippling, trembling uncontrollably with cold and exhaustion. There was another eddy of wind and she felt the sleet cut across her face, felt the cold scythe through the thin cotton of her blouse. She had never been so cold in all her life. When she had made her escape from the Prancing Pig there hadn’t been time to search for a coat or a hat or a pair of gloves.


There had just been time to run.


If she didn’t get out of the snow soon she’d be finished. Frozen to death.


Concentrate.


This wasn’t a computer game. Not any more. She wasn’t just a player. Not any more. Now she was one of the Kept. Now she was a Demi-Mondian.


Damn it all, concentrate, Norma. Die in the Demi-Monde and you die in the Real World.


Another plaintive howl from a Hounder. They were getting closer.


She pushed herself forward, slipped on the icy cobbles and caromed painfully against a wall, tearing the shoulder of her blouse and scraping skin from her arm.


Ignore it.


But she couldn’t. The pain and the cold and the tiredness overcame her desperation. She did her best to keep moving but she was spent.


Now all she had the strength to do was limp as fast as she was able towards the sanctuary of the French Sector. Just get to the Pons Fabricius … once across the Thames she’d be in Paris, only minutes away from the Portal.


Please God …


She could smell the river, that sweet, sickly stew of ships, slaves and sewage. So close. And it was snowing even harder now. Wonderful, glorious snow, snow that would cover her tracks.


Still the thought nagged at her that this was all nonsense. This couldn’t – shouldn’t – be happening. It seemed impossible for her to have been caught up in such a terrifying surreality … in such a terrifying reality. Yeah, the Demi-Monde was real all right. Too fucking real. The pain she was feeling was real. The cold was real. The fear was real.


As she stumbled along she threw a glance over her shoulder, peering into the dark, snow-shrouded streets of the Rookeries. She couldn’t hear her pursuers any more. Maybe she’d lost them? Maybe they’d abandoned the chase? Maybe her young legs had outrun theirs?


Fat chance.


They never gave up. No one wanted to go back to Crowley and tell him they’d failed. Even Clement was scared of Crowley. No, they would hunt her down like the pack of rabid dogs they were. And she knew she wouldn’t be able to go much further. She was finished, defeated by the cold. She had to find somewhere to hide.


Looking around she saw, ten feet on from where she was standing, the entrance to a narrow alleyway, an alleyway without street lights, its darkness so complete that no one, not even Clement would be able to find her in there. Maybe he wouldn’t even want to follow her in there. No one knew what was hidden in the shadows of the Demi-Monde, the shadows hiding the horrible things that crept out of the Hub.


Terrific.


Norma limped painfully towards the beckoning darkness and dodged down the black, rancid alley. Skirting along the twisted tenement walls that crowded in on her – trying to ignore the unspeakable things that scuttled about in the shadows – Norma found a dark doorway that offered a semblance of safety.


Hidden there, she stood for a moment bent over, hands on knees, trying to catch her breath, trying to pant new energy into her cold, aching body, all the time trying to still her sobbing, trying to stay quiet. She had to remain quiet.


Please don’t let them hear me.


Norma shook her head, trying to clear it. This was wrong … what she was feeling … what she was enduring … wrong. She was an eighteen-year-old girl and this, she kept reminding herself, was just a computer simulation. Eighteen-year-old girls didn’t get hurt or feel pain and panic in make-believe worlds. Even make-believe worlds as made-believable as the DemiMonde.


You didn’t feel fear playing a computer game, not horrible gut-wrenching, stomach-churning fear like this. It was wrong. Totally, totally wrong. If what they – they? – were putting her through was deliberate, it was sadistic.


Bastards.


She looked around. It was pitch-dark, the only illumination provided by the light seeping out from behind a half-open door at the end of the cobbled alley, the light spilling onto the facing wall to show the graffiti crawling over the scarred brickwork.


The only Good nuJu is a Dead nuJu


Welcome to the Demi-Monde.


She tried to relax. The alley was a good place to hide. Except … except that it was a dead end. She was trapped. She felt the bilious taste of panic rising up in her throat. Her head swam and she thought she would faint from cold, exhaustion and sheer unadulterated terror. Maybe she was ill. What did the Prof call it … ill-ucinating?


Ill-ucinating.


A condition caused by the confusion of Realities, often experienced by inveterate players of hyper-realistic computer simulations such as the Demi-Monde. The Prof had a lot to answer for.


Bastard.


When she told her father what she’d been through there’d be hell to pay. He’d go ballistic. The cyber-torturing of his daughter wasn’t something the President of the United States would be big on. The things she’d tell her father when she got back.


If she got back.


She heard the scrape of boot heels on cobbles. She pressed back into the darkness, hardly daring to breathe, motionless apart from the shivers of cold rippling over her flesh. She clenched her jaw tight shut, trying to stop her teeth chattering.


A shout, the voice hard and merciless but at the same time childish … Clement’s voice. She should have known Clement would be the one leading the hunt. Lunatic he might be but he was smarter than all of them. It would be his Hounders who had followed the bloody tracks she’d left in her wake.


Hounders: horrible, horrible things.


She could hear orders being shouted, could hear the snapped replies from Clement’s SS troopers. She hated the SS. The SS were the most fanatical of the fanatical. They never questioned orders. They were the true believers. They were the ones charged with the protection of the ForthRight’s black soul and of enforcing the perverted creed of UnFunDaMentalism. They were the ones responsible for safeguarding the Demi-Monde from Daemons … Daemons like Norma.


She heard an urgent and heated conversation coming to her from around the corner of the alleyway. Maybe they’d lost her? Maybe the snow had come in the nick of time? She edged her head out of her doorway, trying to make out what was being said. The conversation stopped, only the whimpering of a Hounder signalling that Clement’s hunting party was still nearby. The silence seemed oppressive … threatening. Her body was taut with panic: she was ready to run again. Run for her life.


Run where?


The pain as the cane lashed across her knee was indescribable; it smashed up through her body, paralysing her in shock.


Norma had never imagined that the human body could have so much suffering inflicted upon it. The pain was so bad that she didn’t even scream or cry out: she was stunned into a gagging silence, her eyes bleeding tears of agony, her right leg twitching in numbed torment. Her ruined knee buckled and she sank to the cobbles.


She must have blacked out. When she came to, she found herself lying in a pool of icy water. A dozen or so men moved to circle her, their shadowed faces peering down. She felt all hope drain out of her: even in the Demi-Monde the two men who stood at the front of the pack were known as the hardest and the cruellest of them all.


Singularities.


They were men without pity, without conscience and without remorse. Men who could laugh even as they slaughtered the innocent and the helpless: psychopaths.


Bastards.


Evil, evil bastards.


Norma knew the two men who stood over her. Su Xiaoxiao had warned her about them when she had first entered the Demi-Monde. Told her to avoid them. Told her they represented the more dangerous of the Dupes that populated this cyber-world, warned her that Matthew Hopkins was Clement’s creature and Clement was, in turn, the unthinking disciple of His Holiness Comrade Crowley.


Automatically, instinctively, the would-be politician cowering inside Norma’s bruised and bloodied body studied the two men. She’d always been fascinated by psychopaths, the most fatally flawed of men, whose souls were blistered and hardened by hatred and wickedness, and it was this fascination that Crowley had used as bait to lure her into the Demi-Monde. But it was one thing to read textbooks and write papers on the genesis, on the diagnosis and on the treatment of psychotics: it was quite another to look such evil full in the face. Their eyes were empty, crystal-cold and shark-black. They were eyes that contained no humanity and no forgiveness.


Dolls’ eyes.


Suddenly one of the Blood Hounders sprang at Norma, the beast obviously incensed by the smell of blood coming from her tattered knees. Clement beat at the creature with the leather switch he carried. ‘Back, damn your eyes, you spawn of Loki,’ he snarled, thrashing the Hounder until the pain of the whipping exceeded the creature’s bloodlust and it cowered back. ‘You,’ he growled at the Hounder’s handler, ‘hold the thing fast or by ABBA ah’ll knout you to ribbons and rip out your eyes.’


Terrified by the venom in the boy’s voice, the handler hauled on the rope tethered to the Hounder’s collar and pulled the hideous creature away from Norma. She hated Hounders. Half-man, half-animal, they were the obscene creation of Archie Clement who had abducted perfumiers from the Quartier Chaud, and by blinding and deafening them, by ripping out their tongues and chopping off their fingers, he had removed all their senses but one: their sense of smell. Then he had stoked their bloodlust to a frenzy. The result was that these monsters could smell a single drop of blood at a hundred yards. Clement used Hounders to track Daemons. Daemons like Norma.


Clement stepped forward to stand over her as she lay shivering on the cobbles.


Little Archie Clement, who in the Real World had ridden for the Confederacy under Bloody Bill Anderson, who had fallen into the habit of scalping all the men, women and children he murdered as he rampaged through the South, and who was friend and partner in crime to Jesse James.


Even if she hadn’t been forewarned by Su Xiaoxiao that his boyishness and his wide-eyed innocence masked a spirit so twisted and bent that he could hardly be called human, she would have known to avoid him. Yes … though small, almost frail-looking, Clement had such a hateful aura about him that even the ferocious Beria was careful in his presence.


Clement took off his peaked cap and wiped his brow with his sleeve. It still shocked Norma how real Demi-Mondians were; how flawlessly these Dupes had been rendered. No, that wasn’t right: it was the very fact that they weren’t flawless that made them so perfect. Little things … like the mud-flecked slush that splattered the black of the boy’s uniform; how down-at-heel his boots were; how spittle sprayed from his mouth whenever he spoke; and how wonderfully contrived was his sweet, noxious body odour that perfumed the still air of the Demi-Monde, an odour that reeked of Solution, tobacco and a negligent attitude to washing.


The perverted genius of the Demi-Monde was in the detail. Loki was in the detail. ABBA was in the detail.


And ABBA was God in the Demi-Monde.


Clement smiled down at Norma, a smile that displayed his tobacco-blackened teeth and sucked all the hope out of her soul. He gave her an exploratory prod with the toe of his boot. ‘You best examine the wench real careful, Witchfinder,’ he ordered in his piping, adolescent voice. ‘Ah need to be certain sure that she is who we think she is. Far as ah can see she ain’t sporting horns or a tail, like ah’m told Daemons are wont to do. So test her close, Witchfinder: ah’ll have no mistakes on mah watch.’


Matthew Hopkins – the Witchfinder – used his cane to point to the Celtic cross Norma had tattooed on her shoulder. ‘See, Comrade Colonel, she wears Loki’s Mark and that is as sure a sign as any that she be a witch. And note how she has coloured her hair black and made many strange and unholy perforations in her face. Only those in thrall to Loki mutilate themselves in such a Lilithian way.’ He stooped down beside Norma and taking her chin roughly in his callused fingers turned her face towards the light.


‘And look you too, Comrade Colonel, Sir, she openly flaunts her other-worldliness with the profane baubles she wears.’ The Witchfinder wrenched off the ‘I Blood’ necklace Norma was wearing, sending the glass beads skittering over the frost-hard cobbles.


The Witchfinder chuckled. ‘Indeed … ‘tis the Daemon, Comrade Colonel: that I can say with all assurance. The Daemon disports itself in the form of the wench I saw in the Prancing Pig not yet an hour ago when she did dance in a most lewd and lascivious manner, in flagrant disregard of the teachings of UnFunDaMentalism.’ He ran a hand through Norma’s hair, his thick, filthy fingers fondling her scalp in a truly repulsive manner. ‘You’re right though, Comrade Colonel Clement, Sir: the Daemon has no horns. But that don’t signify, these Daemons being masters and mistresses of deceit.’ He moved his hand down to her knee and began to slide her skirt up over her legs. He looked up at Clement, and licked his lips. ‘Shall I examine this creature of Loki to see if it possesses a tail, Comrade Colonel?’


Please God, don’t let him touch me.


Clement gave an embarrassed laugh. Like many men in the ForthRight he was awkward around women: UnFunDa-Mentalism wasn’t big on promoting caring, loving relationships between men and women. ‘Ah think you oughtta give that a go by, Witchfinder. You start delving under them calicos there’s no telling what you might find snapping at your fingers.’


‘As you will, Comrade Colonel, but see she seeps blood from the wounds on her knees. Only Daemons from the blackest depths of Hel can do that.’


Clement studied the cuts for a moment then slowly raised his gaze until his mad eyes were staring straight into Norma’s. ‘Got you, ain’t we, Daemon? You led me and mah crew a merry dance, so you did.’ He gave her another kick. ‘But Daemon though you be, you couldn’t bamboozle Colonel Archie Clement.’


Norma glared courageously back. Weakness and fearfulness were not virtues celebrated in the Demi-Monde: here strength, courage and viciousness were vital talents in the everyday task of surviving. But her play-acting had little effect on Clement: all she saw staring back at her was insanity. The man was certifiably nuts.


‘See there, Comrade Colonel,’ observed the Witchfinder, ‘how this Daemon declines to lower her gaze as a respectable female should. And see how she openly flaunts her charms and her female allure. She seeks to beguile us, to lead our thoughts to the carnal and to the unholy. Is it not so, Comrade Colonel?’


‘Sure is, Witchfinder, sure is. Church tells us that these here Daemons are real mischievous, them being sent to the DemiMonde by Loki to torment and tempt us poor souls who labour to do ABBA’s work.’ Clement pointed to Norma’s ruined knees. ‘Know this, Daemon, despite your cunning form and your saucy smile, your body betrays you. Ah knows you for the trickster you is, a lickspittle to that most insidious of masters, Loki.’ He paused to spit a wad of tobacco into the gutter. ‘But even with your devilish arts and your seductive wiles, you couldn’t outsmart Archie Clement. No, Sirree; battling the forces of Loki is the sacred responsibility of me and mah boys in the SS, the Soldiers of Spiritualism. You should know ABBA has commanded us to use all our strength to uproot from the DemiMonde the pernicious arts of sorcery and malefice invented by Loki and propagated by Daemons such as you.’


The Witchfinder came to stand beside Clement. Hopkins had obviously enjoyed the hunt; his tight black SS uniform was stained with sweat and excitement. ‘I trust you will remember my assistance in the capturing of the Daemon, Colonel Clement,


Sir, when you speak with His Holiness Comrade Crowley. ‘Twas my agent, Burlesque Bandstand, who sent us word of her manifestation.’


‘Sure will, Witchfinder, this was a mighty smart piece of work.’ Clement took a swig from a silver flask he conjured from a pocket in his coat. ‘And ah don’t doubt that you’ll be rewarded mighty well. His Holiness ain’t one to be miserly when it comes to paying for a job well done.’ He offered the flask to the Witchfinder. ‘Here, try a shot of Solution to put some warmth back in your bones.’


The Witchfinder took a long pull on the flask. ‘My reward shall be the destruction of the Daemons who torment the ForthRight, and those foul and HerEtical Sisters of Suffer-OGettism who serve the witch Jeanne Dark.’ He made the sign of the Valknut – the sign of the three interlocked triangles that was the symbol of the Party, of the ForthRight and of UnFunDaMentalism – across his chest to ward off the evil evoked by pronouncing Dark’s name. ‘That and the destruction of those conniving vermin, the nuJus and the damnable Shade zadniks who call themselves Blood Brothers.’


Norma shivered, but not through cold. There was something fanatical in the way Hopkins talked. His hatred of anybody he did not perceive to be white or male bordered on mania. No wonder the racist, sexist son of a bitch had risen so far and so fast in the Party.


UnFunDaMentalism celebrated hatred.


Clement pulled his cloak tight around his slim shoulders; he was obviously beginning to feel the cold. ‘Well, enough of this jawing, Witchfinder, let’s be away with this Daemon before any of her ilk come a-galloping to her rescue. The Red Gold pumping in her veins is worth a wonderment of Blood Money. She’d make a grand prize for the Zulus or the Chinks.’


‘It might be better to finish her now,’ said the Witchfinder quietly.


Once again Archie Clement hawked and spat into the gutter. ‘No, Witchfinder, ah have been ordered by His Holiness Comrade Crowley to return with the Daemon alive, so best we be away before the crows start to circle. Chances are that witch Mata Hari will be all of a lather to rescue the Daemon.’


The Witchfinder saluted. ‘As you will, Comrade Colonel, Sir.’ He turned and stabbed a grimy finger towards two of his men. ‘You there, take up the Daemon, and be sharp about it. And shut your ears to her blabbing. This one is a temptress, adept in the Lilithian skills that ensnare the hearts and minds of the unwary and of the weak.’ The Witchfinder paused as though struck by a thought. ‘Indeed, it may be best if the Daemon was rendered dumb.’ He stepped forward; Norma saw him twirl his cane in the air and slam the knobbled handle hard against the side of her head. She felt a searing pain, then everything went black.





Part One
Auditioning
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MAP OF THE ROOKERIES.
PLATE I





1
The Real World: 12 June 2018



The Demi-Monde® is the first simulation product ever to be platformed on and operated by the ABBA quantum computer. ABBA is a Quanputer-based system developed and operated by ParaDigm CyberResearch Limited. ABBA, by utilising an Invent-TenN® Gravitational Condenser incorporating an Etirovac Field Suppressor®, is the only computer to achieve a full SupaUnPositioned/DisEntangled Cyber Ambiance. As a consequence ABBA is capable of prodigiously rapid analysis (a fully tethered 30 yottaQuFlops) to give the bioNeural-kinetic engineers at ParaDigm access to almost unlimited processing power.


– The Demi-Monde® Product Description Manual:
14 June 2013


Tap, tap, tap, went the General’s pencil.


Jeez, that’s a habit that could get right up your ass.


The guy was obviously mega-tense, which was odd because it was Ella who was being interviewed for the gig. It was Ella who had exactly twelve dollars in her pocket and rent of fifty dollars due tomorrow. It was Ella who would be living on air pie for the rest of the week.


And more to the point it was the General who was asking all the questions. But oddly he was the one who was uptight. So uptight that by Ella’s reckoning if she shoved coal up his ass, a week later the guy would be shitting diamonds.


Tap, tap, tap.


The oracle spoke. ‘You sing, Miss Thomas … ?’


Dumb Question #1.


It was a weird thing to ask, decided Ella, especially as singing was all she had been doing for the last week. That and being tested all ways and sideways. Tested physically and tested mentally. She had had blood tests, genetic tests, sight tests, hearing tests, initiative tests, aptitude tests, fitness tests, Rorschach tests, IQ tests, MBTI tests and that test the doctor had done with the endoscope that she didn’t really wanna think about. Most of all she had had her patience tested.


But she’d made it through to this, the last interview. She was so close to success she could smell it. Ella Thomas took a long steadying breath; now was not the time to freak or to make waves.


Gotta stay cool.


This might have been the weirdest audition she’d ever been through and it sure as hell had been the most frustrating but she needed the gig.


Boy, she really, really needed the gig.


The rent was due tomorrow.


She gave the General her sweetest smile and batted her big brown eyes. ‘Yeah, I sing, General. The Captain over there has been listening to me doing that all week.’


All week …


They’d warned her that the Army’s recruiting procedures, in the wake of 9/11 and 12/12 and all the other terrorist outrages, were protracted and rigorous but this was ridiculous. If they hadn’t been paying her to undergo the battery of auditions and the multitude of other checks she’d have cut bait a long time ago.


Tap, tap, tap.


Ella gave the General an impish grin. ‘Would you like to hear me?’


The General shook his head. As he did so his perfectly coiffed grey hair didn’t move. He had probably ordered it not to move: the General looked like the sort of guy who when he ordered something done expected it to be done. ‘That won’t be necessary, Miss Thomas. Captain Sanderson is the US Army’s expert on all things musical.’


The General’s eyes drifted back to the report positioned exactly square in the middle of his immaculate desk.


‘Do you sing jazz, Miss Thomas?’ he asked.


Dumb Question #2.


Of course she sang jazz.


It was just that nobody wanted her to sing jazz. Not any more. Jazz was old-school. Jazz was so unhip it had a limp. Maybe, Ella wondered, this General character dug all the old stuff? He sure looked antique enough but somehow he seemed a mite too uptight and buttoned-down to be a jazzer.


Nah …


Ella couldn’t see him in a beret and bebop glasses ready to fall in and dig the happenings.


‘Yeah, I sing jazz. Jazz is my first love. My dad was a really neat horn player so he taught me everything there is to know about jazz. So yeah, General, I sing jazz, but mainly in the shower. There ain’t a lot of interest.’


Captain Sanderson intervened. ‘Miss Thomas has a wonderful voice, Sir, with a good range and an interesting timbre. Her timing is excellent. I think Miss Thomas will make a fine jazz singer.’


Ella preened and shot the Captain a smile. She liked compliments; she liked good-looking guys like the Captain telling her she had a keen voice. And now she thought about it she realised that the Captain was cute, albeit in a tightly wrapped, cramped and stamped kinda way. She wasn’t big on crew cuts.


The General nodded his understanding, then went back to the silent perusal of Ella’s file. ‘The health checks seem satisfactory,’ he mused to no one in particular. He looked up and studied her for several silent seconds. ‘And she’s certainly pretty enough.’


It might have been a compliment but the way he said it made her feel like a cow at market. People didn’t talk about other people in such an offhand way. It wasn’t polite. Anyway, she wasn’t ‘pretty’, she was more than just ‘pretty’: she was tall and slim and beautiful. Eat your heart out, Halle Berry.


‘And she is an African-American,’ observed the General absent-mindedly.


What had that to do with the price of beans? Haven’t these guys heard of racial discrimination?


‘Miss Thomas is in first-class physical condition and, as you rightly observe, she has the correct racial antecedents,’ agreed the Captain, who made it sound as though they were discussing a second-hand car. ‘The rigours of the Demi-Monde shouldn’t pose her any problems.’


Demi-Monde? wondered Ella. Weird name for a club.


‘Psychological assessment?’


‘Excellent,’ confirmed the Captain. ‘Her profile is an almost perfect match for the psychological template developed by PsychOps. She has a robust psyche, is flexible-minded and quite pragmatic. Phlegmatic, I suppose the word is. Phlegmatic with just a dash of rebelliousness.’


Phlegmatic?


Now there was a word Ella didn’t hear every day. That was a ten-dollar word and she went to a two-bit school. To the guys she hung with ‘phlegmatic’ was what you did when you spat on the sidewalk. She flicked through her synonyms. Phlegmatic aka cool.


Yeah, she was cool. So cool she was straight from the freezer, man.


‘Miss Thomas has almost optimum levels of both serotonin receptors and p-eleven … she should have no difficulty in coping with the stress levels extant in the Demi-Monde. She also scored very highly in both the leadership and the initiative tests … very highly.’


Yeah, if the Army ever wanted someone to organise the building of a raft from a couple of old oil drums, some drift-wood and a length of rope and use it to float across a river then Ella was their girl.


The things they’d made her do over the past week.


Ella looked to check out the two men who were discussing her in such an impersonal way but neither of them met her gaze. She had the distinct impression that they had started to talk around her, as though she wasn’t there with them in the room. It took an effort to still a feeling of irritation. She took another deep breath, reminding herself as she did of how much she needed the gig.


The rent was due tomorrow.


‘She also scored well in the IQ tests,’ added the Captain encouragingly. ‘Very well. At the upper end of the top quartile.’


The General looked up from the report and spent several long seconds silently examining Ella. He didn’t say a word: it was as though he was reluctant to speak. Finally he let out a long, doleful sigh and turned to the Captain. ‘Miss Thomas is your preferred candidate? She is very young; only eighteen last birthday.’


‘Miss Thomas is old beyond her years, Sir. She’s by far the most impressive of all the candidates, and her resemblance to Professor Bole’s Dupe is uncanny.’


She’d got the gig!


Though this Dupe shit wasn’t strumming her strings.


The Captain noted her confusion. ‘A Dupe is our term for a cyber-duplicate of a real person.’ The General looked across the desk towards Ella, his expression hugely serious: the shadows under his eyes seemed suddenly to have got deeper and darker.


There was another long silence. Finally, reluctantly, he spoke. ‘Miss Thomas … how would you like to earn a million dollars?’
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The Demi-Monde: 40th Day of Winter, 1004



UnFunDaMentalism is an array of political, racial, metaPhysical, sexual and social ideas and philosophies relating to the purification of the Demi-Mondian race, the triumph of the Aryan people and the rehabilitation of the semi-mythological Pre-Folk. Adopted as the state religion of the ForthRight, the ultimate aim of UnFunDaMentalism is, by a process of selective breeding and measured culling, to eliminate the contamination of the UnderMentionable races from the Demi-Monde’s Aryan stock (Aryans are generally considered to be the Anglo-Slavic races) and by doing so to return the Aryan people to the racial perfection they possessed before their ancestors – the Pre-Folk – fell from ABBA’s Grace.


– Religions of the Demi-Monde: Otto Weininger, University of Berlin Publications


Comrade Commissar Dashwood made a point of arriving at his ministry before seven. He knew that only by working fourteen hours a day would he be able to ensure that the deadline for the building of the new railway lines would be met. And as Comrade Leader Heydrich had decreed that the railway lines were vital to the success of the ForthRight’s imminent invasion of the Coven, missing the deadline would make it very much a dead line: Comrade Leader Heydrich rewarded failure in a very uncompromising fashion.


But even as the slave-driver brought his steamer to a wheezing halt in front of the Ministry building, Dashwood knew that there was something unexpected taking place at the Ministry of Transport, that today wasn’t going to be a normal day. He had an unmistakable feeling in his water that signalled him to be extra-careful.


It might have been that the Militia officers patrolling the top of the steps leading to the Ministry’s great double doors were decidedly less sleepy than they usually were at this time of the morning. It might have been that their salute was a trifle crisper and more enthusiastic than he was used to. Tiny things but important; important to notice, that is, if you wanted to stay alive in the internecine bedlam that was the ForthRight.


 Oh, please don’t let it be another purge. Surely enough of us have died already?


As Dashwood strode imperiously across the great marble floor of the Ministry he tried to distract himself from these disturbing thoughts by adding up all those who had died in the Cleansing.


A hundred thousand? Two hundred thousand?


No … the Party had arrested and executed nearly a quarter of a million persons – individuals – after the Troubles, accusing them of being Royalists, Counter-Revolutionaries and Enemies of the People and sending them – Dashwood was disgusted that it had been he who had cravenly signed the transportation dockets – to the Warsaw Ghetto and to the death camps in the Hub. Overnight – and the arrests had always been made at night or when thick smog had enveloped the Rookeries – Dashwood had seen many of his friends, his relatives and members of the Court disappear into the Checkya’s black-painted steamers, never to be seen again.


And he had been complicit in their destruction.


That had been the price the Party had demanded for his survival and that of his family: complicity in mass murder. Maybe now it was his turn to be purged? As he walked through the Ministry he racked his mind, trying to identify what infraction he might have committed that would have persuaded Beria – the head of the ForthRight’s dreaded secret police, the Checkya – to sign his death warrant. He had been so very careful.


He stopped for an instant.


Maybe Trixiebell …


Oh please, not Trixiebell. Not his precious little Trixie.


For a second he was tempted to turn on his heel and scuttle off home, collect Trixie, jump on a barge heading for the Hub and seek exile in … in where exactly? The sad truth was that there was nowhere to run to in the Demi-Monde.


The Checkya had a long reach, and, from what he had heard yesterday at the PolitBuro meeting, by the Summer the ForthRight Army would have conquered the Coven and would, in all probability, be turning its malignant attention towards the Quartier Chaud. Maybe he and Trixie should try NoirVille? Somehow though he didn’t think Trixie was cut out for a life in purdah. HimPerialism was a harsh regime and very antagonistic towards women, especially independently minded women like Trixie. No, there was nowhere to run to, and, anyway, he had other things to do, other things to organise.


Dashwood stopped before the great oak door of his office and took a moment to brush a few errant steamer cinders from his immaculate suit. He doffed his top hat, took the door’s handle in a firm grasp and entered. When he saw the man who was sitting behind his desk, idly smoking a cigarette and very systematically scanning his correspondence, all his worst fears were realised.


‘Ah, Comrade Commissar Dashwood … at last. I am royally blessed.’


Dashwood fidgeted uncomfortably under Beria’s scrutiny. The rather feeble joke Beria had made – a reference to Dashwood’s aristocratic lineage: he had once been Baron Dashwood – was one he would do well to mark. Beria’s purge of the aristocracy after the Troubles had condemned almost all of those with any hint of a royal pedigree – like Dashwood – to a painful death.


Desperately he tried to compose himself. Automatically he raised his forearm to give the Party salute. ‘Two Sectors Forged as One,’ he intoned.


Beria flipped an arm casually in response and then made a great show of checking his watch. ‘Your secretary informed me you would be at your office at seven. It is now three minutes past: I trust, Comrade Commissar, this is not a demonstration of the laxity with which you order the rest of the workings of your ministry.’


‘No, Vice-Leader, Comrade Beria.’


Vice-Leader: had there ever been a more appropriate title?


With a bleak smile Beria nodded him towards the guest chair stationed in front of the desk. As he sat down, Dashwood was suddenly aware of a presence behind him. He twisted around and saw the tall, saturnine figure of an army officer lurking in the corner.


‘This is Captain Jan Dabrowski, a member of the Checkya,’ advised Beria idly.


The Captain offered no salute: he just stood, cold and implacable, staring at Dashwood’s neck. Dabrowski certainly looked the part of a secret policeman and Dashwood had absolutely no doubt that this Polish bastard – he was instantly identifiable as a Pole by his lapel flashes – would do whatever it was his master commanded, murder included.


‘I had not been aware, Comrade Commissar,’ began Beria as he arranged Dashwood’s desk stationery in a more precise fashion, ‘that you worked to such an undemanding schedule. A seven o’clock start – even on a Sunday – is decidedly remiss. We are, as you know, about to embark on the divinely ordained crusade to cleanse the Demi-Monde of UnderMentionables, of the nuJu and Shade scum which contaminate our world, and to be successful Operation Barbarossa will require diligence and sacrifice by all Party members. The Party demands sacrifice and it behoves us, the upper echelon, to set an example. I myself am never at my office later than five in the morning: I would suggest you imitate my example.’


‘Yes, Vice-Leader.’


Get on with it, you bastard.


‘You are, after all, Comrade Commissar, one of the few survivors of the Court of that Arch-Imperialist and Oppressor of the People, Henry Tudor. Anything less than total dedication to the Party and to Comrade Leader Heydrich could be interpreted as your having recidivist tendencies.’


‘Comrade Leader Heydrich should have no doubts as to my total and undying loyalty to the ForthRight and to the Party.’


Beria slowly drew a handkerchief out of his sleeve, used it to shine his tiny spectacles and then dabbed it to his moist lips. ‘I am sure the Leader will be delighted to hear of your declaration of fealty, especially as I am here to present you with an opportunity to perform a great service to the Party and to the ForthRight.’


Dashwood almost cried with relief: he wasn’t going to be purged. Not today, anyway. ‘I am ready to perform any task that might be of service to our Leader.’


‘The Leader was impressed with you when you attended the PolitBuro meeting yesterday. You are held in high esteem by the Great Leader. Your expertise in logistics is second-to-none.’


Which is probably why I haven’t been purged, mused Dashwood.


Yet.


Beria leant back in his chair and gazed up at the ceiling as though in search of higher inspiration. ‘But unfortunately I cannot say the same thing about all your family. I had Captain Dabrowski attend a social given by Mrs Albemarle two days ago with the express intention of making an evaluation of your daughter.’


Dashwood stiffened in his chair and he felt a shiver run down his spine: in the ForthRight the word ‘evaluate’ was replete with many meanings, none of them good.


‘My daughter?’ he asked as casually as he was able.


Beria didn’t answer immediately. Instead he pulled a buff-coloured file towards him, opened it and began slowly to turn each of the pages, studying them with theatrical exactitude. ‘For one so young, your daughter has amassed a commendably … or should that be censurably thick file.’ He shook his head in mock astonishment. ‘From what I can glean, the received wisdom is that your daughter has all the hallmarks of a future trouble-maker, a girl with potentially disruptive HerEtical tendencies. It takes real counter-revolutionary zeal to be Censured before the age of sixteen.’


‘Trixiebell was very upset by the death of her mother …’


‘But to have publicly lambasted her UnFunDaMentalist Ideology Tutor for teaching, and I quote here, “twaddle”. Tut, tut, tut … this is not something one expects from the daughter of a high-ranking Party official. She also seems to have made a protest to the Principal of her academy regarding the removal of references to a nonNix … an unperson.’


Dashwood did his best to defend his daughter. ‘Trixiebell was chastised and attended a two-week Political Re-Education Camp last Summer. I am sure she is now totally realigned both politically and ideologically.’


‘I wish I could share your confidence, Comrade Commissar. Young people today are such a trial. Unfortunately, the report of the Captain here suggests that your daughter is still possessed of subversive inclinations.’


Dashwood surreptitiously unclipped the holster that held his Colt revolver. If there was one thing he was certain of it was that he wouldn’t let Trixie fall into the hands of this degenerate. He’d kill Beria first.


Beria picked up a likeness of Trixie from the file and studied it. ‘Your daughter is very beautiful, Comrade Commissar.’ He licked his lips. ‘So slim, so blonde, so athletic, but, unfortunately, so wilful. It would be a tragedy, would it not, to lose such a perfect example of Aryan womanhood to the pernicious cant of HerEticalism? The Captain has suspicions that your daughter could be a proto-RaTionalist … perhaps even a Suffer-O-Gette.’


‘Never.’


‘Perhaps that is a little excessive. But I must warn you, Comrade Commissar, that your daughter is on the slippery slope that leads to destruction. However, your daughter’s teachers report that she is remarkably intelligent and a gifted debater.’ He took a pull on his cigarette, then blew a nimbus of smoke up to the ceiling. ‘I have a task that requires the services of a young girl … an intelligent young girl. It is a task that, if performed with diligence, will result in the rather compromising contents of this file’ – here he closed the file and tossed it disdainfully into the waste-basket – ‘being consigned to oblivion.’


‘And what is this task?’ asked Dashwood.
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The Real World: 12 June 2018



The Demi-Monde® remedies all of the shortcomings identified in previous-generation Asymmetrical Warfare Virtual Training Programmes and achieves a fundamental upshifting of the Realism Quotient, of Inter-Sectorial/Inter-Personal DisHarmonic Measures, of Emotional and Psychological Impact Motifs, and of Battle Performance Indices (all of which dramatically and comprehensively exceed those specified in the Tender Document). In short the Demi-Monde® provides the perfect environment where US Combat Personnel – be they neoFights, seasoned BattlePersonnel, NCOs, officers or squads – can be trained and evaluated in a cost-effective and performance-effective manner in AWE situations of the most accurate, convincing and challenging kind, and where Tactics, Techniques and Procedures may be subjected to Extreme Action Testing. It is estimated the Demi-Monde® will save the US Military over $4.35 billion in training, hospitalisation, welfare and mortuary costs in each fiscal year.


– The Demi-Monde® Product Description Manual: 14 June 2013


D’oh?


‘I’m sorry?’


‘I asked, Miss Thomas, if you would like to earn a million dollars.’


Ella took a deep breath as her natural suspicion kicked in. She eyed the General sceptically, simultaneously shooing away all those very pleasant thoughts about how good it would be not to have to worry about raising the money she needed to get to college, not to worry about paying the rent, not to worry about Billy, not to worry about all the things an eighteen-year-old girl shouldn’t have to worry about.


‘Are you on the level? You’re not just blowing me shit … winding me up?’


The General nodded enthusiastically, which Ella found a little confusing. ‘Why yes, Miss Thomas, I am absolutely on the level. I am deadly serious. Never more so! So I ask again, would you like to earn a million dollars?’


Ella mulled things over, trying to stay calm. The General looked like he was playing the straight shooter. But …


‘That, in the words of my law teacher, Mr General, Sir, is a non sequitur. Of course I’d like to earn a million dollars. The question is, though: what would I have to do to earn it?’ She smiled. ‘Who would I have to kill?’


The General frowned and gave his head a vehement shake. ‘No one, Miss Thomas, absolutely no one. No, you won’t have to kill anyone. What the US government wants you to do is save someone. We need you to go on a rescue mission.’


This whole conversation, Ella decided, was getting a little bent out of shape. She had come to Fort Jackson – the US Army’s InDoctrination and Training Command Center – a week ago to audition – so they had told her – as a singer in a band being put together to tour US military bases around the world. And now, here she was, being asked if she wouldn’t mind playing Ella TrueHeart and being offered a million bucks for her trouble. It didn’t make sense. But a million bucks was a million bucks.


‘You don’t want me to sing?’


‘Oh, yes, that is vital. The woman we send on this mission has got to be able to sing. The only way she’ll be able to infiltrate the enemy’s position is by being able to pose as a jazz singer.’


This was getting out of hand: Ella decided to give the General a reality check. ‘Look, General, Sir, I’m just an eighteen-year-old high school student who sings in the evening to try to scratch up enough dough to put herself through college. I’m an ordinary girl. You’ve gotta realise that the name Ella Thomas ain’t some kind of secret identity. I ain’t sitting here in your office as my alter ego. I’m not Wonder Woman or Supergirl in disguise. People like me don’t do “rescue missions”. People like me wait tables and run checkouts.’


The General gave Ella what she guessed was his take on a reassuring smile. She wished he hadn’t: it made him look constipated. ‘I sympathise with your confusion, Miss Thomas, and I apologise for springing this on you so suddenly, but you really are ideally qualified for this mission. We need a girl like you to play a role in a computer simulation.’


‘What … a computer game?’


‘A very, very sophisticated computer game.’


‘Okay, General, I’m listening.’ This didn’t sound so bad: playing a character in a computer game might be a lot of fun.


And a million bucks was a million bucks.


The General didn’t say anything. It was as though he didn’t quite know how to proceed with the conversation, he just gazed out of the window and absent-mindedly tapped his pencil on the desk.


Tap, tap, tap.


Finally he gave Ella a rueful smile and continued. ‘Before I begin, Miss Thomas, I am obliged to tell you that this mission has a certain element of danger attached to it.’


Ah, shit … goodbye college.


What was the old adage? Anything that seemed too good to be true was too good to be true.


Ella swallowed hard, trying to mask her disappointment. She didn’t quite know what to make of what this General person was saying. This whole interview was teetering on the surreal. All she was was a singer trying to raise enough money to get to university and to keep her kid brother out of trouble. She wasn’t a heroine. She didn’t do danger. But then all they were asking her to do was play some stupid computer game. She asked the obvious question. ‘How dangerous?’


‘Very.’


What sort of computer game was this?


‘Oh come on, don’t be coy, General, Sir: what are the chances I’ll get to spend the million?’


The General sat back in his chair and massaged the bridge of his nose. He was a man under a lot of pressure. ‘Okay … the chances of you surviving the mission are fifty-fifty: one chance in two. But the million would be paid regardless of the outcome,’ he added quickly. ‘In the event of your failing …’


‘Failing’ or as it’s better known in less polite circles, ‘getting slotted’.


‘… the money will still be paid to your next of kin.’


Oh great, so I get a one-way ticket to Slab Central and Billy gets the chance to see how quickly he can shove a million bucks’ worth of coke up his nose.


Ella pushed the idea of dying to one side: she’d worry about that later. Like in seventy years.


‘Why me? You’ve got the whole American armed forces to choose from. There must be someone in the army with a decent set of pipes; there must be someone who can sing jazz. There must be someone out there better qualified than me.’


The General shuffled uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Oh, the Army is full of jazz singers, Miss Thomas, but unfortunately not one of them can match the requirements necessary to fulfil this mission. That is why we have undertaken this somewhat protracted audition process. You, Miss Thomas, are a very special young woman, combining as you do vocal ability, intelligence, beauty, physical and mental resilience and a specific racial aspect.’


Oh, come on, General: let’s call a spade a spade. I ain’t got a ‘racial aspect’. I’ve got a black skin.


‘This combination of talents means you are the only person who can undertake this mission. You are unique.’


Tap, tap, tap.


The General finally realised he’d been playing with the pencil and put it firmly down on his desk. ‘So, Miss Thomas, before I go any further, I need to know if you are interested in my proposition.’


Really she had no option. The life she could see stretching before her could be summarised in the declension: broke, broker, brokest. She was trailer-park trash with a junkie for a brother, and her prospects were zero and falling. People like her didn’t turn down the chance to pocket a million bucks.


‘Oh, I’m interested, General, Sir. In fact I’ve got a million bucks’ worth of interest. But before I sign on the dotted line I’m gonna need a lot more information.’


‘Very well, Miss Thomas: what I am about to apprise you of is highly classified. Divulging any of this information to nonauthorised personnel is a criminal offence … a very serious criminal offence, one for which you could go to prison for a very long time. Do you understand?’


It was Ella’s turn to nod and at that instant it seemed as though the walls of the General’s office had closed in on her. She had the distinct impression that things were about to get a whole lot heavier.


‘Do you know what Asymmetric Warfare is, Miss Thomas?’


Dumb Question #3.


‘Yeah, I had one once but the wheels fell off.’


The General obviously didn’t do humour; he simply ignored Ella’s quip. ‘Asymmetric Warfare is the US Military’s name for all those messy little conflicts that our country keeps finding itself fighting in hellish places like Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan. They are wars without rules and without honour and, to be blunt, they are wars that the US Army isn’t particularly good at fighting. When the US Military began to study its performance in Asymmetric Warfare Environments it discovered that its soldiers, especially its officers, weren’t effective because they had no appreciation or understanding of what sort of war they would be fighting. So in order to prepare them better the US Army InDoctrination and Training Command came up with the idea of creating a computer simulation that would let our combat personnel experience what was waiting for them in Peshawar and desperate places like it.’


‘The Demi-Monde?’ Ella ventured.


‘Got it in one, Miss Thomas. The Demi-Monde is the most sophisticated, the most complex and the most terrifying computer simulation ever devised. It’s a simulation which recreates the visceral anxiety and fear of being in an AWE …’


‘An AWE?’


‘An Asymmetric Warfare Environment. To play the DemiMonde you have to be hard-wired into it and the hard-wiring creates a full sensory bypass: you believe you are in the DemiMonde. For those in the Demi-Monde it is the only perceivable reality: neoFights – military trainees – are utterly enveloped in the simulation.’


‘That sounds scary.’


‘It is and it’s meant to be. It’s also vitally important if the training paradigm is to be as realistic as possible. AWEs are scary so the simulation of them has to be scary. With conventional computer simulations the player always knows that what they are involved in is just a game, they know that if he or she gets uncomfortable with what’s happening in the simulation all they have to do is press “Pause”. This isn’t an option for Demi-Monde players.’


The General took a sip of his coffee as he gathered his thoughts. ‘But this isn’t the only remarkable thing about the Demi-Monde. The US Military has employed computer simulations for training purposes before, but the problem with modelling Asymmetric Warfare Environments is that they are so unpredictable, so chaotic, so non-linear as to make modelling them almost impossible. Contrarily, the very act of programming AWEs means that we impose rules on the simulations and hence make cyber-representations of AWEs predictable. It’s a Catch-22 situation: we need a computer program to replicate the anarchy of an Asymmetric Warfare Environment but the very act of programming makes it unanarchic.’


Unanarchic? Is that a word?


‘The solution, Miss Thomas, was to make the Demi-Monde program heuristic.’


‘Heuristic?’ asked Ella cautiously.


This was getting to be, like, Big Words 101.


‘It means “self-taught”: we provided the initial programming to get the Demi-Monde up and running, we defined the basics of the cyber-milieu and the formatting modality of the simulation but after that the computer did its own thing. The computer changed – optimised – the function and the actions of the Dupes who populate the simulation to make their performance more arbitrary and, hence, more realistic. What this means is that from a simulation point of view immediately the Demi-Monde was activated how it performed and developed was out of our hands. The Demi-Monde is an unpredictable environment, which is perfect when describing an AWE.’


‘Look, I’m no nerd,’ admitted Ella, ‘but this sounds kinda freaky. And aren’t you gonna have to use a pretty big computer?’


‘The Demi-Monde is the first program to be run by ParaDigm CyberResearch’s ABBA class of quantum computers.’


‘ABBA?’


‘ABBA is a computer developed by the British. It is the most powerful computer ever devised. It has an almost unlimited processing power … enough to simulate sentience in each of the thirty million Dupes that populate the Demi-Monde.’


‘Thirty million? That’s one hell of a lot of Dupes.’ Ella might not be a fan of computer games but she knew enough to realise that even the biggest and the best only ever had a handful of cyber-characters interacting at any one time.


The General put a piece of gum in his mouth. ‘That’s ABBA for you: it can handle thirty million Dupes at a snap,’ he said with a self-satisfied chomp. ‘But that’s only part of the magic that is the Demi-Monde. All Dupes active in the Demi-Monde are modelled on real people: they are what we call the NowLive. ABBA simply dipped into DNA and other databases around the world and modelled the Dupes from the composite data it gleaned from them.’


‘These Dupes, your NowLive, are real people?’


‘Modelled on real people, Miss Thomas. But we’ve gone further than that. We wanted the enemy leaders our neoFights would face to be as accurate as possible. Our research has shown us that the warlords who lead enemy forces in Asymmetric Warfare Environments tend to be psychotics … madmen … fanatics, the type of charismatic lunatics we in the military call Singularities. To make the Demi-Monde’s cyber-milieu ultra-realistic we needed to have enemy leaders who replicated the cunning and the callousness of these Singularities. So we had ABBA select appropriate individuals from history, model them and then seed them into the Demi-Monde. These PreLived Singularities look, think and act just like their Real World equivalents did, and as their Real World equivalents were horrible, horrible people, so are their Dupes.’


‘Lemme get this right,’ said Ella carefully, ‘the people you fight in this Demi-Monde game …’


‘Simulation.’


‘Game, simulation, whatever. The people you fight in the Demi-Monde are modelled on real people, but you’ve also introduced some characters from history.’


‘Correct.’


‘For instance …’


‘The ones you are probably most familiar with are Henry VIII, Maximilien Robespierre and Ivan the Terrible.’


‘Oh, c’mon. That’s impossible. No computer can recreate dead people.’


‘ABBA can,’ said the General flatly.


Ella laughed. ‘Nuts. I don’t believe it.’


‘Your incredulity is understandable, Miss Thomas. So perhaps, before we go much further with our discussions, we should give you a taste of the Demi-Monde, we should show you just how lifelike it really is.’
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RaTionalism is an avowedly and uncompromisingly atheistic creed developed by the renegade Rodina thinker and ardent Royalist Karl Marx, which strives by a process of Dialectic ImMaterialism to secure logical explanations regarding the Three Great Dilemmas: the Creation, the Confinement, and the Purpose of the Demi-Monde. RaTionalism denies all supernatural interpretations with respect to the Three Great Dilemmas. Though it remains a popular creed within the so-called ‘Scientific Community’ (notably Future Historians and preScientists), RaTionalism is now outlawed throughout the ForthRight and dismissed as the nonsensical and perverse belief system it is by most Demi-Mondians.


– Religions of the Demi-Monde: Otto Weininger, University of Berlin Publications


‘Itta gettin’ much awful late, Miss Trixiebell. Message from your father wassa that you should be home by the soonest time …’


Trixie ignored Luigi’s entreaties, ignored his ludicrous Roman accent that made him sound as though he would, at any moment, try to sell her an ice cream. Trixie hated to be hurried by slaves … she hated to be hurried by anyone. Once Trixie Dashwood started something, nothing, but nothing would stop her finishing. Trixie Dashwood was famous for her resolute spirit. Or her pig-headedness, as her governess preferred to call it.


Trixie waved impatiently to Luigi to begin. The huge Slave-Guard removed his thick, fur-lined gauntlets, spat on his callused hands, took a firm grip on the handle of his pickaxe, shuffled his feet until they were shoulder-width apart and swung.


The crash as the steel of the pickaxe head met the Mantleite floor made Trixie flinch back. Instinctively she raised her arm over her eyes to protect them from flying stone chips.


But there weren’t any.


‘Nor-thing,’ said Luigi dolefully.


Trixie looked down at the spot where the pickaxe had struck the Mantle. Luigi was right, there was ‘nor-thing’ to be seen there: not a scratch, not a chip, not a mark of any kind.


Ridiculous!


Stamping her foot in frustration, Trixie slapped the slave hard across his face. ‘You’re useless, Luigi, absolutely useless. If you don’t shape up I’ll have to sell you!’


Despite the enormous difference in their relative size, the huge Italian shrank back from the girl’s fury. No one wanted to be near Lady Trixiebell Dashwood when she was in one of her fits of pique.


Trixie threw down her gloves, grabbed the pickaxe out of Luigi’s hand, gave him the lantern she had been holding, and steadied herself to swing the axe. It was obvious to her that Luigi, big and powerful though he was, was so blood-starved that he couldn’t wield the pickaxe with enough force to trouble the Mantle-ite.


Useless bloodless Quartier Chaudians.


Why couldn’t she have a Chink Slave-Guard like all the other girls at the Academy? After all, an Eyetie was only one step up from a Shade. Shades … ugh!


With a resolute set to her mouth – usually a precursor to one of her famous tantrums – Trixie swung the pickaxe. Though physically best described as small and thin – ‘svelte’ as her governess preferred to call her – Trixie was a very determined young woman – ‘girl’ as her governess preferred to call her – and hence was able to bring the point of the pickaxe down on the Mantle with considerable force. Indeed, the axe struck with so much force that the jarring impact sent vibrations juddering up the handle, out along her arms, across her shoulders, to finally set her teeth dancing.


Hardly noticing the pain, Trixie tossed the pickaxe to one side and dropped to her knees, ignoring the damage done to her very expensive silk stockings – smuggled in from Paris – her gaze searching for the impact point. There wasn’t one: the pickaxe hadn’t even scratched the surface of the Mantle. Perfect and pristine it lay before her, glowing with its characteristic green sheen.


Damn and double-damn.


Disappointed though she was, the RaTionalist in Trixie told her that she shouldn’t be surprised by the outcome of her little experiment. Her findings were at one with the results from all the other tests conducted on the Mantle by RaTionalist scientists in every corner of the Demi-Monde.


Trixie corrected herself: the Demi-Monde, being circular, didn’t have any corners.


Corners or no, the point was that no matter where on the Demi-Monde they tried, Ratty scientists found it impossible to dent, chip or even scar the Mantle. Perplexed and bemused, Trixie slumped down on her pert bottom and pondered. Just what was the Mantle made out of if it could shrug off a blow as hard as the one she’d just administered? What was this mysterious substance, Mantle-ite?


Whatever it was, Mantle-ite was harder, tougher, more impervious than any rock that had been discovered anywhere in the Demi-Monde. It was harder, tougher and more impervious even than steel. And being harder, tougher and more impervious than anything known to man – or woman – meant that the Mantle – the crust that covered the Demi-Monde once the top coating of thirty feet of soil had been cleared away – wasn’t natural.


But being unnatural didn’t mean – as the UnFunDaMentalists would have it – that it was supernatural. There was nothing magical about the Mantle: it was just unexplained. The Mantle might not be Demi-Mondian-made, but it had certainly been made and that ruled out the involvement of gods, Spirits, Daemons and all the other silly entities that UnFunnies believed inhabited the Spirit World.


Find the explanation – the RaTional explanation – to this conundrum, Trixie knew, and she would go a long way towards solving the question that had bedevilled thinkers in the DemiMonde since time immemorial: how had the Demi-Monde been created? And finding the answer to that would help solve the even more perplexing puzzle as to why the Demi-Monde had been created.


But if her delving had been unproductive regarding discovering the composition of the Mantle, it had been very fruitful in other ways. The runes she’d found embossed into the Mantle had been a real find, and that they were rendered in Younger Pre-Folk meant she had a chance of understanding them. Not even the great Michel de Nostredame had managed to decipher Pre-Folk A.


She took her notebook out of the breast pocket of her pinafore and after carefully measuring the runic inscriptions made a sketch of them. The irritating thing was that whilst uncovering the runes was quite a coup, with this being an illegal dig she would have to keep the discovery secret. Respectable women in the ForthRight were not expected to engage in intellectual activities, especially those prohibited by the Ministry of Psychic Affairs. And if they found anything interesting in the course of these prohibited intellectual activities then, of course, respectable women couldn’t publish.


And what she had discovered was interesting. According to UnFunDaMentalism, the fact that runes were seen on the Mantle throughout the Demi-Monde indicated that the DemiMonde had once been ruled by a Master Race of pure-blooded – Aryan-blooded – Anglo-Slavic godlings known as the Pre-Folk. So to have found runes so close to the Boundary was an amazing discovery. It suggested that once, long, long ago, there had been no Boundary Layer, that the Pre-Folk had lived in what was now the Great Beyond, the land beyond the Demi-Monde.


Sketches complete, Trixie scribbled down a brief summary of the tests she had conducted. Tomorrow she’d hire one of the steam-driven drop-hammers she’d seen being used to break rocks at the docks, get it hauled to the site, erected down here in her excavation pit and then she’d see just how tough the Mantle really was.


But she’d have to be careful. To be caught using a steam hammer to smash a way through the Mantle would create a real scandal, one even her father wouldn’t have enough influence to cover up.


And as for her governess …


No, she didn’t even want to think of the hissy fit Governess Margaret would throw if she was Censured again. Then Trixie really would be unmarriageable. No respectable man in the ForthRight – now there was a contradiction in terms – would marry a Ratty. No respectable man would come near her.


Thrusting this unpleasant thought to the back of her mind, Trixie climbed to her feet and brushed the dirt off her knees. Her stockings were ruined but that wasn’t a concern: she would blame her maid for that. Better a slave got a whipping than her governess discovered that her one and only charge was a closet RaTionalist who was conducting secret and very illegal experiments designed to overturn the supposedly inviolate beliefs of UnFunDaMentalism. RaTionalists weren’t popular with the Party. Only dead RaTionalists were popular with the Party.


Lost in her cogitations, Trixie leant back against the Boundary Layer, feeling it yield just a little as she did so. She had had Luigi dig the pit in an abandoned warehouse owned by her father that butted hard up against the Boundary. Digging her excavation pit here gave her the opportunity simultaneously to examine both the Mantle and the Boundary Layer.


The Boundary Layer.


If the Mantle was a Mystery, then the ninety-four miles of Boundary Layer that circled the Demi-Monde was the Big Mystery, the Mystery at the heart of the enigma that was the Containment. More learned men (men, hah!) had studied the Boundary Layer than any other of the Phenomena in the DemiMonde. And what had their studies revealed?


Nothing.


Oh, after much deliberation and head-scratching the Party in the shape of His Holiness Aleister Crowley had officially classified the Boundary as a Selectively Permeable Magical Membrane, but that was just a fancy way of saying that neither the Party nor Aleister Crowley had a clue what it really was. All they – or anybody else, for that matter – knew was that the Boundary Layer was the transparent wall that surrounded the Demi-Monde and prevented Man from moving into the Great Beyond.


And as such the Boundary Layer was at the centre of the schism that had divided the religions of the Demi-Monde and kept them at each other’s throats. Was – as the UnFunnies had it – the Boundary Layer there to keep nasty things like Daemons out, or – as Ratties believed – was its purpose to keep DemiMondians in? That, in a nutshell, was the dilemma that was the Containment, the key philosophical question that had bedevilled thinkers since time immemorial: was the DemiMonde a sanctuary or a prison?


Whatever the Boundary Layer’s purpose, it was a wall that the harder you pushed against it, the harder it pushed back. The only things that seemed to be able to traverse the Boundary Layer were light, air and the waters of the five Spoke Rivers.


Nothing else.


It was an invisible and impenetrable wall that extended thirty feet below ground level where it made a seamless join with the Mantle and extended up … well, no one knew quite how far up into the sky the Boundary stretched. That daredevil Speke had ridden one of the new hydrogen balloons to an altitude of over six thousand feet and the Boundary had still been there, so it was anybody’s guess how high it really went.


Trixie drew a hand lovingly over the surface of the Boundary, feeling it ripple slightly as she did so. The thirty feet of topsoil of the Great Beyond was clearly seen through the Layer … so close and yet so very far away.


The strange thing was that – as far as Trixie could tell – the nanoBites that inhabited the soil of the Great Beyond never got closer than twenty feet to the surface. That was why there were so many great trees in the forests of the Beyond: there weren’t any nanoBites nibbling at their roots. Not like here in the Demi-Monde’s Urban Band. There weren’t many trees in the Urban Band as the nanoBites came within five feet of the surface and made short work of their roots. Luigi had only been able to dig the pit because it was Winter and the nanoBites were hibernating.


One day, Trixie was determined, she would penetrate the Boundary Layer and understand the mysteries of the Great Beyond. One day she would understand all the mysteries of the Demi-Monde. One day she would be the most famous of all RaTionalists.


‘It really gettin’ awful, awful late, Miss Trixie. We gotta be home real soon.’


Luigi’s whining voice cut through Trixie’s reverie. With a sigh she dragged her fob watch out of her pocket.


Dancing Daemons!


‘Why didn’t you tell me that was the time, Luigi?’ Trixie demanded as she scrabbled up the ladder leading to the top of the pit. ‘You stupid, stupid man! If I’m late it will be your fault. I’ll have Governess Margaret tan the astral ether off your useless Eyetie arse!’
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The Real World: 12 June 2018



An α-Class Singularity (aka Dark Charismatic, Hi-Level Psychotic) may be defined as an individual demonstrating such distorted and aberrational force of personality and such singularity of purpose that they have the ability and the inclination to wrest power from existing governments, to overturn the politico-social status quo and to irreparably change existing cultural, moral and religious mores.


– The Demi-Monde® Product Description Manual: 14 June 2013


Captain Sanderson led Ella out of the General’s office and back along Fort Jackson’s labyrinthine corridors. Being out of the General’s presence helped the Captain relax: he chatted quite amiably to her as they walked. He even called her Ella. She didn’t object: the Captain was good-looking if a little on the small side, but then compared to her near six foot most men came up a little short. ‘You’re going to be meeting two disturbing people, Ella,’ he said as they strode through the building, ‘but don’t let either of them distract you too much. Everybody is a little upset by their first meeting with the Professor, and as for Heydrich …’


They walked for about five minutes and then descended – Ella had no idea how many floors – in a high-security elevator.When the elevator’s steel doors finally opened they were met by a man who was excessively lanky and thin, his emaciated body clad in an exquisitely cut – if a tad old-fashioned – suit made from worsted wool of an uncompromising black. He looked like an undertaker, though his long, Roman nose, his dark button eyes that snarled out at Ella from behind shaded glasses and his oiled black hair made him an extremely aggressive-looking undertaker.


Weird.


Captain Sanderson effected the introductions. ‘This is Professor Septimus Bole, who developed the Demi-Monde. Professor, this is Miss Ella Thomas, our first-choice candidate for Operation Offbeat.’


Operation Offbeat?


Ella held out her hand. The Professor looked at it warily, then with what appeared to be extreme reluctance shook it. The man’s fingers were cold and clammy and her feeling of revulsion was heightened when he squirmed them hurriedly out of her grasp. It was as though he was disgusted by her touch.


‘I am delighted to meet you, Miss Thomas. I hope what you see today will persuade you to help us.’ This little announcement was made, unexpectedly, in an English accent, which had a strange mechanical cadence to it. The Professor noted Ella’s surprise. ‘Yes, Miss Thomas, I am a Brit, though I trust you won’t hold that against me. I, for my sins, am head of ParaDigm CyberResearch’s Demi-Monde Project Team, ParaDigm being the company behind the Demi-Monde. I am here on secondment from ParaDigm to help the US Army sort out its problems.’


Problems?


Introductions made, Captain Sanderson slotted his ID tag into a scanner set on the wall by the side of the elevator and placed his palm on the reader next to it. Immediately a door in the steel wall sighed open and Sanderson nodded Ella and the Professor through to the conference room beyond. The door slid shut behind them.


The room they entered was small, cold and impersonal, and, rather disconcertingly, reminded Ella of a hospital waiting room. The only furnishings were a line of five very uncomfortable-looking plastic chairs set in front of a low stage which had a lectern standing at its centre. At a sign from the Captain, Ella took the middle chair. Professor Bole sat next to her, and after taking an age to coil his long body into the seat and ensure that the immaculate creases in his trousers weren’t being compromised he turned to Ella.


‘As I think the General will have explained to you already, Miss Thomas, the Demi-Monde was designed to replicate the chaos and anarchy associated with an Asymmetric War Environment. The demonstration you are about to see will, I hope, inform you of two things. The first and most obvious will be to convince you of the realism of the Dupes populating the Demi-Monde, a realism so profound that they are as close to real life as makes no difference.’


Yeah, yeah, yeah.


Ella kept her face bland: she would believe this when she saw it. There was no way she was ever going to believe that a computer-concocted Dupe was a real person.


‘The second point,’ the Professor continued, ‘which to my mind makes the Demi-Monde such a triumph, is that it accurately conjures up the type of people who rise to leadership positions in Asymmetric Warfare Environments. For the leaders in the Demi-Monde we have selected individuals from history famous for their brutality and their barbarism, and have mimicked their aberrational personalities using state-of-the-art DNA-mapping techniques. As a consequence these PreLived Dupes look, think and act just as their real-life equivalents did. I tell you this not to frighten you, but to prepare you.’


The Professor flicked a switch on the remote control he was holding. ‘I’ll just dim the lights, Miss Thomas, and then I think our guest will be ready to present himself.’


Even before the lights had fully faded a tall, slim man dressed in a perfectly fitting black uniform of an officer in the Nazi SS strode out of the right-hand wall. His jackboots shone, his leather belt and holster sparkled and the silver death’s-head badge on the brow of his tall peaked hat twinkled under the room’s fluorescent lighting. That the man was a Dupe, Ella had absolutely no doubt – no one she knew of could walk through a solid steel wall – but …


But in all other respects the man who came to stand on the stage behind the lectern was a perfect representation of a living, breathing human being. Ella stared at him, awed by the way in which the man’s body – the Dupe’s body – so precisely imitated the shadows and highlights that would have been seen if it had been rendered from solid flesh and blood. In sum, it was an amazing, disturbing display of computing power; a display of verisimilitude such as Ella had never imagined could be achieved. It was impossible to distinguish the Dupe from the real thing.


‘Perhaps you would be so kind as to introduce yourself?’ Captain Sanderson asked quietly.


The Dupe turned his bleached, narrow-set eyes towards the Captain and smiled the most chillingly arrogant smile Ella had ever seen. And as he smiled he seemed to suck all the heat and goodness out of the room. She shivered in cold and fear: the man standing before her was the very personification of evil.


‘As you wish.’ The man gave a sharp click of his heels and a slight bow of his head. This done, he took his cap from his head, placed it precisely to the left of the lectern, and slowly and deliberately ran a hand over his short, sleek blond hair. He wasn’t a handsome man, decided Ella, but he was striking, what with his prominent nose and his long, narrow face. But what she particularly disliked was the way his cold, cold eyes didn’t seem to look at her but into her.


‘I am Reinhard Tristan Eugen Heydrich, SS-Ober gruppenführer, Chief of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt, the Reich’s Main Security Office, and Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia.’


Jesus.


Ella sat open-mouthed in amazement. The nuances of speech were so astonishingly correct that she was having trouble remembering that the man standing not six feet away from her was a piece of computer fabrication. Even the tone and resonance of his voice – a little too light and effeminate, she thought, for a man of his size – by its very wrongness added an authenticity to the masquerade.


She turned to the Professor. ‘Just who is this Heydrich of yours? Is he a fiction?’


The Professor tapped a button on his control pad and immediately a red sign illuminated over the Dupe: <PAUSE>.


The figure of Heydrich froze in mid-gesture.


Professor Bole smiled in a disdainful, condescending way. ‘I had thought the teaching of history in British schools was the worst in the Western world but …’ He shook his head sadly. ‘No matter. Whilst Reinhard Heydrich has, as a consequence of his assassination by Czech resistance fighters in May 1942, not generated quite the public disdain and infamy of other leading Nazis such as Hitler, Himmler, Goebbels and Goering, Heydrich was, in my humble opinion, the most evil, the most callous and the most dangerous of the whole pack of them. The man so wonderfully represented here in this room is the individual whose organisational genius, superhuman capacity for hard work and total and utter disregard for human suffering made the triumph of the Third Reich possible. The man standing before you, Miss Thomas, masterminded the Holocaust. He was the man who enabled the Nazis to send six million Jews to their death.’ He smiled bleakly at Ella. ‘Shall we continue?’


<PLAY>


‘I must congratulate you, Herr Obergruppenführer,’ said the Professor in a ridiculously conversational tone, ‘on your recent promotion to Reichsprotektor.’


The Dupe nodded his appreciation of the compliment.


‘Perhaps,’ the Professor continued, ‘you would be so kind as to describe your career for my young friend here? She is quite an admirer of yours.’


The dead eyes of the German settled upon Ella and a contemptuous smile flickered over his full, fleshy lips. ‘I am wondering why I should be obliged to discuss my career with one such as her.’


‘One such as me?’ asked Ella, unable to keep the tremor out of her voice.


‘A black … a negro … a member of a more primitive race.’

Ella was jolted back in her seat by the scorn in the Dupe’s voice. Struggling to remember that Heydrich was just digital make-believe, she did her best to hide how upset she was by what the bastard had just said. Taking a deep, calming breath she continued the conversation in as equable a manner as she was able.


‘I am student president at my high school. I have achieved a SAT score which places me in the top one per cent of all students in the USA. I am intent on reading genetics at university. I am a skilled musician. Surely that gives the lie to your proposition that I am a member of an inferior race?’


Heydrich slid a silver cigarette case from his jacket pocket and with infuriating slowness went through the pantomime of selecting and lighting a cigarette. He drew heavily on the cigarette then breathed out, snaking a stream of perfectly imitated virtual smoke into the room. A miasma of malevolent vapour, ashen and feathered, settled around his head like a diabolical halo. ‘That you are capable of rote learning merely confirms the inferiority of your race. You are the exception that proves the rule. And anyway, I have seen chimpanzees performing in the circus. Even apes can, through diligent training, be made to perform tricks surprisingly well.’ He sneered. ‘Perhaps that is what you are: a trained ape.’


If this guy had been for real Ella would have given him a real mouthful. But he wasn’t for real: he was just a Dupe imitating the attitudes of a racist who had died almost eighty years ago.


Stay cool, Ella. Try to get yourself into this jerk’s mindset. Play the psychologist.


‘I understand you are an officer, Herr Heydrich. Then surely your duty as an officer is to help those of lesser ability? If you scorn me as an African-American, perhaps you can assist me as a woman … as one of the weaker sex?’


The feminist in Ella almost gagged when she uttered this last phrase.


She felt those terrible eyes studying her, Heydrich slowly sliding his gaze over her body. She had the distinct impression that the Nazi liked what he saw … more than liked what he saw. In fact the way he was looking at Ella persuaded her to pull the hem of her short skirt further down her long legs. Heydrich’s crystal-cold eyes watched her as she did so, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. She shivered again; there was something infinitely unsettling about the man … about the Dupe, she quickly reminded herself.


‘Very well. As you are not a pure black, there being something of the Mischling – a person of mixed race – in your appearance, I am prepared to speak with you. May I be permitted to know the name of my interrogator?’


Ella looked to Professor Bole, who merely shrugged his assent.


‘My name is Ella Thomas.’


‘And you are intent on becoming a geneticist?’


‘That’s correct.’


‘Ah, most apt, the study of genetics is much favoured by the Untermenschen, by the lesser races, by the Jews.’ He paused to enjoy his cigarette, all the time watching Ella as a cat might watch a mouse.


Eventually he deigned to continue. ‘Yes, the explanation must be that you wish to study genetics in order to appreciate why your race is so inferior to mine. I am told that self-knowledge can lead to improvement.’ He sniggered dismissively: he obviously found the idea of blacks being capable of improving themselves risible. ‘Regarding my career, I have recently been elevated to the position of Reichsprotektor of Bohemia and Moravia. This I take as a signal from the Führer that he holds me and my talents in high regard.’


‘So you are well thought of by Adolf Hitler?’


‘Whilst I am loath to discuss the thought processes of the Führer with one such as you, Miss Thomas, I will say that this is an asinine question. I have served both the Führer and my immediate superior, Reichsführer Himmler, to the very limits of my abilities and would say with no little pride that these efforts have contributed mightily to the success the Vaterland has enjoyed in its struggle to bring order to the lesser nations of the world.’


‘And which of these successes has given you the most satisfaction, Herr Obergruppenführer?’ asked Ella, slightly perplexed to be having such a free-wheeling question-and-answer session with what was, after all, just a computer-driven Dupe.


Another sneer from Heydrich and another arrogant puff on his cigarette. ‘There have been so many. In the early days of my career I would cite the snuffing out of the protests planned by enemies of the Nazi Party at the time of the Berlin Olympics of 1936 as a signal achievement. Later I took a great deal of satisfaction in organising the forging of the documentation which persuaded that animal Josef Stalin to liquidate so many of his most able officers on the eve of war.’


‘Heydrich speaks fluent Russian,’ Professor Bole added as an aside to Ella.


‘You will not speak until you are spoken to!’ snarled Heydrich and smashed his fist hard against the wooden lectern. The sound of the blow caused Ella to flinch back in alarm.


Jesus! How the hell did they program that?


‘And I am to be addressed by my titles and rank, not simply as “Heydrich”. Do you understand?’ His gaze flickered around the room, touching on each of the three members of his audience in turn. ‘Do you all understand?’ The hatred and the contempt were redolent in every word the German uttered.


In the midst of the stunned silence an almost beatific calm drifted across Heydrich’s face. ‘Now, what were we discussing, young lady? Ah, yes, my achievements. Another major success was my bringing of the Czech workers back to full production and the gaining of their support for the war against the Bolsheviks.’ A self-satisfied grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. ‘But I suppose my lasting memorial will be the freeing of Europe from the pernicious contamination of the Jews.’


‘It was you who organised the extermination of the Jews?’ asked Ella incredulously, stunned by how casually Heydrich could talk about his involvement with the Holocaust.


‘No, I am organising their transportation to the east, where they will contribute to the success of the German Reich by building roads and laying railway tracks. The work will be … exacting and certainly many will die, but it is not my intention to “exterminate” them as you so crudely put it. It would be too expensive of bullets to shoot, what, ten million people. In my opinion, bullets would serve a greater use if they were employed to kill Russians and other enemies of the Reich rather than being squandered in the dispatching of Jewish offal.’


<PAUSE>


‘You should realise, Miss Thomas,’ explained the Professor, ‘that the Heydrich you are speaking with is the Heydrich of February 1942. He has no perception of what will be the future course of the war. At that moment everything in the Nazi garden was coming up roses: they had rolled back the Soviet armies and seemed to be on the brink of conquering Russia as easily as they had conquered mainland Europe. The “Final Solution” to the Jewish problem as Heydrich perceives it is the shipping of every single Jew east and working them to death creating a German Garden of Eden in the lands of Belarus and the Ukraine. The mass execution of Jews in gas chambers hadn’t yet been adopted as Nazi policy, though Heydrich had already set up gas chambers in Poland and Czechoslovakia. He had already initiated the Holocaust.’


<PLAY>


‘It will be an amazing logistical exercise to move ten million yids east,’ Heydrich continued, seemingly unaware that he had been interrupted, ‘and to accommodate and to feed them … well, to feed them after a fashion anyway. But at least in this way they will be of some economic value to the Reich rather than just an expense. This is the proposal I made and had accepted at the Wannsee Conference of just a month ago. Within two years we will be living in a Jew-free world, ten million people moved out of the Reich and resettled somewhere where they can be of benefit rather than simply being a burden.’ Heydrich smiled a secret little smile. ‘A Jew-free world: that will be my greatest achievement.’


Ella shook her head. ‘Don’t you ever have sleepless nights about conniving to destroy the lives of millions of people? Do you never stop to consider whether what you are doing is right?’
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