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2nd August 2018


I present to the Grand Council of The Most Secret Order of Grigori this report on the progress made in achieving the Final Solution.


As the Grand Council knows, a key element in this endeavour has been the creation of the world’s first quantum computer, ABBA, an engine of immense processing power. ABBA’s power has, in turn, enabled us to develop the Demi-Monde, the most sophisticated virtual world ever conceived. To mask the Demi-Monde’s true purpose, we have persuaded the US military to adopt the simulation as a training ground for their neoFights.


A brief description of the Demi-Monde is, perhaps, in order. This cyber-milieu, technologically constrained to the year 1870, is populated by thirty million cogent and self-motivated digital duplicates (‘Dupes’), these Dupes being simulacra of selected living people. This Dupe population is divided between the Sectors of the Demi-Monde in such a way as to emphasise inter-Sectorial antipathy and hence mimic the discontinuous and disharmonious ambiance of the Real World. A coterie of PreLived über-Dupes including, inter alia, Reinhard Heydrich, Aleister Crowley and Lavrentii Beria, have been seeded into the Demi-Monde, their presence rationalised to the US military by the need to provide neoFights with a hi-Level Adversarial Leadership Threat. Additionally, and for reasons obvious to the Grand Council, Dupes in the Demi-Monde exhibit a need to feed on blood; again, this idiosyncrasy is explained to the US military as a disharmonic necessary to heighten inter-Sectorial tensions.


The five Sectors of the Demi-Monde are:


THE ROOKERIES: the population drawn from London, Berlin and Washington; the common language English; the dominant religion the faux-fascist UnFunDaMentalism.


RODINA: the population drawn from Warsaw, St Petersburg and Odessa; the common language Russian; the dominant religion the neoCommunist RaTionalism.


THE QUARTIER CHAUD: the population drawn from Paris, Rome, Venice and Barcelona; the common language French; the dominant religion the unfettered hedonism of ImPuritanism.


THE COVEN: the population (with the gender mix skewed 2:1 towards females) drawn from Tokyo, Beijing and Rangoon; the common language Chinese; the dominant religion the extreme feminism of HerEticalism.


NOIRVILLE: the population (with the gender mix skewed 2:1 in favour of males) drawn from Cairo, Istanbul, Delhi and ZuluLand; the common language Arabic; the dominant religion HimPerialism, which preaches male supremacy in all things.


There is also a faux-Jewish diaspora in the Demi-Monde, these Untermenschen known as the nuJus.


Since the Demi-Monde was activated some five years ago, Reinhard Heydrich, with our assistance, has taken control of the Rookeries and Rodina to create the ForthRight. Our estimate is that Heydrich will achieve pan-Demi-Mondian dominance by the end of Fall 1005 (by Demi-Mondian reckoning), this coinciding with the enactment of the Final Solution.


Six months ago the Grand Council authorised the commencement of the next phase of the Demi-Monde Project and, in furtherance of this, Norma Williams, the vain and headstrong daughter of the US President, was lured into the Demi-Monde. The abduction of Williams gave us the opportunity to replace her in the Real World with Aaliz Heydrich, the daughter of Reinhard Heydrich. As the Grand Council is aware, having Aaliz Heydrich masquerading as Norma Williams will provide us with unprecedented opportunities to create the conditions necessary to execute the Real World aspects of the Final Solution.


As anticipated, the US military and the US President became somewhat exercised by the virtual entrapment of Norma Williams and demanded the girl be rescued. As they are labouring under the mistaken belief that the Demi-Monde is now sealed to the Real World, it was simplicity itself to persuade them that only one person was able to enter the Demi-Monde to search for the girl. To ensure this rescue mission failed, we made strenuous efforts to have a wholly ineffectual individual selected for the task, the final candidate combining the weaknesses of gender (female), of race (she is black) and of youth (she is eighteen years of age).


Unhappily I must report that this individual, Ella Thomas, has proved to be more capable than anticipated, displaying a quite astonishing level of initiative and determination. Once inside the Demi-Monde, she formed an alliance with a Dupe named Vanka Maykov, a glib Russian psychic, and with Burlesque Bandstand, an amoral petty criminal. Thomas, aided by her confederates, located and rescued Norma Williams, escaping with her into the Warsaw Ghetto.


The ForthRight Army attacked the Ghetto with the aim of recapturing Williams, only to be repulsed by the Polish Free Army led by Lady Trixiebell Dashwood, an English girl who is dedicated to the overthrowing of UnFunDaMentalism. However, thanks to the valiant efforts of the SS-Ordo Templi Aryanis StormTroopers, Warsaw has now been taken and Norma Williams is once again in our power.


Unfortunately, Ella Thomas remains at large and has continued to be a thorn in our side. By hacking into ABBA she was able to open the previously impenetrable Boundary Layer that surrounds the Demi-Monde, allowing three million rebels to escape Warsaw and certain annihilation. For this she has been venerated as a Messiah by impressionable elements within the Demi-Monde, and has been given the honorific the Lady IMmanual. The assassination of Ella Thomas is now a major priority.


However, despite these minor setbacks, I do not believe there has been any material impact on the timetable set for the Final Solution. The Rite of Transference has been completed and Aaliz Heydrich is now in the Real World and soon all Demi-Mondians will be under the control of Reinhard Heydrich.


The Grand Council should be in no doubt that the achieving of the Final Solution is now in our grasp.


I remain Your Humble Servant,


[image: image]


Professor Septimus Bole 





Prologue

Paris
The Demi-Monde: 1st Day of Spring, 1005



It has recently been recognised (see my own Dark Charismatics: The Invisible Enemy) that there is a small coterie of persons – perhaps no more than twenty in the whole of the Demi-Monde – who are immune to all blandishments and attempts to modify their brutish behaviour. But small though this sinister and recalcitrant subclass is, it is very potent, for its constituents, by their perverted nature and gross amorality, present a morbid threat to the ideals which govern the Quartier Chaud and endanger the very existence of those charged by ABBA, by rank and by ability, with the execution of such governance. These abominations I have named Dark Charismatics.


Letter dated 53rd day of Spring, 1002, from Professeur Michel
de Nostredame to Doge Catherine-Sophia


Beau nichon!


Examining herself carefully in her looking glass, Odette Aroca decided that she made quite a striking Liberté. That she stood tall and proud (as Liberté should), that she was strong and powerful (as Liberté had to be, though Odette doubted that Liberté had developed her muscles hauling meat to and from her market stall in Les Halles) and that the breast she had exposed was full and plump, all meant that she was the living embodiment of the figure shown in Delacroix’s famous painting of The Triumph of the Quartier Chaud in the Great War. When she marched with her UnScrewed sisters on the Bastille, she would certainly look the part.


Odette took a moment to adjust the Phrygian cap sitting atop her head. She hated the cap: it was shapeless and floppy and reminded her of a bed cap. It also, annoyingly, hid much of what Odette believed to be her best feature – her long, curly chestnut hair. Being by nature a pragmatist, Odette knew that she wasn’t a particularly good-looking woman – even her mother could only be persuaded to call her homely – so she had to make the most of what paltry blessings ABBA had reluctantly bestowed on her. Amazingly, the cap refused to cooperate and despite all her efforts at rearrangement it continued to sit on her head looking like a partially melted blancmange.


Still, her robe was good. The word that had come down from the leaders of the UnScrewed-Liberation Movement was that for the assault on the Bastille, all demonstrators should wear a long flowing robe in virgin white, this to signify their refusal to indulge in sexual activities until Jeanne Deroin and Aliénor d’Aquitaine were freed and the lettres de cachet ordering their imprisonment revoked. Moreover, the instructions had continued, the robe had to be cut so that the right breast – and it had to be the right breast, the UnScrewed Committee members were devils for detail – was unsheathed. ‘Tempting but Untouchable’ was to be the UnScreweds’ catchphrase, and for a woman like Odette this was good news. She regarded her breasts as her second- and third-best features, having, as was often remarked upon by her admirers – many of her regretfully few admirers – big breasts. But then Odette was a very big woman, so it was natural that she should have breasts to match her great height and her equally great girth. Still, never being one to look a gift horse in the mouth. Odette gave a wiggle and was pleased to see that her untethered breast jiggled in a quite charming fashion.


Satisfied with her robe, Odette strapped on the huge hobnailed boots she wore when she worked in the market. She’d be a fool if she was going to go to any demonstration ill-equipped to give someone a good kicking if things got bent out of shape. The GrandHarms had been none too tender with UnScreweds of late, and if any one of the sods so much as waved his baton in her direction, he would find himself having to buy a bigger codpiece to accommodate his swollen testicles.


Next Odette fastened a mask about her face. For the assault on the Bastille she’d chosen a full-face, Roman-style mask made from thick white leather. Not only was white leather very fashionable but it also had the advantage of offering at least some protection if she was hit in the face and, of course, made her homeliness a little more mysterious and alluring. She’d decorated the mask using red nail varnish, writing ‘Robespierre’s a Piano’ across the brow, a reference to Senior CitiZen Robespierre’s rumoured lack of sexual potency. This gesture was, she knew, a violation of the instructions of the UnScrewed Committee – their belief being that demonstrators should conduct themselves ‘with taste and decorum’ and avoid ‘provocative vulgarities’ – but as the Committee was made up of middle-class intellectuals who had never been involved in a street fight in their lives, they could, in Odette’s oft-voiced opinion, go fuck themselves. Odette Aroca and the regiment of market women she commanded were marching to free Deroin and d’Aquitaine, not to serve canapés or engage in learned debate.


With her mask in place, the only thing that remained was for Odette to select her placard. All demonstrators had been ordered to carry a placard nailed to the handle of a broom, the broom symbolising the UnScreweds’ avowed intent to sweep away the Gang of Three, the bastard Dark Charismatics led by Robespierre. The broom idea had caused no end of argument at the last meeting of the Paris Battalion of the UnScrewed-Liberation Movement, with Amélie Sappho arguing that as the broom was a symbol of domesticity and hence of female oppression, it was an inappropriate item to be carried by women demanding the upholding of the sacred rights of ImPuritanism and of Holistic Feminism. In the end, Amélie had been voted down. Odette hadn’t been surprised; everyone knew Amélie was a Dork – a closet HerEtical – who had very funny ideas about what a young woman should do with a broom handle in the privacy of her bedroom.


Odette chose the placard which read ‘Down with the Gang of unFree’, which she thought quite a pithy slogan, then took a few minutes to use her trusty razor-knife to sharpen the end of the broom handle to a point. Now if any GrandHarm came to the mistaken conclusion that, because she was carrying a broom, she was ripe for oppression, two metres of pointed pine shoved up his arse would do an excellent job of disabusing him.


Her costuming complete, Odette spent several minutes standing in front of the mirror, striking what she thought were suitably heroic poses – there would, after all, be press daguerreotypists covering the demonstration – and grimacing in what she thought was an appropriately aggressive manner. In the end she gave up on the grimacing, as no one would be able to see her face behind her mask and, anyway, snarling made her face ache. Her practising of her war cries was brought to a similarly premature conclusion by Widow Depaul hammering on the thin wall that separated her room from Odette’s, and loudly demanding that she ‘stop tormenting that poor fucking gorilla’.


It was while Odette was striking a particularly pugnacious, if silent, pose for the mirror that she became aware of shouting coming from the entrance of the tenement building, three floors below her attic room. It sounded like someone was in loud dispute with the building’s formidable concierge, Madame Blanc. Odette didn’t like disturbances: they were usually a precursor to the arrival of the Inquisition.


It’s a Purging!


Instinctively she knew that the Quizzies had come for her. The chances were that her landlord, the odious and odorous CitiZen Drumont, had shopped her. He was always snooping round when she was out, searching her room, looking for the rent she owed him. The bastard must have found the placards.


Realising that the conventional route out of the tenement – down the stairs – would now be blocked by the Quizzies, Odette slammed a heavy wooden bar across the door of her room, and then opened the window that gave out onto the roof. Confident that her room was as secure as she could make it, and that she had an escape route, she hauled the two huge Ordnance revolvers out from where she had hidden them, wrapped in an oilskin, under a loose floorboard, and checked that they were loaded. Then she threw a cloak around her shoulders, blew out the oil lamp that was her room’s only illumination, and settled back in the darkness to wait – praying, as she did so, that it was some other bugger the Quizzies were after.


She didn’t have to wait long to discover that her prayers hadn’t been answered. Odette had barely got herself ready to repel intruders when she heard heavy boots pounding up the naked wooden staircase towards her room. As best she could judge, there were five of the bastards. She pressed her ear against the door, listening to the whispered instructions being given on the landing outside her miserable little room. Then a fist hammered on the door.


‘CitiZen Odette Aroca, I am Chief Inquisitor Donatien. I have here a lettre de cachet for your arrest. You are accused of being an UnVirtuous CitiZen, of being an enemy of the Revolution, and of being one of those most despicable and censorable creatures known as UnScrewed-Liberationists. Further, the charges against you state that, being an officer in that prohibited organisation, you did plot and connive in the execution of many treasonous and nefarious acts designed to endanger the quietude of the Medi, the Revolution, and the Rapprochement with the ForthRight. You have also been overheard engaging in calumny: to wit, expressing doubts regarding the parentage of Senior CitiZen Robespierre. I am therefore instructed to bring you before the Committee of Public Safety, so that you might answer to these charges, and thereafter be convicted and punished.’


Odette had no doubt about what being ‘punished’ would involve. The guillotine Robespierre had had set up in the Place de Grève had been chopping away with a vengeance for the last few weeks. Let the Quizzies arrest her and the chances were she wouldn’t have much use for her bonnet in the future.


‘Go fuck yourself,’ Odette shouted back, rummaging in her memory for some of the bits and pieces of UnScrewed rhetoric she’d picked up at the meetings she’d attended. ‘It is incumbent on all free-minded CitiZens to act in defence of Responsibility Six enshrined in the Quartier Chaud’s Charter of Responsibilities.’ Odette paused for breath, slightly amazed by her own pomposity. ‘This states that all CitiZens shall enjoy freedom of thought and conscience, and that CitiZens shall be able to openly express their opinions in public. By the arrest and incarceration of Sisters Jeanne Deroin and Aliénor d’Aquitaine, the Gang of Three has violated the tenets of ImPuritanism and has paved the way for the infiltration of UnFunDaMentalism into our beloved Quartier Chaud. UnFunDaMentalism is anathema to the inalienable Responsibilities of all CitiZens, these being enshrined in our Sector’s motto, namely Liberty, Equality and Fornication.’


‘That is sedition, CitiZen,’ came the response. ‘You will know that the Charter of Responsibilities has been suspended and thus, by your own words, CitiZen Aroca, you condemn yourself as an Enemy of the Revolution and therefore a cat’s-paw for that most insidious of would-be dictators, the so-called Doge Catherine-Sophia of Venice.’ The door handle rattled. ‘Now open the door and come peaceably. I would advise you that I am empowered to use whatever force is necessary to oblige you to accede to the terms of this lettre.’


‘And I should warn you that I will not yield to a lackey of the forces of oppression. When Maximilien Robespierre, Godfrey de Bouillon and Tomas de Torquemada’ – automatically Odette made the sign of Mannez across her chest as she intoned the names of the hated Gang of Three – ‘persuaded the Senate to declare UDI, they made themselves enemies of ImPuritanism. Their attempt to impose UnFunDaMentalism upon the Medi is symbolic of their Dark Charismatic intentions.’


‘Is that your final word, CitiZen Aroca?’


‘No, this is. Fuck off.’


‘That’s two words.’


‘Try “Bollocks”, then. I am not going to bandy words with you, a reactionary agent of repression.’


‘I was an agent of oppression just a moment ago,’ observed an obviously confused Chief Inquisitor Donatien.


‘Oppression, repression: it’s all the same,’ snapped a rather testy Odette, who could never quite remember which was which.


‘Break down the door.’


A nail-studded boot smashed into the door, shaking it to its hinges, but the door was so heavy and the wooden beam barring it so strong that it held firm. The Quizzies must have realised that kicking at the door was a waste of time, as the next, very much heavier, blow was delivered by what Odette suspected to be a sledgehammer.


Knowing that the door wouldn’t stand long against such punishment, and that she was now fighting for her life, she hauled one of her pistols out of her belt, cocked it, took careful aim at the middle of the door and fired. For an instant she was blinded by the pistol’s muzzle flash as it scorched the darkness, and choked by the stench of cordite smoke. She was also deafened: such was the tiny size of her room that the bang when the gun fired caused her ears to pop. But she wasn’t so deaf that she couldn’t hear the screams of the Quizzie she’d hit.


The 11mm slug from her pistol had smashed its way through the wood of the door like a fist, the soft lead distorting as it went. What had hit the poor unfortunate Quizzie on the other side of the door had no longer been the streamlined bullet that had left the muzzle of the Ordnance, but a five-centimetre-wide piece of angry shrapnel.


‘You UnScrewed cow,’ someone yelled, and then there was another hammer blow against the door, which now, savaged and splintered by the bullet, began to buckle.


Odette fired again, this time aiming at the wall to one side of the door, where she guessed the Quizzies would be cowering. The simple plaster-and-lath wall offered even less resistance to the bullet than the door. It disintegrated in a cloud of pulverised plaster, the bullet gouging an egg-sized hole before it hit a second Inquisitor.


‘Let the bitch have it,’ she heard Donatien shout, and immediately there was a fusillade of firing, the bullets smashing through the wall and whining about Odette’s ears. It was time to get out.


She fired two more discouraging shots, and then hopped over to the window and eased her considerable bulk out onto the roof. Her Liberté costume offered her precious little protection from the bitter cold of the night and, as her hobnailed boots scrabbled for grip on the snow-slick tiles, Odette could feel her fingers – and other exposed parts of her anatomy – already starting to stiffen and numb.


Not having much of a head for heights – she had never managed to get above the second level of the Awful Tower – she tried not to look down towards the cobbled street thirty metres below. She almost despaired. It seemed impossible that she would be able to climb over the roof to reach the adjoining building, the tiles were too slippery and the roof too steep. Then Odette had a brainwave. Bracing herself against a gutter, she used her pistols to blast holes though the roof tiles so that the wooden beams beneath them were exposed. These she used like the rungs of a ladder to clamber up the roof. She was almost halfway over it when the man living immediately beneath the roof stuck his head out of his window. It was CitiZen Drumont, her bastard of a landlord, and he didn’t look happy. He gawped, obviously shocked by the vandalism and by the sight of a half-naked Odette Aroca smashing her way across what was left of his roof.


‘CitiZen Aroca? Just what the fuck are you doing? You almost blew my fucking head off just now. And who’s going to pay for the damage to my fucking roof?’


‘Try the Quizzies. It was you who called the bastards here.’


‘That’s because you’re a despicable traitor to the Revolution,’ and with that Drumont hauled a blunderbuss out from behind him and aimed it at Odette.


Odette didn’t hesitate: she shot him straight through the forehead. She felt no remorse. CitiZen Drumont was a horrible man who had made her life a bloody misery with his constant demands that she pay him the rent on her shitty little room.


Let’s see you try to collect it now, you bastard!





Part One
Paris and the Bastille 
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THE EDDIC OF LOCI 1: LOCI AWAKES
PLATE 1





1

INDOCTRANS Headquarters, Fort Jackson
The Real World: 3 August 2018



I met with my host and fellow guests for breakfast and, I am obliged to report, I found them, like me, much changed. However, whereas my faculties had been enhanced in a most pleasing manner, theirs, as a generality, had suffered a marked deterioration. Ever the scientist, I made a full and detailed scrutiny of von Frankenstein’s instrumentation, and thus am able to conjecture most confidently regarding the cause of these transmogrifications. The immense electrical field generated by the meteor as it plunged to earth had bathed all those in the house in a pulse of energy of such magnitude that a most profound and fundamental metamorphosis was provoked. Each resident was physically, psychologically and, I would postulate, taxonomically mutated. These changes sat most ill with Sir Augustus Bole, who glowered at the company in a quite ferocious manner. He seemed excessively wan and pale of countenance, and complained interminably that the winter sunshine was inflaming his skin. He went so far as to demand a servant bring him a pair of spectacles with brown-tinted lenses to protect his eyes from the glare of the sun.


Excerpt from the diary of Percy Cavor,
dated 1 December 1795


Although it was only a few minutes past noon, Septimus Bole’s office in INDOCTRANS’s headquarters was swathed in darkness, the heavy drapes tightly drawn, sealing the room from the sunlit day beyond. There were no lights burning in the room and hence it was Stygian dark, only the far-off and heavily muffled noise of the traffic moving ten floors below his office windows signalling that he was still in the land of the living. Bole welcomed the darkness; he hated sunlight, especially when he was in the grip of the Shadows. So, troubled and tormented, he sat alone in the darkened room, fingering the Remington revolver lying on the top of his desk, and toying with a consideration of the joy of release that putting a bullet – a silver bullet – through his brain would bring him.


The Shadows.


These were the times when the responsibilities the Bole family had accepted – accepted! – all those long years ago became so heavy that he was unable to function, when he felt himself worn down … crushed … useless. Perhaps once or twice a month, the Shadows would descend on him and he would be obliged to sit paralysed and helpless, alone in the dark, until that feeling of total despair lifted. And during these times he had to wrestle with the pitiless urge to purge himself of his cares – of being a Dark Charismatic in a world of Fragiles – by the use of his revolver.


The Shadows frightened him. They frightened him because during these black times all the emotions he had so valiantly ignored and pushed aside welled up inside him and threatened to inundate him. The Shadows made him realise that perhaps, possibly, probably, he wasn’t the unfeeling, emotionless, pitiless automaton of an über-genius he wished so desperately to be. During the Shadows, Bole felt human, he felt … fragile. During the Shadows, he was no longer the majestic, the all-powerful Dark Charismatic. During the Shadows, the inferior was in momentary ascendancy over the superior, and Bole became a god humbled by his own contaminating mortality. In those moments, his human side which dwelt cowering in the furthest recesses of his soul came to the fore and reduced him back to being one of the simpering, subservient H. sapiens the Boles had been before their Awakening by the meteor.


In his desperation to understand his affliction he had scoured the history books, searching for clues, and it was then that he made a startling discovery. It seemed that a high proportion of DClass Singularities – the most powerful of all Dark Charismatics, within whose exclusive fraternity Bole counted himself – had all suffered as he suffered. Stalin, Bonaparte, Cromwell, Alexander the Great and Caligula had all endured the Shadows.


His studies led him to conclude that for a Dark Charismatic, the two aspects of his being – H. sapiens and H. singularis, Man and Grigori – would always be in conflict and hence his soul would never be at peace. Dark Charismatics were mongrels – a Grigori soul housed in a Fragile’s body – condemned never to be sanguine, ever to be at war within themselves, as one side of their being struggled with the other for mastery.


It was a worrying conclusion, especially as he had grown older, so the depressions associated with the Shadows had grown deeper. When in the grip of the Shadows, Bole, to his great alarm, was becoming increasingly maudlin and increasingly suicidal. It was as though his residual humanity, sensing that it would never be able to control the Grigori lurking within, sought its own destruction, as, by destroying itself, it destroyed its dark companion.


In his times of darkness, Bole saw himself as a mouse trapped on a wheel, forever trundling energetically forward, and forever going nowhere. The wheel was, of course, a simple metaphor for his destiny, and he sensed that if he could, just for a moment, step away from his many responsibilities and pressures, then immediately the Shadows besetting his life would vanish. Yet stepping off that wheel was, he knew, impossible: the Grigori would never forgive him if he surrendered. He was their final hope. Bole’s life was defined by this sacred mission to secure the long-awaited victory of the Grigori over the Fragiles … the Final Solution.


Bole sighed, the despairing sound reverberating around the empty room. As he sat unmoving on his chair, bowed down by the onerous weight of destiny that rested on his shoulders, sweat standing out on his furrowed forehead, eyes tight-closed and teeth hard-clenched, he sensed this would be a particularly testing Shadow Moment.


Now his anguish was flavoured by the thought that he might fail. He was haunted by the possibility that all his careful planning and conniving might be turned to dust by the unwitting actions of an eighteen-year-old schoolgirl. That he, the great Septimus Bole, had been outfoxed by Ella Thomas; outfoxed by a Fragile, by a female, by a black … by an Untermensch.


His hand closed around the leather-bound grip of the pistol. He felt its weight and its power heavy in his hand. Unbidden, he flexed his strength and, inch by inch, raised the gun to his head. Now he could feel the comforting coldness of its muzzle hard against the side of his forehead. His finger snaked around the trigger. His thumb flicked off the safety catch. Just one squeeze and he would send a silver bullet into his brain, allowing his kind’s acute argyria to do the rest. Death was just a pull of a trigger away. Freedom from woe required him simply to fire.


He straightened himself in his seat. No, he would not be beaten. Not when he was so close to triumph.


Think.


There was only one thing that could leaven the melancholy of the Shadows, and it was blood. He hated to surrender to these primeval appetites, to these base addictions, but today the Shadows were so very strong. Desperately his fingers scrabbled in the darkness as they unlocked the top drawer of his desk and then searched it for the phial of soul-reviving blood he had hidden there. Finally his fingers found the cold certainty of the glass cylinder. He snapped the top off and sucked down the thick, sweet fluid it contained. Immediately he felt his spirits rise.


Gradually, his racing heart calmed and he regained control of himself. Once again he had survived the Shadows. The blood had saved him, but the reason for his dive into melancholia remained.


He conjured a handkerchief from his sleeve and wiped it across his brow. ‘ABBA …?’ he said, his voice hardly more than a hoarse whisper.


‘Good afternoon, Septimus,’ answered ABBA, in its immaculate imitation of a human voice. It was such a perfect imitation that Bole often forgot that what he was actually talking to was the world’s first – the world’s only – quantum computer. ‘How are you today, Septimus?’ continued ABBA in the same irritatingly equitable manner.


Why does ABBA always talk in a woman’s voice?


‘I am very well, ABBA, very well indeed,’ Bole answered through gritted teeth, the words slurring as he tried to enunciate them through the pain that bracketed his oh-so-elegant mind. He wondered why he was even attempting to lie to ABBA; even in the darkness the infernal machine saw everything.


‘I note from your pupil dilation, and your elevated skin temperature, that you are undergoing a rather debilitating bout of neurological dysfunction,’ ABBA observed. ‘I would recommend a dose of one hundred grams of DayRapture, taken immediately.’


‘That’s enough chit-chat, ABBA,’ Bole snapped. ‘I don’t want to talk about my health or my psychological well-being, and I most certainly do not want my intellectual faculties pharmacologically impaired. Just bring up a résumé of Ella Thomas’s recent interaction with the IM Manual.’


‘As you wish, Septimus,’ crooned ABBA – the machine, as always, indifferent to Bole’s boorishness – and immediately the Flexi-Plexi on the right-hand wall of Bole’s office mutated into a psychedelic swirl of colours and shapes. It settled down to show an eyeVid of Ella Thomas standing in a transfusion booth in the Bank of Warsaw. ‘Ella Thomas interacted with the IM Manual on the eighty-fifth day of Winter, by Demi-Monde chronology, issuing instructions that the Boundary Layer at WBL-1 be made penetrable.’


Bole felt his headache intensifying. He had taken so much care over the selection of Ella Thomas, finessing her audition so that she appeared to be a strong enough candidate to satisfy INDOCTRANS’s interview procedure, but not strong enough to act as a loose cannon once she was inserted into the Demi-Monde. He still couldn’t understand where he had gone wrong. His analysis of her intellectual, psychological and physical profile had been rigorous. The girl should never have had so much initiative and resilience.


This was the question he now put to ABBA. ‘How was she able to do this? How was she able to access the IM Manual? My understanding is that it’s impossible for anyone, other than members of the Demi-Monde Steering Committee, to make changes to the Demi-Monde’s cyber-milieu.’


‘You are wrong in this surmise, Septimus,’ ABBA corrected. ‘You may perhaps remember, after the incident when a platoon of neoFights was marooned in NoirVille, that the Demi-Monde Steering Committee enacted Emergency Protocol Fifty-Seven, whereby US Army officers who are active in the Demi-Monde and in possession of a security clearance of Level Eight or above may, in conditions of life-threatening potential, make emergency one-hour alterations to the cyber-milieu.’


‘But Ella Thomas isn’t a US Army officer.’


‘That is incorrect, Septimus. General Peter Zieliéski, in the contract he signed with Ella Thomas, designated her, for the purposes of life insurance and medical benefits, as a captain in the US Army. I am obliged, by virtue of my programming, to adopt the security classification corresponding to the rank that is allocated by INDOCTRANS Human Resources, and in Ella Thomas’s case this is Level Eight.’


‘I would like to rescind that classification, ABBA.’


‘That is not possible, Septimus. To do so will require the signatures of both parties to the contract. As Ella Thomas is currently in TIS mode, and has granted no power of attorney, such an alteration to the contract’s terms and conditions must await her return from the Demi-Monde.’


‘Can I put an automatic non-ratification on any further changes she makes to the Demi-Monde?’


‘No, Septimus, unless, of course, you have General Zieliéski endorse this change in operational procedure. Shall I send an eyeMail to the general requesting such an endorsement?’


‘No.’ The last thing Bole wanted was Zieliéski becoming suspicious about Bole’s motives regarding the Demi-Monde, or, worse, coming to the belated conclusion that the Demi-Monde had a purpose beyond the training of neoFights.


Bole sank back even further in his chair and pondered. It was imperative that he stop Ella Thomas interfering with the Demi-Monde. The trouble-making bitch had to be neutralised and neutralised quickly. With the Rite of Transference completed and Aaliz Heydrich physically manifest inside the Real World, the Real World aspects of the Final Solution could begin in earnest. But as achieving success in the Real World was predicated on the success of Aaliz’s father, Reinhard Heydrich, taking full control of the Demi-Monde, and, of course, in refining the Plague Weapon, then anything that endangered these ambitions was a threat to the whole project. Yes … perfecting the Plague Weapon was the important thing … nothing must be allowed to jeopardise the work of the geniuses Bole had assembled in the Heydrich Institute for Natural Sciences in Berlin. The problems his grandfather had encountered in 1946 must not be repeated.


But the reality was that Ella Thomas was jeopardising this work.


Trying to massage away the last of his lingering headache, Bole wondered if now was the time for him to wander along to the ward where Ella Thomas’s TIS-swathed body was lying, and turn off her life-support function. But he couldn’t. The ward she was in was surveilled and patrolled on a 24/7 basis. The Americans were wary of ABBA and had installed their own independent surveillance system based on an Imperial Business Machines 3090 Series computer, the most up-to-date model the British government would issue an export permit for. Obsolete it might be but it was effective, too effective for him to risk doing anything as crude as murder.


‘ABBA, where is Ella Thomas’s Dupe in the Demi-Monde?’


‘She and her colleagues have left ExterSteine and are now en route to Paris, located in the Quartier Chaud Sector of the Demi-Monde.’


‘I wish a message sent to Dupe Tomas de Torquemada, alerting him to her arrival and advising him that she is a threat to UnFunDaMentalism.’


‘The PigeonGram has been sent, Septimus.’


As Bole rose a little unsteadily to his feet, he wondered if he could trust de Torquemada to organise the assassination of Ella Thomas. He had other cryptos on his payroll in Paris, but the best of these was of an intellectual persuasion and hence would make a reluctant assassin. Perhaps now was the time to unleash Semiazaz and his brothers inside the Demi-Monde, then there would be no chance of failure. But the very thought of employing pure-blooded Grigori to perform such a simple task smacked of overkill.


No, the Grigori would be the last resort.
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ExterSteine
The Demi-Monde: 1st Day of Spring, 1005



Most disturbingly, my studies have led me to hypothesise that Dark Charismatics are not lunatics, as Alienists traditionally view those beset by Moral Insanity. Their aberrational and destructive behaviour is not a product of lesions in their Solidified Astral Ether, or other somatic or visceral damage. Rather, I have come to believe that Dark Charismatics are a separate and distinct taxon of the genus Homo, whose members are the very antithesis of H. sapiens, being innately and wholly evil. This discrete taxon I have named Homo singularis.


Letter dated 53rd day of Spring, 1002,
from Professeur Michel de Nostredame to
Doge Catherine-Sophia


Ella’s breath haloed around her, white in the frosted chill of the Winter night, as she panted her way up the long, steep staircase that led to the summit of ExterSteine. There was so little time left; she could see the pink of dawn painting the horizon and once dawn was here then Norma would be lost, Crowley’s Rite of Transference complete. Dawn’s light was the final piece of occult empowerment that Crowley needed to work his diabolical magic.


‘Faster,’ she whispered to herself, trying to ignore the pain wracking her protesting body and the heaviness infesting her tired legs.


‘I am goin’ faster,’ moaned Rivets from ahead of her, but he upped his pace anyway, taking the snow-slick steps two at a time.


‘Quiet!’ snapped Vanka, and as they followed the staircase around the huge Mantle-ite column, Ella saw the reason for the warning: there, in front of them, was the gaping mouth of a cavern, out of which poured a strange, atonal music. ‘That’s where Crowley’s performing his magic, so stay tight to the shadows: there might be guards.’


Ella barely heard him. She stood staring into the huge, black, gaping maw of the cavern. It was a place of nightmares … but it was also a place of power. Yes, the cavern seemed to exude a cold, spine-chilling power that was replete with licentiousness and depravity and Ella had no doubt that acts of terrible perversity and vileness had been enacted in this place. She shivered, but not through cold or fear; power was very exciting.


A cacophony of seductive voices echoed in her head, telling her that this power could be hers again … if she had the will … if she had the courage.


A hand gripped her shoulder. ‘Ella, are you okay?’


Vanka’s question brought her back to the here and now. Strong, wonderful Vanka. The man she loved, the man who had sacrificed all his instincts for self-preservation to stand at her side and to help her rescue Norma Williams.


Rescue Norma Williams …


‘Yeah, Vanka, I’m fine. Let’s get moving. We’ve got a Rite of Transferance to screw up.’


Lavrentii Beria was a bastard.


That was the conclusion Burlesque Bandstand had come to, as he sat atop the great column that was ExterSteine, huddled inside his huge dublonka, with his back set against Winter’s last winds, waiting for Vanka Maykov and Miss Ella to arrive. He shuffled his numb arse on the cold, unyielding Mantle-ite, and indulged in a scratch: his lice were playing him up something terrible. And as he scratched, he decided that he was wrong in his assessment of Beria. Beria wasn’t just a bastard; he was a big bastard.


Gazing out, in an unfocused sort of way, as dawn lazed slowly over the snow-decked HubLand that stretched around ExterSteine, Burlesque’s mind drifted back to the terrible weeks he had endured at the hands of that bastard … that big bastard. Following his arrest at Dashwood Manor he’d been thrown into a cell on one of the most secure levels of the Lubyanka prison. It was a soundproof cell, which Burlesque supposed was just as well because he had done a lot of screaming during the time he was held captive there.


Yeah, they had tortured him long and hard during those seemingly endless days and nights, and as they had tortured him, Burlesque had changed. Oh, it wasn’t just the weight he had lost or the interesting and comprehensive collection of lumps and bruises he’d acquired that signalled this change, it was the deep and undying hatred of Beria and of UnFunDaMentalism. Burlesque had sworn that if he ever escaped the Lubyanka he’d kill the bastard in retribution for the pain inflicted on him.


And now retribution beckoned.


Shielding his eyes with a gloved hand, Burlesque squinted towards the rising sun, checked his watch – shaking it to make sure it was still ticking – and then let out a long doleful sigh. He’d expected Vanka and Miss Ella to show up before now. He’d been sitting atop ExterSteine for most of the night, listening to the shit-awful music rising up from the cavern below, waiting for the pair of them to come galloping to Norma Williams’s rescue. Now, as dawn was breaking, it would soon be too late for them to save the Daemon.


Serve her right for being such a cow.


The funny thing was that it had only been the failure of Beria’s Checkya agents to track down and assassinate Vanka and Miss Ella that had saved Burlesque’s bacon. It was on the back of this failure that Beria had come to the belated conclusion that the only person who had a chance of finding them was Burlesque Bandstand.


He vividly remembered that final interview with Beria. One cold and damp morning – he didn’t know which particular morning, since all mornings in the Lubyanka were cold and damp – the bastard had come strutting into his cell, had plonked himself down on the chair the guard had brought for him, and had given Burlesque that empty, cold smile that Burlesque had come to despise.


Beria got straight down to business. ‘Would you like to live?’ he had asked.


‘Live?’


‘Yes, I can arrange for you to be given a pardon for all of your crimes against the ForthRight, and a safe conduct to the Quartier Chaud.’


‘I ain’t committed no crimes against the ForthRight,’ Burlesque had lied.


Beria had arched an eyebrow to signal that he thought Burlesque was being deliberately obtuse. ‘Oh, please, it becomes tedious when someone as cunning as you denies what is both obvious and inevitable.’


‘Obvious and inevitable?’


‘It is obvious that if I let my guards loose on you again, you will inevitably confess.’


‘Confess? Confess to wot?’


‘To whatever it is that I might wish you to confess to. My experience is that the gravity of the crimes confessed to is directly proportional to the amount of pain I inflict on a body.’ And to confirm the reality of his contention, Beria had stood up from his chair and smashed his fist into Burlesque’s face. ‘That is to demonstrate that I am in earnest. So now I repeat: would you like to live?’


‘Yus,’ Burlesque replied, as he’d spat out one of his few remaining teeth.


Bastard.


‘Excellent. Then in order to achieve that outcome, all you have to do is render me a service. You remember the PsyChick of Vanka Maykov’s – the Shade you knew as Ella Thomas, but whose real name is, we believe, Marie Laveau?’


A careful nod from Burlesque: careful because he hadn’t yet decided if the punch had broken his jaw.


‘Very good, I wish her killed. And you, with your prolific and comprehensive knowledge of the Demi-Monde’s criminal fraternity, are just the man to find and assassinate her. You will also kill her paramour, this Vanka Maykov.’


‘And iffn I do off them, wot’s in it for me?’


‘Then you will receive a pardon for all the crimes, real and imaginary, you will otherwise be charged with. It is really a very generous offer and one you would be stupid – fatally stupid – to turn down.’


For Burlesque Bandstand it was an epiphany. Seated on his soiled mattress in that sordid little cell, he finally came to realise that no matter what he did, no matter how dutifully he served Beria, he was a dead man. As far as Beria was concerned, Burlesque was nothing more than the dirt beneath his feet, a nonentity. Once he had dealt with Vanka and Ella, the bastard would kill him with no further thought than Burlesque would give to killing one of the fleas that currently called his bed home. And knowing this, he understood that the reason why Beria thought he could treat him in this way was that the man wasn’t frightened of him. He had crawled and fawned for so long that it was all Beria thought he could do.


But Beria was wrong, and he would show this pompous, arrogant bastard just what Burlesque Bandstand was capable of. One day, he swore, Beria would regret he’d smashed a fist into his face. One day he would make Beria suffer for what he’d done. And to do this, Burlesque knew he had to live, and to live he had to imitate cooperation.


‘Okay,’ he’d said quietly, ‘but I wanna know where the ovver Daemon is. I wanna know where Norma Williams is.’


‘Why?’


‘Because wherever that Daemon is, chances are that’s where I’ll find Ella Thomas.’


And that was why Burlesque Bandstand had been taken to ExterSteine in one of Beria’s own steamers, and why, when he got there, he’d picked up a rock and used it to stave in the head of the SS StormTrooper set to guard him. The thought of killing the man didn’t give Burlesque even a moment’s pause. From now on, anyone who was an ally of Lavrentii Beria was an enemy of Burlesque Bandstand.


His pondering upon the delights of murder was interrupted by the scrape of boot heels. He turned his head towards the staircase that circled ExterSteine, and saw Vanka, Miss Ella and a scruffy young boy he didn’t recognise step uncertainly onto the top of the column, bracing themselves against the biting winds that vortexed around them.


‘Over there!’ Vanka shouted. ‘To the east! The shutters must be over there.’


Leaning into the wind, the three of them pushed their way over to the eastern side of the column. Vanka was right: a pair of great wooden shutters covered that side of the column, facing towards the rapidly rising sun. There was a huge wooden lever to one side, which presumably operated the shutters.


Why aren’t they guarded? wondered Ella.


Vanka whipped his belt from around his waist. ‘If we tie this around the handles of the shutters that’ll stop them being opened.’


His explanation was interrupted by the unmistakable sound of a revolver being cocked. As one, the three of them looked up, and saw Burlesque Bandstand – a much thinner-faced Burlesque Bandstand – sitting with his legs dangling carelessly over the side of the column, brandishing a purposeful-looking Webley pistol in their direction.


By the ever-brightening light of the rising sun, Ella could see that there was the body of a dead SS StormTrooper lying next to him.


‘’Appy First ov Spring, Wanker, you bastard,’ said Burlesque as he raised the pistol and took careful aim at Vanka’s forehead.


The muzzle of the pistol flamed, and Ella felt the heat of the lead slug as it scorched through the air only inches from her ear. There was a scream behind her, and when she looked around she saw a black-uniformed Checkya captain crumpling to the floor with a neat hole drilled in his chest. Unfortunately, as he fell, his limp and lifeless body dropped over the lever that worked the wooden shutters, springing them open. Vanka made a dive to close them, but it was too late and dawn’s light poured down through the opening and into the cavern below.


Aghast, Ella could only stand and stare in numb disbelief: it was the first light of Spring that completed the Rite of Transference, and now there was nothing they could do to prevent the Rite being enacted. Now there was nothing they could do to prevent Aaliz Heydrich taking command of Norma’s body in the Real World. They had failed.


Devastated that all their efforts, all the dangers they had endured, had been for nothing, Ella sank to her knees and sobbed.


Oblivious to Ella’s misery, Burlesque grunted himself up onto his feet and began a vigorous massaging of his arse. ‘Bastards,’ he muttered as he spat in the direction of the Checkya captain’s body. ‘That’s wot all ov them Checkya are, bastards.’ And with that, he limped across to where the body of the man he had just shot lay and gave it a wholly superfluous kick. ‘Dead as a fucking doornail.’ He spat into the dead man’s face. ‘Serves ’im right. Serves ’im right for being a Checkya bastard an’ for working for that piece of shit Beria. Serves ’im right for wot that bastard did to me in the Lubyanka.’


‘You were in the Lubyanka?’ asked Ella nervously. It had been a real shock for her to meet Burlesque again. The last time she had seen him had been at Dashwood Manor, when they had been organising Norma Williams’s escape.


‘Yeah, they arrested me after that kerfuffle at Dashwood’s gaff. Fucking Witchfinder disowned me. After everyfing I done for ’im.’


Ella eyed Burlesque cautiously. He seemed even more wildeyed and unbalanced than she remembered, and the nervous tic under his right eye signalled that he was a man near the end of his tether. Vanka was obviously as wary of Burlesque as she was. He stepped closer to her side and eased his coat away from the butt of the Colt holstered in his belt. Taking his cue from Vanka, Rivets slid a knife into his hand.


Burlesque noticed what Vanka and Rivets were doing and he gave a humourless little laugh. ‘Don’t fret yerself, Wanker. Iffn I wanted you dead, you’d be mutton by now. Nah, there ain’t no bad blood between us. I’ve learned me lessons an’ all I’m intent on doin’ now is settling me score wiv Beria. Gotta pay ’im back for wot ’e did to me. Me bollocks are still big as ball-cocks from the beatings ’e ordered, and iffn me toenails ever grow back straight, it’ll be a bleedin’ miracle.’ He looked mournfully down at his feet. ‘That’s why I’ve got this limp.’


‘I’m so sorry, Burlesque,’ said Ella, though it seemed a totally inadequate thing to say.


‘Well,’ said Burlesque with a rueful shrug, ‘I suppose I ’ad it comin’. Wot do they say? When you sup wiv the devil, better use a long spoon. Well, I guess mine wos too short by ’alf.’ He scowled and lumped the collar of his coat up around his ears. The sun might be up now, but standing exposed on the very summit of ExterSteine, with the wind howling around them, was a decidedly chilly experience. ‘So ’oo’s the kid?’ he asked.


‘I ain’t no kid. Me name’s Rivets.’


‘Be careful, Burlesque,’ warned Vanka, ‘Rivets might be small, but he bites. He and I have been business partners for a few years now and we’ve come through some tough scrapes together.’


‘Yeah, I’m ’ere to protect my inheritance. Vanka owes me a ransom in rhino and then some.’


‘Pleased to meetcha, Rivets. No offence meant, so yous can put that blade away now.’


‘So what are you doing here, Burlesque?’ asked Vanka. ‘It’s hardly the kind of place you’d come for a jaunt.’


‘That’s an easy wun, Wanker. I’ve bin sent ’ere, courtesy ov that bastard Lavrentii Beria, to top you an’ Miss Ella. After that shindig at the Manor, Beria got real fuckin’ upset, and as a consequence he got hot and hateful on my arse. And look wot that sod did to me nose.’ Burlesque tapped the side of his nose, which Ella could see looked decidedly askew. ‘Broke it, the bastard did. Broke it so bad that now every time I sneeze, I get an earful ov snot. Spoilt my looks, ’e did.’


‘How did you know where to find us, Burlesque?’ asked Ella.


‘Easy as blinking. I knew you’d turn up ’ere, ’cos I knew you wouldn’t give up trying to rescue that snotty cow Norma Williams.’ Burlesque gave a shrug. ‘Any’ows, she’s doornailed now, so there’s no point in us standing ’ere chit-chatting all morning. Give it an hour an’ an ’ole mess ov them Checkya bastards is gonna be buzzin’ around ’ere thick as flies on dogshit.’ He gave the body of the Checkya captain a final kick. ‘Best we get going now, while the going’s good.’


Ella eyed him warily.


‘Get going where, Burlesque?’
 

‘Get you to the Quartier and then, when the ’eat’s died down, I’m gonna go back to the Rookeries and blow Beria’s fucking lights out. He’s gonna find out you don’t mess wiv Burlesque Bandstand an’ get away wiv it scot-free.’


‘’Ow we gonna get to the Quartier?’ Rivets asked. ‘It’s fuckin’ miles away.’


‘Follow me.’


With that Burlesque led the three of them back towards the staircase that spiralled around the great ExterSteine.


Norma lay on the hard, cold floor of the cavern, lost in the netherworld of exhausted sleep, her body drained by the ordeal that had been the Rite of Transference and her spirit unable to find the strength to re-engage with the world. And as she slept, she dreamed.


In the fevered imaginings of her mind, once again she found herself at bay in the tight, night-black alleyways of the Rookeries, but this time it wasn’t Archie Clement at her heels, now it was her conscience. She could hear the squabble of voices behind her, imploring her to be true to herself.


Listen to us, she heard them say, we are the whispers of the truths you have been avoiding.


But as she had done all through her young life, she ran on, refusing to listen, blocking her ears. She hated the thought of the truth and the responsibility it would bring. She ran in her dream just as she had run in life when she had tried to lose herself in her addictions and her self-inflicted immaturity.


She was, after all, just a girl, oppressed and worn down by the worries and responsibilities of a runaway world, and by the hopes of a successful father and a distant mother – a girl who had never thought herself strong enough or powerful enough to carry the load that life had placed on her.


Oh, she had always sensed she had a purpose in life, but she had been fearful of her ability to grasp the dark unknown that was her destiny. All her life this fear of failure had been her constant companion, following her like a shadow, but she had never been able to raise the courage to turn and face it. But now she knew the time for running was over.


Her destiny touched her on her shoulder, and in her dream she stopped and turned.


Now she saw the evil she would be called on to face. It looked so huge, so intractable, so monumental, as to make even the thought of defeating it feel impossible. Delinquent voices whispered to her that she was as nothing compared to the brutal force which she was being called upon to confront. That she would be foolish even to try …


She moaned in her sleep, despairing of her weakness, of her frailty, of her ignorance. More, she despaired of her loneliness, of having no one to share her burden with. But then, she’d always been alone. And as a single, desolate tear trickled down her cheek she realised that that was her destiny, to stand alone in the eye of the hurricane that would soon envelop the world.


They were about halfway down the column when they came, once more, to the wooden platform that led towards the gaping mouth of the cavern. Burlesque held a finger to his lips. ‘Quiet ’ere,’ he whispered. ‘This is where Crowley and his oppos perform their ’orrible rites and fingies. They’re probably all shagged out from their capering abart last night, but it never does to be too cocky.’


‘But this is where Norma was brought?’


Burlesque frowned as he anticipated Ella’s line of thinking. ‘Nah, don’t even fink abart it, Miss Ella. She’s a goner. Old Crowley’s probably deep-sixed her as part ov sum ’orrible pagan sacrifice, see.’


Ella gave an emphatic shake of her head. ‘No, he wouldn’t do that. He was trying to transfer the soul of Aaliz Heydrich to Norma’s body in the Real World, so the last thing he would do is risk killing her. He’ll probably need her when he wants Aaliz returned to the Demi-Monde. No, the chances are she’s still alive.’


Before either Vanka or Burlesque could stop her, Ella dodged towards the cavern’s entrance. As she stepped inside, the gloom stole the dawn’s light and she was quickly shrouded in sinister shadows and enveloped by swirling mists of smoke that reeked of decay and of fetid corruption. The stench was almost intolerable; it made Ella gag and her stomach churn in disgust, so much so that it took a real effort to force herself into the cavern’s mouth. But even more disconcerting was the feeling of déjà vu she experienced. She felt – she knew – she had been here before … in a previous life.


Ridiculous.


Ridiculous it might be, but Ella could almost see herself dressed as some pagan priestess, performing a strange ritual in this very cavern. With an angry shake of her head, she tried to dispel these stupid fantasies and redirect her efforts towards not tripping over the bodies littering the floor. Burlesque had been right, all Crowley’s acolytes were shagged out, if the twenty or so naked people stretched out unconscious on the floor were any indication. Drunk, drugged and debauched, they lay there totally lost to the world.


‘’Ave they snuffed it?’ Burlesque whispered in her ear.


‘No, they all seem to be breathing.’ Ella turned to Vanka. ‘Help me find Norma.’


The girl wasn’t difficult to find, but she proved devilishly difficult to identify. Vanka found the two naked doppelgängers, Norma and Aaliz, entwined around one another in the very centre of the cavern, lying at the foot of what Ella assumed to be an altar of some description. The problem they had was deciding which girl was which. Sure, there was one dark-haired ‘Norma’ and one blonde ‘Aaliz’, but to Ella neither of them seemed quite right.


‘That one looks like Norma Williams,’ said Vanka, pointing to the girl with the black hair and the stud in her nose. ‘But I seem to remember her tattoo being on the other shoulder.’


Ella nodded. ‘Well spotted, Vanka. I think they’ve made Aaliz Heydrich up to look like Norma, but somehow got it a little wrong. There’s one way of knowing for sure, though.’ With that Ella stooped down and took the black-haired girl’s hand in hers, allowing her Personal Implanted Nano Computer – her PINC – to confirm her identity. ‘You’re right, Vanka. This one’s Aaliz Heydrich.’ Ella let the girl’s hand drop to the ground. ‘Let’s see if we can bring the real Norma round.’


Vanka, who had never taken to Norma, brusquely shook the girl awake, and with a groan she fluttered her eyes open. Seeing Ella and Vanka looming over her, the girl shrank back, as if trying to occupy a smaller space, and it was only when she recognised Ella that she was persuaded to lever herself upright and disentangle herself from Aaliz Heydrich. She took a little longer to come to terms with waking up stark naked in a cold and very draughty cavern, and it needed a couple of long swigs from the flask of cognac Vanka offered her before she fully returned to the land of the living.


Burlesque and Rivets decided they needed a couple of swigs, too.


‘You’re too late,’ Norma announced finally, in a faraway voice. ‘Crowley completed the Rite, and Aaliz is now in the Real World.’


‘That doesn’t matter, Norma,’ said Ella quietly. ‘All that matters is that you’re safe.’


As she was hauled unsteadily to her feet, Norma pulled on the thin cotton shift she’d found discarded on the floor and then accepted the cloak Vanka offered her. Dressed, she made to move towards the cavern’s entrance, but tottered uncertainly and had to take Vanka’s arm to steady herself. She looked ghastly.


All this delay was too much for Burlesque. ‘Come on, come on,’ he urged, as he looked nervously around the cavern. ‘Best we get going. These idiots are going to start waking up soon, an’ then …’


Seeing him, Norma’s face distorted in anger. Obviously a dose of Burlesque Bandstand was as effective as smelling salts for her – but then, mused Ella, they both had a similar odour. ‘What’s this douche-bag doing here?’ she snarled. ‘He’s the one who sold me out to the Witchfinder.’


Norma’s ire was easy to understand, Witchfinder Major Matthew Hopkins was the man who had been responsible for hunting Norma down when she had first entered the Demi-Monde. She still had a busted knee to remind her of her run-in with the SS bastard.


‘Savin’ your arse, that’s wot,’ responded Burlesque sharply, ‘so keep yer knickers on … well, iffn you had any knickers to keep on, that is. I’m on your side now. An’ for the love ov ABBA, let’s get movin’.’


‘What about Aaliz?’ asked Ella. ‘Maybe we should take her with us as a hostage?’


Vanka shook his head. ‘It’ll be bad enough getting away as it is without carrying her along too.’


‘Maybe we should off her,’ suggested Rivets. ‘That’d piss off Heydrich.’


‘No,’ said Ella firmly. ‘If we do that, Norma’s body will probably die in the Real World. Then she’d never be able to leave the Demi-Monde.’


As they exited the cavern, Vanka turned to Burlesque. ‘So what do we do now, Burlesque? Like Rivets says, we can’t just walk to the Quartier, and anyway, there’s a cordon of SS surrounding ExterSteine. We saw them when we flew over their lines last night.’


‘So it wos you in that balloon thingy? Sharp work, Wanker, but I ain’t no slouch either.’ Burlesque bustled his charges towards the entrance of the cavern. ‘So tell me, Wanker, wot vehicle never gets searched by the SS, or by anybody else for that matter?’


‘A Checkya steamer?’


‘Give the man a coconut. But I ain’t got just any old steamer, Vanka, I’ve got wun flying Beria’s very own pennant on the front, an’ that means nobody short ov Heydrich ’imself is gonna stop us … not iffn they like ’aving fingernails that is. Fuck, I could run over the ’ole of the ForthRight army an’ there wouldn’t be a peep of protest.’
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The HubLand bordering the Thames River
The Demi-Monde:
1st and 2nd Days of Spring, 1005



The Medi District of the Quartier Chaud (comprising Paris, Rome and Barcelona) is becoming increasingly – both politically and religiously – alienated from Venice. Despite the number and vociferous nature of anti-ForthRight demonstrations within the Medi Districts (mainly orchestrated by members of the UnScrewed-Liberation Movement), there are encouraging signs that the Medi will move towards a formal adoption of UnFunDaMentalism as its official religion in the very near future. This will further isolate Venice as the only outpost of ImPuritanism in the Quartier Chaud. It is the recommendation of this Ministry that our disorganisationalist efforts within the Medi be redoubled and the political and financial support provided to Senior CitiZen Robespierre be increased.


Extract from the Confidential Briefing Document written by
the ForthRight Ministry of Propaganda and submitted for
consideration by the PolitBuro on the 89th day of Winter, 1004


And Burlesque was just the man to test the power of Beria’s pennant in rendering them immune from protest.


Their stolen Checkya steamer – delivered courtesy of the now dead Checkya captain – suddenly lumped up into the air, slammed down on its suspension, and then yawed alarmingly as it skidded on the snow-slick surface of the Hub. Burlesque sawed at the wheel, desperately trying to bring four tons of delinquent steamer back under control.


‘Gor,’ shouted an admiring Rivets, from his perch right at the back of the vehicle, ‘you ain’t ’alf made a mess ov that ’orse yous just run over, Burlesque. An’ that bloke ’oo was riding it looks fit to burst.’


‘Serves ’im right,’ snarled Burlesque, as he gave the steering wheel another yank. ‘’E shouldn’t ’ave leapt out in front ov me like that.’


‘He was grazing his horse,’ muttered Norma, as she used a cloth to wipe the last of the runes from her face.


‘Nah, ’e wasn’t. That ’orse was fucking leaping.’


‘Look, Burlesque, why don’t you let me drive?’ yelled Vanka, over the yowl of the steamer’s tortured pistons as Burlesque tried and failed to change gear.


‘Nah, I’ve always wanted to drive a steamer since I was a lad. There ain’t nuffink to it.’


As Burlesque drove the steamer over an innocent and very immobile bell tent, Ella had to look away. They had been huffing and puffing towards Hub Bridge Number Two for almost an hour, and during that time Burlesque had slaughtered any number of horses, destroyed a couple of carts, and crushed a poor unfortunate dog that had chosen the wrong time and place to relieve itself. And such was the fear instilled by Beria that not one person had had the courage to try and stop them.


It was, Ella decided, a miracle that he hadn’t done even more damage. There were so many targets for Burlesque to aim at that even a driver as wayward as he was couldn’t avoid hitting something, especially as the ForthRight Army seemed not to be in much of a mood to dodge out of the way.


Which was very perplexing.


Having experienced the noise and the turmoil of battle when she had been hiding out in Warsaw, Ella found the Army of the ForthRight that was supposedly invading the Quartier Chaud a little … well, relaxed. There was no artillery bombardment smashing down onto the Medi side of the Thames, no phalanxes of armoured steamers preparing to battle their way across the Hub Bridge, and no screaming NCOs urging their reluctant troops into formation. As their steamer smashed its way between – and occasionally over – the clumps of soldiers who were seated around their campfires, cooking breakfast, or lying on the grass enjoying the Spring sunshine, Ella had the distinct impression that they’d somehow wandered into nothing more menacing than a Boy Scout jamboree.


‘What’s happening, Vanka? Why isn’t the army advancing?’ she asked, as she stared out of the steamer’s window at a herd of stampeding cavalry horses that prior to Burlesque’s arrival had been contentedly munching on the contents of their nose-bags.


‘Beats me,’ admitted Vanka, as he sat back in his seat and stretched his long legs. ‘Maybe Heydrich’s persuaded the Quartier Chaud to surrender.’


This last comment was made in jest, but as Ella – aided by PINC – mulled the situation over, it began to make a sort of perverted sense. If there was one place where she would have expected the fighting to be at its fiercest, it was around the Hub Bridge, the only place where the invading ForthRight Army could cross the Thames. But as Burlesque steered the steamer into a neat if unintended pirouette, the bridge hove briefly into view and Ella saw that, rather than the battle she expected, there was an orderly queue of ForthRight infantry patiently waiting their turn to march across. There were even GrandHarms – officers in the Quartier Chaud’s police force – directing traffic, making it easier for the mass of men, machines and horses that was the ForthRight Army to cross the river and occupy their Sector.


It was so peculiar that it even persuaded Vanka to abandon his usual indifference to what happened in the outside world, and pay attention. ‘The Quartier Chaud must have surrendered,’ he mused to no one in particular. ‘I mean, the Medis aren’t meant to be much good at fighting – not that I blame them – but from what I understand, the mercenaries the Venetians have on their payroll are always up for a scrap.’


‘Why would they surrender?’ asked Ella.


A shrug from Vanka. ‘I dunno. According to the scuttlebutt, Doge Catherine-Sophia hates Heydrich with a vengeance. There’s no way she’d have given up without a fight.’


‘I don’t fink she did,’ commented Burlesque, who, having just discovered that the steamer possessed an air horn, was now using it to put a train of oxen dragging field guns to flight. ‘I wos gonna open a pub in Barcelona a while back so I knows everyfing there is to know abart the Quartier Chaud. An’ wot I ’eard wos that some of the ’igher-ups in Paris – blokes like that Robespierre item – wos getting a mite pissed off wiv ImPuritanism. Natural when you fink abart it: blokes don’t like bin told wot to do by birds.’


‘Birds?’ sneered Norma. ‘That’s a sexist comment even for a chauvinist pig like you, Burlesque.’


Burlesque stuck his tongue out in reply and Ella was pleased to see Norma return the compliment. The girl seemed to be getting some of her bounce back. ‘Well, sexist or not, seems that birds in the Quartier Chaud ’ave bin getting right up their blokes’ noses. There wos a bit in The Stormer a while back saying that the GrandHarms ’ad got ’ot an’ ’eavy wiv all them UnScrewed tarts demonstrating an’ causing bother.’


‘UnScrewed?’ asked Norma.


‘Members ov the UnScrewed-Liberation Movement,’ explained Burlesque. ‘Them’s a bunch ov birds in Paris wot’s always raising sand about the Senate restricting their sexual liberties an’ such.’


Burlesque’s explanation was interrupted by a bang from underneath the steamer.


‘That wos anovver ’orse you’ve just flattened, Burlesque,’ shouted an admiring Rivets. ‘That makes it a round dozen you’ve mangled.’


Burlesque ignored him. ‘Yeah, them Chaudian tarts are dead keen on their sexual liberties. They’re always up for it. I ’ad this Roman bint working in the Prancing Pig wunce … gor, fings she could do wiv a fag. Shove one up ’er arse, an’ she could blow smoke rings outta ’er …’


‘That I really don’t want to hear about,’ interrupted Norma, and there was enough frost in her voice to persuade Burlesque to change the subject.


‘Any’ows, seems that the blokes in the Senate told the Doge to go and sling ’er ’ook.’


‘Why?’ asked Ella.


‘Cos ov them Dark Charismatics fingies.’


‘Dark Charismatics?’ As PINC was silent on the subject, all Ella could do was turn to Vanka and give him an imploring look. Being a psychic – a faux-psychic – Vanka had made an extensive study of the oddities of the Demi-Monde, and to Ella’s mind ‘Dark Charismatics’ sounded very odd indeed. If there was anyone who’d know about them, it was Vanka.


‘It’s a funny religion, ImPuritanism,’ he began. ‘Most people think it’s just about hedonism and free love, but there’s a lot more to it than that. One of its important beliefs is a concept called MALEvolence, which says that men are more prone than women to violence …’


‘Can’t argue with that,’ observed Norma.


‘… and for a society to be fair and peaceful, these natural inclinations of men have to be tempered by the more equitable and peace-loving qualities of women.’


‘Sounds like my kind of place.’


‘Maybe it is,’ said Vanka impishly. ‘After all, ImPuritanism teaches that the only way to commune with ABBA is via orgasm. So all ImPuritans spend their time seeking the ultimate orgasm they call JuiceSense.’


‘These ImPuritans have really got their heads screwed on,’ mused Norma.


Vanka smiled. ‘Screwed being a very apposite description, especially if you like masks and Fleshtivals and … well, never mind. You’ll see for yourself soon enough. Anyway, all was sweetness and light in the Quartier Chaud until a few years ago, when a chap called Michel de Nostredame announced that he’d found the cause of MALEvolence, of why men are so beastly. According to de Nostredame, it’s because men are prone to being led astray by really horrible characters called Dark Charismatics. They’re these mysterious people who rise to power every now and again, and lead the world to ruin. They’re the ones who are the root cause of MALEvolence: people like—’


‘—Heydrich, Beria, Shaka Zulu and Selim the Grim.’ It was Ella who finished the sentence.


‘Yeah, that’s right. How did you know?’


‘Where I come from, Vanka, they’re called Singularities. They’re classified as high-performing psychopaths.’ What Ella declined to add was that the Singularities had been deliberately seeded into the Demi-Monde for the express purpose of making sure that the place was a cauldron of bigotry, hatred and violence.


‘Yeah, well, de Nostredame’s work would have remained just a piece of academic curiosity except for the discovery that Visual Virgins could identify Dark Charismatics by their auras.’


‘I ask this question with the greatest of trepidation,’ began Norma, ‘and I certainly don’t want Potty-mouth at the front answering it’ – Burlesque blew her a kiss – ‘but could you tell me what a Visual Virgin is?’


‘They are virgins,’ began Vanka, ‘who can read auras. The Doge uses them to identify liars and criminals. Apparently Dark Charismatics have a distinctive aura that’s a real giveaway when they’re examined by Visual Virgins.’


‘Virgins reading auras? Only in the Demi-Monde.’


‘And once she learned that Dark Charismatics could be identified, then Doge Catherine-Sophia—’


‘Mad as a box ov bolts, she is, an’ always pissed, to boot,’ commented Burlesque helpfully, as he gave another toot on the horn. He was thoroughly enjoying himself.


‘—ordered that all male Dark Charismatics living in the Quartier Chaud be castrated—’


‘Ouch,’ from the front seat.


‘—as castration negates their MALEvolent inclinations. The Covenites use the practice a lot too. They call their eunuchs “NoNs”.’


‘Wot? They chop your willy orf?’ This question came from Rivets, who seemed to have gone very pale.


‘Yus, they’ve got this special machine, see. First ov all, they—’


‘That’s enough, Burlesque,’ snapped Ella, having seen how bilious Rivets looked. The last thing she wanted was to have the boy vomiting down her back.


Vanka continued with his explanation. ‘Unfortunately, three of the Dark Charismatics identified were senior senators in the Quartier Chaud.’


‘Maximilien Robespierre, Tomas de Torquemada and Godfrey de Bouillon.’


‘Good guess, Ella.’


‘I wasn’t guessing.’


‘Anyway, these men – the Gang of Three – told the Doge that they weren’t inclined to go through the rest of their lives singing falsetto and holed up in the Senate building in Paris where they declared UDI.’


‘UDI? Wot’s that?’ asked Rivets. ‘Sounds nasty.’


‘It stands for Unilateral Declaration of Independence.’


‘You’re right, Wanker, that’s wot this is all abart. Them three ’ave organised a cup de tea.’


‘A coup d’état,’ corrected Norma.


‘Yeah, that as well. I betcha anyfing that these three bastards ’ave thrown in their lot wiv Heydrich, opened up the Hub Bridge an’ sold Venice darn the river as part ov the bargain.’


A silence descended in the steamer’s cabin, as everyone pondered on what Burlesque had just said. Unlikely though it seemed, it was the only logical explanation for what they were witnessing. The Medi had apparently surrendered to the ForthRight without a shot being fired.


‘But we can’t go to the Quartier Chaud now,’ observed Norma, ‘Heydrich and his crew will be waiting for us there.’


‘Well, we can’t go back—’ began Vanka.


‘We’ll go to Venice,’ announced Ella after a quick scan of PINC. ‘I’ve always wanted to go to Venice.’


Burlesque nodded and shifted the steamer down a gear, almost demolishing the gearbox in the process. ‘Good idea! Once we’re over the Thames, we’ll ’ead for the Rialto Gate in the ’ubLand Wall. Wiv a bit ov luck, we’ll get there before the ForthRight Army.’


They were helped in their escape from the ForthRight by no one wanting to impede the progress of a Checkya steamer, especially a Checkya steamer flying Beria’s pennant, especially a Checkya steamer that didn’t seem to have any brakes. But still, such was the press of men and matériel trying to cross Hub Bridge Number Two that it took them hours and a great deal of shouting and swearing just to get over the river and into the HubLand that bordered the Quartier Chaud. Once they were there, exhausted and drained from their adventures of the night before and the excitement of Burlesque’s driving, they decided to rest for a couple of hours and to make for Venice as soon as night fell.


It was a bad decision.


By the time darkness came, they found their path to Venice blocked by the cordon sanitaire the ForthRight Army had thrown up along the wall separating the Quartier Chaud from the Hub, with hundreds of armoured steamers standing between them and Venice. Worse, all the refugees streaming into the Sector from the ForthRight – and by Ella’s guess, several thousand had crossed the Thames during the day – were being bustled towards Paris, and away from Venice. They had no choice now: they had to take a chance on getting to Venice through Paris.


They abandoned the steamer about a mile from the wall itself, after the crowd of refugees became so dense that it was impossible even for someone as homicidally inclined as Burlesque to drive it any further. When they arrived at Porte Saint-Martin – the main gate giving access to Paris from the HubLand – the scene that greeted them was like a madhouse, with hordes of displaced people trying to enter the city, and the Quartier’s GrandHarms being equally resolute in their determination not to let them in. Not even Vanka’s guineas, Burlesque’s bluster or Rivets’s pleading could get them through the gate, and it was a tired and dispirited Ella who found herself standing in the middle of the crowd, leaning on Vanka and trying to think how they might connive their way into Paris.


And that was when Fate took a hand.


‘Look, look,’ came a shout from the edge of the crowd, ‘it’s the Lady IMmanual!’


It took a moment for Ella to register that she was the ‘Lady IMmanual’ being referred to, and when she belatedly looked around, standing there not twenty-five yards away from her was William Penn and the rest of the disciples who called themselves ‘the Twelve’.


‘Bollocks,’ whispered Vanka in her ear, ‘I thought we’d lost that lunatic back in the ForthRight.’


Ella smiled and bowed towards William Penn, who went bright red with excitement. ‘This, ladies and gentlemen,’ he shouted as he spun around to address the crowd, ‘is the Messiah. This young girl is the divine saviour sent by ABBA to save the poor souls trapped in Warsaw by that personification of evil Reinhard Heydrich. This is the Lady IMmanual who performed the Miracle of the Boundary. I entreat you, ladies and gentlemen, to kneel before the Messiah.’


There must have been a fair few people fleeing Warsaw in the crowd, because when William Penn dropped to his knees, two or three hundred others in his immediate vicinity did the same. Ella and her four colleagues were left standing, very self-consciously, amidst a sea of genuflecters.


‘Shit, Ella, this is really heavy-duty,’ said an awestruck Norma Williams. ‘Just what the fuck have you been doing since the last time I saw you?’


‘It’s all a ridiculous misunderstanding, Norma. I pulled a stunt back in the Ghetto and now everybody thinks I’m some sort of Messiah.’


And if Ella felt embarrassed by what was happening, it was an embarrassment tinged with apprehension. She really didn’t like the way the GrandHarms who were patrolling the HubLand Wall were staring at her.
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Paris
The Demi-Monde: 2nd Day of Spring, 1005



From whence Dark Charismatics came, we might never know. For my part I would postulate that H. singularis is a product of a micro-evolutionary event that took place in the comparatively recent past. Indeed, by my reckoning, H. singularis may have first appeared in the Demi-Monde at the time of the Fall. I have referred this perplexity to theologians, one of whom – Mage Thomas Aquinas – has opined that H. singularis may be an echo of the meddlements performed by Lilith when she sought to usurp ABBA and to remake HumanKind in her image.


Letter dated 53rd day of Spring, 1002, from Professeur Michel
de Nostredame to Doge Catherine-Sophia


Unlike the vast majority of the GrandHarms working in his precinct, Henri Aroca enjoyed night duty. He wasn’t a superstitious man and he wasn’t afraid of the goolies, beasties, vampyrs, Grigori or any of the other horrible creatures that were rumoured to infest the streets of Paris when the sun went down.


Whilst his comrades on the force found much to complain about when they were ordered to spend a night patrolling the wall that separated Paris from the HubLand, Aroca was of a different view. He found that invariably there was little work to do other than to rattle gates and test locks, to ensure that the various apotropes – the devices Quartier Chaudians used to dissuade and dispel the daemons of the night – were in place, and to accept the refreshment heaped on him by owners of the various late-night kiosks he visited during his perambulations. Even the blood-drunks he was called upon to deal with were, by and large, more merry than dangerous. Having his good friend Pierre Maigny as his partner on these nocturnal tours of duty helped, and many were the pleasant nights they enjoyed sauntering along the dark, deserted pavements of the Border arrondissement, discussing their principal passion in life: fishing.


Night duty also kept him out of the clutches of his shrewish Current, but this was one advantage Henri Aroca kept to himself. If she was ever to suspect that Henri volunteered for every night duty available in order to avoid having to share a bed with her, there would be Hel to pay. Maybe, Henri thought, there was something in what Senior CitiZen Robespierre was saying. Maybe ImPuritanism had gone too far, maybe it was time for men to assert themselves. Maybe he should have put his foot down harder with his daughter, Odette, and told her she wasn’t to go on her stupid demonstrations.


It was an interesting thought, but one Henri decided that he would delay implementing. He would do his asserting when he was out of arm’s reach of both his Current and his daughter. They were both big women with fists the size of puddings.


Anyway, he didn’t know where Odette was any more. Since she’d got involved with the UnScrewed-Liberationists, she’d become a little distant – which he supposed was the best place to be when the Quizzies were after you.


With a doleful shake of his head, Henri brought his attention back to his duty as a GrandHarm rather than as a father. He pushed his eye up against the peephole that allowed GrandHarms to see what was going on outside the city walls, and what he saw did not make a pretty sight. The onslaught of the UnFunnies and their army meant that a whole swarm of refugees from the ForthRight was now attempting to enter Henri’s beloved Paris. As he had been so forcefully advised by his ridiculously stupid commander, Captain Lefevre, these refugees had any number of Suffer-O-Gette assassins, WhoDoo saboteurs and HimPeril agents provocateurs hidden in their ranks, so it was necessary for the GrandHarmerie to refuse them all entry. It had been distressing for Henri, a naturally warm-hearted type, to deny these anguished and destitute people sanctuary, but what else could he do? Orders were orders, and if Henri wasn’t a particularly effective GrandHarm, he was at least a dutiful one.


Now, finally, after three hours of shouting, screaming, shoving and general unpleasantness, the crowd surrounding the Porte Saint-Martin checkpoint had settled down into a sort of discontented stupor. Exhaustion and cold had triumphed over desperation.


But even as he watched the crowd, something very strange happened. At the very moment Henri was about to abandon his surveillance and sample the wine and the oven-hot pastries that Pierre had brought to sustain them during their vigil, the crowd had fallen to its knees and begun to worship a small group of bedraggled people who were standing rather awkwardly a hundred metres or so from the gate. What the crowd was doing made Henri nervous: ImPuritanists like him weren’t big on worshipping and grovelling – unless, of course, the worshipping and grovelling was part of some ImPure sexual ritual. And that, as best he could judge, was not the case with these people.


His nervousness was such that he pulled his revolver out of its holster and checked that it was loaded. At the start of their watch, the captain had insisted that the GrandHarms be armed, which at the time had seemed to Henri to be a trifle excessive. But now, as the mood of the crowd became more intense, Henri was glad that he had heeded his captain’s orders. The people worshipping beyond the walls were becoming more febrile by the minute, so much so that Henri was obliged to send a runner to persuade their captain to abandon the cosy bar he was occupying, and do some work for a living.


When a grumbling Captain Lefevre arrived five minutes later, he took Henri’s place at the peephole and spent almost a minute studying the scene developing beyond the wall. ‘You … Sergeant Aroca,’ the captain shouted towards him, ‘what’s happening out there? Why are all these people praying?’


‘I don’t know, Captain.’ Henri shrugged. ‘One minute they were just standing there, and the next they were on their knees. I think they’re praying to that Shade girl wearing the LessBien trousers.’


Cautiously the captain edged open one of the gates, pulled a spyglass out of his jacket pocket and used it to survey the scene. Then, with a frown, he snapped the telescope shut and bellowed at Henri: ‘Go out there, Aroca, and tell them to stop this nonsense. It is an affront to UnFunDaMentalism.’ Automatically Henri’s eyes checked the right lapel of the captain’s jacket. Sure enough there was a small, gold Valknut badge pinned there announcing that the captain was a newly converted UnFunny. ‘Don’t you know that there’s a new law in the Medi that bans all non-UnFunDaMentalist rites and rituals being performed within the borders of the Quartier?’


Henri did know: it had been one of the first things Robespierre had done after the Great Schism with Venice. But he also knew that there were a couple of thousand desperate people gathered around the Shade girl, and he had a sneaking suspicion that they would be mighty pissed off if he tried to interrupt their devotions.


‘Me stop them? I don’t think they’ll want to stop, Captain. They might get nasty.’


‘Order them! Do your duty as a GrandHarm, Sergeant Aroca.’


You rotten cowardly bastard, thought Henri Aroca, as he reluctantly snuck through the checkpoint’s gate and, with the ever-faithful but bloody frightened Pierre Maigny at his side, began to lizard his way through the kneeling throng towards the girl and her companions.


Ella watched nervously as the gate, set in the wall protecting Paris from incursion from the Hub, swung open and a fat GrandHarm sergeant, brandishing a huge pistol in his right hand, and his equally tubby companion armed with an enormous rifle stood for a moment under the famous sign over the gate – ‘Liberté, Egalité, Fornication’ – and then walked towards them. The two GrandHarms were wearing rather jolly uniforms made from a material that alternated broad stripes of lemon and fuchsia, but from what Ella could see of the sergeant’s face under his half-mask, he looked far from jolly. His florid face was dressed with a dour expression that showed he was a very resolute and very unhappy, man. She had a sneaking feeling that unless the discussions with him were conducted in a diplomatic manner, the situation could rapidly degenerate into violence.


‘Why’s this twerp wearing a mask?’ asked Norma. ‘Who does he think he is: the Lone-fucking-Ranger?’


Ella shook her head; PINC had already given her the answer. ‘Everyone in the Quartier Chaud wears a mask when they’re out in public, Norma. It’s an ImPuritan custom designed to help people more readily assume a sexually enfranchised personality. The idea is that when their real identity is hidden, CitiZens won’t feel embarrassed or awkward when they’re indulging in casual sex.’


Norma made a moue. ‘Sounds like a good idea. Some of the guys I’ve dated would have looked better masked … but then, some of them would have looked better decapitated.’ She leant forward to get a better view of the GrandHarm. ‘And isn’t his codpiece a little large?’


‘Not if Beria’s bin banging on his nuts, it ain’t,’ commented Burlesque, with real feeling.


A smiling Vanka stepped forward to deal with the glowering GrandHarm sergeant but he was elbowed aside by Burlesque. ‘I’ll deal wiv this Frog, Wanker. I spraken their lingo bon.’


Vanka made a desperate grab for Burlesque’s arm to stop him, but it was too late.


‘Bon jour, Mon-sewer le Frog. Je suis Burlesque Bandstand, purveyor de beverages alcoholiques et impresario extraordinaire.’ Burlesque thrust out a filthy hand, which caused the GrandHarm to flinch back in alarm.


The sergeant peered down his long nose at Burlesque and Ella saw his nostrils tweak as though he was offended by a bad odour, which was, of course, the case. Burlesque stank of cordite, neglect and several other unmentionable – even unimaginable – substances.


Only when he had regained his composure, and presumably his sense of smell, did the GrandHarm deign to address Burlesque. ‘Pourquoi toutes ces gens sont-elles à genoux devant cette fille?’ (‘Why are all these people bowing down to this girl?’) He nodded in Ella’s direction.


‘Par ce que elle est une … prophetess.’ Burlesque glanced towards Vanka. ‘Oi, Wanker, wot’s Frog for “prophetess”?’


‘It’s voyante,’ answered Vanka. ‘Look, Burlesque, I really think it would be better if I …’


Burlesque shooed Vanka’s protests away. ‘Elle est un beaucoup de important voyante. Vous savvy bon, Mon-sewer?’


Amazingly the GrandHarm did seem to ‘savvy bon’. ‘Une voyante? Comment s’appelle-t-elle?’ (‘A prophetess? What is her name?’)


‘The Lady IMmanual.’


The name obviously carried some resonance with the GrandHarm. ‘C’est la Dame IMmanual? C’est la fille qui a ouvert la Couche Limite?’ (‘This is the Lady IMmanual? This is the girl who opened the Boundary Layer?’)


‘Wee, wee, c’est vrai, Mon-sewer. Je suis elle’s manager. Elle est beaucoup de best Physicalist dans le Demi-Monde. Elle only puts art pour current guineas pour un sorry.’
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