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1 February 2019




I am pleased to report that all aspects of the Final Solution are now in place and ready for execution on the 30th April this year. Moreover, I am able to advise the Grand Council that Ella Thomas, who since her arrival in the Demi-Monde has manifested the most virulent and powerful of Lilithian tendencies, has been assassinated and with her death a profound enemy of the Grigori and a major obstacle preventing the success of the Final Solution eliminated. Now the only opponent of any note still active in the Demi-Monde is Norma Williams, her last act being to disrupt the ‘Victory in the Coven’ rally sponsored by Reinhard Heydrich, and held on the last day of Summer. The Grand Council should note that measures have been taken to minimise the impact of her intervention on the attitude of the ForthRight population regarding their attending the Ceremony of Purification and that I have ensured that my agents in the one remaining Portal giving access from the Demi-Monde to the Real World have been alerted. It is impossible for Norma Williams to escape from the Demi-Monde and return to the Real World.




Thus all is set fair for the execution of the Final Solution.




Recognising that such an ambitious undertaking as the Demi-Monde - the most sophisticated virtual world ever conceived - would be extraordinarily difficult to conceal - especially as it involved the clandestine accessing of confidential DNA data relating to Fragiles - we chose to disguise the Demi-Monde’s true purpose by persuading the US military to adopt the simulation as a training ground for their neoFights.




The true purpose of the Demi-Monde is fourfold:




– To digitally replicate a coterie of individuals identified as possessing the MAOA-Grigori gene, who, given the appropriate stimulus (notably regarding their appetite for blood and their exposure to Cavoritic radiation), are capable of having this latent Grigori aspect resuscitated;




– To digitally replicate a critical mass of the element Cavorite (aka Mantle-ite) in the Demi-Monde, this in the form of the Great Pyramid located in the region known as Terror Incognita. As the Grand Council will be aware, despite our best efforts, it has proven impossible to fabricate viable quantities of Cavorite here in the Real World and certainly nothing like the quantity necessary to achieve activation of the MAOA-Grigori gene (this being equal in magnitude to the Cavoritic radiation experienced during the meteor strike of 1795);




– To digitally recreate a number of the more talented scientists from history to work in the Heydrich Institute for Natural Sciences in the Demi-Monde’s virtual Berlin to help the Real World scientists develop noöPINC, the latest iteration of our Personal Implanted nanoComputer. NoöPINC is a cyborg-virus, that is a virus with nanocybernetic structures incorporated into its makeup. The virus itself – a development of the unsuccessful 1947 Plague - is Fragile-specific and hence is harmless to Grigori or those possessing an activated MAOA-Grigori gene. The Grand Council may rest assured that there will be no repeat of the unfortunate events of 1947 when the Plague mutated to an extent that it presented a lethal danger not only to Fragiles but also to Grigori;




– To entice the daughter of the President of the United States into the Demi-Monde in order that her Real World body might be inhabited by her cyber-doppelgänger, Aaliz Heydrich. This was achieved and Miss Heydrich has proven herself very accomplished with regard to promoting the faux-religious organisation the Fun/Funs. Six million members of the Fun/Funs will be attending the Gathering on the 30th April, when their Grigorian aspect, nurtured in their doppelgängers (‘Dupes’) active in the Demi-Monde, will be energised.




All four of these ambitions have been or are in the process of being achieved. In three short months the breeding stock of the Grigori will have been enhanced by the six-million-strong nuGrigori created with the assistance of the Demi-Monde; all Untermenschen (notably the Jews, the blacks and the Asiatic races) that contaminate the genus Homo will have been eradicated; and the purified Fragiles will have been culled and the rump remaining reduced to dutiful serfs by the use of noöPINC. After eight thousand years of hiding in the shadows the Grigori stand on the brink of taking their rightful place as the Master Race.




I remain Your Humble Servant,
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Professor Septimus Bole




Prologue

The office of Sir Broderick Bole, ParaDigm House, Whitehall, London
The Real World: 15 February 1947




Operation Downfall was the codename given to the disastrous American-led invasion of Japan which began in October 1946. The operation was ultimately abandoned when US servicemen contracted a hitherto dormant infection that became known to the world as the Plague of ’47. The surrender of Japan was ultimately realised by the use of atomic weapons against the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the bombs dropped by Vickers-ParaDigm Valiant aircraft of the RAF on the 15th December, 1946.


History of the Second World War, 1939–1946: Dwight D. Eisenhower, ParaDigm Publications





Bole hated Fragiles, the corollary being he loathed Frank Kenton with a passion.


‘I never knew it got so darned cold in England, Broderick,’ said Kenton, warming his backside in a rather exaggerated fashion in front of the large fire that was keeping Bole’s office the warmest room in Whitehall.


‘It’s Sir Broderick, actually, Mr Kenton,’ Bole corrected, who detested anyone, let alone an American barbarian like Kenton, omitting his title. With an effort of will he kept his temper in check and his hands from Kenton’s throat. He needed the Fragile. ‘But you are quite right: this winter is one of the worst in living memory.’


‘Well, I guess that’s the problem with the weather, it’s so darned unpredictable.’


Bole said nothing, though he was tempted to tell Kenton that the Bole Institute for the Advancement of History had predicted that the winter of 1946/1947 would be a bad one. And now the winter was here and the Institute’s forecast confirmed, the difficulties caused by the abnormal cold were such that even the euphoria generated by the defeat of Japan had been dampened. Since the beginning of February Britain had been in the grip of snow, snow and more snow. Roads had been made impassable, railway lines had cracked and power stations had shut down. Even before the Winter of ’47 had run its course, with February not even over, the tabloids had already christened it ‘The Great Winter’.


Bole’s American visitor had obviously massaged sufficient warmth into his buttocks to allow him to begin the meeting. Kenton sat down in Bole’s guest chair and made to light a cigarette.


‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ said Bole tersely.


‘Didn’t what?’ asked Kenton.


‘Smoke.’


‘Really? Why not? Doctors say it’s good for you: the nicotine stimulates the nervous system.’


‘I doubt whether such stimulation can compensate for the inhalation of the noxious cocktail of toxins contained in cigarette smoke. This being the case, I would prefer it if you refrained. I do not wish to be a passive participant in your unhealthy habits.’


Reluctantly Frank Kenton returned the cigarette to the pack.


Bole shot his heavily starched cuffs, arranged his legal pad and fountain pen a little more exactly before him, and began. ‘You must forgive me for asking, Mr Kenton, but which department do you represent? Since the demise of the OSS, the actual make-up of American intelligence organisations has become a trifle confused.’


Kenton gave a rueful grin, which made him look even younger than he was. The dossier the Intelligence Bureau had prepared said he was thirty-four but in truth the combination of sandy red hair, freckles, horn-rimmed spectacles and bow tie gave him the appearance of an adolescent out on his first job interview. He certainly didn’t look like the high-flyer of American counter-intelligence he was reputed to be.


Nor the racist he most certainly was, but then Kenton kept his rather extreme opinions regarding ‘race contamination’ to himself, presumably on the basis that if his secret affiliation to the Ku Klux Klan became known it would put something of a crimp on his career prospects.


‘Well, ya know, Brod … Sir Broderick, my position is sorta … ill-defined,’ Kenton answered as he wrung his hands, made uncomfortable by not having a cigarette to fiddle with. ‘I sorta float around, doing whatever I’m asked to do. But for pay and rations I’m part of the Strategic Services Unit.’


‘And your current responsibilities?’


‘I’m attached to General MacArthur’s staff. I act for the general on matters pertaining to the occupation of Japan.’


‘Then you seem a long way from the centre of those operations, Mr Kenton.’


‘The general asked me to come to London to liaise with ParaDigm Rx regarding the problems we’re experiencing in Japan. The disease situation is getting kinda serious. We’re hoping, Sir Broderick, what with you being majority stockholder in ParaDigm Rx and all, that you might be able to put a little pepper on ParaDigm’s tail. It is, after all, the largest pharmaceutical company in the world: if anyone can help, it’s ParaDigm.’


Bole nodded and then took the opportunity to take up the coal tongs and heap more coal onto the fire. He wanted Kenton’s nicotine dependency to really kick in before the negotiations went much further. ‘Tell me a little of the background to this disease,’ he said as he stoked the fire.


‘As you know, Operation Downfall began with the invasion of Kyushu on the third of October ’46 … as soon as the typhoon season was over. Kyushu was intended to be the staging post for the assault on the main island, Honshu. The land operations were pretty confusing for a while: the Nips were well dug in and there were more of them than our intelligence had predicted. It was Okinawa writ large: a real bloodbath. The consequence was that casualties ran high and the hospital ships attached to the invasion fleet were run ragged, so it took a while for the medical staff to identify that a good proportion of those invalided off the beaches had contracted a fever. They’d got what we now call the “Jap Jitters”.’


‘Describe it.’


‘As best we can tell it’s some form of filovirus, though the symptoms seem to suggest it’s closely akin to the bubonic plague in that it attacks the lymphatic system.’


‘Incubation period?’


‘Four to five weeks.’


‘The vector?’


‘We’re not sure but the smart money is on fleas.’


‘Contagious?’


‘Very. Those with the disease have had to be strenuously quarantined.’


‘How many fatalities from the Plague thus far?’


Kenton shuffled on his chair. Bole knew that the information he’d asked for was something the US Army had been desperately trying to keep under wraps, something most certainly not for public consumption. ‘To date, a little over one hundred thousand members of our armed forces have died from the Jitters. The mortality rate is running at around eighty per cent. That’s why we evacuated Kyushu.’


And also why ParaDigm – prompted by Sir Broderick’s unborn son, Thaddeus – had been obliged to use atomic weapons to persuade the Japanese to surrender, but regarding this, Bole remained silent.


‘I understand the disease has a racial bias.’


‘That’s correct, Sir Broderick. Negroes are particularly susceptible: black GIs have been dropping like flies.’


As it had been intended they should drop, and the other UnderMentionable scum – most notably the Jews – with them. What Bole hadn’t expected was how quickly the Plague had mutated, to such an extent that it now threatened the Grigori themselves. Which was why ParaDigm was making its vaccines available to the Fragiles: the Plague had the potential to cull the wrong subspecie of the genus Homo.


‘Treatment?’


‘None.’


‘And now it has a foothold on the west coast of the United States.’


Kenton eyed Bole suspiciously. ‘How do you come to that conclusion, Sir Broderick?’


‘Mr Kenton, my department was not named the Intelligence Bureau on a whim, it being expert in acquiring, analysing and drawing conclusions from … intelligence. The Jap Jitters, as you so charmingly call this disease, has, according to this intelligence, now been reported in Seattle, where as of yesterday forty-seven people were held in the containment wing of the Seattle General Hospital. Presumably the disease was brought to Seattle by the crews of vessels returning to the navy dockyards from Japanese waters. There are also outbreaks reported in San Francisco and San Diego. My understanding is that the US government is considering the imposition of martial law in these areas and the enforcement of a cordon sanitaire stretching along the Sierra Nevada designed to protect the Midwest from the spread of the infection.’


Kenton sighed in a despairing sort of way. He suddenly looked tired and his shoulders sagged as though weighed down by the responsibilities he was carrying. ‘You are remarkably well informed, Sir Broderick, I was led to believe that that information had been assigned the very highest security classification. As you’ll appreciate, the last thing we want is the civilian population in the USA panicking.’ Kenton took a deep breath. ‘But you are quite correct, the situation is … grave. The disease has reached the USA and we are struggling to contain it. That’s why I’m here. We need the help of ParaDigm Rx.’


Bole pushed a piece of paper across the desk to Kenton. ‘This is a transcript of an article carried in the London Gazette of the twelfth of January 1931. It describes a plague gripping the island of Zanzibar, which lies just off the coast of Tanganyika.’


Kenton read the piece and then looked up at Bole. ‘You believe the Jap Jitters is the Zanzibar Plague?’


Bole nodded. ‘The virologists at ParaDigm Rx have compared the two pathogens and have confirmed them to be very closely related. The Zanzibar Plague was, just like your Jitters, a highly infectious haemorrhagic filovirus. Where your American medical experts are in error is that there is no intermediate carrier: the Plague is pneumatic, transmitted directly, person to person, and it is this which makes it so deadly. Death itself comes from necrosis of the internal organs – they literally melt – and, as might be expected, is hugely painful.’ Bole paused for a moment, as though collecting his thoughts. ‘The Zanzibar Plague, Mr Kenton, is one of the most deadly diseases ever encountered by man. It is not a pleasant way to die.’


‘While, Sir Broderick, I am intrigued by this historical coincidence, I am at a loss to see how it might assist my country.’


‘As Zanzibar is a protectorate within the British Empire, ParaDigm Rx was asked to search for a vaccine that would prevent the spread of the disease.’


‘You were successful?’


A nod from Bole. ‘We were successful.’


‘This is wonderful news, Sir Broderick, wonderful news. How quickly can ParaDigm Rx make the vaccine available?’


‘The first batch of fifty thousand doses could be shipped by the end of February, with a further two million doses being shipped each month thereafter.’


Kenton was quiet for a moment. He was probably, Bole supposed, comparing the prognosis of the American epidemiologists regarding the spread of the Plague through the USA with Bole’s delivery forecast. The two, as Bole knew, were incompatible. To Frank Kenton’s credit he kept a straight face and tried to play a weak hand with as much panache as he was able. Unfortunately, Bole had already seen his cards.


‘Is there any way in which production could be raised?’ Kenton asked.


‘What quantity of vaccine do you require, Mr Kenton, and against how strict a timetable would it need to be delivered?’


‘At least seventy million doses, ideally supplied within three months.’


Bole contained a smile: this was exactly the quantity he had anticipated being requested and was exactly the quantity he had stockpiled in the ParaDigm Rx warehouses in Yorkshire. He gave his head a theatrical shake. ‘To do that, Mr Kenton, would require a Herculean effort.’


‘But it can be done.’


‘Yes, but at a cost.’


‘What cost?’


‘Twenty pounds a dose.’


‘Merciful heavens! Twenty pounds! That’s over eighty bucks a shot! That’s usurious. That’ll cost the US nearly six billion dollars!’


‘That is if seventy million doses are adequate for your purposes,’ Bole observed. ‘The prognosis of the Intelligence Bureau, based on the disease’s rate of infection, is that half the population of the USA will die within the three-month period you cite. And before you ask: no, it is impossible to supply more than seventy million doses of the vaccine within the three-month deadline.’


And by supplying less than half the needed doses, eighty million Americans will die and the US economy will be crippled, Bole added silently. Whilst the Plague hadn’t acted in quite the way predicted, it could at least be used to weaken the British Empire’s most formidable economic and political rival.


‘But six billion dollars!’


‘That’s one way of looking at it, Mr Kenton, the other is that you are valuing the lives of American citizens at a rate of eighty dollars each, which seems to me to be quite a bargain.’


Kenton shook his head. ‘The President … Congress will never wear it. For the love of God, Sir Broderick, Britain and America are meant to be allies …’ For a moment he seemed stunned by the enormity of the numbers. ‘Surely the cost can be cut?’


‘If you want such a huge quantity of vaccine shipped against such an incredibly tight timetable then you must expect it to be an expensive exercise.’ Bole shrugged. ‘But if the terms are unacceptable you are perfectly at liberty to go elsewhere.’


‘You know darn well there isn’t any “elsewhere”. You’re blackmailing us.’


‘I would appreciate it if you could be a tad less emotional, Mr Kenton. Emotion impairs clear thinking and from what I can see from the Surgeon General’s report to the President clear thinking is now of the essence.’


Bole was delighted to see Kenton’s eyes widen. It was obviously beyond his comprehension how the Intelligence Bureau could have got access to such a top-secret document so quickly.


‘According to the Surgeon General, by the end of the year there won’t be much of a USA left to blackmail. What was his prognosis? Ah, yes, I remember: of the one hundred and fifty million American citizens currently extant, if the Plague is left unchecked this number will be reduced to just thirty million. Time to buy stocks in morticians I think, Mr Kenton.’


‘This is no laughing matter.’


‘I never laugh, Mr Kenton. I am taking this matter very seriously and that is why, despite the enormous difficulties ParaDigm Rx has to overcome, it will supply the seventy million doses within three months and hence save seventy million American lives.’ Bole took a sip of his honeyed water. ‘Of course, the supply of the vaccine is just one of the challenges you will be facing.’


‘I don’t follow.’


‘You will need to tell those American citizens denied the vaccine – the untreated eighty million – that they are being condemned to death.’


Bole could tell by Kenton’s reaction that this was something that hadn’t occurred to the man. ‘There’ll be panic.’


‘Which could be avoided.’


‘How?’


‘It is not for me to dictate US domestic policy, but it might be possible for ParaDigm Rx to provide you with a quantity of placebo vaccines – imitation vaccines – containing nothing but purified water. These will be useless in fighting the Plague, of course, but it will give some comfort to the recipients and help avert panic. Everybody will think they are being vaccinated even though, in reality, less than half the population will have been protected.’


‘But how to choose who gets the real vaccine and who gets the fake?’


‘Oh, I am sure a good Christian like you will be able to choose those Americans who most deserve to be protected from the Plague. Salvation, as I understand it, is only given to the righteous.’


And the white.





Book One





Part One:
Percy Shelley
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London, the Rookeries
The Demi-Monde: 90th Day of Summer, 1005


Following the successful landing of the Column of Loci on Terror Incognita, the final arrangements for the Ceremony of Purification to be held on the 90th day of Fall are to be enacted. This will involve:




	The notification of those six million citizens of the ForthRight who were recipients of the Victory in the Coven medal that they should attend the Ceremony (‘the Attendees’). They should be advised that failure to accept this honour will be deemed a Crime against the ForthRight and they will be punished accordingly. Responsibility: Comrade Commissar Heinrich Himmler


	The arrangement of all logistical aspects of transporting the Attendees to Terror Incognita and of housing/feeding them whilst there. Responsibility: Comrade Commissar Antoine-Henri Jomini


	The ForthRight Navy to achieve River Supremacy for one week prior to the Ceremony in order to facilitate the use of barges to transport the Attendees across the Wheel River. Responsibility: Comrade Admiral William Teach


	The cryptos employed by the Checkya in NoirVille to use black propaganda (notably the promulgation of The Protocols of the Sages of nuJuism and of the Most Ancient and All-Seeing Order of Kohanim) to encourage NoirVille to declare war on the JAD, this to ensure that the NoirVillian HimPis are ‘otherwise engaged’ during the Ceremony. Responsibility: Comrade Commissar Francis Walsingham


	The arrest of the Normalist leader and dissident Norma Williams. Responsibility: Comrade General Roman von Ungern-Sternberg





Extract from the minutes of the emergency PolitBuro meeting held under the guidance of the Great Leader on the 1st day of Fall, 1005


‘Queek, mon chéri, fais beaucoup de bang, banging.’


Burlesque Bandstand was only too happy to oblige. He pushed Norma out of harm’s way behind him and then, standing side by side, he and Odette started blasting the Checkya agents who were racing to cut off their escape route out of the Crystal Palace. They were fortunate that the big blond bugger who had thrown the gas canisters seemed to know his business and was using his pistol to good effect, but even with his help, Burlesque knew it would be nip and tuck whether they came out of this alive. There were a lot of the bastards shooting at them, and in the end it was only thanks to the hordes of screaming, running, panicking people milling around that they managed to elude their pursuers and to shove their way along a corridor, through the stage door and into the street.


Outside there was even more chaos, with thousands of men, women and children flooding out of the Crystal Palace as they tried to escape the fighting inside. The one piece of good luck was that the curly-haired item who Norma had slapped – Percy Shelley, Burlesque thought she had said his name was – seemed to have a getaway planned. ‘This way, Comwades! I have a steamer waiting just thwee stweets away.’


Reluctant though he was to follow the man – men who couldn’t pronounce their ‘r’s were not, in his opinion, to be trusted – Burlesque had no other option, so he took a tight hold on Norma’s arm and, with Odette’s help, they bullied their way through the press of people. A few minutes later the six of them – the big blond bugger seemed to have a woman in tow – were scrambling aboard a getaway steamer that was standing puffing and panting down a side street.


Once he had seated himself, Shelley adjusted the pince-nez perched atop his long nose, then spoke. ‘We must move quickly, Comwades,’ he said, seemingly irritated by having to raise his voice to compete with the noise of the steamer’s pistons as the driver opened up the vehicle’s boiler. ‘I suspect that once order has been we-established and Heydwich wealises that you have escaped then a hue and cwy will be waised. We’re not far fwom the docks, and once there, I am sure Comwade Moynahan’s bottomless wallet will secure us six berths on a barge heading for NoirVille.’


Burlesque decided that he’d had enough of all this fucking around with blokes he didn’t know giving him orders. He shoved the muzzle of his revolver up against the side of Shelley’s head. ‘Just ’ang on a mo’, matey. We ain’t goin’ anywheres till I know just ’oo the fuck you are.’


Shelley hesitated as though not quite sure whether he should be taking Burlesque’s threats seriously. ‘I say, Comwade, this is hardly sporting behaviour, ’specially when a chap ain’t even heeled.’


His protest did him no good and to emphasise how seriously she and Burlesque took ‘sporting behaviour’ Odette pushed her pistol into his groin. ‘Et, monsieur, pleeze, do not of the movements mostly sudden make otherwise I will blow away your … ’ow you say, zizi, mon chéri?’


‘Willy,’ suggested Burlesque.


‘Bon! If you make the moves rapide, monsieur, you will go through life sans votre willy. Comprenez?’


Shelley certainly seemed to comprenez. ‘Wouldn’t dweam of it, Comwade, what with a gweat many of the fairwer sex mightily enamoured of that particular piece of artillewy. But all this thweatening ain’t necessawy, don’t cha know? We are members of the Normalist movement sent to wescue Norma Williams.’


‘Norma don’t need no rescuing, mate. Me an’ Odette will do all the fuckin’ rescuing—’


‘It’s okay, Burlesque,’ said Norma quietly, ‘I think these people are friends.’ She gave Shelley a sidelong look. ‘Friends after a fashion, that is. We can go now, Percy,’ and a relieved-looking Shelley rapped the silver pommel of his ebony cane on the ceiling of the steamer and the driver eased it out into the traffic.


Burlesque had to marvel at Norma’s powers of recovery: with the exception of her red eyes – bloodshot if he wasn’t mistaken, which he supposed was to be expected given that she was a Daemon – she’d quite shaken off the effects of the gas attack and had regained her composure. There was a certainty about her that Burlesque found strangely reassuring, but then, he supposed, he was in the presence of the Messiah.


Norma turned to the big blond bugger lounging in the corner of the steamer. ‘You say you’re with the US Army, Corporal Moynahan?’


He nodded. ‘That’s correct, Miss Williams, I’m a proud member of the Fighting Fifth, the best combat regiment in the whole of the Real World. My platoon has been searching for you for almost nine months. You sure as hell have been a tricky dame to track, Miss Williams.’ He pushed a hand out in Norma’s direction which, after a moment’s hesitation, she shook.


‘Well, you’ve found me now so I guess it’s better late than never. I’ve been waiting a long time for the cavalry to arrive to take me home.’ Norma nodded to the really quite dishy girl sitting next to Moynahan. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend, Corporal?’


‘This is Miss Maria Steele … or more officially, Sister Maria of the exiled Sacred and All-Seeing Convent of Visual Virgins.’


‘You’re an auralist?’ Burlesque wasn’t very keen on auralists. The word was they could read a bloke’s aura and from that tell what he was thinking … though with a bird as good-looking as Maria this wouldn’t be too much of a stretch. One look at her and blokes would only be thinking one thing: what’d she look like with her kit off?


‘I am indeed an auralist, sir, and I am pleased to use my talents to assist in the extraction of the Messiah from the clutches of Heydrich.’


Norma nodded her appreciation.


‘Mr Percy Shelley, I’ve a feeling you already know,’ continued Moynahan.


‘Yeah, I know Percy Bysshe Shelley,’ Norma said, glaring angrily at the man.


‘Please, Norma, do not judge me too harshly,’ replied Shelley. ‘I did what I did to pwotect you. I would never, ever, do anything that would endanger you.’


Norma eyed him suspiciously. ‘Okay, we’ll keep this conversation on hold, Percy, but you better believe that I’ll be watching you like a hawk.’


‘Before we go any further, Norma,’ continued Shelley, ‘I’d be much obliged if you’d ask your chums to stop pointing their pistols at my gwoin. They’re making me a tad nervous.’


Norma laughed. ‘It’s okay, Burlesque … Odette … I think we can put the guns away.’


‘Thou art Burlesque Bandstand and Odette Aroca?’ gasped Sister Maria.


As was her wont whenever there was a pretty girl involved, Odette stuck her oar in. ‘Oui, je suis Odette Aroca et c’est mon homme, Burlesque Bandstand.’


The pretty girl smiled and replied in French. ‘Pardon, Mademoiselle Aroca, je ne vous ai pas reconnue. On ne vous reconnaît pas du tout sur vos photos qui sont exposées sur les couvertures des magazines à sensation.’ (‘I’m sorry, Mademoiselle Aroca, I did not recognise you. You do not look like the pictures shown of you on the covers of the penny dreadfuls.’)


‘Wot? Wot’s this tart saying?’ Burlesque hated it when the conversation descended into Frog.


Norma interpreted. ‘She’s saying that you don’t look much like the pictures shown on the covers of penny dreadfuls.’


‘Wot pictures?’


Here Sister Maria brought a well-thumbed paperback out of her bag. ‘These pictures. Thou and Mademoiselle Odette art legendary freedom fighters, Monsieur Bandstand, and the stories of thy adventures, bestsellers. I am especially enamoured of the tale which relates how thou causèd the Awful Tower to come crashing down on the head of Beria, that most terrible of men.’


‘Gor, look at that, Odette, me and yous is famous.’ The cover of the book showed a man and a woman – a very slim man and a woman, which Burlesque ascribed to artistic licence – each brandishing a devil-may-care look and a brace of pistols. ‘Well, it don’t look a lot like me, but the artist got me titfer right,’ and he tapped the bowler hat that was perched on the back of his head. He handed the book to Odette, who studied the cover and then scowled.


‘Merde! This is, ’ow you say, Burlesque, the mostly fucking terrible. My ’air, it ’as none ov the waves for which I am mostly famous. Quand je trouve l’artiste, je lui arracherai les couilles!’ (‘When I find the artist I’ll rip his bollocks off!’)


‘Oh, it ain’t that bad, me darling. ’E’s caught your charms right, ain’t ’e? I like the way they’re peeking out from under your ripped dress. Real sexy.’


‘Look, when you two have finished admiring yourselves, maybe we can get back to the business at hand,’ Norma scolded. ‘Perhaps, now everyone has been introduced, you could tell me what’s your plan, Corporal?’


‘I think it would be better if you call me Dean, Miss Williams.’


‘Very well, Dean it is.’


‘Okey-dokey. And with your permission I’ll call you Norma.’ A nod from the girl. ‘My orders, Norma, are to get you hotfoot back to the JAD so you can use the Portal to return to the Real World. Problem is that I think this is going to be a mite tougher now that we’ve put a burr up Heydrich’s ass. Everyone and his father’s going to be out looking for a girl who looks like Aaliz Heydrich.’


‘Portal? Wot’s a Portal?’ asked Burlesque.


Moynahan glanced towards Norma, who signalled him to continue. ‘It’s a means by which Daemons can move between the Real World – your Spirit World – and the Demi-Monde. Originally there was a Portal in each of the Sectors of the Demi-Monde but now there’s only one left … the one in the JAD, which is where I’m intent on taking Norma.’


‘Then the quicker we get to the docks the better. I think the Checkya will already be looking for me. And in the mean time, Dean, why don’t you tell me how you and your pals came to be at the Crystal Palace tonight?’




1:02

London, the Rookeries
The Demi-Monde: 85th Day of Summer, 1005




The assassination of Comrade-Commissar Beria and the success of the Normalist movement gave a fillip to opponents of Heydrich’s rule within the ForthRight. But their increasing agitation was matched by a crackdown on dissidents by the Checkya, who moved to neuter protests by seeding agents provocateurs into the ranks of anti-Heydrich organisations. Such were the numbers of cryptos mobilised by the Checkya that the Summer of 1005 is remembered as the ‘Season of Suspicion’, the time when it was impossible to trust anybody.


The Fall of the ForthRight: Percy Bysshe Shelley, FreeWill Press





FIVE DAYS EARLIER …


Percy Bysshe Shelley was not built to be a fugitive. He had not been ordained by Fate to live alone as an isolated thing. He was a gregarious man. He liked carousing. He liked the finer things in life. All these were denied a fugitive. As a fugitive he had to regularly shift rooms, which entailed his laundry not being done properly; had to eschew his favourite restaurants, tailors and barbers; and had to forgo the pleasures of communing with the more accommodating women of his acquaintance. But the most trying aspect of this new life was that he was unable to publish his poetry, and thus he went through his days troubled by the consideration that nothing wilted faster than laurels that were being rested upon. Soon he would be forgotten, and this was the unkindest cut of all. Shelley hated the thought of being deposited on the dung heap of history.


Life as a fugitive was, in a word, beastly. So beastly that now, after almost three Seasons of ducking and diving, he was utterly disenchanted with the whole sorry experience. But disenchanted or not, the problem remained that the Checkya were indefatigable in their efforts to apprehend him and hence, if he did not wish to spend the rest of his life chained to a wall in Wewelsburg Castle, he had to duck and dive with alacrity. Since his contretemps with Comrade Crowley, he was one of the most wanted men in the Demi-Monde, with a thousand-guinea reward on his head. This being the case, it was better to be free and on the flee than captured and on the rack.


There were times, though, when even the threat of incarceration wasn’t enough to overcome the tedium and spiritual degradation associated with wearing unremarkable clothes, eating in second-class restaurants and sleeping on the couches of reluctant friends and less-than-enthusiastic admirers. At such times Shelley threw caution to the wind, would don his very best – if sadly ill-pressed – evening suit, and sally forth for a night of dissipation and debauchery. Which was why tonight he found himself in the best box in the Canterbury Theatre with a jolly doxy on his arm and a rather superior bottle of pink champagne cooling in an ice bucket.


‘Swell ’ere, innit, George?’ commented his companion, a trollop by the name of Delores.


It took an instant for Shelley to realise that the girl was addressing him. He had used so many aliases of late that he was damned if he could keep track of them. Then he remembered: his current nom erroné was George Rowley, the name of the scoundrel who had had him expelled from university. His hope was that by using this sobriquet and rogering Delores in as unconventional a manner as his imagination could conjure, he would ruin Rowley’s reputation as a devout UnFunDaMentalist.


‘It is indeed, Comwade Delowes.’ He waved a careless hand to encompass the crowds of ne’er-do-wells and nonentities who sat in the stalls stretching below him. ‘Gathered here tonight are the most weviled members of our Sector’s population: the idle, the stupid and the vicious. But it behoves us to wemember that this wiff-waff, given an education and a change of clothes, could be pwesidents, genewals, empwesses … even pwiests if they were degenewate enough, there is such little diffewence between the awistocwacy and these miscweants. Those of the cwiminal class have their own codes of honour, their own argot, their own uniform and their own mowals … just as their supposed betters do.’ Shelley took a sip of his champagne. ‘Indeed, my obliging little stwumpet, I would suggest that the one thing necessawy to be both an awistocwat and a cwiminal is the espousing of an amowal attitude towards your fellow man.’


Delores laughed. ‘Gor, George, you toffs dun ’alf talk funny. Iffn I didn’t know better I’d ’ave you down as a versifier or some such.’


Now that comment came as something of a straightener and Shelley determined he’d have to be a damned sight more considered in his speechifying if he wished to continue to be a free man. With this in mind he sat further back into his chair in order that he was more completely shrouded in the shadows that bedecked the box and raised his opera glasses to make a thorough study of the audience, searching their faces for clues that might alert him to the presence of Checkya agents. His perusal came to a sudden halt when his gaze settled upon a girl sitting in the box on the opposite side of the theatre.


It couldn’t be!


Though the girl’s features were half hidden by a veil and his sight of her was somewhat obscured by her two beefy companions, he was certain it was Norma. The way she held her head with just a touch of arrogance, the strength of the chin that peeped so enticingly out from beneath the veil, and the gestures she made with her delicate, artistic hands … these were the things that no artifice could mask.


It was her!


Norma Williams … his Delightful Daemon … the most Blithe of all the Spirits … his True Love. In that instant his mind drifted back to those heady days when she had first come to the Demi-Monde, of his being enraptured by her independent spirit and spritely beauty, of their madcap escapades. Yes … and his efforts to keep her out of the clutches of Crowley which had led to him being branded an Enemy of the People.


A love thought lost but now retrieved … So astonished was Shelley by this wonderment that before he quite knew what he was about he had leapt to his feet, knocking over the champagne in the process.


The squawk from Delores brought him out of his trance. ‘’Ere, George, wot’s wrong wiv yous? That’s expensive bubbly you’s tipping on the floor.’


Shelley laughed. ‘What of it? Tonight, I have dwunken deep of joy and will taste no other wine.’


‘Is yous all right, George? Gor, you looks as iffn you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘Not a ghost … an angel. An angel who will twansport me on gossamer wings to a heaven here in the Demi-Monde.’ He delved into his pocket and tossed a few guineas into Delores’ lap. ‘This will weward you for your inconvenience, Comwade Delowes. Now I must away: I have an assignation with perfection.’


Delores was not impressed. ‘Yous can’t leave like this, George. I thought yous and me were gonna be bouncing the mattress later.’


‘Think of this as an escape, my dear, think of it as Fate pwesewing you from an evening of such sordidness that I doubt even your cowwoded soul would wecover.’


He moved to open the door of the box and then stopped when he felt the cold certainty of a derringer pressed against his neck.


‘I would be obliged, Mr Shelley,’ said the soft voice, tinged with a Yank accent, ‘if you would resume your seat. Even as we speak Checkya agents are en route to arrest you.’


Slowly Shelley turned his head. The dull expression had gone from Delores’ face, replaced by one of steely determination: looking at the girl, Shelley had no doubt that if push came to shove she would have no hesitation in plugging him.


‘My dear Delowes, disappointed though you undoubtedly are that you will not be pleasured by Percy’s pintle, there is no weason for you to wesort to menaces. I ain’t at me best when I am scwewing at gunpoint.’


‘Enough, Shelley! I am Special Branch agent Bella Boyd, assigned to the task force charged with bringing Enemy of the People Percy Bysshe Shelley to book.’ She pressed the muzzle of the derringer more fiercely into his neck. ‘I am aware, Mr Shelley, of your espousal of the creed of non-violence that is Normalism, but please understand that I suffer no such scruples. If you fail to resume your seat I will shoot you down like the cur you are.’


Bella Boyd was perfectly correct, Shelley did have an aversion to violence, but unfortunately his aversion to spending the rest of his life hanging by his bollocks from a meathook was even greater. ‘Ah, Miss Boyd, I pity you and your ilk; so keen to wound with sharpened swords or, as in this case, with bwutal bullets. Yes, I will sit …’


Despite his somewhat peripatetic lifestyle of late, Shelley had still managed to indulge his passion for gymnastics and hence his body was in prime fettle. He moved quickly and with the agility of a dancer, pirouetting away from the pistol whilst simultaneously smashing an elbow into Miss Boyd’s face. She hit the floor like a sack of potatoes. Reaching down, he prised the derringer from her hand and then glanced around to check the scuffle had not alarmed any in the audience. It seemed it had not.


He was out of the box and into the corridor beyond in a trice, fate having ensured that his departure was timed to perfection. Even as he looked about, trying to establish which direction led to the exit, he heard a shout from his left.


‘There! There’s the scallywag. That’s Shelley.’


Shelley took to his heels, racing along, dodging between the latecomers scuttling to take their seats before the curtain went up, barging into hapless waiters carrying bottles and glasses …


Then he had an inspiration. ‘Fire! Fire!’ he bellowed and as though by magic the corridor was suddenly full of panicked theatre-goers desperate to establish if their lives were in danger. This swarm of perplexed people was sufficient to form a very effective barricade between him and the pursuing Checkya, so much so that – breathless and horribly dishevelled though he was – Shelley emerged from the theatre still a free man.
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Cairo, NoirVille
The Demi-Monde: 85th Day of Summer, 1005




The teachings of HimPerialism are enshrined in the HIM Book, the most sacred book in the NoirVille religious corpus, which contains the inerrant and infallible Word of ABBA. The text of the HIM Book was translated by the great mage and scholar Arthur Aristotle from Pre-Folk manuscripts destroyed during the Great War of 512.


A Fool’s Guide to HimPerialism: Selim the Grim, Bust Your Conk Publications





The way Corporal Jake Massie of the 5th US Combat Training Regiment saw it, the mission had been a total waste of fucking time … a dangerous waste of fucking time.


The intelligence they’d received that Norma Williams was active in the Quartier Chaud had been just so much baloney. By the time he’d gotten to Paris the girl was long gone and now the word was she had been kidnapped by the Empress Wu and taken to the Coven. Soldier though he was, Massie had decided to give the Coven the go-by. No way was he going to Wu-ville. Wu-ville was bad fucking news for guys who had an affection for their nuts. Anyway, he was low on money, low on inclination and to cap it all he had a fucking lowbrow in tow. Yeah, his orders might be that he should ‘seek, secure and protect Norma Williams in order that she might be returned safely and expeditiously to the Real World’ but he was fucked if he would do that at the risk of spending the rest of his natural being sucked dry by a blood-hungry Dupe or castrated by a LessBien. And wandering around the Demi-Monde with a Neanderthal like Tommy Holder as his wingman was a sure-fire way of making one – or possibly both – of those happen.


NeoFight 3rd Class Tommy Holder was a walking fucking disaster area.


Which was the main reason Massie had had them make their move back to the JAD during the day, slipping out of Barcelona just after dawn. Holder got confused in the dark – presumably that was when the solar battery working his one and only brain cell went into shutdown mode – and began muttering about the night being Satan’s time and other religious shit. So a dawn escape it had been: they’d stolen a rowboat, sculled across the Nile and then dodged through the crowded, stinking backstreets of Cairo in the direction signposted ‘Safety’. It had been a good decision: the way Massie saw it, it was better to be lost in the heaving mass of virtual humanity pushing and shoving its way along Saliba Street than trying to skulk down the deserted street at night. Skulking got you noticed by the HimPeril, the NoirVillian secret police. So, like pieces of human flotsam, Massie and Holder allowed themselves to be borne along by the crowd, trying as best they could to keep to the shadows.


It was tough going and, even after over three hundred days’ service in the Demi-Monde, Massie was still stunned by the febrile, desperate energy of this part of Cairo and by its poverty. Most of the people living and working here were the fellahin dispossessed when the nuJus had taken over the JAD, sold down the financial river by their fellow Shades. These were the poor bastards untouched by the pixie dust of riches brought to town by NoirVille’s burgeoning blood trade. They were a forgotten class of people: the ‘never hads’ … the ‘never would haves’.


And the streets were as noisy as they were depressing. Every one of the crowd of people who swirled around Massie and Holder seemed to be shouting, singing, screaming, crying, cursing or, in the case of one lunatic, banging on a drum. Even the ABBA-generated familiarisation cyber-constructs they had had to study before entering the Demi-Monde hadn’t prepared him for this level of madness.


But somehow they made it through the maze of narrow streets and alleys and, three hours south of noon, the pair of them found themselves standing in the lee of a doorway with just the Khan al-Kalili souk separating them from Checkpoint Bravo, the second major gateway through the JAD wall – the twenty-foot-high concrete wall that circled the nuJu homeland, sealing it from the rest of NoirVille. And once through there, they were only half a mile from the sanctuary of the Portal.


So close … but so very far.


The problem was that the souk was watched and guarded by the HimPeril, who would spot them for certain. Sure it was market day and sure the plaza was abuzz with people but most of them were Shades and he and Holder were white.


Very white.


Even as he watched, he saw a trio of the black-uniformed HimPeril agents strutting between the market stalls, swinging their steel batons in an arrogant, casual manner and shouldering aside any poor bastard who got in their way. Instinctively Massie checked the M-29 he had slung under his coat.


‘When we gonna make our move, Corporal?’ whispered Holder.


‘When I’m fucking ready,’ Massie snarled back, ‘and don’t call me “Corporal”. It’s a sure way of tipping off the Dupes that we ain’t kosher. You gotta try not to act so fucking stupid, Holder, otherwise you’re gonna get us both fucked over.’


Holder flinched back as though he’d been slapped and immediately Massie cursed himself for overreacting. But Holder was stupid; fuck, he could barely read and write and as a consequence hadn’t properly grasped how much fucking danger they were in. His big, dopey blue eyes blinked back embarrassed tears. They were funny eyes, staring out at the world with an odd mixture of imbecility and pent-up violence.


‘Okay, Holder, take it easy, just try and remember that we’re operating undercover. This is a plain-clothes operation.’


He almost laughed. In the Demi-Monde ‘plain clothes’ necessitated him wearing a ridiculous stovepipe hat and thunder-and-lightning red-and-blue-striped trousers with a matching frock-coat. He looked a complete prick, but then so did every other man in Cairo.


‘Just keep quiet. We’re only a couple of blocks away from the Portal. All we’ve got to do is get through the Wall and we’re home free.’


Holder looked at him with the dumb-fuck expression that Massie had come to hate. As Massie saw it, the US Army must be really fucking desperate if it had been reduced to accepting fuckwits like Tommy Holder into its ranks.


But the real problem Massie had was that Holder was both stupid and nervous. After the run-ins they’d had with the Signori di Notte in Venice, Holder had the jumps real bad, so bad that the guy had started praying to himself and in the Demi-Monde that wasn’t a great idea.


Massie smiled ruefully to himself: maybe he should start praying too. Holder wasn’t the only one shitting himself. He had the shakes too and he was meant to be the guy with all the battle-mileage. But then the Demi-Monde was scary enough to give anyone the frights, even pros like him. He hated the fucking Demi-Monde. He hated the fucking Dupes and the weird way they dressed and acted. He hated their weird fucking religions. But most of all he hated being continually worried that they’d spot that he was a Daemon. If that happened then the shit would really hit the fan.


Silently, Massie berated himself for being such a wuss. Maybe he was just going stir-crazed, maybe he’d been holed up in the Demi-Monde for too long. Being spotted as a Daemon was a stupid thing to be worried about. There was no way the Dupes could suss he was a Daemon, not unless he got cut or he bumped into a Visual Virgin.


‘Fucking zadnik Hamites,’ he heard Holder mutter.


‘What’s that, Holder?’


‘Fucking homosexual niggers,’ the boy said in a louder voice and then nodded towards the people swarming around the marketplace. ‘All these black bastards are unclean in the sight of the Lord. Ham, Cain’s son, violated his grandfather, Noah, when Noah lay naked and drunk in his tent, and in punishment God caused his skin to turn from white to black. That is the origin of the black races … and that is why all Hamites are cursed by God … why they all indulge in obscenities of the flesh.’


‘You don’t really believe that shit, do you, Holder?’


Holder glanced towards his corporal and frowned. ‘Yeah. The Bible is the inerrant word of God, so it’s got to be true. That’s what the Last Prophet said.’


Massie shook his head. This was getting surreal. Here he was standing in a fucked-up virtual world debating the Bible with a religious fascist – a Believer – possessing the IQ of a turnip. The Last Prophet, Frank Kenton, had a lot to answer for.


Frank-fucking-Kenton. The fucking fanatic who, back in ’47, had convinced himself and most of what was left of the electorate that the Plague had been visited upon America as punishment by God for the country’s dissolute and sinful ways. And once elected, President Kenton and the rest of the Klan who had followed him into the White House had imposed sixty years of religious bigotry, censorship, intolerance and guilt about sex on the USA. Sure, the Kentonite ReDeemed Republicans had been booted out of office in the elections of 2014, but there were still a lot of people who believed in the fundamentalist shit that Kenton had spouted and Holder was obviously one of them.


‘Well, fuck what the Last Prophet said, just keep your voice down. The last thing we want is to draw attention to ourselves. Okay, Holder, time to rock and roll, and if we get challenged by any of the Brothers, just stay mute and let me do the talking. Stay cool, Holder, just stay cool.’


With Holder at his heels, Massie pushed out of the shadowed doorway and strode across the sunlit plaza, the cobbles glinting from the wash of recent rain. It was lucky he was such a big man and was able to bully his way through the press of people swarming through the plaza, elbowing past the burqa-swathed woeMen haggling over yams and chickens, ignoring the entreaties of the peanut vendors squatting next to their piles of nuts and sweets, ducking away from the snake-charmers and the HimPerialist fakirs, flinching back from the stench of the boys selling odd-smelling sweetmeats and the perfumed sheMen clustering excitedly around the stall selling dyes and cosmetics. The one good thing was that it seemed impossible for the HimPeril to spot them in this maelstrom of humanity.


But they did.


He and Holder were only fifty yards away from Checkpoint Bravo when there was a shouted challenge. ‘Hey, yo’ dere, yo’ Blank boys. Ah’s wanna see yo’s papers.’


There were three HimPeril agents, big guys carrying steel batons and a grudge against Blanks.


‘Where’s yo’ going, man?’ asked the biggest agent as he came to a halt in front of Massie.


‘Going to the JAD. Fixing on having ourselves a little R and R.’


‘Hmm, hmm, dat’s nice, dat is. Ah likes it when Blanks make wiv de exit powder, it sorta raises the tone ob NoirVille when dere are fewer whiteniks in de place. Trouble is, ah gets to thinkin’ yo’s might be nuJu badniks looking to get back to yo’ pigsty.’ His tone hardened. ‘Okay, lemme see yo’s papers and suchlike.’


Massie did as he was asked and nodded to Holder to do the same. As the boy handed the papers to the HimPeril agent, his hand was shaking.


‘Yo’ look like yo’s shittin’ yo’self, white boy,’ observed the agent. ‘Yo’ bin doing sumting ungodly. Yo’ bin a baaad mother?’


Holder shook his head and then looked imploringly towards Massie.


‘Yeah, an’ de way yo’ keep makin’ dem puppy eyes at yo’ Man here, ah’m thinking yo’ might be a sheMan.’ The agent stretched out a hand to caress Holder’s cheek. ‘Yo’ sure look like a sheMan wot wiv yo’ skin bin so smooth and tender.’ He winked at Holder and gave him a smile. ‘So’s how ’bout yo’s and me making wiv a little ob de private Man2naM action?’


By NoirVillian standards it was just a little innocent flirting but, as was his wont, Holder overreacted.


‘Get thee behind me, you black pervert … you spawn of Satan.’


‘Wha’ yo’ say?’


‘I said, fuck off, you black bastard.’


The Shade looked at Holder as though he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing and then a smile wrapped itself over his face. ‘Man, yo’s one Blank who’s wanting to commune with ABBA real urgent.’ And with that he smashed his fist into Holder’s face.


A blow like that would have felled most men, but Holder wasn’t most men. He was big and powerful and his nervous system so primitive that it was incapable of communicating messages from his jaw to his brain, messages to the effect that said brain should be shutting down for a while. But the one thing the piece of muscle that masqueraded as his brain could do efficiently was to signal that it was pissed off. An angry Holder hauled out the M-29 he had hidden under his coat and started blasting away.


Amongst the things the US military used the Demi-Monde for was to test a number of its newer weapons, and one of the most successful of these was the sloBurst ammunition Holder had loaded in his rifle. The sloBurst was a dumdum for the twenty-first century, designed to explode just a nanosecond after impact. As such, the sloBurst was lethal against soft targets, and as soft targets went, the NoirVillians crowding the market square were up there with the best of them.


The boy let rip with a full magazine, blowing the HimPeril agents and a whole swathe of shoppers to dog meat. In seconds the pungent aroma of the marketplace had been augmented with the stench of vaporised SAE. As the assault rifle clicked on empty, thirty busted bodies were lying in a circle around Holder and the rest of the crowd had been reduced to a screaming, panic-stricken mob. Seeing his chance to make a getaway, Massie grabbed Holder by the shoulder and dragged him in the direction of the gate leading to the JAD.
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The JAD, NoirVille
The Demi-Monde: 85th Day of Summer, 1005


[image: TO SISTER MARIA - GREETINGS - WOULD INFORM YOU THAT WORD HAS REACHED ME THAT PERCY SHELLEY HAS LOCATED NORMA WILLIAMS IN LONDON. WOULD REQUEST ADVICE AS TO ACTION TO BE FOLLOWED. VILLIERS.]


PigeonGram sent by George Villiers on the 86th day of Summer, 1005


Corporal 1st Class Dean Moynahan was bored. Not with the Demi-Monde … he liked the Demi-Monde because – paradoxically – it seemed more real than the Real World … the Demi-Monde had a vibrancy and an urgency about it that was absent in the Real World.


No, what was boring Moynahan was having to man the shitty first-floor room overlooking the entrance to the Portal that Captain Simmons – prick that he was – insisted on calling ‘Observation Post #1’. What Moynahan was meant to be observing he wasn’t too sure, but orders – in this case, ‘look out for any atypical Dupe behaviour’ – were orders. It seemed that the firefight that had gone down in the Khan al-Kalili souk just an hour ago had got the good captain spooked. And that was why Moynahan was sitting by the window, smoking a cigarette – the Demi-Monde wasn’t big on health and safety regulations – working on his distance-learning course in linguistics and watching the crowds of JADniks streaming past along the cobbled streets below.


He took another glance up and down Bar-Ilan Street but as far as he could see none of the nuJu men were doing anything remotely ‘atypical’, just going about their very typical business like they did on any other typical day. They were all sporting typical kippahs and broad-brimmed hats and wandering around in their typical zoot suits or sitting at the zinc-topped tables in the cafés that lined the street enjoying a typically bracing cup of café au gore. None of them seemed to be taking an undue interest in the Portal, but that was hardly surprising given that it was hidden inside a nondescript warehouse set in a nondescript terrace running along a nondescript street across from the nondescript house where Moynahan was sitting.


Moynahan yawned and tried to stretch the sleep out of his body. And it was a big body too: he measured six-three in his stocking feet and weighed in at two hundred pounds, all of it honed muscle.


He stopped yawning.


There was a flash of red in the street below and that, if he wasn’t very much mistaken, was the red of the robe of a Visual Virgin. He blinked and rubbed his eyes. He had never seen a VV before and he didn’t want to make a mistake. VVs – according to the briefing sheets pinned to the notice board in the Portal – were ‘a real and present danger’. With the Lady IMmanual having become such a big deal in Venice, most of the VVs had decamped to the JAD, which was bad news for Real Worlders trying to keep a low profile in the JAD. Word had it that a Visual Virgin could spot a Real Worlder easy as blinking. Real Worlders had atypical auras.


Satisfied that he wasn’t seeing things, he hit the panic button which connected the Observation Post with the Portal across the street, ringing the warning bell that told the rest of the platoon to keep out of sight and away from the windows.


‘Hey, Sergeant,’ Moynahan yelled, as he reached for his M-29, ‘I think we might have ourselves a situation.’


Sergeant Sol Edelstein reluctantly opened an eye and used it to give Moynahan a quizzical look. ‘What you hollering about, Moynahan?’


‘There’s a VV down there in the street, snooping around.’


Edelstein was over by the window like a shot, though he made damned sure that most of his bulk was hidden behind the threadbare curtains. ‘Where?’ And Moynahan pointed to the end of the street.


The VV was a trim, tall and imperious piece dressed in the diaphanous red robe that was synonymous with the Virgins and wearing a red half-veil that hid most of what Moynahan suspected was a very beautiful face.


‘What do you reckon she’s doing here?’


‘I think she’s shopping,’ ventured Moynahan. ‘I mean, even VVs have to shop, don’t they, Sarge?’


Edelstein didn’t say a word, all his attention fixed on the girl as she sauntered along the market stalls that lined the street. ‘I think you’re right, Moynahan. I think her showing up here is just bad luck. As long as our guys don’t break cover, we’re gonna be okay.’


That was when their luck went from bad to worse.


Two guys shuffled up to the door of the Portal and began hammering on it. Although they were dressed like Demi-Mondians, Moynahan had the unsettling feeling that he knew them. The dime dropped. ‘Fuck, Sarge, that’s Jake Massie and Holy Holder down there!’


Edelstein stuck his head nearer to the glass pane. ‘Fuck … you’re right. Shit, those dumbasses are gonna get spotted by the VV. Get down there and make sure that she don’t raise the alarm.’


*


Moynahan scooted down the narrow staircase three steps at a time, checking that his folding-stock M-29 was slung, ready and willing, under his armpit as he went. He had to get to the VV before she began hooting and hollering to any IRGON agents: if she did, then everything would go FUBAR and none of them would ever get back to the Real World. The IRGON were the closest thing the nuJus had to a secret police.


He slammed his way out through the building’s front door and into the street, shoving pedestrians carelessly aside as he barrelled his way in the direction of the VV. The running VV …


The girl had obviously spotted Massie and Holder and was now exiting stage left, pounding the pavement in the direction of the IRGON offices in the market square. Moynahan gave chase: he had to intercept her before she raised the alarm. And while he sure as hell didn’t like the idea of killing a woman, he kept reminding himself that she was only a Dupe, she wasn’t real. But somehow that didn’t make the prospect of offing a girl any more palatable. Maybe he was in the wrong line of business.


He was nearer to her now, almost within shooting distance. She was pretty easy to track, the red robe she was wearing made her stand out like a beacon and she was so tall he could see her over the heads of the crowd. And despite her size, she had difficulty getting through the hordes of people swarming around the souk and with every second that passed Moynahan elbowed himself closer. She dodged across the road, lizarding between the steamers and the carts chuntering along the street, and that was when Moynahan’s luck turned: a steamer skidded to a halt in front of her, blocking her escape.


Now …


Moynahan unslung the M-29, clicked off the safety and swung the stubby barrel in the girl’s direction. She turned to look at him.


Fuck, she’s pretty.


Even though she was wearing a half-veil, it was impossible not to appreciate how lovely the girl was … too lovely to murder. Moynahan’s finger relaxed on the trigger and that moment’s hesitation on his part saved her life. Her beautiful eyes widened in fear as she saw her pursuer and she took off like a startled deer, with a cursing Moynahan hammering in her wake.


She’d have got away too if the Black Hand Gang hadn’t intervened.


*


To Izzi Qassam the tenets of HimPerialism were incapable of interpretation or of dispute. What was stated in the HIM Book – HimPerialism’s holiest book – was, as far as he was concerned, the sacred word of ABBA, and since ABBA was the infallible font of all truth, what was said in the HIM Book was fact.


And on the subject of NoirVille the HIM Book was exact and unambiguous: ABBA had given the land of NoirVille to the Shade races of the Demi-Monde in gratitude for their revered forefather, Nûh, saving HumanKind after the Deluge, and, being ABBA-given, NoirVille was not to be sold, gifted or in any way disposed of … especially not to those accursed nuJus, who were reviled by ABBA for having built the Sphinx.


This was why Qassam opposed the policy adopted by His HimPerial Majesty Shaka Zulu, which had granted the nuJus a home – the JAD – in NoirVille. Of course, he understood the economic imperatives underpinning Shaka’s decision: the nuJus had the secret of how to manufacture Aqua Benedicta, which was the vital component that made NoirVille pre-eminent in the trade of blood, but to Izzi Qassam’s mind the need to follow ABBA’s word transcended all material or financial considerations. No amount of money could buy a Man’s way into Paradise.


As far as Izzi Qassam was concerned, it was incumbent upon all True Believers to work unceasingly to remove the canker that was the JAD from the blessed body of NoirVille. He had formed the Black Hand Gang of like-minded zealots to do just that: to frighten the nuJus in the JAD such that their continued occupation of NoirVille became untenable. And this morning it was more important than ever to punish the infidel nuJus for their infamy. Hadn’t they just committed a vile atrocity against the peaceful and non-violent people of NoirVille? Hadn’t two Blanks – undoubtedly nuJus – opened fire with automatic rifles and slaughtered thirty innocents in Khan al-Kalili souk? Swift and terrible revenge had to be taken for this savage crime and that was why Izzi Qassam was loitering in a café across from the Market Square headquarters of the IRGON, with a Luger automatic in his jacket pocket and a bag full of explosives on the floor by his feet.


Something made him look up and what he saw made him start so suddenly that he slopped his coffee over the tabletop. A Visual Virgin – the living embodiment of the foul creed of ImPuritanism and of the corruption of woeMan – was scuttling across the market square in the direction of the IRGON’s headquarters. He could hardly believe his eyes: it was a very rare occurrence for Whorealists to leave the cloistered confinement of their convent and venture out in public.


Qassam rose from his seat, tossed coins onto the table, hitched his bag over his shoulder and made for the café’s exit signalling to his two brothers-in-arms to follow him. To destroy a Visual Virgin on the very doorstep of the IRGON offices would be a huge blow to nuJu morale.


*


Sister Maria, near-Senior Maiden in the Sacred and All-Seeing Convent of Visual Virgins, was – now that Sister Florence had joined ABBA in the Spirit World – the most powerful Auralist alive and it was this uncanny ability to discern the character of individuals by the study of the multicoloured penumbra surrounding their bodies that had allowed her to understand that the two men banging on the door of the warehouse were Daemons.


And that the huge man chasing her was also one of this foul breed.


Even as she’d turned in the direction of the IRGON station to alert the authorities that there was a nest of Daemons in their midst, she had seen him come bursting out of the building opposite, his aura aflame with angry scarlets and panicked magentas. Sister Maria had taken to her heels but the brute had closed on her, using his inhuman strength to batter his way through the swarms of people blocking the street. Despite her best efforts he had nearly caught her when she had been trying – desperately – to negotiate her way across Machane Yehuda Street, but then – amazingly – he had hesitated and just for an instant she could have sworn his aura had been infused with compassionate lavender. Obviously she was mistaken: Daemons were not human and therefore did not possess the higher emotions such as love and mercy.


Whatever had made the beast stay his hand, Sister Maria knew not to tempt fate a second time and so she lifted the skirts of her robe, scuttling between the market stalls until she came breathless to the entrance to the IRGON headquarters.


‘Please,’ she gasped to the two guards standing on sentry duty at the doors, ‘I am being chased by a Daemon. I need your protect—’


She never finished the sentence. There was a crack of a pistol shot and the IRGON agent to her left was rammed backwards as though punched in the chest. Someone screamed, ‘Death to all those who would defile the sacred land of NoirVille!’ Instantly the second IRGON agent hurled Maria to the ground and threw himself over her. Then all Hel broke loose.


*


Moynahan watched helplessly as the VV climbed the steps to the entrance of the IRGON offices, as she began to talk to one of the guards standing there, as she began gesticulating anxiously in his direction, then …


A group of three Shades, all of them brandishing pistols, attacked.


Before anyone realised what was happening, there was a crackle of shots and one of the IRGON guards crumpled to the ground. In an instant the peaceful, bustling marketplace was reduced to panic, as men desperately sought cover away from the gunfire and women frantically dragged their terrified children to safety.


That was when the leader of the three gunmen hurled a haversack towards the entrance. The resulting explosion was so powerful that it pushed Moynahan off his feet and sent him tumbling to the cobbles, his ears ringing. When he came to his senses, the scene that confronted him was one of carnage, his training telling him that the terrorist had thrown a nail bomb, the ensuing shrapnel taking out a whole swathe of bystanders who now lay wailing and shrieking on the ground.


Miraculously the VV had survived, shielded from the blast by a guard who had so heroically protected her, the girl now, bemused and confused, crawling around on her hands and knees. She wouldn’t be crawling for very long, though, the lead gunman was standing over her with his automatic pointed at her head.


Instinct took over and Moynahan attacked. He couldn’t see a girl murdered in cold blood – or even in cold SAE. It wasn’t right. Ignoring the protests of his bruised and battered body, he leapt to his feet and shoulder-charged the man square in his back, sending him sprawling, then scooped the girl up in his arms.


‘If you want to live, trust me,’ he bellowed and without waiting for a reply carried her across the marketplace in the direction of the Portal.
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The JAD, NoirVille
The Demi-Monde: 85th Day of Summer, 1005




The MANdate states, ‘His HimPerial Majesty Shaka Zulu views with favour the establishment in NoirVille of a national home for the nuJu people, and will use his best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this objective, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of the existing Shade communities. In return the nuJu people will provide NoirVille, on an exclusive basis, with such quantities of Aqua Benedicta as it may demand.’ The signing of this document paved the way for the establishment of the JAD … and for all the grief, hatred and violence that followed as a consequence.


An Examination of the Political Situation in NoirVille: Chaim Weizmann, NuJu Publications





Fortunately for Moynahan, the VV seemed more than a little shell-shocked by her close call with death, that is if her lack of protest about being taken to the Portal was any indication. She hadn’t struggled when he’d taken her up in his arms – trying to ignore the delightful sensation of her near-naked body against his as he did so – and barged his way through the bemused crowd. Such was the chaos caused by the attack that no one gave him so much as a second glance; Moynahan’s problems started when he carried her inside the Portal and up the stairs to Captain Simmons’ office.


‘Are you out of your fucking mind, Moynahan?’ snarled Simmons when Moynahan had gabbled out his explanation and, with the help of Sergeant Edelstein, laid the girl out on the captain’s couch. ‘That’s a VV you’ve got there and VVs can spot that we’re Real Worlders.’


‘Yeah, I understand that, Captain, but the alternative was to put a bullet through her head and I kinda baulked at doing that. I’m a soldier not a hitman.’


Simmons scowled, but then in Moynahan’s experience small men always scowled a lot, presumably because if they couldn’t be tough then they could at least try to look tough. ‘You sure she didn’t have time to alert the IRGON to the location of the Portal?’ the prick whined.


Moynahan shook his head. ‘Nah. The two guards she was jawing with were reduced to Jell-O by the bomb.’


Simmons was silent for a moment, sitting behind his desk nervously wringing his hands as though he was having trouble deciding what to do next. ‘Look, Moynahan, she’s only a Dupe … she’s not a real person. You do know that, don’t you?’


Moynahan knew that all right, but the big problem he had was in believing it. During his time in the Demi-Monde he’d only interfaced with Dupes when he’d gone to the market to buy food for the platoon. Sure, the market-women had been disconcertingly real and very flirtatious – the dame running the meat stall was always winking at him and making suggestions that they get jinky – but this was the first time he’d actually got up close and personal with a Dupe. And the remembrance of the VV’s deliciously soft and yielding body had been very unsettling. She sure as hell hadn’t felt like a piece of digital make-believe.


He took a glance at the girl laid out unconscious on the captain’s couch, her robe wafting over her body like red mist. He especially liked the way her right leg was uncovered. That really got his juices flowing. The VV was a real looker, with the emphasis on real.


The captain broke through Moynahan’s daydreaming. ‘What I want you to do, Moynahan, is just take her out back and …’ The order – suggestion – trailed off as though the captain was embarrassed about what he was saying.


‘You want me to off her?’


‘Well … yes.’ The captain smiled, ‘Look, Moynahan, Corporal Massie has just made it in from Paris by the skin of his teeth so the situation is a little tense. The last thing we need is a VV alerting the nuJus that there’s a Portal in the JAD.’


‘He didn’t find Norma Williams?’


‘No. Massie thinks the girl’s history. This mission is over, so I’m keeping the Portal open for another week … enough time for the other patrols to come in and then I’m going to cut bait. So this isn’t the moment to be taking risks and that VV is a risk.’


‘You’re gonna abandon Norma Williams?’ challenged Moynahan.


Captain Simmons shuffled in his seat like he always did when his men put his feet against the fire. He hated being asked questions but unfortunately for him, with him and his sixteen-man platoon having been holed up cheek by jowl in the Portal for the best part of a year things had got a mite informal. Simmons might like to play the Great I Am but now it didn’t wash: the guys in the Platoon knew him for the dick he was and weren’t afraid to tell him so.


‘Not abandon, Moynahan. I’m making an executive decision to terminate the mission based on intelligence received. The last credible sighting there was of Norma Williams was when she was active in the Quartier Chaud. The intelligence Massie brought in was that she’s been abducted by agents of Empress Wu and the word on the streets is that once somebody is taken by Wu they don’t get untaken.’


‘But according to Massie there’s a rumour that she’d escaped and hightailed it to the Rookeries’ – this comment coming from Sergeant Edelstein, who, in Moynahan’s opinion, was a stand-up guy.


‘Just a rumour.’


‘But surely—’


‘Look, Edelstein, I command here. This isn’t a debating society. And what I’m telling you is that Norma Williams is beyond rescue. I’m calling the mission off.’


‘Shit, Captain, we can’t just abandon Norma Williams,’ protested Edelstein. ‘Fuck it, she’s the President’s daughter!’


‘She’s the President’s dead daughter and as such our mission here is terminated. Now let’s just do our housekeeping and make sure that the VV doesn’t spill the beans.’ Simmons stood up from his desk, leant forward and gimleted Moynahan with a stare. ‘I’m ordering you to neutralise the VV.’


Moynahan felt his temper rise. ‘And I’m telling you, Captain, to go fuck—’


‘Verily, good sirs, I am most able and willing to assist thee in thy endeavours to locate the wench Norma Williams.’


*


Sister Maria had feigned unconsciousness in the belief that if these Daemons thought she was hors de combat they might speak in an unguarded fashion. And she had been right.


Of course, when the bomb had exploded, her senses had been addled and hence she had been unable to protest when the huge Daemon had carried her to his lair. But as she’d recovered her faculties, she’d come to realise that the Daemon did not wish to harm her and, as there might be more Shade terrorists trying to kill her, she decided to feign a swoon. The Daemon had, after all, saved her from death at the hands of that murderous Black Hand agent and he was very strong. So strong, in fact, that she had made the journey cradled in his arms and, as a result, had had a marvellous opportunity to study his aura in minute detail. And what she saw was both contradictory and perplexing.


She had been taught in the Convent that Daemons were savage and brutal agents of Loki, sent by ABBA to test the resolve and faith of Demi-Mondians. Indeed every illustration she’d ever seen of these beasts from Hel had shown them as ugly – her Daemon was anything but ugly – with horns – her Daemon had no horns, his head being covered by a dashing mane of blond hair – and smelling of brimstone. Oh, her Daemon did smell but not of brimstone; rather he had a peculiarly pleasant and very masculine aroma.


And if his outward appearance was at odds with the generally accepted image of Daemons, his aura was a revelation. Certainly there was the expected underlay of the choleric colours, the reds and the oranges, but all men had those, signalling that they were in thrall to their gender’s weakness of MALEvolence, and though these were brighter in her Daemon’s aura than was the norm, it was the streaks of gold that flecked his penumbra that showed him to be a good Daemon … an unusually good Daemon. He was an honourable Daemon, if that wasn’t a contradiction in terms. Admittedly, there were oddities, of which the abnormally large halo of passionate purple that surrounded his crotch – indicating that he was a Daemon who took a great interest in the pleasures of the flesh – was the most prominent.


She decided not to think about this nor to dwell on the hardness of his body as he held her to him. She was a Visual Virgin and as such was only able to engage in fiduciary sex; to partake of physical union with a man would mean her powers as an Auralist being severely compromised. Not that she would ever wish to speculate about what it would be like to couple with such a big, strong, handsome Daemon like the one carrying her. That would be unthinkable.


To Maria’s dismay, it took a great deal of effort not to think about it, but she finally managed to turn her thoughts to other matters, notably that this accidental meeting with a Daemon could be turned to her advantage. After all, Norma Williams, who the convent was seeking so earnestly, was also a Daemon …


She heard the Daemon shout, ‘Stand down, it’s me, Moynahan,’ as he pushed his way into the lair of the Daemons and then carried her up a flight of stairs. As she felt herself being laid – quite tenderly – onto a couch, she fluttered her eyes open for the briefest of moments and then mimed anguish, writhing for an instant as though in pain, and managing as she did so to free one of her legs from the confines of her robe. A very fine leg too, long and shapely, which would serve as a distraction and make the men – there were two other men in the room besides Moynahan – less willing to harm her. One of the lessons taught by Sister Agnes in her Arm’s-Length Seduction class was that men thinking with their loins rather than their minds were not really thinking at all.


Feigning unconsciousness, she listened carefully as she was discussed by the Daemons. She quickly realised that she was in danger: the man she assumed was the leader of the Daemons and who was sitting in a very self-important manner behind the desk seemed determined to have her executed. Even through half-open eyes she could tell that he was monumentally unsure of himself, terrified of the situation he found himself in – the yellow haze of cowardice surrounding his body clock attested to that – and could be easily panicked into killing her. Weak men always acted impulsively. There was also the green of duplicity tainting his aura, which showed him to be a man of secrets. He was most certainly not one to be trusted.


The conversation between him and Moynahan went back and forth … and then the name of Norma Williams was mentioned.


It took enormous self-control for her not to start when she heard the girl being discussed. Norma Williams was the True Messiah and the Sacred Order of Visual Virgins had dedicated themselves to finding and protecting her, an ambition thwarted by the girl’s abduction by Empress Wu. But now, perhaps, with the help of these Daemons, this ABBA-ordained task could be fulfilled.


It was when she heard the leader – the one called ‘Captain’ – order Moynahan to take her outside and shoot her that she realised the time for play-acting was over. She sat up. ‘Verily, good sirs, I am most able and willing to assist thee in thy endeavours to locate the wench Norma Williams.’


*


The three Daemons turned towards her, their faces and their auras showing their surprise.


‘What?’ spluttered the captain, as he reached for the revolver resting on the desk.


Be careful, Maria, the Sister counselled herself, this Daemon is most assuredly afeared of thee.


She smiled and positioned herself so that more than a hint of bosom was displayed. As she had anticipated, the three Daemons were momentarily distracted by her charms and hence all thought of doing something precipitous was driven from their minds. They were, after all, male Daemons and hence easily manipulated by the arts of a woman.


‘I speak true, good Captain. I have secret intelligences as to the whereabouts of the Daemon known as Norma Williams.’


‘And why would a Visual Virgin like you want to help us?’


To ensure that thou dost not act as a numbskull and send me somewhat prematurely to meet with ABBA, but Maria decided to leave this thought unvoiced.


‘All the Sisters numbered amongst the adepts of the Sacred and All-Seeing Convent of Visual Virgins have taken an oath, good Captain, on pain of never receiving ABBAsolution, to bend their will to the securing and safe keeping of Norma Williams, she who is most blessed in the sight of ABBA.’


The captain was obviously as stupid as he was spineless and seemed not to understand what she had said. It was left to the burly man to Moynahan’s left – the one he had called ‘Sergeant’ – to take up the conversation.


‘Blessed in the sight of ABBA, Miss … er.’


‘I am Sister Maria, Near-Senior Maiden in the Convent, and as for your question, good Sergeant, Norma Williams is the Messiah sent by ABBA to lead the people of the Demi-Monde through Ragnarok and to salvation.’


‘Norma Williams?’ The sergeant frowned. ‘Are we talking about the same Norma Williams? The girl we were sent here to find sure as hell weren’t no Messiah.’ He tapped a finger on a picture pinned up on the wall. It was a picture of Norma Williams, though not as she had been described to Maria: the girl in the picture had jet-black hair and many strange and unpleasant piercings in her face.


‘It is indeed a portrait of the girl Norma Williams, though I wouldst make full admission that here in the Demi-Monde she doth not sport adornments most foul to her lips, nostril and eyebrows.’


The three men looked at one another and then the captain asked the question Maria had been waiting for. ‘So how will you be able to help us find the girl?’


‘We in the Convent have most subtle and diverse means of discovering secret and esoteric intelligences and have had reports from an agent in the ForthRight that Norma Williams has been observèd attending a music hall in the Rookeries.’


‘And who did the observing?’


‘Percy Bysshe Shelley.’


‘Hey,’ said Moynahan, ‘don’t you remember the briefing we were given back in Fort Jackson? Some of the Zip messages sent by Norma Williams before she disappeared into the Demi-Monde said something about a “Shelley”.’


The captain frowned. ‘So what are you proposing, Sister Maria?’


‘Have little doubt that Percy Shelley can lead thee to Norma Williams, good Captain, but only I have the skill to persuade him to aid thee in this endeavour. He is a fugitive from Heydrich and hence is much afeared for his freedom and his life. Percy Shelley will fly if approached by those he does not know and trust.’


‘So?’


‘I will take thee to him.’


‘Right. And the first opportunity you get you’re going to betray us to the IRGON.’


‘Verily, sir, I think only of the preservation of Norma Williams, to which I am oath-bound. I pledge most sincerely that I will most diligently perform the task I have set before thee.’


‘We gotta do this, Captain,’ insisted Edelstein. ‘INTRADOC’s gonna get real pissed if we give this chance of finding Norma Williams the go-by.’


Although Maria did not know who INTRADOC was, the name seemed to have resonance with the captain. For long seconds he sat behind his desk frozen by indecision. ‘Okay,’ he said finally, ‘but the question is who do we send to the Rookeries with you? Massie knows the territory—’


‘Massie’s a little beaten up, Captain,’ observed Edelstein. ‘I don’t think his nerves would stand another tour in the outside.’


‘I’ll go, Captain,’ said Moynahan.


‘I don’t know …’


‘Moynahan’s our resident expert on Dupe patois and slang, Captain. Shit, he’s even doing a graduate course in linguistics.’


‘That right, Moynahan?’


‘Yes, sir. I want to write a book about the linguistic development in the Demi-Monde when I get out of the army.’


‘But still—’


‘If I might be so bold, sir,’ interrupted Maria. ‘Racially, this man Moynahan is most perfectly suited to an expedition to the Rookeries. He is tall and blond and blue-eyed, the very epitome of Aryan manhood. Should he be possessèd of all suitable warrants, he would pass most readily into the ForthRight.’ And that proved to be the clinching argument.
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London, the Rookeries
The Demi-Monde: 88th Day of Summer, 1005


[image: TO GEORGE VILLIERS - WOULDST INFORM THEE OF MY IMMINENT ARRIVAL IN TEH ROOKERIES TO MAKE CLOSE AND URGERNT ENQUIRIES REGARDING THE WHEREABOUTS OF PERCY SHELLEY. I IMPLORE THEE TO DEFER ALL AID AND SUCOUR IN FURTHERANCE OF THIS ABBA-BLESSED ENDEAVOUR. SISTER MARIA.]


PigeonGram sent by Sister Maria on the 88th day of Summer, 1005


Maria was amazed by the strange and wondrous engines housed in the building the Daemons called ‘the Portal’, engines which made light work of counterfeiting a new passport for her. Equipped with her new papers, and a money belt stuffed with guineas, Miss Maria Steele – as her passport now called her – and her escort, Moynahan, had little difficulty getting out of the JAD. The Shades guarding the gates giving access through the JAD wall were notoriously corrupt so it was simply a question of elevating the bribe to a level even the most honest of guards was unable to refuse. Once through the Wall, the pair headed west towards the Yangtze River, and on reaching it bought their way onto a barge heading for the Wheel. Here the captain switched registration papers and the pennant flying on the vessel’s stern: it might have been the barge Forever HimPerialism they had boarded in Delhi but it was the barge UnFunDaMentalism Forever that sailed into the London Docks.


They had only been in the Normalist safe house for an hour when a note was pushed under the door of Maria’s room. ‘It is by the hand of George Villiers, a most loyal and courageous proponent of Normalism here in the Rookeries. In it he doth say—’


‘Look, Maria—’


‘Verily, thou shouldst be in no doubt, Corporal Moynahan, that my good title is Sister Maria!’


‘Not here in the Rookeries it ain’t. Here you’re just plain Maria and you can stop calling me Corporal Moynahan too. From now on I’m Dean.’


‘Such sudden familiarity is impossible. To call thee Dean—’


‘And cut out all this Shakespearean crap too. All them “thees” and “thous” are gonna get us pegged as badniks quicker than a goose shits beans.’


Maria scowled at Moynahan’s profanity but finally, reluctantly, she nodded her agreement. ‘Very well … Dean. I will accede to thy … to your request. But to return to the note written by George Villiers, wherein he advises that Percy Shelley came to him two days ago seeking money. They agreed that this would be delivered to Shelley tonight, when he attends an establishment run by a Mrs Mary Jeffries.’


‘Establishment?’


Maria smiled impishly. ‘Mrs Jeffries is proprietess of the most fashionable brothel in the whole of the Rookeries.’


‘A brothel? I find it odd that an UnFunDaMentalist-inclined ForthRight would allow a brothel to operate.’


A chuckle from Maria. ‘UnFunDaMentalism is a very flexible religion, Dean, which may be bent or twisted to suit the needs – carnal or otherwise – of the ForthRight’s leaders. Whilst its leaders might condemn the man in the street for his sexual indiscretions, they rationalise their own on the grounds that everyday morality does not apply to them. Leaders, most oft, have feet – and other appendages – of clay.’


Moynahan nodded. ‘So, tonight we must go to Mrs Jeffries’ house.’


‘Yes … and to do that you must act the part of a gentleman and I … the part of a whore.’


‘A whore?’


‘Of course,’ said Maria airily. ‘Respectable women are not welcome in a brothel. But do not concern yourself, Dean, I won’t be reduced to vapours by such a prospect. UnFunDaMentalists refer to Auralists such as myself as “Whorealists”, believing we are but one step removed from prostitutes, therefore there are few better equipped than a Visual Virgin to play a harlot.’ She smiled. ‘But I believe you will find the part you have to play more challenging than mine. Although you are fine of form and well made, Dean, you are a man somewhat indifferent of fashion. Your suit announces you to be a ruffian and ruffians are not favoured by Mrs Jeffries. She only permits those from the very cream of ForthRight society to frequent her establishment. Therefore, Dean, you must be remodelled. We have the afternoon to transform you into a gentleman.’ Maria gave a mournful shake of her head. ‘I fear it will not be long enough.’


*


Four hours and five hundred guineas later, Moynahan gazed into his dressing mirror and struggled to recognise himself. Just who was this exquisitely dressed, coiffed and perfumed man who announced himself to be Dean Moynahan, gentleman?


A gentleman who looked like a fucking idiot.


His domed top hat, fashioned from black satin, was an instant too tall; the cream cravat at his throat was a mite too frothy; and his beautifully cut suit – black with the most subtle of pale grey stripes – was a shade too tight for comfort. That the ensemble was enriched by a scattering of silver jewellery and a pair of black boots encased in spats meant that it teetered on the brink of the ridiculous.


Maria had no such reservations. ‘You look marvellous, Dean,’ and with that she led him out of the room, and downstairs to the steamer that was parked waiting for them outside their hotel.


As they chugged their way through the streets of London en route to Mrs Jeffries’ brothel, Maria continued her assessment. ‘But whilst in appearance you are the epitome of a ForthRight gentleman, your demeanour still leaves much to be desired.’


‘My demeanour?’ queried Moynahan. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘For you to be accepted as a gentleman, you must act as a gentleman. It is my experience that those who occupy the upper echelons of the ForthRight disport themselves in the manner of arrogant swine, which is something you must ape … ape being a most apposite description of these individuals.’


‘So, let me get this straight. If I want to be accepted as a gentleman, I have to act as a pig.’


‘Exactly.’


‘Then don’t worry about it, Maria. During my time in the army I’ve met a load of guys who will make excellent role models.’


‘Good. And I would also suggest, given your great size and broad shoulders, that you announce yourself as a pugilist, which will go some way to explaining your somewhat … unorthodox manners.’


Their conversation was interrupted by the steamer driver announcing ‘We’re ’ere,’ and he turned the vehicle into a street criss-crossed by excavations, the great heaps of wet earth dug from the trenches making the pavements nigh on impassable to pedestrians, especially for a woman wearing such dainty boots as Maria.


‘Sorry, guv’nor,’ apologised the driver as he brought the cab to a halt, ‘but thems that does is still sortin’ out Mr Faraday’s galvanicEnergy cables. These will transmit the power to the new streetlamps the Great Leader ’as determined is necessary to alleviate the gloom ov the Rookeries. Mrs Jeffries’ establishment is on the ovver side ov the road, the ’ouse wiv the red door.’
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