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    Introduction


    


    I met Richard Calder under the statue of Eros in Piccadilly Circus. I had suggested the statue for our rendezvous partly because it was a Lon­don landmark I knew that I as a visitor could find without difficulty, but mostly because if Calder has a patron deity it is surely Eros (with Thanatos riding shotgun).


    Having seen a grainy snapshot of Calder on the internet, I recognised the benignly hand­some man in the tweed jacket. Some writers look as if they might actually hail from their own fictional worlds; Calder is perhaps more like William Burroughs in his ‘banker’s drag’: someone who knows how strange, and how riddled with fictions, normality is.


    In person, Calder is charming, dauntingly well-read, a world traveller, fiendishly intelli­gent, and informed on a staggering variety of subjects; he is also deeply decent. By that, I mean that he’s one of those mentally industri­ous people who, when most of us are content to receive at least a few conventional opinions and call them our own, question absolutely every­thing and go looking, through the midden of fictions we live in, for truth. That day, we went to West End pubs where I soaked up, along with gin and tonics, the bordello-like ambience produced by dark red embossed wallpapers, chandeliers and Victorian etched mirrors; then onto the tube and across to the East End, where he showed me around streets that still retain a Dickensian quality, satisfying my desire for the romance of the abject after the morning spent enjoying the romance of luxury. This was how I found myself thinking; in Calder s company one starts to become as self-reflective as a char­acter in one of his novels, and as aware of the projections which one’s own imagination throws on the world.


    Calder is a creator of beautiful, lavish, surfaces, in imagery and in language. He works with the allied, often playful aesthetics of excess—the rococo, cyberpunk, fin-de-siecle decadence, the post­modern, dark eroticism, pulp sci-fi, Victoriana, and the idea of the exotic. But rather than try to make us believe in his fabulous creations, he deliberately underlines the artificiality of the worlds in which his romantic heroes and heroines—flawed, Byronic/ bionic males and their wanton, fairylike, fille-fatale muses— perform their passionate cabarets. The result is less a collapse of the fantasy, I find, than of the reality I think I am living in. If that world is bogus and camp, what about this one?


    Since his first book, Dead Girls, in which the unwitting desires of men interfered with the quantum machinery inside deluxe automata—‘living dolls’ that looked like beautiful women—and created a plague that turned human girls into dolls, Calder has explored the theme of how imagination acts in the world. It doesn’t, of course, require quantum machinery for thoughts to affect reality: it only takes words, actions, a sticky web of social pressures, for we as individuals or groups to start imagining ourselves as others would have us be. Calder is an explorer, partic­ularly, of the deep down desires, the sex and death drives, which in society at large are acknowledged cursorily, if at all, for their roles in public life—in politics, in religion, in war. When some- aspect of the human psyche shames or frightens or confuses us so much that we don’t want to look at it, it of course becomes dangerous, because we can’t see what it’s doing. It is this world of the libido, and the dark libido where sex and death go hand in hand, into which Calder often gives his characters particular insight. More aware of their own fantasies than most real people are, if we look to where their torches point we may see some hith­erto unsuspected regions of ourselves usefully illumined.


    In Calder’s novels up until The Twist (1999) there was a central romantic couple in which the male had the narrator’s role. In a way he was one character incarnated many times, a man whose heart was really the heart of a Peter Pan in a modernised Never- Never Land, playing such roles as cyborg avenger, stouthearted undead warrior, alien executioner—and, always, lover. His rela­tionship with his Wendy—his beloved and muse—is best summed up by Raul Riviera, the hero of Impakto (2001): ‘When I was a boy, you see, girls seemed so unattainable, that they might have been almost from another planet. And the more beautiful they were, the more alien they seemed.’ To project alienness on another is, however conducive to baroque scenarios for the fantasising mind to play with, not the way to lasting love. Calder certainly recognises this. It is typically through magical acts of re-imagination—of the world, and, crucially, of himself—rather than the action-man violence of the stereotypes he resembles, that the hero achieves his victories and achieves a true union, a sacred marriage, with the female. There the story has to end—until, as must happen with artists and muses if creation is to occur, the two sepa­rate so that another universe can be born and the Lover search for the Beloved again.


    In The Twist, we saw a change in the pattern. The romantic couple were still present, but viewed from outside by a third person, a young girl who wanted to become like the glamorous, inhuman woman in the pair. Calder proved uncannily adept at portraying the mind of a girl, and proves so again in Babylon, with its complex young female narrator Madeleine Fell, blue­stocking schoolgirl in an alternative Victorian London. Through Madeleine, he addresses a problem which is generally consigned to the too-hard basket, namely the problem of girlhood: a girl will become a woman, and as such her place in the patriarchal world will be, to a great extent, a place prepared for her by a male imagination. What selfhood and what world would she create, if she could? Does she, in fact, have an imagination of her own, or do her thoughts always, in the end, belong to men? Who is her muse, and is the paradigm of Lover and Beloved altered at all? I found myself asking these questions as I read Babylon.


    Babylon is a dark book. In its chief villain—who embodies two famous villains from real history—readers already familiar with Calder s work might see a malign incarnation of the boy-man hero, with his fantasies of violent action, when he leaves the pages of a comic book and steps into the real world, with his perception of the female as alien turned from a loving fascination to a hating one. He is a study in both the power and the failure of imagina­tion.


    I will leave you to discover the love story in Babylon, and content myself with saying that it is beautiful, valuably unusual and touchingly real. I, for one, am hoping for a sequel.


    K J. Bishop


    

  


  



  
    Revelation 18:6 Reward her even as she rewarded you, and double


    unto her double according to her works: in the cup which she hath filled


    fill to her double.


    Revelation 18:7 How much she hath glorified herself, and lived


    deliciously, so much torment and sorrow give her: for she saith in her


    heart, I sit a queen, and am no widow, and shall see no sorrow.


    Revelation 18:8 Therefore shall her plagues come in one day,


    death, and mourning, and famine; and she shall be utterly burned with fire:


    for strong is the Lord God who judgeth her.


    Revelation 18:9 And the kings of the earth, who have committed


    fornication and lived deliciously with her, shall bewail her, and


    lament for her, when they shall see the smoke of her burning,


    Revelation 18:10 Standing afar off for the fear of her torment,


    saying, Alas, alas that great city Babylon, that mighty city! for in


    one hour is thy judgment come.


    —The REVELATION of St. John the Divine, The King James Version


    


    


    I still don’t really know what made me do it. Whatever people say, I’ve never wanted to die. The pink mist is terrible. And so are the memo­ries, however tinged with wonder and love. But that day I simply had to raise my hand. Die ? No. I wanted to live.


    All that follows is an attempt to understand just how much ...
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    Chapter One


    


    


    ‘Yes, Madeleine?’


    ‘Please, Madam, I, I, I—’ I sweltered under the collective gaze of my classmates. ‘I’d like to volunteer, too’ I said. I heard a few stifled gig­gles. ‘If it comes to that, th-that is,’ I continued, unable to rein in my stutter or force the blood out of my cheeks. ‘If—if it’s not too late.’ Oh God, I thought, what am I babbling on about? I lowered my hand, exposed, at last, for what I was, and feeling very, very foolish.


    Miss Nelson, our teacher, smiled. And then her mouth set, paralysed, I think, by the effort of concealing her own embarrassment. An expectant silence followed. But I had nothing more to say. I had made my confession. It was too late to retract, and too early to offer excuses.


    ‘Good. That’s one more, then,’ she said. Her smile had gone, to be replaced by an expression that, though more severe, seemed thankfully natural. Standing up, she looked over my head towards the girls at the back of the class who had likewise volunteered. ‘Scarlett, Cliticia, Faye, Vanity, Narcissa, Séverine, Omphale, Fellatia.’ She counted them off on her fingers. ‘And Madeleine,’ she added, gazing down at me, who sat at a desk abutting her own. ‘Nine of you.’ She sighed and shook her head. ‘Fifty years ago, that would have been a poor showing. But in these perilous times the selection committee will be more than pleased.’ She rubbed her hands together, as if striving to warm herself. ‘Now, girls, listen: you must consolidate matters by submitting a formal letter of consent from your mothers.’ She shot me a glance. ‘Or fathers, of course.’ Again, I heard the snorts and little choking fits that indicated des­perately suppressed laughter. There was a saying. A saying I’d heard too many times as I’d passed the men gathered outside The Roebuck on my way home from school: Shulamites are good for two things, and the other is the begetting of bastards. ‘Only after consent has been given,’ she continued, ‘will you be eligible for interview. Do you understand? It’s very important. Without that letter, there can be no interview, and thus no chance of entering the novitiate.’


    My own ‘Yes, Madam’ was too loud, too polite, especially against the background noise of perfunctory grunts emanating from the back row. I looked over my shoulder. Ignoring the girls who sat directly behind me, I focused on Cliticia, her chair tipped at forty-five degrees so that her shoulders leant against the classroom wall. She returned my gaze with sulky indifference. Snubbed, I turned around and stared at the desktop, still hot with self-consciousness, but determined not to recant. Lizzie, my best friend, who sat by my side, would, I knew, offer me a shoulder to cry on. But she wasn’t the ally I had hoped for.


    ‘I expect you to get those letters to me first thing tomorrow,’ said Miss Nelson. She continued to wring her hands, like Lady Macbeth fretting over a last, indelible spot of blood. ‘Now, before we finish for the day we shall, of course, recite the Lord's Prayer. But before we do, I think it appropriate that I read a few verses to bid our brave volunteers Godspeed.’


    She opened the Bible that lay on her desk.


    ‘I am black, but comely, O ye daughters of Jerusalem, as the tents of Kedar, as the curtains of Solomon. Look well upon me, because I am black, because the moon hath looked upon me. Return, return, O Shulamite; return, return that we may look upon thee. Oh Babylon, set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon thine arm: for love is strong as death; jealousy as cruel as the grave... ’


    Therefore do the virgins love thee, I thought.


    She closed the Bible. ‘Girls, we live in an age of polluted ideals. An age of racial and cultural degeneration. We can only hope that the days of terror will soon be at an end and that Babylon will be restored to her former glory. Now let us pray.’


    We bowed our heads. I didn’t believe in her God—the simpering One, the wet lettuce leaf of Nazareth. I was a whore of Babylon. Or at least, I soon would be. And that meant I believed only in the Goddess. But I knew it was the genius of my adopted home, and race, to trim and dissemble. For thousands of years, we had pretended to be Christians, Muslims, Hindoos, and Bud­dhists. We had parasitized their rituals, doctrines, and texts. And even now, when no other religion, government, or civilization, really mattered, except that of Babylon the Great and her repre­sentatives on Earth, habits still died hard. And so I prayed.


    ‘Class dismissed,’ said Miss Nelson, when we had finished.


    I rose, curtsied, opened the lid of my desk, put away my slate and reader, and then retrieved my canvas reticule. ‘Are you going home the usual way?’ I asked Lizzie. The best thing to do, I decided, was to try and pretend that nothing had happened.


    ‘You’re bonkers,’ she whispered as she collected her own things.


    I shrugged and got up. ‘What if I am?’


    She opened her mouth, but her reply was drowned out by the hubbub of fifty girls scraping chairs and banging desktops.


    ‘Quiet!’ snapped Miss Nelson. She picked up her signal. Its sharp, insistent clicking brought an immediate silence.


    I held my reticule to my chest and walked towards the door, easing my way through the crush of bodies. My bravado did little to conceal my distress.


    ‘Such zeal,’ said a girl to my right. ‘How very commendable.’


    ‘Trollop,’ said another, somewhat more forthrightly.


    ‘Trollop? Naw. Madeleine Fell wants to be a pet.’


    ‘Yeh. Teacher’s pet wants to be another kind of pet. Meow!’


    ‘Shut up, Aimee Porter,’ said Lizzie, who had caught me up. She looped her arm around mine and hurried me into the corridor. ‘You really are bonkers,’ she continued once we were out of earshot. ‘And I reckon you know it too. But it’s nothing on what your Mum and Dad’re gonna be. They’re going to give you a right barrikin.’


    I don’t think I could have replied even if I had wanted to. My cheeks still hadn’t cooled; I felt that I might at any moment burst into tears. But guilt was rapidly giving way to a sense of pure excitement. And it was that excitement, I think, more than anything else, which sealed my lips.


    I didn’t need a shoulder to cry on, and I didn’t need Lizzie. Filled with self-delight I wanted only to hug my reticule and commune with the secret dreams I would no longer have to hide.


    ‘I think I’d like to be alone,’ I said, a goose girl resolved to try her hand at playing the prima donna. Lizzie’s eyes grew big with surprise. Sensing that surprise would at any moment give way to peevishness, I disengaged my arm from hers and walked away, drifting through the open doorway that led into the playground.


    I was a boat that had slipped its moorings. Soon, I would be carried out on a blood-dimmed tide, far out into the world’s voluptuous seas and oceans.


    But escape wasn’t to be so easy.
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    ‘So how was school today?’ said Mum.


    ‘All right,’ I said, looking dispiritedly at my dinner. I sometimes entertained this strange fantasy: Mum and Dad weren’t my real Mum and Dad at all. They were foster parents. My real parents were—well, I couldn’t be sure. I wasn’t from this world, I told myself. I was from China, or the Moon.


    How was I to find my way home? A little more than an hour after I’d put out to sea I was adrift and in danger of being carried back to shore.


    Is anything the matter?’ said Dad, pricking my thought bubble so viciously that I almost heard it pop.


    I wondered how I should ever explain matters. Dad still had his job at Poplar shipyards. It was a good job, too. He was a foreman. And Mum was teaching at Toynbee Hall. Unlike most people, They didn’t hate, or fear, Shulamites. But the continuing burden of newcomers from Russia and Eastern Europe meant that they were not as free from prejudice as they liked to believe.


    ‘I don’t think I heard you, my girl.’


    ‘Nothing’s the matter,’ I said, my voice breaking. ‘It’s just that—’


    ‘Leave her alone,’ said Mum. ‘She’s in a tizzy about something or other. You know how it is.’


    I continued to stare at my food. Dad fell silent. But a bashful acknowledgement of ‘the curse’ was writ large across his face. And I was tempted to tell the truth, the whole truth right there and then: that I was indeed accursed, but not in the way that he suspected.


    ‘The nights are drawing in,’ said Dad. ‘You make sure you come home as soon as you finish school. Understand?’ He looked at my mother and sighed. ‘The funeral’s Monday week.’


    ‘The funeral?’ said Mum.


    Dad’s eyes became darkly meaningful.


    ‘Of the last one. The one found in Miller’s Court—’


    ‘Hush!’ said Mum.


    ‘Or so I heard from Freddie Lee,’ said Dad. He let his hands fall to either side of his plate. ‘Poor girl,’ he said. ‘Poor girl.’


    Mum shook her head. ‘God help us all. Such times we live in.’


    ‘It’ll be the talk of the town, I expect,’ said Dad. ‘Just like it was the last time around. To think that it takes such matters to bring the public’s conscience to bear on the life of the London poor.’


    ‘Very true,’ said Mum. ‘As Mr Shaw has pointed out, it’s little under a year since the West End was clamouring to muzzle such as them who dared complain they were starving.’


    Dad raised his knife and fork. ‘It’s taken some independent genius to focus their minds, it seems.’ He carved himself a thick slice of red-veined beef and brought it to his mouth. ‘A murderous genius,’ he added, chewing thoughtfully.


    ‘Don’t joke about such things,’ said Mum.


    ‘I’m just saying what needs to be said.’


    Silence descended on the table.


    ‘Oh, eat up do, Maddy,’ said Mum, as she nervously tried to change the subject. ‘You need your strength. You’re beginning to look as if you have the green sickness.’


    ‘Do as your mother says,’ said Dad.


    ‘That’s it, go on,’ said Mum, as I lifted a forkful of potato. ‘We don’t want you wasting away. You’ll be a pupil teacher soon.’


    ‘That’ll bring in a few bob,’ said Dad.


    ‘Oh, give over, Josh,’ said Mum. ‘It’s not the money. It’s just lovely to know she’s doing well.’


    ‘She’d make a fine governess,’ said Dad. ‘I believe Canon Barnett—’


    ‘You remember the rally,’ I said, interrupting and turning to Dad, as eager to change the topic of conversation as Mum had been. ‘The rally in Hyde Park?’


    Three years ago Mum and Dad had taken me along to a big Hyde Park rally to demonstrate against the Maiden Tribute. Dad had carried a banner that read ‘Protection Of Young Girls’ and I had had my own little banner emblazoned with the legend ‘Sir, Pity Us.’ I’d been better off than the wagonloads of ‘maidens’ dressed in white that brought up the rear of the procession. They had held aloft a banner proclaiming ‘Innocents Will They Be Slaughtered?’ I detested ungainly syntax.


    ‘The Maiden Tribute? Of course,’ said Dad. ‘And the year after it, too,’ he laughed, ‘when King Mob came to the West End. Put a stone through the window of a Pall Mall gentleman’s club on that occasion, if I remember aright.’


    ‘But you feel sorry for Shulamites,’ I said. ‘You’ve always felt sorry for them, haven’t you?’


    ‘The sisterhood should be disbanded, that’s what I think, and Babylon shut down. Perhaps for good. The whole system is rotten. It’s merely something the establishment uses to preserve its power. But as for the young ladies themselves?’ He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘They’re innocents. Dupes. Sacrificial lambs. They’re lured off-world by all these promises of money and romance—romance, mind!—and then, after ten years, they’re thrown onto the scrap heap with just a pension to keep the wolf from the door. Or else they become temple-maidens simply because that’s what their mothers did, and their mothers before them, and they don’t know any better.’ He paused a moment to stare at me, a note of gentleness entering his voice. ‘Yes, of course I feel sorry for them.’


    ‘We all feel sorry,’ said Mum, frowning. ‘But stay away from those girls, Maddy.’ She clucked her tongue. ‘They’re trouble.’ But they weren’t sorry. Not really. Nobody was. The only person sorry was me. For myself. Because I wanted Mum, Dad, and everybody to know that my middle name was Trouble, too.
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    I turned down the lamp, lay on my bed, and gave myself up to the embrace of the dark. Outside, across the hallway, Mum was playing the piano. After a while, I heard her lift up her voice:


    Caro mio ben,


    Credimi almen,


    Senza di te


    Languisce il cor.


    Il tuo fedel


    Sospira ognor.


    Cessa crudel


    Tanto rigour!


    


    Mum taught music. Sometimes, when I had been younger, and aunts and uncles believed I wouldn’t understand, I had overheard whispered comments: that she had married beneath her, that she could have sung before kings and queens rather than at the University Settlement of Toynbee Hall. But Mum did good work. She was helping Canon Barnett uplift Whitechapel’s unfortunates, both spiritually and culturally. She was creating a moral aristoc­racy amongst the poor. Besides, the Hall’s musical concerts sometimes featured Lady Colin Campbell and Madam Clara Butt. And as well as teaching music, she had only last week lectured on Carlyle.


    I stared at the ceiling, listening to Mum sing of her dear, cruel love, of how her heart grew faint, and how she so longed for her cold, cold life to meet its end in fire.

  


  



  
    


    


    


    Chapter Two


    


    


    Next morning I left early. The sky was clear and Wilmot Street was suffused in crisp, wintery light. But I was under a cloud. I didn’t have my letter. And as I walked along, passing under the Great Eastern Railway Bridge and into Tap Street, the light had begun to seem increasingly brittle, worrying at my eyes like grit. I knew now that I would never have my letter. How­ever forthright I might be at school, I had lacked the courage to speak to my poor, unsus­pecting parents.


    The sun had not long risen, and apart from a few market porters, dock labourers, and cab­bies returning home from the Aldgate cab rank, the streets were empty.


    As I crossed a quadrangle formed by tall, overarching tenements I gazed up towards Lizzie’s rooms.


    Lizzie and I had always walked to school together. But for the last few months I had begun to bristle at her possessiveness. It cer­tainly wouldn’t do to call on her today. I needed some time to myself. I had to think of how to explain myself to Miss Nelson.


    My nape prickled. I half believed that Lizzie might be peeping down at me through a gap in the drapes. I averted my eyes and hastily turned right into Brady Street, and then, as I walked towards Whitechapel Road, right again, past The Roebuck public house, and into the nar­row, cobbled thoroughfare known as Buck’s Row.


    


    
      I kept close to the warehouses of Essex Wharf on the north side of the street. On the other side were two-storey terraces occupied by some of the district’s better-class tradesmen. Holding my breath, and barely daring to look, I crossed the road and scurried past the stables and big wooden gate where they’d discovered Polly Nichols in the early hours of August 31. I remembered that night well. There had been a violent storm, and flashes of lightning had shone through my bedroom window. And later, a red glow had filled the sky. The docks had caught fire, and great tongues of flame writhed above the rooftops of the South Quay.


      As if woken from a trance, I found myself outside my school: a square pile of municipal brick and mortar that rose above the surrounding streets like a child’s building block that had once belonged to a Brobdingnagian nursery.


      I dawdled, uncertain of what I should do, or what, later, say. I held my arms by my sides, clenching and unclenching my fists. I was a Shulamite, I told myself. I had known that I was destined for the sisterhood ever since I had been a little girl. Besides, I had taken the first and most important step yesterday, when I had revealed the existence of another Madeleine Fell. She was stronger than me. And she refused to go back into the shadows.Come, I thought, as I passed through the entrance marked GIRLS,come,take my hand.And I felt something ghostly, something demoni acal, slip its fingers between my own.


      Together, we would prevail.
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      ‘And they were at the hospital all night?’ asked Miss Nelson.


      ‘They went as soon as they discovered my Nan was sick,’ I said. ‘And they only got back this morning, just as I was leaving for school.’ I had spent the last hour in the outside lavatory, fret ting over a suitable excuse. I knew nobody liked to talk about theLondon Hospital. Those admitted rarely left. And it was afavouritehaunt of vivisectionists.


      ‘But you’re sure they’ll have the letter ready by tomorrow?’


      ‘Yes, Madam,’ I said, horribly aware that my lips had begun to tremble. I had always been good at hiding the truth, but I hadneverbeen a particularly competent liar.


      MissNelson sighed. ‘Very well, I think we can wait anotherday.Tomorrow is Wednesday. The recruiting officer will be hereonThursday. And of course Friday is a holiday. So that letter reallymustbe on my desk by tomorrow morning. I trust you will ensure it is.’


      ‘Thank you, Madam.’ I walked to my desk and sat down, congratulating myself that, in something under twenty-fourhours, Ihad progressed from goose girl, to prima donna, to duplicitous tart.


      Lizzie ignored me.


      For the next hour we did fractions and algebra. It took little effort. I did the computations mechanically while my gaze flitted about the classroom, taking in abacus, blackboard, specimen cabinet, and wall charts. My mind had been freed. It drifted above the rooftops—no longerinthe city of Gog and Magog, no longer in dear old London Town, but translated into the faraway land delineated by the Mercator projection that hung behind Miss Nelson’s desk: Modern Babylon. The names of its provinces curled about me like wisps of smoking incense: Zermagad, Sheba, Uruk, Sheol, Engedi, Gehenna, and Tirzah. I breathed deep, filling my soul with their wondrous scent.


      By night on my bed I sought him whom my soul loveth:Isought him, but I found him not. I will rise now, and go about the city in the streets, and in the broad ways I will seek him whom my soul loveth...


      Ding-a-ling-a-ling. Ding-a-ling-a-ling. Outside, in the corridor, the monitors were ringing their handbells, signalling morning recess. I put away my slate, rose from my seat, and turned to confront Lizzie (I was about to attempt a reconciliation); but at that moment Cliticia Lipski began to walk down the aisle, her long fingernails tapping at each dark, varnished desktop. Alerted by that staccato overture, Lizzie looked over her shoulder, met the gaze of her rival, and wrinkled her nose in distaste.


      Cliticia drew to a halt. She was so close we were almost toe-to-toe. Placing her hands on her hips, she gazed up at me. ‘We want to talk to you,’ she said, narrowing her eyes. ‘We want to talk to younow.’


      ‘Well, excuseme,’ said Lizzie, sidling past us and flouncing out of the classroom.


      Cliticia held up a hand and crooked her finger. I followed her into the corridor and then out into the girls’ playground. The wind had changed direction; it was growing cold. We would, it seemed, have another hard winter. I would be all right. The top standard had a stove. But for many pupils—particularly those who came to school crying of hunger—it would, I knew, often be too cold to learn.


      She led me into the lavatory. Inside, her Shulamite friends were waiting. They formed a line in front of the five stalls. My nose twitched, irritated by the gamy odour of cheap perfume, oestro gen, and carbolic.


      I heard the door slam behind me. I spun around to find thatSéverine and Omphale barred my exit.


      ‘What’s going on?’ I said, turning to Cliticia.


      ‘You tell us, matey,’ she said, standing akimbo.


      Faye Witkowski walked up to Cliticia’s side.


      ‘Yeh,’ said Faye. ‘You’re not a Shulamite.’


      ‘Neither is your Mum,’ said Cliticia. ‘Or your Nan. Iknowyou, Madeleine Fell.’


      ‘You’re justweird,’saidSéverine, from behind.


      ‘I know lots about Babylon. More than you do,’ I said, horribly conscious of my childishness. ‘Always have done.’ I’d seen thesegirlsfight; I knew I would never have stood a chance against them; but I was determined to show I wasn’t scared.


      ‘Read lots ofbooksyou mean.’


      ‘Why you at this school anyway?’


      Icouldn’t tell them, of course. Couldn’t say that my Dad hadthought it incumbent upon himself as a Radical to send his only child to a board school so that she might rub shoulders with girlsfitonly to be dressmakers, scullery-maids, laundresses, match-girls,and Shulamites. Not if I wanted to avoid a black eye.


      ‘Myfamily’s not that well off,’ I said. ‘My Dad’s a shipwright.’


      ‘Howbleedin’ appropriate,’ said Faye.


      ‘Yeh.You’re always up the Admiral’s arse,’ said VanityHorowitz.


      ‘A realLady ’amiltonyouare, dear,’ added Omphale.


      ‘Perhaps I am weird,’ I countered. ‘But Iama Shulamite.’ I paused for dramatic effect. ‘I’vealwaysbeen a Shulamite.’


      ‘Stroll on, darling,’ said Vanity.


      Cliticia shrugged and then pouted, her embouchure quiveringasif she were about to expel a single note of mocking laughter through her lips. ‘S’right—’oo does the little Madam think she is?’ They eyed me scornfully.


      WhodidI think I was? I stood before them in a silly pina fore and bonnet. But they were tight-laced. They exuded the sumptuary presumption of thedemi-mondaine. Dressed like birds of paradise—albeit slightly tattered ones whose plumage owed less to Burlington Arcade than Petticoat Lane—they wereassmart as paint, and I felt myself beginning to moult in their presence.


      ‘You’ll need more than book-learning at your interview. They dotests,you know,’ said Cliticia. She gave another shrug. ‘Maybe you’re not so well off. But it ain’t like you need to join the sister hood to feed your family or to pay for their doss. Truth is, we can’t figure you out, Maddy Fell. Ain’t nobody told you Babylon’sdangerous?’

    


    


  


  
    ‘But... I want to be like you!’ I blurted out, then held my face in my hands as the tears that had been dammed up for days, weeks, months, years even, came pouring out.


    ‘But how can you be like us,’ said Cliticia, marvelling at my idiocy.


    I continued to hold my tear-scalded face. And then I heard footsteps. My interrogators, it seemed, were leaving me to stew in my own misery.


    ‘Crazy white girl,’ said someone as I heard the door open and bang shut.


    Then, just as I thought I’d been left alone, I felt someone stroke my hair. I looked through my fingers. Everything was blurred. But I saw enough to know that I was indeed alone—except for Cliticia. ‘Like spun gold,’ she said as she toyed with my barley-sugar curls.


    And then she too turned on her heels and departed.
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    That night, after I had left the dinner table and retired to my room, I set to work. One of the privileges of being in the top stan­dard was having access to a supply of paper. Seated at my desk, I dipped the hard, steel nib of my pen in the inkwell and scratched away, concocting a series of ingenious lies.


    After I had blotted and sealed with wax, I put the letter inside my reticule, got up from the desk, and walked over to the window.


    Our rooms occupied the top floor of the tenement. The prospect below was of Teale Street and its rows of smoking chim­neys. Beyond were the burial grounds, the workhouse, and the overcrowded warrens of Whitechapel and Spitalfields. And in the far distance, bisecting the horizon, was the magisterial steeple of Christ Church. Its masonry glowed. The sky glowed, too, and with the same peculiar shade of naphtha-green. I looked up, seeking out the constellation of Taurus and found Aldebaran, its brightest star. Home, they said, of the Men.


    In the next room Nan gave a sharp, painful cough.


    I turned and scanned the rows of books on the rickety shelf above my bed: Byron, the Brontes, Louisa May Alcott, Poe, and Emily Dickinson. I reached up, took down the Dickinson, and leafed through its pages.


    


    Because I could not stop for Death,


    He kindly stopped for me;


    The carriage held but just ourselves


    And Immortality.


    


    I frowned, closed the book, and replaced it on the shelf. Sandwiched between Dickinson and Poe was a slim pamphlet. It was a compendium of W.T. Stead’s Pall Mall Gazette articles. I had purchased it shortly after the rally in Hyde Park. Removing the dog-eared, sweat-stained little tome from its confines, I held it before me, hardly daring to open it. The first time I had done so, it had filled me with such delicious terror that I had hid it in a drawer beneath a sheaf of postcards and pressed flowers. The drawer had remained unopened for three years. Then, some months ago, temptation had triumphed and I had taken the pamphlet from its hiding place. Soon, it became my daily reading, as familiar to me as the Song of Solomon, or Numbers 25 and 31.


    I stared at the title: The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon’. And then, with trembling hand, I turned to the first page and, as I had done on so many other occasions, slowly read the opening passage, savouring its promise of moonlit streets and eternal night:


    


    ‘In ancient times, if we may believe the myths of Hellas, Athens, after a disastrous campaign, was compelled by her conqueror to send once every nine years a tribute to Crete of seven youths and seven maidens. The doomed fourteen, who were selected by lot amid the lamentations of the citizens, returned no more. The vessel that bore them to Crete unfurled black sails as the symbol of despair, and on arrival her passengers were flung into the famous Labyrinth of Daedalus, there to wander about blindly until they were devoured by the Minotaur, a frightful monster, half man, half bull, the foul product of unnatural lust.


    ‘The fact that the Athenians should have taken so bitterly to heart the paltry maiden tribute that once in nine years they had to pay to the Minotaur seems incredible, almost incon­ceivable. This very night in London, and every night, year in and year out, not seven maidens only, but many times seven, selected almost as much by chance as those who in the Athenian marketplace drew lots as to which should be flung into the Cretan labyrinth, will be offered up as the Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon. Maidens they were this morning dawned, but tonight their ruin will be accom­plished, and tomorrow they will find themselves within the portals of the maze of London brotheldom. Within that labyrinth wander, like lost souls, the vast host of London prostitutes, whose numbers no man can compute, but who are probably not much below 50,000 strong. Many, no doubt, who venture but a little way within the maze make their escape. But multitudes are swept irresistibly on and on to be destroyed in due season, to give place to others, who will also share their doom. The maw of the London Minotaur is insatiable, and none that go into the secret recesses of his lair return again. After some years’ dolorous wandering in this palace of despair most of the ensnared tonight will perish, some of them in horrible torture. Yet, so far from this great city being convulsed with woe, London cares for none of these things. Nevertheless, I have not yet lost faith in the heart and conscience of the English folk, the sturdy innate chivalry and right thinking of our common people; and although I am no vain dreamer of Utopias peopled solely by Sir Galahads and vestal virgins, I am not without hope that there may be some check placed upon this vast tribute of maidens, unwitting or unwilling, which is nightly levied in London by the vices of the rich upon the necessities of the poor... ’


    


    I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and then opened them again. They smarted, as if stung by acrid smoke, and I blinked once or twice, screwed my eyelids into knots, then drew the back of my hand across my face as a few tears escaped and trickled down my hot cheeks. The ‘Maiden Tribute’ was, ostensibly, a moral work, but it was also, of course, a Gothic fairy tale. And the girl volunteers whom Stead had talked to—girls such as I was fated to become—were its heroines: little brazen-faced harlots who seemed to relish unnerving their interlocutor with tales of death, disgrace, and desire. The ‘Maiden Tribute’ was, without doubt, the most beautiful book I had ever read.


    Snuffling a little, I slipped the pamphlet back between its atten­dant guardians of Dickinson and Poe where it might remain hidden from my mother. (I did not need to hide it from Dad. For him, like so many other men, childhood innocence and what was romantically desirable possessed the same attributes—and that was something he could never acknowledge. But Mum under­stood—and understood too well—that a child can be a harlot, and a harlot a child, and that young ladies who paid the wrong kind of attention to tracts penned by Mr Stead were no better than Daughters of Onan.)


    I re-crossed the room and stood before the pier glass.


    I was a bluestocking—a bluestocking who longed to wear silk stockings. White silk stockings with seams, fancy stitchwork, and garters embroidered with tiny pink flowers. I turned down the lamp, then eased my nightgown off my shoulders and let it fall to the floor. Naked, I crossed my wrists behind my back, inclined my head to one side, and studied myself somewhat overcritically in the mirror.


    Nearby, on top of my chiffonnier, was a framed ambrotype of Dulcie, my little sister. Dead six years, tucked up in her lead-lined petticoats in the East London Cemetery in Stepney, she stared out at me from the aether, the secrets of the grave locked forever behind her eyes and frozen lips.


    I picked up the brass frame. Consumption, they said, was often caused by passion or the repression of excessive desire. How was it possible for a disease like that to kill an innocent child? I stared the more intently, scrying the photograph’s occult properties. It had been taken after she had died. And she had been posed, much as I had been posing, in anticipation of a better world.


    I set the frame back in its place, pulled my nightgown over my shoulders, extinguished the lamp, and got into bed. I lay awake for hours, my thoughts filled with the same peculiar greenness that poured through the window and into the room.


    


    

  


  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    


    


    I stood before a desk in the headmistress’s study. Behind it sat the headmistress, Miss Morganstone, my teacher, Miss Nelson, and the recruiting officer, an elderly, pensioned-off Shulamite whom I’d been told to address as ‘Duenna’.


    ‘This is Madeleine Fell,’ said Miss Nelson, her smile reminiscent of the one behind which she’d hoped to conceal her embarrassment upon seeing me raise my hand and volunteer.


    ‘She has reading and writing?’ said the Duenna.


    ‘She is one of our brightest pupils,’ Miss Nelson replied. ‘She has a wonderful memory. She can learn whole books off by heart. In fact, I believe she would make an excellent pupil teacher.’ She blushed. ‘But of course—’


    ‘But of course Madeleine wishes to become a temple-maiden.’ The Duenna looked me straight in the eye. ‘Is that not true, Madeleine?’


    ‘It is certainly true that she is good with numbers,’ interjected the headmistress, who always interpreted the ‘seen and not heard’ rule in the strictest of terms. ‘Not just subtraction, multiplication, and division, mind, but frac­tions, percentages, decimals, and interest, too.’


    ‘And algebra,’ piped in Miss Nelson.


    ‘And geometry,’ added the headmistress, unwilling to be outdone.


    ‘Please,’ said the Duenna, seemingly unafraid of the two teachers, even though both had a well-deserved reputation for being complete

  


  


  
    Turks. ‘I wish to avail myself of the young lady's opinions.’ Miss Nelson turned puce. ‘Madeleine?’ said the Duenna, prompt­ing me.


    ‘Well,’ I said, nervously, ‘I have a good attendance medal. And I received a book at last year’s prize day.’


    ‘She comes from a most respectable family,’ said the head­mistress. ‘Most respectable. Her mother is a confidante of Mrs Henrietta Barnett.’


    ‘Please,’ said the Duenna, plainly exasperated. The headmistress fell as silent as Miss Nelson. Indeed, both teachers looked so abashed that the world might have been turned on its head, for they resembled nothing so much as two erring schoolgirls sent into a corner to share the dunce’s cap.


    The Duenna smiled. It was an intimate smile. It was a smile that said I had won her sympathy.


    ‘I’m glad to hear you’re so bright,’ she continued. ‘We need bright girls in Babylon.’ How well connected was the Duenna? She spoke with an assurance that suggested a social standing I was unfamiliar with, except in books. Perhaps she was distantly related to the Rothschilds, I thought, letting my imagination run away with me, or even—however fantastic it might seem—the Weishaupts. ‘In fact,’ she added, ‘I think I could promise you a very good position—as a personal companion to one of our High Priestesses, say.’


    ‘Or a scribe?’ I said, feeling confident enough to make a sugges­tion of my own, and thinking that writing had always been my métier.


    ‘Perhaps,’ said the Duenna. ‘It would certainly be better than being a pupil teacher, don’t you think?’ And her smile grew wider.


    ‘Yes, Madam,’ I said, retreating into my natural shyness.


    ‘But to become a scribe it is necessary to know more than your ABC.’ She picked up a pen, dipped it in an inkwell, and scribbled something in the register that lay before her. ‘Now,’ she said, looking up and setting the pen to one side, ‘let’s see just how clever you really are.’ The headmistress and Miss Nelson folded their arms across their chests. Their faces were pinched, their eyes cold and shrewd. I might have been one of the insects or seashells that they kept in their specimen cabinets. ‘Answer me this, Madeleine: How did the ancient Babylonian priestesses of Ishtar create the first interdimensional gate between Earth and the parallel world that has come to be known as Modern Babylon?’


    I smoothed down my pinafore. ‘By means of sex-magic,’ I said, 'sometime during the seventh and sixth centuries before Christ.’ I hesitated, unsure of how detailed my response should be. ‘The parallel world—a fecund place, with varied flora and fauna, but devoid of—’ I was reciting by rote, of course, and rather thought I'd said too much, but the Duenna nodded for me to continue. 'But devoid of indigenous human life, was declared sacred to Ishtar, under the code of Hammurabi. And great stone images of Ishtar’s favourite animal, the lion, stood guard beside the portal that linked the two worlds, for it was decreed that if any man entered that holy land, Babylon the Great would fall.’


    ‘Very good,’ said the Duenna. ‘So many ancient secrets were lost, of course, after Babylon the Great did fall. But thanks be to Ishtar that the secret of inducing nympholepsy was not amongst them.’ She leant back in her chair. ‘Now: Can you tell me how the fall of Babylon exactly came about?’


    ‘Nabonidus,’ I began, this time speaking with greater confidence, ‘was the last king of Babylon. He reigned from 555 to 538 BC. He was of Aramaean origin. Spurning Ishtar, he chose to worship his native gods. Furthermore, to show his contempt for the Goddess, he and his soldiers entered the parallel world and, and...’


    I flushed scarlet.


    ‘It’s all right, Madeleine,’ said the Duenna. ‘It’s a perfectly acceptable English word. Nabonidus and his men ravished the temple-maidens, yes?’


    ‘Y-yes,’ I said, fighting for breath.


    ‘After which,’ the Duenna prompted.


    ‘After which,’ I continued, in something of a strained tone, ‘the priestesses of Ishtar, and eventually Babylon itself, turned against him. Nabonidus retreated to the town of Harran and left his son Belshazzar in charge of the capital. And it was while Belshazzar was ruling in Babylon that Cyrus II of Persia succeeded in taking the city.’


    ‘Correct,’ said the Duenna. ‘Babylon fell because its king refused to honour the covenant with Ishtar. The Ishtar cult, then as now, celebrated the hieros gamos, or sacred marriage, between a ruling élite and the Goddess herself. Babylon’s kings had had their authority guaranteed by the sexual union they enjoyed with Ishtar’s temple-maidens on Earth Prime. It was only when Nabonidus blasphemed, stepped upon holy ground and violated Ishtar, that the Persians were able to take Babylon. And it was at that same time, of course, that Ishtar’s temple-maidens—that is, those whom we call Shulamites—completely withdrew into the parallel world of the new Babylon and sealed the interdimensional gate behind them.’


    The Duenna leant back still further, her smile broadening until it threatened to dislocate her otherwise serene face.


    ‘Ancient Babylon declined,’ she continued, ‘to be at last buried under sand-drifts. But there was another Babylon, of course—a Babylon that survived and learnt how to co-exist with our own world. It still survives, after nearly two thousand years, in a parallel universe at right angles to our own: Modern Babylon. Do you think you could serve her, Madeleine? Do you think you could live up to her great ideals?’


    ‘Yes, Madam!’ I said, my enthusiasm threatening to undo my carefully studied attempt to emulate her serenity. The Duenna’s smile became wider, and then wider still, until it assumed Cheshire-cat dimensions. When the corners of her mouth turned down, and she suddenly became quite serious, the contrast of mood was so violent that I almost took a step backwards.


    ‘We shall see. Tomorrow is a holiday. The centenary of the day when our esoteric cult became exoteric,’ said the Duenna. ‘So we shall continue our discussions on Monday.’


    ‘She is not a born Shulamite,’ said Miss Nelson, with quiet, viperish insistence.


    ‘Anyone can see that,’ said the Duenna, betraying a hint of impatience. ‘But it is important, vitally important, that we replenish our temples. So many trains—’ She gazed towards the window, as if the passing horse-and-dray were the most impor­tant thing in the world. ‘In any event,’ she continued, still unaccountably distracted by the commonplace sight outside, ‘what is important is that she has the mind and soul of a Shulamite.’ She looked at me keenly. ‘There will be tests, of course, Madeleine. Not all those that are accepted as candidates for the novitiate actually pass through the Gates. For the time being, you will remain a postulant.’


    ‘Then I am accepted, Madam?’


    She folded her hands together and placed them on the desk. ‘Our religion has become corrupted. And not just because it is no longer a mystery religion, but because of the incursions, the sacri­leges, of men: men who do not respect the code of Hammurabi. Today, it is as it was when Nabonidus, the last Babylonian king, turned from the ancient ways and blasphemed. But these latter-day heretics do not wish to turn the Modern Babylon into a harem, they wish only to make of it a graveyard. It is strange to think that their morbid influence has had many a born Shulamite fall from grace and betray her sisters. But Ishtar is a moon goddess. And the dark phase of the moon augurs lunacy, sickness, and death.’ She looked up at the ceiling, as equally distracted by the gas-fittings, it seemed, as she had been by the horse-and-dray. ‘I fear our moon is waning, Madeleine. I fear Babylon is not in Her right mind. I fear Death means to make us his mistresses. And when that happens, surely Babylon the Great will fall a second time.’ She paused, as if to collect herself, and then sat bolt upright, her body galvanized by a mysterious fervour. ‘New blood, such as yours, is our only hope. Repopulated, renewed, Babylon may once again unite the spiritual and the chthonic, as it did in ancient times.’ She wagged a finger. And then, quite unex­pectedly, her smile returned. ‘Oh yes, I think a clever girl like you should go far, Madeleine Fell.’


    If I heard what the Duenna said, I was careless of its import. All I knew was that I had achieved the impossible.


    I really was a whore of Babylon.
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    During dinner break I loitered in the playground, so lost in reverie that I would occasionally bump into a girl who might be eating a fish-paste sandwich, or a group of younger girls playing chase, marbles, or hoop and stick.


    ‘Feeling better?’ I turned around. It was Cliticia. ‘I ’eard you made it through the interview,’ she added. ‘Congratulations.’ She placed her hands on her hips. ‘I thought you would. You’re not the kind of girl to get the strap, are you? I mean, you’re not a fewerbrain, like me.’


    ‘I had to wear the back straightener once,’ I said, lamely, and cursing the cleverness that, just an hour ago, had served me so well. ‘Anyway, how did your interview go?’


    ‘Yeh, no problem.’ She laughed. ‘Piece o’ cake for a born Shulamite, innit? Even if she is bleedin’ stupid.’


    ‘I don’t think you’re stupid,’ I said. ‘You know, Cliticia—’ ‘Wot?’ she said, with a hint of her old aggressiveness.


    ‘You’re so pretty,’ I said. ‘You really are.’


    She wrinkled her retroussé nose and grinned. ‘Silly,’ she said.


    ‘I mean it.’


    She tossed her head and shifted her weight from one leg to the other, like a shepherdess coyly acknowledging her swain.


    ‘We’re going to ’ave to write reports,’ she said, with a becoming I ill to her voice. Her skirts swayed from side to side, agitated by her rocking pelvis. ‘So, I wanted to ask you—’ She paused. I knew she was proud. What I was rapidly learning was that she was kind, i do, though I daresay she would have scratched my eyes out if I had suggested it.


    ‘If I could help?’ I ventured. ‘Yes, of course I could help. If you wanted me to, that is.’


    The pelvic rocking stopped. She cast her gaze around the play­ground, as if seeking out interlopers.


    ‘Do you want to come back to my lodgings?’ she said, with .ilfected casualness, while keeping her gaze fixed upon two little ^irls who were engaged with a skipping rope.


    ‘That’d be nice,’ I said.


    She took my arm and we sauntered out through the school ^ates and into Buck’s Row.


    ‘You could help me, too,’ I said. ‘I mean, you’ve grown up amongst Shulamites. You must have heard lots of stories about life off-world. I’ve had to rely on books.’ And dreams, I thought, on so many strange, beautiful dreams.


    ‘You are weird, y’know,’ she said, giggling.


    She drew to a halt next to New Cottage and outside the gate that gave on to Mr Brown’s stables.


    She cupped her hand to her mouth. ‘Murder! Murder!’ she bleated, like one of the boys who sold the Star and Echo. ‘Another ’orrible murder in Whitechapel! Another woman cut up in pieces!’ She turned to me, her face one huge grin.


    ‘Don’t do that,’ I said, as calmly as I was able. I hurried her on.


    ‘Lighten up, darling,’ she sighed. ‘You don’t want to believe everything you read in the papers.’ The popular press seemed to believe that the murderer could end the Home Secretary’s career and even bring down the Government. To me, that seemed unlikely. But I found it easy, too easy, perhaps, to believe the countless opinion pieces that argued that the murderer was a Minotaur.


    Reaching Brady Street we turned right and headed towards Whitechapel Road.


    ‘And you don’t want to believe everything people say,’ I said, stung into proving that I wasn’t a crybaby. ‘Your friends might think I’m weird, but I’m as much a Shulamite as you are, Cliticia. Really I am.’


    She kicked a bottle across the road, amused and irritated, I think, in equal measure.


    The hay market was in full swing and the high street seethed with the million, the cobbles so slippery with squashed vegetables, fruit rinds, and general filth that, for a while, I had trouble keeping my balance. Holding on to each other, and lifting the hems of our skirts, we squeezed past a cluster of oyster stalls and stacked wooden crates, trying to ignore the boorish men who gazed appreciatively at our ankles and frilled petticoats.


    ‘I wouldn’t mind some o’ that, ’arry,’ said one. "Ow about you?’


    ‘Worth a month’s wages,’ said his friend, winking at Cliticia. ‘What you say to that, me little soot-faced stunner?’


    ‘Careful, old lad,’ said another, who was probably a Radical, like Dad. ‘That’s just what the bosses want.’ And by ‘bosses’, of course, he meant the Illuminati. ‘They want you to catch the nympholepsy. They want you under their thumb.’


    Cliticia tossed her head in disdain.


    ‘Really!’ I said, quite genuinely shocked.


    A little unshod boy held out a box of lucifers and looked up at me, mournfully. We pressed on.


    ‘Can we really make them sick?’ I said.


    ‘Reckon I could,’ said Cliticia. ‘I got black blood. And maybe you could too, if you went to Babylon and lived like a Shulamite. The moon there does funny fings to you. Or so they say.’


    Soon, we were amongst the thick of it, surrounded by barrow- loads of tin saucepans, turnips, pickling cabbages, and breakfast herrings. ‘Eight a penny, lovely pearsV!’shouted a coster. ‘Chestnuts all ’ot, a penny a scoreV!’ cried another. And a man toasting fish over coals bellowed ‘Three a penny, Yarmouth bloaters!’


    ‘Ain’t that your ol’ mate?’ said Cliticia, glancing across the road. It was Lizzie. An omnibus passed by, and when I looked again, Lizzie had disappeared. ‘Wot an Elephant and Castle,’ she added. ‘Wot a complete Berkshire Hunt.’ The jingle of an unseen organ broke out and a gruff, hoarse voice began to sing a few snatches of ‘Duck-legged Dick’. The commotion drowned out any further slanders.


    We continued westwards. Within minutes we had reached the big Goddess temple that gave the surrounding district its name. It had been built around one of London’s main interdimensional Gates, and a pair of magnificent stone lions guarded its doors. Then we turned into Osborn Street and Brick Lane.


    This was Spitalfields, an area familiarly known as ‘Little Babylon’. It was a place Mum and Dad always told me to avoid, despite the fact that perfectly respectable people patronized its shops. It had its dangers, of course. A significant proportion of the white population still survived by begging, thievery, or by doing piece work for Bryant and May, and consequently lived in the very worst of slums: a network of cheap lodging houses branching off from the main thoroughfare where whole families lived in one room and a single standpipe serviced entire neigh­bourhoods. But Little Babylon wasn’t like the rookeries you’d find in Old Nichol or Rosemary Lane. After the Black Order had assassinated Tsar Alexander II, Russia had closed its interdimen­sional Gates, and in the waves of mass emigration that followed thousands of Shulamites had crowded into the two square miles hereabouts. An army of dressmakers, milliners, and fancy-good merchants had followed. These days, despite the surrounding poverty, Spitalfields was a focal point of the rag trade, a little Empire of Fashion.


    I almost came to a halt, so tempted was I to press my nose against the window of an exotic corsetiere’s. But I was ashamed. Ashamed of my ulster, linsey frock, pinafore and black, ribbed-wool hosiery. I could surely never achieve the kind of abdominal extenuation Cliticia possessed. Oh, how jealous I was of her! She was a Spitalfields girl. Pretty as a bird in her canary yellow dress, silk stockings, and button boots. And trim as the proverbial hour­glass! How I so wanted to be her friend.


    We crossed the road and walked into Church Street, where Cliticia said her family had rooms. Windows were draped with union flags; lampposts were festooned with crepe; and above my head multicoloured twists of bunting extended across the road from one rooftop to another. It was all, of course, in preparation for tomorrow’s public holiday.


    ‘It looks lovely,’ I said.


    Cliticia grunted. ‘Don’t know why they make all the fuss.’


    ‘But it’s the centenary! A hundred years ago Adam Weishaupt revealed the existence of Modern Babylon!’


    ‘Seems a bloody silly thing to have gone and done, considering all the trouble we’ve ’ad from the Black Order.’


    ‘Well,’ I sighed. ‘We didn’t really have the problem of the Black Order in those days, did we?’ No sooner were the words out of my mouth than I found myself filled with self-doubt. No one really seemed to know too much about the Men, least of all me. ‘Our cult had survived for nearly two thousand years,’ I con­tinued. ‘How could Weishaupt have predicted that things would work out the way they have?’


    ‘Dunno,’ she said. ‘But it sort of sounds like one of those bleedin’ fings the Duenna might ask us to write about, Gawd ’elp us.’ She took a little running kick at another bottle that lay in her path. It ricocheted off the kerb and into the gutter. ‘Don’t get the idea I’m completely stupid.’ She waved her hand through the air, and somewhat regally, too, I thought, like one whose accomplishments are far too numerous to mention, but who is prepared to do so for reasons of noblesse oblige. ‘I know, like, that after the old Babylon fell and the Shulamites retreated off-world, other, secret Gates were opened up—the same ones we use today.’ She cocked her head to one side and looked up at me through the corner of her eyes, expecting, perhaps, some sign of approval.


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That’s very true, of course.’


    ‘I know that Babylon, the new Babylon,’ she continued, more eagerly now, ‘became the centre of an underground religion. Fings were safer in those days, too. I know that’


    ‘Yes,’ I sighed. ‘I suppose they were safer.’


    ‘And, like, in those days—’


    ‘But that was a long time ago,’ I interrupted.


    ‘In those days,’ she continued, ‘you ’ad, like, to be a posh judy to go off-world.’


    ‘Babylon took care to recruit its temple-maidens from the fami­lies of kings, courtiers, intellectuals, artists, and financiers.’


    ‘So the Babylonians could ’obnob with the quality.’


    ‘Yes. So the cult could command their allegiance. By the twelfth century, Europe had been infiltrated. Those who wielded influ­ence in Church and State engaged in clandestine Goddess worship.’


    ‘Good for us,’ said Cliticia, in a sarcastic attempt to imitate my accent. ‘Jolly right too. Pip-pip!’


    ‘It remained a secret cult, of course,’ I said. ‘Ishtar helped shape world history, but Her influence was covert.’


    ‘And it was ol’ man Weishaupt ’oo changed all that, yeh?’ It was nice to hear her natural dialect again. Her voice was beautiful. It was hard to believe that she had arrived in London when she was eight. She hadn’t a trace of a Slavic accent. Her cockney vowels combined with a naturally soft, childlike lisp that was perfectly in consonance with her face—a face that, however vulgarly painted, was the face of an angel. I had to restrain myself from bending over and kissing her.


    ‘Yeh,’ I said, imitating Cliticia’s locution. ‘Weishaupt was tired of the ol’ Babylonian strategy of slowly, quietly accumulating power. In the late eighteenth century, when the ancien régime came under increasing pressure from radical forces in France, ’e and others who represented the political axis between Babylon and Earth—the men who were to become known as the Illuminati—revealed Modern Babylon’s existence. And from that juncture in world ’istory, a New Order came into being: the Age of the Third Sargon.’


    I gazed up, enjoying the sight of the multicoloured streamers as we continued to walk along the street.


    ‘Bleedin’ marvellous, ain’t it?’ I said.


    ‘Stop it,’ said Cliticia, giggling.


    I smiled, happy that she was happy. ‘Of course,’ I mused, thinking it unwise to tease her any more and reverting to my own voice, ‘Weishaupt has had his critics.’


    ‘Critics like the Black Order, you mean?’ said Cliticia. ‘Like the Minotaurs?’ The laughter died on her lips and a look expressive of pettishness took its place. ‘Black Order, Minotaurs—I mean, they’re the same fing, ain’t they?’


    Discomfited, I gave a cursory nod. It was W.T. Stead, of course, who had first called the members of the Black Order ‘Minotaurs’. His purpose had been to draw parallels between the contempo­rary slaughter of the world’s sacred prostitutes and the Greek myth of the Labyrinth at Knossos, where the Minotaur—the monster half man, half bull—devoured an annual tribute of beau­tiful virgins. Before the publication of his sensationalistic newspaper reports that had deplored the government’s willing­ness to continue sending young women off-world, the Black Order’s recruits were simply referred to as regicides, revolution­aries, incendiaries or pétroleuses.


    ‘I’m not sure if we should really be talking about them,’ I said, stuffily, and blushing a little.


    ‘Shouldn’t we indeed,’ said Cliticia, with a twinkle in her eye. ‘If that’s the case, I don’t fink we should be talking about the Illuminati, either.’ She raised her voice. ‘Too much talk ain’t wise. Curtsey to ’em, yeh. Throw ’em a party, like we will on Friday. But never rabbit on about ’em.’ Raising her voice still more, she added: ‘Particularly if you’re the kind of girl who ’appens to think about Minotaurs all the time.’ Her gaze darted from door to door. ‘There’re spies everywhere,’ she shouted, in a stentorian, if comic, show of defiance.


    ‘But I don’t think about—’ I bit my tongue. ‘Sorry,’ I said, rather pathetically. I couldn’t stand the thought of us falling out, not now we were at last together.


    Cliticia giggled. ‘You’re mad you are, really mad.’


    We stopped outside number seventeen. Like the other houses in the street it had three floors, a basement, and a garret, and its brick façade was blackened with soot. It stood not more than twenty or thirty yards from The Ten Bells public house on the corner. Towering over us on the opposite side of the road was Christ Church, whose steeple had haunted my dreams.


    There was a small crowd of people outside the church, perhaps to witness a baptism or wedding. Amongst their number, I recog­nized Salome Jones. Her black straw bonnet was trimmed with beads and yellow velvet. Salome was in the standard below, and was a descendant of Shulamites who had been living in Spitalfields, Whitechapel, and Bethnal Green since the Middle Ages, when all about was countryside.


    Then, looking across the busy thoroughfare of Commercial Street, I spied Dorset Street, where the last outrage had occurred in Miller’s Court.


    ‘That poor girl,’ I whispered.


    ‘Wot? Salome Jones?’


    ‘No, I mean—’


    ‘Oh, that one,’ said Cliticia, whose gaze had followed my own.


    ‘Mary Jane Kelly,’ I said.


    ‘Marie Jeanette,’ said Cliticia, correcting me. She flicked a stray ringlet out of her eye. ‘Yeh. She was born ’ere, like the Nichols woman. She was only twenty-five—just been pensioned off. Disgusting, innit? But that weren’t no Minotaur that did ’er,’ she added, with sudden passion. ‘Anybody who says so is a bloody liar. Minotaurs don’t do that sort o’ fing.’


    She swung about, took a key from her pocket, unlocked the door to number seventeen, and pushed it open.


    We entered.


    In the hallway were five dirty-faced little girls. ‘My sisters,’ said Cliticia. They were clustered around a pile of crinkled playing cards, interrupted, perhaps, in a game of snap. ‘No gambling, now,’ said Cliticia. The children scowled. I had the feeling that no one in this house was accustomed to being admonished.


    We ascended the stairs. ‘I’ve got an older sister, too,’ she continued, looking down at me from over her shoulder. ‘She’s in Babylon, at Temple Ereshkigal. That’s one of the oldest temples there is. It’s swanky—really top-drawer. She’ll be ’ome on leave soon. You can meet ’er if you like. She has lots of stories to tell. Real educational they are as well, right up your street.’ A day or two ago, I would have thought she was making fun of me. But today—strange as it might seem—Cliticia seemed to be trying to impress. ‘She’s a laugh as well, of course, and no mistake. A real bleedin’ caution is our Gabrielle.’


    As we reached the landing I glanced back at the children. They still sat in a circle on the tiled floor. And, more than ever, they resembled a shop-window display of rag dolls. One moppet, dressed in a torn, crinolined party frock, returned my gaze, looking up at me through fantastically long, dirt-caked lashes. She would go to Babylon, too, of course, in time. They all would. And better that than nights out at the penny gaff, I thought. Better that than a life of desperate tedium.


    ‘Mum does all right,’ said Cliticia, as she reprised her attempt to show me that she could be as ‘respectable’ as a girl from Wilmot Street. ‘She works at the Eagle, in City Road. None of it interferes with her pension, of course. Just as well. With seven girls, ’er pension amounts to a tidy ol’ sum.’ But then Shulamite pride asserted itself, and respectability went out the window. ‘Yeh. There’s brass in girl-babies all right, specially these days, what with the need to repopulate Babylon and keep the temples up to the knocker. And that’s where a job like Mum’s comes in real ’andy—absolutely tons of stage-door Johnnies!’ In time, when she had got to know me better, and would understand that I didn’t mean to condescend, I would tell her how she had no need to try to impress me, and that, on the contrary, it was always me who had wanted to impress her. ‘She’s a dancer. A good one, too. She’s worked with Marie Lloyd.’ She tut-tutted. ‘Marie Lloyd: y’know, she was earning an ’undred quid a week when she was our age.’


    But my thoughts were all upon her sisters. ‘Is it true then?’ I asked. I immediately cursed myself.


    ‘Is what true?’


    ‘Nothing, I mean—’ I could hardly retract. ‘Shulamites only ever seem to have sisters. And people say that—’


    ‘Infanticide?’ said Cliticia, incredulously. ‘Wot, killing off the boy babies ’cause they don’t bring in any dosh? That’s a wicked fing to say, Maddy, it really is, and I don’t care if you ’ave ’eard it from others.’ She simmered a little, and then quickly cooled down, to finally give a brief, nervous laugh. ‘I told you before: don’t believe all what you read in the papers. Shulamites never ’ave boys. Or ’ardly ever. Don’t know why, but that’s the way it is. The way it’s been for thousands of years.’ She shook out her curls. ‘You might say it’s in our blood,’ she concluded, rather self- importantly. ‘Our black... poisonous... blood.’


    She pulled another key from her pocket, unlocked the door to her rooms, and stepped inside. I followed her. ‘Anyway, that’s ’ow we got to afford this place.’ And how nice it was, how different from the tawdry lodgings of so many families in Spitalfields. ‘It’s true, I never knew who me Dad was. That’s a problem most of us Shulamites ’ave.’ She threw up her hands. ‘But that’s life. When a temple-maiden retires she gets paid to ’ave baby girls, not to get soddin’ well married,.'


    I followed her into a room the Lipskis evidently used as a parlour, and then into Cliticia’s bedroom.


    ‘I ’ave to share it with the three youngest, of course—Bibi, Blaise, and Babiche. Gabrielle—’er off-world—is the only one who’s ever ’ad a room to ’erself. But it’s all right.’ She turned to me and smiled. ‘We’ll all ’ave our own rooms when we get to Babylon, won’t we? Big, posh rooms, too.’


    ‘I know,’ I said, smiling back. ‘We’ll live like a couple of swells.’ A huge oak wardrobe stood against one wall.


    ‘I bet you have lots of nice things,’ I said. I inspected myself, running a hand down my linsey bodice. ‘You’re a bit of a swell already. But me?’ My bodice was dowdy, but my hair was even worse. Cliticia, on the other hand, sported one of the latest Piccadilly bangs; her chignon was adorned with lace and tiny artificial flowers; and the puffs, ringlets, and coils that fell over her ears must have taken hours of application with curling tong and comb. I sat down on the edge of the bed and took off my bonnet. ‘I’ve always wanted a French twist,’ I said.


    She placed her hands on her hips and gave me a long, appraising look. ‘Why don’t you tight-lace?’ she said, frowning a little. She walked to the wardrobe and, after throwing open the doors, took a corset from its hanger. ‘Try it on.’ She saw me hesitate. ‘Go on, don’t be shy.’


    ‘I couldn’t. Really.’


    ‘Look,’ she said. ‘You’re a Shulamite, ain’t you? A born one?’


    ‘Yes,’ I said, a little confused. ‘I told you I was. I mean—’


    ‘Then act like one,’ she said, not unkindly. She placed the corset next to me on the bed, and then fell to unhooking her dress. 'Look, I’ll go first.’ The dress slipped off her shoulders, and she stood revealed in corset, chemise, stockings, and drawers. ‘What kind of stays are you wearing at the moment?’


    Reluctantly, I rose, took off my ulster, laid it on the bed, and then unhooked my own dress. Soon, I was as near naked as Cliticia.


    ‘You’re wearing jumps,’ said Cliticia, her jaw visibly dropping. 'You don’t want to wear jumps, darling.’ Her incredulity disap­peared in an explosion of laughter. ‘A Shulamite wearing jumps! Gawd bless us!’


    ‘Mum made it for me,’ I said, flushing. The loathsome thing was khaki. It had good whalebone in it, but it was otherwise constructed of buckram with stay-silk from the local haber­dashers. I’d begged Mum to let me have decent stays. There were some really nice pieces of juvenile corsetry available after all and I’d had my eye on something by Symington called ‘The Pretty Housemaid’. But people didn’t like to see girls my age tight-laced. Sometimes they didn’t like to see any girl tight-laced. They called it ‘vicious dressing’.


    The corset on the bed was a Shulamite corset. It was satin and shimmered pale blue in the oblique rays of light that shone through the casement window.


    ‘It’s French,’ said Cliticia. ‘Look at the label.’ I looked. It said ‘La Petite Salope.’


    Cliticia walked over to me. She ran a finger down my stay laces. ‘Come on. Take it off.’ She bent over, retrieved the corset that lay on the bed, and held it up, encouragingly. ‘And try this on. You won’t be sorry.’


    I removed the jumps and wrapped the silky, Shulamite corset around my waist. ‘Lace me,’ I said, turning my back to her and feeling her take the strain. She tugged and I gasped as the steel busk dug into my abdomen. And then the whalebone pinched, squeezed, compressed and finally began to crush my viscera. The blood rushed to my face in a flood of tingly excitement.


    ‘It’s an S-line corset,’ said Cliticia, as she continued her task of cincturing my waist into a skinny little isthmus that joined the great landmasses of my bosom and hips. ‘It gives you an S-shaped spine.’


    When she had finished, I was encased in a gin of whalebone and steel, a farrago of ribs and metal catches.


    ‘What an ’andsome tournureit gives you,’ said Cliticia. She gave my bottom a little pat. ‘That’s the real fing. The real cul de Paris.’


    I stood before the mirrors set in the wardrobe doors. The corset had changed my posture quite dramatically. With my spine distorted into the radical ‘S’ shape that Cliticia had spoken of, I was a glorious perversion of female form, all thrusting bosom and wildly projecting hindquarters. And yet the corset made me seem childlike, too. My twenty-two inch waist had been reduced to eighteen inches. Any smaller, and it would have resembled Dulcie’s, whose diminutive body was confined in lead-lined and altogether more morbid corsetry deep beneath the earth. Unlike her, of course, I could breathe, if only using the upper portion of my chest. I looked at myself the more. And the more I looked the more my breathing became laboured. It was as if I were sickening of my own beauty, a beauty that, perhaps, would only be complete when, like Dulcie, I breathed no more.


    ‘You’re a proper little pouter pigeon,’ said Cliticia, admiring my reflection. Then she turned around, presenting me with her back and the crisscross of stay laces that ran down her spine. ‘Now it’s my turn,’ she added. ‘Lace me up some more.’


    I complied. To my amazement, I found I was able to reduce her minuscule waist still further.


    ‘That’s seventeen inches!’ she moaned. ‘Ooooo! That’s sixteen!’ She gasped, and then gave a little scream. ‘That’s fifteen! No, no, don’t stop, don’t stop!’


    ‘For God’s sake, I’ll cut you in half if I pull any tighter!’


    She broke free and surveyed herself, turning this way and that before the full-length mirrors.


    Cliticia was no sylph. In fact, she was unusually buxom. But with a fifteen-inch waist the top and bottom halves of her hourglass figure were accentuated to a quite extraordinary degree. Whitechapel matrons would, no doubt, have mocked and deplored such a silhouette. (There was indeed something faintly ridiculous about it.) Modern gentlemen, however, would surely have been glad to account themselves nympholepts, and damned to suffer insanity, sickness, and death, if only for the privilege of bestowing a single caress upon its radical contours. Her bosom heaved, thrust up like a big dollop of black pudding. And her fundament had assumed dimensions that would have supported a wineglass—if, that is, anyone should have wished to use the cruel distension of her coccyx as an impromptu piece of furniture. She was beautiful. And the more beautiful, perhaps, precisely because of that understated quality of absurdity that marked her out as something not of this world.


    ‘You ’ave to do it gradual, like. One inch per month,’ she said, breathlessly. ‘It takes’—she gasped as if she were in extremis— ‘practice.’ If her flesh had been white instead of that gorgeous shade of deep purple she would have seemed as chlorotic as me; for already, after only a few minutes of having my waist crushed in an embrace of whalebone and steel, the blood had completely left my face, the pulse in my temporal arteries had become visible, and my breasts palpitated, shivering within their cruel restraints.


    I gazed down at myself. Despite being a heavily boned garment the corset had really lovely, delicate fanning, with lots of floss and decorative stitchwork around the contrasting light- and dark-blue panels of the stays.


    With half-a-dozen tugs of its laces I’d gone from angel in the house to wasp-waisted demoness, a metamorphosed nymph who owed her new life as an object of desire to the merciful Zeus of contemporary fashion.


    Cliticia put a finger to my cheek. ‘So pale,’ she said. Her finger ran across my throat, my bosom, and then down the inward- curving steel busk that lined the corset’s front panel. ‘Almost like you ’ad the green sickness.’ I trembled. It seemed in anticipation of a question I longed to put, but which I could at that moment only frame in terms of my heaving, somewhat over-expressive bosom. ‘White girls eat arsenic to achieve a complexion like that. So romantic, so... deathly pale.’


    ‘The divine Edgar Allan says female death is “unquestionably the most poetical topic in the world.’”


    ‘The divine Edgar? Never bleedin’ ’eard of ’im. But I’m telling you, if you want to keep that lily-white look, then my money’d be on arsenic to do the trick.’ She shrugged. ‘You might content yourself with a daily glass of vinegar, o’ course. But I doubt it. I think you'd be the kind of girl to go all the way.’


    She went to the wardrobe, knelt down, and pulled out a doll from under piles of petticoats, silk drawers, and old-fash­ioned pantalettes. It was a fashion-plate doll, a scaled-down replica of a particularly curvaceous Shulamite. ‘This is Nixie,’ she continued. ‘Nixie is a creature of extremes, ain’t you, darling? She always goes all the way.’ Cliticia pecked the little bisque­-headed doll on the cheek. ‘Someday, I ’ope I'll be like Nixie.’ She looked up at me. ‘Tell me, Maddy. And be honest, will you? Why do you really want to go to Babylon?’ She sat back on her haunches, her thighs pressed jealously together. ‘Is it because of the Men?’


    I felt my throat constrict. ‘You mean the Minotaurs?’ I said.


    ‘Course,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘But why do you ask?’ I said, almost snapping at her.


    ‘Oh, oh, oh,’ she said, arching an eyebrow. ‘I see. So sorry.’


    I gazed over her head. Light continued to stream through the window even though the sky seemed to have grown impenetrably sullen. Feeling sullen myself, I focused on Christ Church and the oeil-de-boeuf windows that lined its upper gallery.


    ‘Be careful when the Duenna talks to you about Minotaurs,’ said Cliticia. She put her index finger to her temple and rotated it, clockwise, then anti-clockwise, as if she were attempting to bore a hole into her head with the long, red drill bit of her fingernail. ‘They weed out the ones who’re, like, a bit wonky.’


    I shrugged. ‘I’m not like that.’


    ‘Oh, yes you a-re,’ she chanted, ‘oh, yes you a-re.’


    ‘I’m not!’


    ‘Madeleine Fell’s crazy. That’s why they call her Madeleine.’ She exploded into laughter, infinitely pleased at having discov­ered in herself a hitherto neglected talent for word play.


    ‘I’m not crazy like some girls are,’ I said, as her laughter abated. We both grew quiet. Cliticia fiddled with her doll, and I continued to stare out at those circular windows that dotted the upper portion of Christ Church, so like the portholes of some ocean liner bound for the shores of oblivion, they seemed, and I a would-be passenger somewhat too eager, perhaps, to play the role of a stowaway. ‘Aren’t you frightened of... what might happen?’ I said at last.


    ‘I think about it a lot,’ she said, softly. ‘You can’t ’elp but think about it, can you?’


    The silence closed in. Christ Church loomed above us, as it did over all Spitalfields, a great temple consecrated to some dark mystery of the blood. Its weight seemed ready to press me through the floor and basement, deep, deep into the earth. It seemed ready to cover me, as a great bull might a heifer.


    ‘I think about it a lot, too,’ I said, running a hand over the silky, moiré surface of my corset. I sat down next to Cliticia, took the doll from her hands and looked deep into its lifeless eyes. ‘I think about it all the time.’
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    That afternoon we had lessons in hygiene, housework, cookery, and singing. At five o’clock the monitors collected the inkwells and prayers were said. Then we were dismissed. With tomorrow’s holiday, there would be no more school till Monday.


    I walked home with Lizzie and tried to make amends. Tuesday and Wednesday had been silent days. We had taken pains to comprehensively ignore each other. But now she began to laugh, and for a while I thought that she would forget my recent cool­ness and that our friendship might be restored. Then came the awkward questions. Why did you volunteer? What did your Mum and Dad say? Why have you been avoiding me? When she suggested that she call for me tomorrow I had to make my excuses.


    Tomorrow, Cliticia had promised to visit me.

  


  



  
    


    Chapter Four


    


    


    The crisp weather was fast disappearing. It was November, and the cold was beginning to bite. I sat in my bedroom, watching fog swirl about the chimneys and rooftops.


    Cliticia had let me keep the corset. I wore it beneath yet another one of my dull, linsey frocks, waiting for her to call. For the last hour I had passed the time by turning the leaves of a little book called The Corset Defended by one Madame de la Santé. According to La Santé ‘A waist may vary in circumference from seven­teen to twenty-three inches.’ Perhaps she had never met a Shulamite. Certainly not a Shula­mite like Cliticia. Not that a fifteen-inch waist could in any way be accounted the ne plus ultra of tight-lacing. In an edition of The Family Doctor—one of my Mum’s periodicals—I’d learnt of the existence of certain ‘martyrs’, one of whom, the fifteen-year-old ‘child martyr’ Bertha G, had possessed a waist of only eleven inches.


    I placed the book face down on my desk. Closing my eyes, I pictured the fog-shrouded cemetery where my little sister lay beneath her headstone. I began to feel breathless, as if a pair of strong, invisible hands had caressed my neck, only then to start to asphyxiate me. I remem­bered how my sister had looked just before she had died, and indeed how beautiful she had looked in death itself when she had been posed as a subject for post-mortem photography. The corset changed not just my body, but also my mind. Or rather, it seemed to bring to term something that had been gestating for many years—something almost too fearful to acknowledge.


    There was a knock on my bedroom door. It opened. ‘Your little friend has arrived,’ said Mum, rather tartly. ‘Shall I—’


    ‘Yes, of course,’ I interrupted. ‘Show her up.’


    Mum clucked her tongue. ‘Show her up ? Madam would seem in want of a maidservant.’ I heard her walk down the stairs and tell my visitor to proceed.


    Seconds later, Cliticia opened the door and swanned in like a true cockney princess.


    ‘Well, I must say,’ she announced, ‘you got yourself a real palace ’ere, darling.’ She swung her parasol to and fro, as if marking time, and then let it come to rest over her right shoulder, like a devastatingly pretty soldier on parade. ‘Your ol’ man must be a right dodger. What’s ’is lurk?’ she added, laughing.


    She sat down in a chair next to mine.


    However pretty she looked, I could understand why Mum, on opening the front door to her, might have disapproved. Mum was a supporter of the Rational Dress movement and Cliticia’s attire was a complete affront to simplicity and health. If the chintz, emerald-green skirt was tight, the bodice was even tighter. It made a spectacle of her cruelly inflated bust. It emphasized the ferocity of her lacing. And her bustle (it was the first time I’d seen her wear one) consolidated her silhouette, transforming her pelvis into a horizontal ledge upon which one could, if one should so wish, not only balance a wineglass, but doubtless a complete tea service, too.


    For a while, we chatted inconsequentially. But then, resting her chin on the back of a white-gloved hand, she frowned, bit her lip, and looked deeply into my eyes.


    ‘How do you know you’re a Shulamite?’ she said, her words so measured and carefully chosen that, for once, it was difficult to fault her elocution. I stared back at her. Her eyes were murky pools. Beneath their surfaces flitted strange, wriggly things, a mess of thoughts and dreams I seemed to recognize as breeding, multiplying, and seeking sustenance beneath the scum-encrusted surface of my own mind. They frightened me, nevertheless. ‘I mean ’ow do you really know?’ I stared into my lap, my stomach doing flip-flops, as if I’d just lost my footing on a staircase. My cheeks began to burn.


    ‘I’ve told you before, I’ve always known,’ I whispered.


    ‘But there’s more, ain’t there?’ She placed her hand on my knee. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I understand. There’s no need to be upset.’ I felt a sob contract my chest. ‘Cliticia’s ’ere,’ she added, her voice as quiet as mine, talking to me as I used to talk to Dulcie when I’d find her alone, crying in the dark. ‘I’m your friend. Remember? A postulant, like you.’


    ‘Are you really my friend?’


    She took my hand and squeezed it. ‘There, now. Hush, hush, hush.’


    ‘I think about what they do. The killing. I’ve, I’ve—’


    I got up and went to my chiffonnier. I opened the bottom drawer, withdrew my commonplace book, and brought it back to the desk. Re-seating myself, I set the book down and fanned it out.


    ‘They’re all obituaries,’ said Cliticia, numbly, as she stared at the press clippings I had mounted with glue.


    ‘Not all of them,’ I said, quickly thumbing through the pages till I came upon a selection of reports from The Illustrated Police News.


    


    Sunday School Kissing Games


    ‘According to our contemporary, Sunday schools and temperance societies are developing the practice of “kissing games” in an astonishing and alarming degree. These modern Saturnalia, we are asked to believe, prove especially attractive to teachers and senior scholars, and amongst the advanced youth of both sexes osculation in its most objectionable form proceeds for hours together... ’


    


    Throwing a Childoutof a Window


    ‘On Wednesday, last week, Dr Diplock concluded an adjourned inquiry at the Talbot, Clarendon Road, Notting Hill, as to the death of Henry John Base, aged nine months. The mother, Esther Base, is now under remand at the Hammersmith Police Court on a charge of causing the death of the child by throwing it out of a window at 37, Talbot Grove, on Sunday morning... ’


    


    Throwing a Man into a Copper of Boiling Water


    ‘On Friday last at the Lambeth Police Court, Richard Lister, twenty-seven, proprietor of a German sausage manu­factory, in James Street, Hatcham, was charged with violently assaulting James Smith and throwing him into a copper of boiling water... ’


    


    A girl of Sixteen Carrying her Dead child in the Streets


    ‘Mr Humphreys held an inquest on Thursday at Mile End, touching the death of the newly-born male child of Elizabeth Brewer, who was seen on Sunday carrying the body in a parcel about the streets, and was taken into custody by a police constable... ’


    


    The Girls'Home ScandalaT Deptford


    ‘At the Central Criminal court on Wednesday, before Baron Pollock, Laura Julia Addiscott, spinster, was placed at the bar to take her trial for the manslaughter of four children placed under her charge in an institution called “The Home for Friendless Girls”, at Deptford. The prisoner pleaded “Not Guilty” to all the charges. She was put upon her trial for the manslaughter of a child named Kate Smith. Mr Besley opened the case for the prosecution... ’


    


    


    


    Death Through Tight-Lacing


    ‘It would be impossible to form anything like an accurate estimate of the thousands of persons who have fallen victims to the odious fashion of tight-lacing. A melancholy instance of this baneful practice occurred in New Town on Saturday night. Dorothea, the eldest daughter of Vincent Postlethwaite, Esq (a highly respectable and wealthy merchant of New Town), died suddenly at a ball given in her father’s house. While dancing with a young gentleman to whom she was engaged, she was observed by her partner to turn pale and to gasp spasmodically for breath; she tottered for a few brief seconds, and then fell. The general impression was that she had fainted; restoratives were applied without producing the desired effect. A doctor was sent for, who, upon exam­ining the patient, pronounced the ill-fated young woman to be dead.


    The consternation of the family and guests may be readily imagined, which was not a little enhanced by the medical gentleman declaring that Miss Postlethwaite had died from no other cause than tight-lacing... ’


    


    ‘What a way to go,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘But look at these,' I said, turning the page and pointing to a series of reports that focused on the off-world atrocities of last year. I let my finger rest upon an artist’s impression of a derailed train. Bodies lay sprawled across the lines and along the embank­ment. ‘Now there’s a Minotaur loose in Whitechapel, they say.’ I closed the book and set it to one side next to The Corset Defended. ‘All these murders. . .’


    ‘I told you before,’ she said, her dark eyes flashing, ‘a Minotaur would never do such fings.’ She sat back in her chair, visibly making an effort to calm herself. ‘They don’t really want to kill us. They want to enslave us. They want to domesticate us. They want to make us their pets.’ She stood up. The bustle was a ‘Langtry’ and worked on a pivot. It could be raised when sitting down and sprang back into shape whenever its wearer got to her feet. It was the height of fashion. ‘I ask you,’ she continued, unable to further moderate her passion, ‘why should they want to kill us ? They ’ave their wants and appetites just like we do. Why should we ’ave to deny it?’ She looked down at me, her lovely doll-like face set in an unbecoming grimace. ‘Why should any of us ’ave to deny it?’ And then her eyes opened wide, and then a little wider still, in naked fear. ‘You better not talk about any of this. I’m warning you, Maddy Fell!’


    ‘I won’t say anything,’ I said, surprised, wondering how it had so swiftly become her turn to get upset.


    ‘If you do—’ She sat down again, the bustle collapsing beneath her with an audible creak of its hinges. Then, biting moodily on her underlip, she ran her hands down her skirts, smoothing them and picking at the creases, like a child with a comfort blanket. ‘You don’t know what the Duennas are like. Jealous, they are. A bunch of suspicious ol’ cows. Give ’em an excuse, and they’d keep me ’ere on Earth, just for the spite of it. Believe me, they’d keep us both ’ere.’ She leant forward and, inclining her head slightly, gazed at me from beneath the brim of her gaily-adorned bonnet. ‘You must never let on, all right? On Monday the tests begin.’
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    Later that morning, shortly after I’d walked Cliticia to the front door and bid her goodbye, I turned about to discover my mother standing at the bottom of the stairs. She rounded on me.


    ‘Was that girl a Shulamite?’


    I laughed. ‘You wouldn’t think so, would you?’


    She folded her arms across her chest. ‘Don’t cheek me, my girl.’ I raised my eyes and inspected the blistered plaster that covered the ceiling. ‘She has trouble with her lessons. She’s only in the top standard because of the Shulamite quota system, and last inspec­tion day she did really poorly. Miss Nelson asked me to give her a little private tuition, that’s all.’


    Mum softened, her big heart always roomy enough for the despised and humiliated of this Earth. ‘Well, that’s generous of you, Madeleine. Perhaps you really will become a pupil teacher.’


    I eased past her and began to ascend the stairs. After a few steps, I halted, and looked over my shoulder. ‘What’s wrong with Shulamites, anyway?’


    ‘Nothing’s wrong with them,’ she said, still looking towards the front door, as if she half expected my troublesome friend to make a reappearance. And then she turned and gazed up at me. ‘Is she from Spitalfields?’ I nodded. ‘Is she fast?’ I said nothing. ‘I don’t want you to go there. Not to Spitalfields, Madeleine. I don’t want you going anywhere after dark. Do you understand?’


    ‘Yes,’ I said, as complaisantly as I could. ‘Of course.’ I resumed my ascent. Behind me, mother gave a long, weary sigh.


    ‘Madeleine,’ she said. Sighing myself, and insolently, too, I again looked over my shoulder and fixed her in my sights.


    ‘Yes, mother?’


    Her eyes were wide with disbelief. ‘Are you tight-laced?’ I froze. Mum thought tight-lacing a depraved practice second only to that most evil of habits: the unmentionable sin of sins itself.


    ‘Of course not, mother,’ I said, attempting to hide my guilt behind a sardonic grin. But my hauteur, by virtue of its self- consciousness, exposed me. I flushed. It was as if Mum had crept into my bedroom in the middle of the night, flung back the sheets and left me with no other option but to play the Stoic and hold my breath until death covered up my shame. I spun about, raced down the stairs, past mother, past hope, past shame, past care, and, throwing open the front door, sped outside.


    With Mum’s cries ringing in my ears, I ran down Wilmot Street towards the dwindling figure of my friend, Cliticia.
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    We sat in Victoria Park.


    ‘It’s cold,’ said Cliticia, turning up the collar of her topcoat. She took an old crust of bread out of her pocket, broke off a piece and threw it to a duck. ‘But I often come ’ere,’ she added, ‘despite the weather. It’s peaceful, y’know? Even when it’s crowded, like today.’ Holidaymakers passed by in straw boaters and plumed bonnets, laughing and eating fish and chips as they promenaded along the pathway that skirted the ornamental lake. ‘It’s nice to ’ave a bit of peace sometimes, innit?’ She broke off another piece of bread. The duck waddled nearer. ‘Seriously, though, you really should go ’ome and tell your Mum you’re sorry.’


    ‘She knows,’ I said.


    ‘Rubbish. She don’t know nuffink. None of ’em do.’ She shiv­ered, threw the duck her offering and then edged along the wooden bench. ‘Brrr. Put your arm round me, Maddy.’ I did so, and she snuggled up, her head against my shoulder. ‘That’s nice,’ she said. ‘I like being with you.’ She took off a glove and placed her hand on my lap. ‘Black and white,’ she continued, softly, comparing her hand with my own. Then she gave a little laugh. ‘I never ’ad a white girl for a friend before.’


    I ran my fingers lightly across her knuckles, first one way, and then the other.


    ‘Is that what I am, then? A friend?’


    She shrugged. ‘I told you before, didn’t I?’ she whispered.


    I hugged her more tightly and squeezed her hand.


    ‘Promise?’ I said, knowing at last I would no longer be alone.


    ‘Course,’ she said, and giggled. ‘But you promise you make it up to your Mum, okay?’


    ‘Okay,’ I said. A shiver went through me to match her own.


    ‘I love your hair,’ she said. ‘It’s... sun-kissed.’


    Again, I squeezed her hand. ‘You’ve been kissed by the moon. The Babylonian moon.’ Another duck emerged from the bulrushes that grew at the edge of the lake and waddled towards us. Cliticia ignored it.


    ‘Is that why I’m black?’


    ‘Nigra sum sedformosa.’


    ‘Wot?’


    ‘I am black, but comely,’ I recited.


    ‘But I ’aven’t been to Babylon,’ she said, between giggles. ‘Not yet I aven’t, anyway.’


    ‘The negritude is in your blood. Just as it’s in your mother’s blood. And her mother’s, too.’


    She breathed deep, as if inhaling the scent of my newly washed hair.


    ‘If you stay off-world long enough, will you turn black, too, Maddy?’


    ‘Perhaps,’ I said.


    ‘But the Minotaurs stay white.’


    ‘I know,’ I said. ‘Their blood is different.’ I gazed across the lake to the farther bank where a group of children unaccountably splashed about in the shallows. ‘Or so I’ve heard.’


    ‘You see—that’s the sort of thing I need to learn.’ She tilted her head to one side and looked up at me through her absurdly long eyelashes. ‘I’m sorry I lost my temper with you. But the tests are important. And everything else that’ll come after. We’re going to ’ave to ’ave special lessons. Not just dancing, ritual, and invoca­tions and all that, but ’istory, too.’ She sucked at her teeth. ‘I’m shit at ’istory.’


    ‘I’ll teach you,’ I said. I leant over and kissed her on the cheek. ‘I’ll teach you about Ishtar, and her dark side, Lilith. I’ll teach you about the Babylonian moon. I’ll teach you everything.’


    ‘Everything?’ she said. She looked down at her hand, so smooth, so satiny, like a hand Phidias might have carved out of obsidian. ‘I understand the darkness, Maddy. You can teach me lots of fings. But forget about Lilith. What I don’t know about Lilith ain’t worth knowing.’ Then she gave a great sigh, and I felt her full weight against my body, as if she had somehow been mysteriously filleted and could no longer support herself. Her brow creased. What she had asserted about Lilith was undoubt­edly true; suddenly she seemed like someone who knew everything and had grown infinitely tired of knowing. She snug­gled closer. ‘Sometimes I like to fink I’m a little girl again. I like to imagine I don’t know anyfink about the Modern Babylon and never will.’ Freeing her hand, she ran her thumb along her lips, biting fleetingly at its chipped, strawberry-painted nail. ‘Yeh, I like to fink I’m a little girl. A child, Maddy. I like to fink I’m just child.’


    I held her tight. Far away, people were gathering about a glass- domed refreshment kiosk. A flock of geese circled overhead. Then a breeze gusted, and the tree we were sitting under rustled its leaves, as if it were conferring life’s greatest, most wonderful secret: that all would be well, now, and forevermore.


    ‘That’s nice,’ she whispered. ‘Oh, yes, that’s nice.’ The holiday- makers ambled past, chatting, laughing, and singing. Like me, they seemed oblivious to everything but the bliss of a perfect day.

  


  


  
    


    


    Chapter Five


    


    


    ‘Please, Madeleine, try to concentrate.’


    I screamed.


    ‘Should we halt the procedure?’ asked the psycho-mechanic, a young man perhaps only a few years older than myself. During morning recess we had all stared at him as he had unloaded the black wagon parked ominously outside the school gates.


    ‘She shouldn’t try to fight it,’ said the Duenna. ‘Increase the power.’


    I was strapped into a high-backed chair. The chair stood on a small wooden dais. Girl, chair, and dais were in turn enclosed by a polished steel dome that served as an isolation ward for young women suspected of suffering from ter­minally overheated imaginations. A grille at eye level provided the Duenna and mechanic with the means to interrogate me, or to check on my health.


    The Duenna moved sideways, allowing me to see past her to where, aligned against the far wall, a high-pressure steam engine went about its angry business. The mechanic stood by it. He depressed a lever. And I heard a sharp click as the lever engaged another ratchet. The engine’s piston rods blurred and the flywheel began to rotate so fast that its spokes seemed to spin in countermotion.


    ‘Please,’ I said. ‘I’m going to be sick.’


    Above the engine, cylindrical helixes of cop­per wire crackled and sparked; the dome’s inte­rior swam with colours.

  


  



  
    ‘No harm will come to you,’ said the Duenna, whose head had reappeared at the grille. ‘You must simply try to relax. Now, once again—and concentrate, dear, concentrate—when did you first start developing a certain, let us say, susceptibility to the Black Order’s propaganda?’


    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I mumbled. I tried to say more but my tongue had become inert and I lapsed into inco­herence. The swirling colours drew me into their labyrinth. Beads of sweat ran down my forehead and dripped from the tip of my nose. The air seemed to have become incandescent. I gritted my teeth. Images of those men who threatened to incriminate me danced and flickered against the backdrop of steel and then as sud­denly disappeared. ‘I don’t know any Minotaurs!’ I blurted out.


    The mechanic glanced at the engine’s control panel: an array of dials, meters, levers, and gauges. Then he inspected the oneiroscope: an oblong panel of steel that hung from the wall like a looking-glass above a roaring fireplace. ‘It’s the truth,’ he said.


    The Duenna sighed. ‘The truth’ was obviously proving to be a considerable irritant. ‘It does not answer my question,’ she said. I heard her fingers drum against the latticework of the grille. ‘Now, listen to me, Madeleine Fell.’ I ignored her, trying to think of the things I had done during the last weekend, and of the long, glorious hours spent with Cliticia: Victoria Park, the street party in Brick Lane, and a whole Sunday afternoon of promenading up and down the High Street. But however much I tried to keep those happy thoughts uppermost, the weekend had, of course, like all weekends, inevitably resolved into Monday morning. As usual, I had walked to school, lined up to see the nit nurse, attended roll call, and listened to Miss Nelson read from scripture. Then the black wagon had arrived. Summoned once more to the headmistress’s study, I had found myself alone in the company of the Duenna and her assistant. Within minutes, I had been intro­duced to the steel dome: a strange, anonymous place where dream had become indistinguishable from reality.


    ‘The Minotaurs are incendiaries,’ continued the Duenna. ‘Their so-called Black Order is dedicated to death. It is necromantic.’ The urge to close my eyes was almost irresistible. But I forced myself to keep them open, determined to show that I was prepared to bear witness to the present miscarriage of justice. ‘For years they confined their outrages to Babylon. Their cowardice paid off. Knowing that no man would pursue them off-world, they evaded arrest and punishment. But now they grow brazen. They bring their horrors to Earth Prime, to the heart of Empire itself.’ She pressed her face to the grille, so that her dark, still beautiful features seemed to merge into its grid of lozenges.


    ‘In 1883 two underground railways were dynamited. There was even an unsuccessful attempt to blow up the offices of The Times! Then in 1884 a portion of Victoria Station was blown up and Scotland Yard was attacked... ’ Her face drew away and I saw that the grille had left its imprint on her flesh. Despite my predica­ment, I almost felt like laughing. ‘And now we have one of these Minotaurs prowling the East End, committing unspeakable murders!’ She pressed her hands together, made a steeple of the index fingers, and held it up to her lips. ‘We simply cannot afford to recruit young women whose sensibilities have become corrupted by the Black Order’s politico-mystical agenda. To do so,’ she concluded, growing more prim, ‘would be to collaborate in their suicide, and, what is more, betray the other volunteers entrusted to our charge.’


    ‘I haven’t been corrupted,’ I said, queasily. ‘I haven’t, I haven't.’ Not by any ‘politico-mystical’ agenda, certainly, I thought. I was a sick English rose who had known the invisible worm long, long before she had even heard of the Black Order.


    ‘Do you have a morbid imagination, Madeleine? Do you dream of forbidden love?’


    The colours that swam past my field of vision assumed the proportions of a tall, hooded man. He was familiar to me. In childhood, I had called him Barbarossa.


    ‘I’m getting something,’ said the mechanic, twiddling furiously with his infernal machine. ‘Make her answer. Quick.’


    ‘Keep the oneiroscope focused,’ said the Duenna, walking over to him, unwilling to place full confidence in his abilities, it seemed, now that matters had reached such a critical juncture. Unable to keep my eyes open, I screwed them shut. Then I balled my hands into fists and concentrated. But the more I tried to still my thoughts, the more noise they seemed to make. I heard foot­steps, followed by the reprise of the Duenna’s voice. ‘They seek to impose a regime of waste and loss. They seek a new age and a new race unpolluted by Babylonian blood.’ With one huge effort I willed the image of the Minotaur to disappear.


    ‘I have to recalibrate,’ said the mechanic. ‘Try again.’


    The Duenna cleared her throat. ‘Listen to me, Madeleine. The popular press have dubbed the members of the Black Order Minotaurs. But temple-maidens have always simply referred to these incendiaries as the Men. The 300-or-so males who lurk, quite blasphemously, within the ruins of Babylon are, after all, the only men on that all-female planet.’ The fingers recommenced drumming against the grille, her long, silver-painted nails lending the impression that a spider shod in tiny, steel boots was performing a dance of dark and terrible joy. ‘It is no shame to confess, Madeleine. You mustn’t feel embarrassed. I was your age once. I understand, really I do. I understand what is in your heart.’ Her voice had become subtle, like the snake’s when it had tempted Eve. ‘You ask yourself what the Men might be like. What do they want of us? And the thought sends an inexplicable thrill through your body.’ Her voice had become so low, so velvety, that I strained to hear. ‘You’re a clever girl. You know about their demands. You know their history. The Minotaurs are philo-tyrannical intellectuals, a monstrous hybrid of the excessive rationalism of the Enlightenment and the romantic folk-nationalism of the counter-Enlightenment. But that does not prevent you having certain feelings, does it?’


    I bit my tongue and tasted blood. The sweat poured off my forehead. My fingernails cut into my palms. My imaginary child­hood friend Lord Barbarossa threatened to reappear at any moment, a flickering phantom such as might be conjured up by a magic-lantern show.


    The Duenna began to tap her toe against the floor in a rhythmic correlative to her increasing impatience.


    ‘The Men,’ she continued, ‘usually display a cool, ironic exte­rior. Self-control is of great importance to them. But beware, Madeleine, anger, even hate, may be concealed behind gentle­manly affectations, gallantry, and lovemaking.’


    She was wrong. The Men fought the Illuminati, not us. Besides which, their gallantry was genuine. When Lord Barbarossa held a swooning girl in his arms, he adjudged her not merely an exotic animal—something close to vermin that might be killed without qualm or regret—but a creature helpless, vulnerable, indeed, quite innocent, something he was impelled to protect and pity. What was more, Lord Barbarossa... but no, no, I thought, sending his lordship forcibly back into my childhood past, and this time, with such dispatch that my head seemed little more than an empty box packed with cotton wool.


    ‘Open your eyes, Madeleine,’ said the Duenna.


    I met her tired, despairing gaze.


    She glanced over her shoulder. ‘What do you have?’


    ‘An average reading,’ said the mechanic.


    The Duenna pursed her lips.


    ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘That will be enough.’


    I heard bolts being thrown. The door of the steel hemisphere opened. The mechanic walked in, stooping slightly to avoid hitting his head against the domed roof, and began to remove my restraints.


    ‘I am sorry for any distress,’ said the Duenna. ‘But we have to be so careful these days.’ She began to pace back and forth, the swish of her skirts becoming audible as the steam engine’s pistons slowed and then finally stopped. ‘So many volunteer merely because they want to die.’


    The mechanic took my hand and led me out into the study. The light streaming through the windows hurt my eyes.


    ‘I believe you are acquainted with Cliticia Lipski,’ she continued. ‘I would advise you to stay away from her. You will go far, Madeleine. I believe we have found in you an exceptional candidate. Do not let yourself down.’ She walked up to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. ‘Once upon a time girls like you were the rule, not the exception. But these days, those from priv­ileged backgrounds—and of course I speak of backgrounds far, far superior to your own—are kept on Earth, even if they become part of the sisterhood. It falls to those who must need seek an income to serve Ishtar off-world.’ She ran her fingers playfully through my curls. ‘I cannot help but wish that your present score had not been quite so average. But then, with the dangers you will face, and the fate that you may not unreasonably expect, it would, I suppose, be cruel to deny you the consolation of a little morbid romanticism. After all, if worse comes to worse, it may be all that you have to see you through.’ The mechanic handed me a towel. I mopped my face. ‘Yes, you will go far. But do not spoil it by allowing yourself to be contaminated by the kind of truly degrading thoughts that pollute others.’ She took the towel from my hands, and I looked up and studied her bland expression, wondering if my initial assessment of her had been correct. Did she really understand me? ‘See no more of Cliticia, Madeleine. That way treachery lies.’ For the first time that day, she smiled. ‘And death, too, of course,’ she concluded.
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    At dinnertime I rendezvoused with Cliticia in the playground. Like me, she had that morning been subjected to tests. And she seemed confident that all had gone well. Despite the Duenna’s insinuations, I was equally confident. Cliticia was a true Shulamite. Both of us had yet to have ourselves certified intacta by a qualified midwife. But I no longer had any doubts: we were born to live off-world.


    ‘What’s that noise?’ I said, looking southwards towards the high street.


    ‘Marie Jeanette!’ said Cliticia. The hullabaloo that greeted the cortège that was proceeding towards the Shulamite Cemetery at Leytonstone was clearly audible. ‘Come on,’ she added, excitedly. ‘We don’t want to miss it!’


    She tugged at my sleeve and I followed her through the gates.


    Soon, we stood amidst the press of bodies that lined Whitechapel Road. The cortège had set off from St Leonard’s, Shoreditch, and the noonday tolling of the church’s bell had rapidly brought the district’s residents out onto the streets. Women predominated, most of them with scarcely any covering to their heads. And as they shouted out ‘God forgive her!’ their faces streamed with tears.


    Cliticia took hold of my arm and elbowed her way to the front. The coffin was of polished elm and oak with metal mounts and was carried in an open car drawn by two horses. Engraved on the coffin plate were the words: ‘Marie Jeanette Kelly, died 9th Nov. 1888, aged 25 years.’ The coffin was adorned with two crowns of artificial flowers and a cross of heartsease.


    ‘At least she ’asn’t ’ad to suffer a pauper’s funeral,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘The sexton at Shoreditch paid for everything, I believe,’ I said.


    The men in the crowd took off their hats as the hearse passed by.


    ‘Lots of coppers about,’ said Cliticia. ‘Fat lot of good they are now.’


    People surged forward to try to touch the coffin, and, for a moment, my feet left the ground. As the police urged the crowd back onto the pavement, the mourning coaches passed, and the constables were left struggling to obtain free passage through the mass of carts, vans, and tramcars.
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    At the end of a school day that had been one long round of inter­rogation, funeral rites, and the more banal routine of schoolwork, I walked home arm in arm with Lizzie. I had, after all, ignored her throughout the long weekend, and it was time to make amends. To my surprise, she had accepted my apology with grace.


    After we had said our goodbyes and I had gone home I found out why...


    Alerted by the low, modulated rumble of adults who are at pains to ensure that their conversation remains private, I carefully opened the parlour door a few inches and peeped through the crack between door and jamb. Inside, Mrs O’Brien—Lizzie’s mother—was deep in conference with my parents.


    'Oh, you must think me terrible, coming here, telling you such things. And I know it’s really none of my business, but—’


    ‘We’re grateful to you,’ said Dad, in a subdued voice I barely recognized.


    They were seated around the dining table with their backs to me. Confident that I wouldn’t be noticed, I held my breath and listened, fearing the worst.


    ‘Very grateful,’ repeated Dad. He turned to look at Mum. ‘I swear, Maudie, when I get hold of that girl—’


    ‘Calm down, Josh,’ said Mum. ‘I can’t believe it’s her own doing. There’s this Shulamite who she’s struck up some kind of friendship with. I think the blame’s likely to lie with her.’


    ‘A daughter of ours should know better,’ said Dad.


    ‘I’m sure there must be some kind of rational explanation, Mr Fell,’ said Mrs O’Brien.


    Seemingly unable to meet her eyes, Dad looked askance at the newspapers and books that littered the Welsh dresser: copies of Reynold’s News, the East London Observer, and cheap editions of Spencer and Huxley.


    ‘It defies rationality,’ he said. ‘She’s a girl with real prospects. Why did she have to go and do something like this?’


    ‘And so dangerous!’ said my mother, putting a hand to her mouth.


    ‘She’s my only child,’ said Dad. ‘My little girl. How could anybody think I’d consent to have her sold... into nameless infamy!’


    ‘Procured!’ said mother. She stifled a sob.


    ‘Quiet yourself, woman,’ said Dad as he struggled to bring himself and what remained of his family under control. ‘We have matters in hand now. Let’s not get ourselves excited.’


    ‘All the tales you hear,’ said Mrs O’Brien. ‘The tales of the Black Order! They’re enough to scare anyone. After what Lizzie told me, I couldn’t keep things to myself, I really couldn’t.’ She stared at Dad with such intensity that he was at last obliged to turn his head and meet her eye. ‘Heaven save us, Mr Fell, the Minotaurs! They’re, they’re—’


    ‘There’s no name for what they are,’ said Dad. ‘Not yet there ain’t.’ He passed his fingers through his long, tawny hair. ‘The Minotaurs say they want revolution,’ he continued. ‘But don’t be fooled by their cant. They’re hungry for power—power pure and simple. Just like those who did for us on Bloody Sunday.’


    He was wrong. Bloody Sunday was nothing. The Illumi­nati tolerated dissent. They had never deigned seriously to persecute Radicals and Freethinkers. Why? Because democracy bred docility. Democracy, like liberty, freedom of movement and speech, had made somnambulists of us all. Only the Minotaurs understood that change, real change, comes through convulsive acts of negation and the remorseless pursuit of the Will.


    ‘Oh, and all these horrible murders,’ said Mrs O’Brien. ‘How could I keep quiet?’


    Mum nodded. ‘Quite, quite terrible murders. Whoever’s responsible must be as crazed as the Mahdi!’


    Dad got to his feet. Not as he often did, with the air of one about to address a public meeting, but like a man inclined to skulk off into the shadows to bury his shame. ‘You try and do your best,’ he said. ‘And look where it gets you.’ He frowned, and then turned this way and that, as if lost at a crossroads on a stormy night. ‘We took Madeleine along with us to the Hyde Park rally,’ he concluded, uncertainly.


    ‘Yes, of course,’ said Mrs O’Brien. ‘We were all inspired by Mr Stead’s articles in the Pall Mall Gazette.’


    ‘It was a fine rally, too. We did well that day,’ Dad continued, as if in a dream. ‘That same year the Criminal Law Amendment Act passed. I like to think we saved some lives.’


    ‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Mrs O’Brien. ‘At least these silly young things can no longer volunteer at thirteen, like they used to. Who knows what state we’d all be in if it were still so!’ She took a hurried sip of her tea, like one seeking a balm for her mauled spirit. ‘You mustn’t blame her too much, Mr Fell. A great many young ladies are volunteering these days, and not all are born Shulamites, either. Many come from families as respectable as your own.’ Mrs O’Brien drained her cup, placed it on its saucer and leant back, her corpulent frame ill at ease in the confines of the modest chair. ‘I put the blame on unhealthy reading habits. The evil influence of pernicious literature! The Pall Mall Gazette—now, that’s a truehearted English journal. But penny fiction? The dreadful moral poison that may be found in Holywell Street? No, no, no! Such nonsense should never be allowed to fall into a young girl’s hands!’ She dug into her bag, brought out a book and set it on the table. ‘I hope you don’t mind. It’s something I had my Lizzie read. A fine example of improving literature! Perhaps you might want Madeleine to take a look at it, too.’ The title was in large type: The 'Woman Question: On the Curability of Certain Forms of Insanity, Epilepsy, and Hysteria in Females.


    ‘You can only do so much,’ Mrs O’Brien concluded. ‘These are such difficult times. Such difficult, perilous times.’


    I closed the door as softly as I could and tiptoed down the stairs. As I opened the front door and stepped out into the gath­ering night, I looked back one last time. Not like Lot’s wife, with regret. My own city of the plain lay not behind me, but ahead. Better, however, to advance into flaming ruin than return to unbearable disgrace.

  


  



  
    


    Chapter Six


    


    


    I passed under the dripping arches of the Great Eastern Railway. Eyes looked up at me, glinting from bundles of rags: men, women, and chil­dren who belonged to the Empire of Hunger. I hurried on towards Whitechapel Road, con­scious that other, less pathetic examples of noc­turnal life would soon be emerging, and that I stood in danger of being made an honorary subject, not of the Empire of Hunger, but the Empire of Fear.


    The night deepened and a fog began to coa­lesce about my ankles. The comparative safety of Wilmot Street was far behind—as lost and irrevocable as my innocence—and I said a mental goodbye to its complement of shop assistants, clerks, sub-officials, and petty entrepreneurs.


    A policeman was walking towards me. As he came nearer, I recognized him. It was PC Thrain, who sometimes gave talks at my school.


    ‘Be careful, Miss,’ he said, as he walked past. ‘We can’t protect women after midnight.’


    It was still only six o’clock. But ‘Thank you, Constable,’ I said, and lengthened my gait. ‘I’ll be back indoors soon.’


    The top of Brady Street was a snarl of naph­tha-lit stalls. Beside them kerbside acrobats and a fire-eater performed tricks, and barefoot chil­dren pulled at skirts and trouser legs soliciting farthings and ha’pennies. I pulled my ulster tightly across my chest, turned into White­chapel Road, and continued on my way.


    I passed Whitechapel station. The pub next to it had been used as a temporary resting place for poor Polly Nichols, and I crossed myself without thinking, oblivious to the fact that I now worshipped Ishtar. Then I passed the crowd outside the Pavilion Theatre-—where, according to Mum, they put on melodramas ‘of a rough type’—and, a little way down the road, a similar crowd milling about outside the waxworks. The shop that housed the waxworks had once been home to a freak show where Mr Merrick, the human mutation, was kept in a cage before being taken to live inside the London Hospital. I looked straight ahead, avoiding the leering eyes of sailors, bullies, roughs, and cads.


    Those whom Mum and Dad called the ‘predatory classes’ always welcomed a fog, and I inspected each passing, gas-lit face for evidence of criminality.


    There were faces belonging to Fancy Dans and Ally Slopers. And there were plenty of faces belonging to round-the-corner-Sallys, several of whom, I discovered to my distress, were Shulamites who had come upon hard times. And there were the dirty, cherubic faces of newspaper boys and little flower girls. But nowhere, I told myself, in an attempt to bolster my weakening resolve, were there the faces of Mr Stevenson’s Hyde, a Bill Sykes, a Sweeney Todd, or a Varney the Vampyre.


    My legs quickened, transporting me deeper and deeper into the labyrinth.


    A bobtail shepherded a client out of a noisy penny gaff and into an alley for a thrupenny upright. Another streetwalker, who looked as if she lived on a diet of mother’s ruin and broken teeth, disputed the reckoning with a Lascar, and then disappeared into a similar well of darkness.


    I turned into Osborn Street. Immediately, the spectral land­scape of squalor and neglect became more sinister. Here, I was breaching the heart of the vortex: the evil quarter mile of Spitalfields where light and air were but a rumour.


    As I entered Brick Lane, I began to feel giddy.


    Bits of clay pipe and shards of ginger-ale bottles crunched beneath my heels. I negotiated a gutter, slipped a little on a patch of rotten vegetables, and then recovered. I looked around. My nape tingled. I sensed the presence of some indefinable threat. The last time I had been here, Little Babylon hadn’t seemed so bad. At night, however, it was forbidding. There were voices. Many voices. The voices of a population who lived here only because the prospect of the workhouse was even more unbearable than life in the slums. What am I doing? I thought. Is any of this real? Shouldn’t I just turn around and go home? In reply, shadows formed, disappeared, and then reformed, before finally dissolving behind a bank of fog. Corseted as I was, my traumatized waist affected a womanly panic in my bosom. I soon began to struggle for breath. In a ballroom, at a party, or even walking the Lime-house Mile, such a feminine display might have charmed a gentle­man’s eye; but here it only made me the target of footpads. I bowed my head and walked on, past heaps of rubbish and pools of sullage. The smell of drying matchboxes, stale fish, and rotten cabbage was as all-pervasive as the sulphurous fog.


    I stopped. The fog had thickened—the damp air blowing in from the Essex and Kentish marshes clogged with the carbon spewed out from hundreds of thousands of chimneys and flues. Panic flowed from my bosom and filled me entire. I spun through three-hundred-and-sixty degrees. The air was streaked with odd shades of green. My mouth filled with a strange compound of flavours. And my skin grew clammy, as if covered with the slime trails of countless snails and worms. I put a hand against the nearest wall—my fingers running over a torn, wet poster—and edged tentatively forward.


    A hundred pairs of eyes lit up the mouth of a nearby alleyway, each rat-like pupil like the tip of a red-hot poker. The troglodytes who inhabited the foulest rookeries in Flower and Dean were, perhaps, studying me with that mixture of wonder, fear, and hatred invariably evoked by the sight of an outsider. I walked faster, ever faster, staring down at the cobbles, willing the natives to return to their cottages and fever-haunted courts deep within London’s black heart.


    I was beginning to lose my nerve. I felt like crying. I was at the heart of a naphtha-lit Dis, a monstrous City of the Plain. Here, the world of day, where men went to work, women kept house, and all was circumscribed by propriety, had capitulated to the forces of eternal night, where men and women fed upon each other, and life hurtled towards an apocalypse of madness, copula­tion, and death.


    A small party of Sally Army girls suddenly appeared out of the fog and walked towards me, the eldest of their number holding a bull’s-eye lamp before her to light the way. I pulled myself together and waved to them. They stopped and, on hearing my breathless request, directed me to Church Street, bestowing advice and hallelujahs. The night was insalubrious. And there was murder about, they said.


    I hurried across the road. Ahead of me, shrouded behind a swirling curtain of greens, yellows, and sickly oranges, were the brewery, the railway tunnels of the Great Eastern, and, at the very end of the Lane, the bleak netherworld of The Nichol. I made my turning and gratefully entered into happier territory, where the shuttered old silk-weavers’ houses hinted at some small degree of safety and comfort.
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    ‘But it’s true,’ said Cliticia, her eyes flashing as she grew impatient with the obstinacy of my disbelief. ‘It’s bloody true I tell you. I’m out. Dropped. Expelled.’ She slapped her thigh. ‘Royally buggered.’


    Tonight, at about the same time as Mum and Dad would have been allowing Lizzie’s mother into their parlour, the Duenna had paid a house call to inform Madam Lipski that the Temple of Ishtar would not be needing her daughter’s services. Not this year, nor any other.


    ‘Then that’s two of us,’ I said.


    She kicked one of her dolls across the room. ‘I suppose so.’


    Lying down on her bed, she stared disconsolately at the ceiling.


    ‘Expelled,’ she murmured. ‘Mum can’t believe it. She’s down the rub-a-dub-dub, drowning ’er sorrows.’


    The gas lamp was turned down, and in the sombre light her face resembled a piece of carved ebony that some African witch doctor might have employed as a fetish or juju. But the truly remarkable thing about Cliticia’s appearance this evening was her hair. I sat down on the edge of the counterpane, mesmerized by the sight of it.


    ‘What have you done to yourself?’ I said, running my fingers through her locks, and eager, if only for a minute or so, to change the dreary tenor of our conversation. ‘What on earth did you use?’


    ‘Peroxide, household bleach, soap flakes, and ammonia,’ she replied, absently.


    Her blonde coiffure lent her the aspect of a fallen angel, or a Black Madonna crowned with gold. She looked divine and, at the same time, ineffably vulgar.


    ‘But why?’ I got up and inspected myself in the wardrobe mirrors, wondering if I could ever look so fallen or angelic, and was pleased to discover that there was a touch of carnation in my cheeks, offset by a pallor that the fog had aggravated, as it might a consumptive. Tonight, I seemed to possess the elements of that contaminated beauty I had always longed for, but had never really dared hope might be mine. ‘Why now?’ I said.


    ‘Because we’re getting out, that’s why,’ said Cliticia, sitting up and swinging her legs off the bed. ‘The little ones are staying next door with Mrs Szurma. They’ll be all right.’ She stood up. ‘Now ’urry up and choose a dress for yourself,’ she continued. ‘You can’t go over looking like that. And ’elp yourself to some paint.’ She took a pot of rouge off her vanity table and held it out. I took it, a little abashed. ‘We’ll show ’em,’ she concluded, clenching her teeth. ‘We’ll show ’em we’re bloody Shulamites.’
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    We were assailed by abuse almost as soon as we had stepped onto the pavement.


    ‘Necrosluts,’ slurred an adolescent boy who leant against the north wall of Christ Church. A gin bottle hung from his limp hand.


    ‘Fuck off, Bertie Simpkins,’ said Cliticia, hoarsely. ‘Fuck off back to Fuckland where all the little Fuck people live. Go on, before I give you a kick up the bottle an’ glass. You fucking slubberdegullion, you.’


    The boy turned as pale as the bone-white masonry.


    Despite the inclement weather we had both, in a fit of insanity that had taken its cue from the greater insanity overwhelming our lives, dressed as if for a summer’s day. Cliticia wore white silk trimmed with Bedfordshire lace. And I had decked myself in black satin with chenille and beads. Our dresses were the sort that displayed a well-turned ankle to good effect, and which only Shulamites, and other openly disreputable young women, might wear.


    Carrying a gigantic carpetbag between us, we turned right and headed for The Ten Bells.


    As we approached the pub a crowd that had defied the weather and spilled out onto the cobbles parted to allow us through. Like a couple of grande horizontales taking a Sunday stroll along the Ladies’ Mile of Rotten Row, we glided through their midst, impervious to whistles, sniggers, and ribaldry.


    We entered the bar.


    Inside, the air was thick with smoke, laughter, screams, and cussing.


    Cliticia took hold of my hand. We squeezed through the close- packed huddle of bodies until we stood behind a woman notable for the French elegance of her clothes and a complexion as inhu­manly beautiful as it was dark. Cliticia tapped her on the shoulder. The woman turned around.


    ‘Oh, God in heaven,’ she said, her voice inflected with thick, Slavic vowels, ‘what are you doing here! Doch, have you not made enough trouble for one day?’


    ‘Where’s Mr Kirchner?’ said Cliticia, unperturbed.


    ‘Ha! Her precious Mr Kirchner!’ Madam Lipski stamped her foot on the floor. ‘Why am I so cursed? This one: always, always she popustu tratit vremya!’


    ‘I am not playing around,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘Never mind that,’ said a burly man who, it seemed, was Madam Lipski’s companion for the evening. ‘You’ve caused your mother a lot of ’eartache today. Get along with you back ’ome, go on.’


    If Madam Lipski was beautiful, her beauty was past its zenith, and waning towards a point where it would no longer respond to the alchemy of cosmetics. I wondered if her daughter provoked in her a measure of jealousy.


    ‘Mr Kirchner!’ said Madam Lipski, turning to her companion. ‘Oh, for all the saints, tell me I have a daughter who is just a fool and not a villain!’ She took a sip of her half of bitter. ‘He’s over there,’ she added, abjuring the defamation of her offspring to cock her head towards a corner of the bar. ‘This Kirchner-—’ She narrowed her eyes and became suddenly meditative. ‘There are some very odd stories going around about him.’


    ‘The man doesn’t belong ’ere,’ said her companion. I studied him more closely. His face betrayed the telltale signs of nympholepsy: deep-sunk eyes, a pale, rather greasy complexion, and a flabby, tic-animated mouth. Nympholepsy, of course, only rarely culminated in death. But it always resulted in submission. Whether he knew it or not, he was a slave of Ishtar, and by exten­sion, a slave of the Illuminati, too. "E’s one of them that’s from up West, slumming it, I reckon. Best stay out of ’is way. Such as them ain’t for such as us. Know your place, I reckon, young lady. Know and keep your place.’


    ‘Perhaps “slumming it” is all my daughter can now expect,’ said Madam Lipski, unable to resist a calumnious passing shot before again presenting us with her back.


    ‘Thanks, Mum,’ said Cliticia, with contrived humility.


    She led me to a table where a tall, fair-haired man sat alone staring lugubriously into his pint of Black Eagle.


    ‘Well, knock me down with a fewer, it’s Mr Kirchner,’ said Cliticia, with mock surprise. ‘Fancy seeing you ’ere!’ She had taken care to imbue her voice with just the right note of sauciness. ‘And talking of fevvers, I reckon I could spit ’em. ’Ow about buying a girl a drink?’


    Slowly, the man looked up, and even more slowly, smiled. His face was well-proportioned; I might have called it handsome, I suppose, even if the sharp cheeks, jaw line, and ‘cruel mouth’ suggested a certain lupine disposition.


    ‘Well, well, well,’ he said, ‘it’s little Cliticia Lipski. How delighted I am to be re-acquainted with you, Miss.’


    ‘Pleasure’s all mine, I’m sure,’ she said, with coy sarcasm. Good lord, I thought, does Cliticia have an admirer?


    ‘And what can I do for you this time?’ He was well spoken. I had to admit that. In fact, he spoke like a toff, even though his rough, workingman’s clothes seemed at pains to offer a denial, framing him in terms a Punch cartoonist might use to portray a gentleman who had succumbed to evil ways. ‘And you’ve brought a friend with you, I see,’ he added, arching an eyebrow as he gave me the once over. ‘A very pretty friend.’ His accent: if it seemed aristocratic, then there was something foreign about it, too.


    Cliticia bent over and whispered something in his ear. As he turned his head to accommodate her he revealed a scar on his left cheek. A duelling scar, perhaps. He frowned, looked briefly up at me, and then focused once more upon Cliticia.


    ‘Very well,’ he said, seemingly not caring who heard. ‘But it must be now. Tonight. His lordship has tarried here long enough.’ He got up. ‘I’ll collect him,’ he added, ‘and meet you at our prearranged trysting-place.’ Once more, he looked me up and down, and this time, more boldly. Indeed, I thought him quite impudent. Nevertheless, I must admit that I felt an unaccountable rush of excitement as his steely-blue eyes took stock of me. I might have been an adventuress in a Gothic romance, and he the mysterious stranger who, if at first seeming a scoundrel, will reveal himself at the last to be the hero of the hour.


    ‘Can she be trusted?’ he continued, out of the corner of his mouth. He reached out and placed his thumb and middle finger against my left cheek. Then he squeezed, smiling at me the while, as if I were a child he expected to submit to being trifled with. I shied away. Gazing down at the imprint of rouge on his finger­tips, his smile became wry. He rubbed the two fingers together, like a man who has recently chalked a snooker cue and thought to rid himself of a residuum of dust.


    ‘I can be trusted,’ I said.


    He took a half-hunter out of his fob pocket and checked the time.


    ‘One hour,’ he said.

  


  



  
    


    


    Chapter Seven


    


    


    ‘Is he German?’ I stood inside the massive, Venetian portico that comprised Christ Church’s western aspect. Leaning against a Tuscan column—one of four that supported the portico’s arched roof—I gazed down the steps to where Cliticia had stood a moment earlier. She had been gazing up at the belfry, hopelessly trying to descry the clock and thus ascertain how much longer we might have to wait. ‘Gawd,’ she’d said. ‘It’s ’taters out ’ere.’ Then she had taken a step backwards and disappeared into the fog.


    ‘I said is he—’ The usual clatter of hansoms, omnibuses, trams, and growlers was absent; no gig-lamps were in sight; everybody, it seemed, had retreated, either to their lodgings, or the public house. The night was still. ‘Cliticia?’ I whispered, hardly daring to break that stillness. ‘Cliticia, where are you?’


    When she reappeared her plum-dark com­plexion glistened like moonlight upon the Thames. It was as if the night had seeped into her pores.


    I sighed in relief.


    ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not German.’ Again, she looked up towards the clock, still unable to distinguish its face. The pea-souper hid belfry and steeple as effectively as it obscured the streets.


    She walked up the steps and joined me.


    ‘Not German,’ she repeated. ‘Aryan. Pure Boreal stock.’ She stooped, opened the carpetbag that lay at my feet, and then took out a cigarette and a box of matches. Straightening herself, she put the cigarette between her bright red lips and proceeded to light up. ‘Luv-erly,’ she said, exhaling a long, grey-blue plume. I’d never seen her smoke before, and wondered if she were engaged in yet another futile attempt to impress me, or whether she shared my apprehension and was trying to calm her nerves.


    ‘Aryan?’ I queried.


    ‘What’s it matter?’ She smiled. ‘A masher’s what ’e is, doncha fink? A real masher. Not that you’d know it, the way ’e ’as to sometimes dress. But when ’e’s done up proper, I tell you’—she fixed me with wide, mock-ingenuous eyes and chucked me play­fully under the chin—"e’s almost as ’andsome as you.’ She laughed, and then began to sing:


    


    ‘My girl’s an out-and-outer,


    That is she’s not a muff,


    There’s no two ways about ’er,


    She’s a proper bit o’ stuff.


    When on Sunday dress’d all in ’er best,


    She’s flash but she’s discreet,


    She’s as straight as any sausage,


    And a dozen times more sweet.’


    


    ‘Shh!’ I said. A little way off, in the desolate wasteland of the church grounds, men lay asleep: drunks, fakirs, loafers, and sturdy beggars. Men whose wretchedness precluded the niceties due two unchaperoned maidens found wandering the streets on a foggy night.


    I walked to the edge of the steps and looked up towards the sky. Hidden behind the dirty pall of the pea-souper was the dread constellation of the Bull. And as I continued to look, I felt Aldebaran, the bull’s red eye, staring back at me, unseen but all- seeing, like the eye of an invisible, vengeful God. ‘Sumi-Er,’ I mused, a little more confidently. If those sleeping rough were too deep in drunken torpor to be roused by the constant biting of vermin or the chill depredations of the night, then they would hardly be stirred by the prattle of two young girls.


    ‘Sumi-what?’ said Cliticia.


    ‘That’s the name of their planet,’ I said, still gazing skyward into the impenetrable canopy of fog, ‘sixty-eight light years from Earth.’


    She walked to my side. ‘You believe all that?’


    I looked at her. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Maybe.’


    Cliticia blew out her cheeks and expelled another long plume of smoke.


    ‘I know that they want to enslave us,’ she said. ‘And I know that there ain’t much we can do about it.’ She took a longer, more thoughtful drag on her cigarette. ‘Except submit.’ I turned to look her in the face. ‘What more is there to know?’ she concluded. If I wondered at her boldness, I wondered still more at her sincerity. She gazed back at me, made a big oval of her lips, and then, tipping her chin to the stars, blew a smoke ring into the air. For a moment it hovered above her head, a nicotine halo that seemed a symbol of how artlessness and vulgarity could, in her, so sweetly combine. Then it dissolved into the night. ‘Bloody ’ell, Maddy, you’re so serious.’ But to go by the expression on her face she might have been rebuking herself. ‘Life’s more than book- learning. Ain’t you ever thought of ’aving a bit of fun?’


    Above us, the church bells rang out, tolling the hour.


    I heard the clip-clop of hoofs. A hansom cab materialized out of the fog, pulled up to the kerb and then, like an apparition, as quickly departed, to be once more subsumed by the dark.


    Two men emerged from the gloom and walked up the steps.


    One of them was Mr Kirchner. The other was an older man carrying a little black bag who dressed like Mr Kirchner spoke.


    ‘That’s right,’ whispered Cliticia, quickly interpreting the look I had bestowed upon him. ‘Got up like a real lord, ain’t ’e?’ The collar and cuffs of his long, black coat were trimmed with astrakhan. He wore a top hat of richest silk plush. His black necktie was fixed with a horseshoe pin and his unbuttoned chesterfield revealed a massive gold watch chain hanging from his waistcoat.


    ‘W, w, w, what shall I call him?’ I said, my stammer threatening to embarrass me.


    ‘Call me—’ he said. Oh God, he had heard. I wanted the ground to open up beneath my feet.


    ‘Your lordship?’ suggested Cliticia, nudging me in the ribs.


    He paused and doffed his hat in salutation. Then, replacing it on his head, he continued his ascent. ‘Are we ready, ladies?’ he ven­tured, when he stood before us. He was taller than Mr Kirchner, but only slightly older, I saw now; in his mid-thirties, I would have guessed. Like him, he possessed a head of thick, blond hair; his eyes were steel blue; and his accent was clipped. He and Mr Kirchner could almost have been brothers, one a prince (it was immediately apparent that ‘his lordship’ was a man of authority), the other born on the wrong side of the bed. Consumed in a somewhat over-earnest study of my interlocutor’s demeanour, it was some seconds before I realized that his attention was upon me, and me alone. ‘Perhaps your friend, Miss Lipski, has already told you, but Mr Kirchner here’—he gestured towards his facto­tum—‘has been employed to effect renovation work. And a fine job he’s doing, too.’ Mr Kirchner smiled thinly, as a chef might who has been complimented on serving a particularly fine gruel. ‘The legacy of Hawksmoor has of late, it seems, been ill-served.’ His lordship gestured more expansively. ‘Proceed, Mr Kirchner, proceed!’


    Mr Kirchner pulled a key from his pocket and walked up to the church’s front doors. ‘In 1836 a fire destroyed the tower,’ he said, treating us to the rationale that gave him access. ‘In 1851 the orig­inal altarpiece was sold. The communion table, also.’ The key engaged the wards. Placing a gloved hand against the door, he slowly eased it open. ‘In 1866 they took away the side galleries, altered the windows, removed the box-pews, and replaced the pulpit.’ He looked over his shoulder and waved us forward. ‘And the work continues, of course. It has to. Hawksmoor may have been one of us, but he lacked the requisite scientific expertise to keep the Gate permanently open.’


    Nicholas Hawksmoor, a member of the Black Order? Impossible, I thought. The Black Order could not possibly be that old.


    Mr Kirchner stepped inside; Cliticia and I followed, once again carrying the carpetbag between us. His lordship brought up the rear.


    ‘Everything all right, ladies?’ said his lordship, in a possible effort to reassure us.


    ‘Fine,’ I said, nervously.


    ‘Tickety boo,’ said Cliticia.


    The space beneath the belfry was filled with shadows. They were darker, more menacing, than those that had swarmed about the portico and infested the streets. I stumbled, lost my grip of the carpetbag and heard it fall upon the floor.


    ‘Let me assist you,’ said Mr Kirchner. Effortlessly, he picked up the bag with one hand and then once more strode ahead. I held out my own hand and found Cliticia’s. Supporting each other, we walked deeper into the church.


    As we reached the nave, the shadows gave way to light. Mr Kirchner had found a bull’s-eye lamp and lit it. Depositing our luggage next to a small table, he swung the lamp this way and that, perhaps to ensure that the church was empty. Then, setting the lamp down on the table, he retraced his steps, passed under the balcony seating, and closed the door. Oh God, I have to go back. I thought. Go back before it’s too late. I felt a hand on my shoulder. ‘Your name?’ said his lordship.


    ‘Madeleine,’ I said, ‘Madeleine F, F, F—’


    ‘Fell,’ said Cliticia.


    He offered me his arm. I took it. This is unreal, I thought. Go, you stupid girl, run!


    ‘Shall we, Miss Fell?’ Leaning against his arm, I allowed myself to be led up the aisle. The church was deserted and would have been as uncommonly quiet as the fog-shrouded land outside if it hadn’t been for the clicking of the deathwatch beetles.


    Saying nothing, we continued along the church’s longitudinal west-east axis. Like a bridesmaid, Cliticia walked a few feet behind. Mr Kirchner, who once more hefted the carpetbag, accompanied her. Negotiating our way past the latticework screen that separated nave from chancel, we eventually came to a halt before the altar and the great east window that loured above it.


    His lordship took up the lecture from where Mr Kirchner had left off. ‘The loss of the galleries, the side entrances, and the steeple ornaments has damaged Christ Church—in purely aesthetic terms, somewhat irreparably. Nevertheless, it remains compelling, do you not think?’ He raised his arm and swept it through the air. ‘Does it not meet Vanbrugh’s criterion, that churches should have “the most solemn and awful appearance without and within”?’ I followed his gaze. Flattened arches, massive recessed walls, the huge flat ceiling, and the tripartite eastern window that seemed illumined with a strange, black light, all seemed designed to overwhelm with intimations of dread. The church was consecrated to some intangible force; I was surrounded by the monumentality of its dark purpose. ‘Yes, Vanbrugh would have been pleased. Christ Church retains its Dionysiac lines. And more importantly, it remains functional.’ ‘My father has spoken at Christ Church Hall, in Hanbury Street,’ I said, as if I could allay my anxieties by summoning up a spectre of my own: the spectre of normality.


    ‘Ah yes,’ said his lordship, ‘a platform for Radicals. Annie Besant, I believe, has spoken there, too.’


    ‘There was another Annie,’ said Mr Kirchner, ‘who frequented Hanbury Street.’


    The air, already chill, seemed to grow colder. ‘We won’t talk of that,’ said his lordship, somewhat acidly.


    There was a dull thud. Mr Kirchner had tossed the carpetbag towards the altar, and it had come to rest beneath the antependium. I looked up, studying his lordship’s face for some indication of what might now transpire. Ignoring me, he disen­gaged his arm from my own, and then walked forward and deposited his own bag—the little black bag that so resembled a doctor’s—on top of the altar-cloth. He opened it and retrieved a big, pear-shaped jewel. He held the jewel aloft and I saw that it glinted and sparkled like onyx, or some other variety of dark, semiprecious stone.


    Cliticia fixed me with an amused, knowing gaze, and then quieter than before, but just as insistently, began to sing:


    


    ‘I kissed her twice upon her lips


    I wish I’d done it thrice,


    I whispered Oh, it’s naughty,


    She said—’


    


    But Oh, it is so nice. The flagstones began to rumble. Vibrations coursed through the soles of my boots and up my legs. And then the church filled with a desperate, harsh noise, as if a thousand steam engines such as had been used at my interview had been stowed in the crypt and fired-up at a moment’s notice. I put my hands over my ears. Then I heard nothing. Felt nothing. The black light that seemed to fill the east window grew brighter. It flooded the altar, the chancel, and the nave, filling me and flowing through my blood, spinning me like a whirligig and drowning me in shadows.


    And all my senses were eclipsed.
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    Chapter Eight


    


    


    The planet, or rather the urbanized portion of landmass that I stood upon—a superconti­nent constituting three-tenths of its otherwise watery surface—was a conglomerate of ruins overrun with blue vegetation and enveloped in a deeper, midnight-blue shade.


    It was night. In Babylon, world-city conse­crated to the goddess of the moon, it was always night. Moreover, it was always the night of a full moon. The moon gave Babylon suc­cour; it was the lantern that illumined the indigo depths of its perpetual shadows. And it was moonlight, blue as Arctic ice, but warm as a tropical breeze, that delineated the outcrop­pings of ziggurats, temples, palaces, and towers of another, half-forgotten age.


    ‘It’s only the south, of course, that is inhab­ited,’ said his lordship. ‘Here, at the Gate of Shamash, we are in the north, the oldest part of Babylon.’


    When Alexander the Great defeated the Persians he determined to make Babylon the capital of his new empire. But in the centuries after his death in 323 BC, Babylon slowly became a provincial town with a dwindling population. At last—ravaged by the long war between Rome and Parthia—it was abandoned and disappeared under drifts of sand. Not so the other Babylon. Nebuchadnezzar, in a fit of unparalleled hubris, had, of course, ordered a replica of the city to be built off-world, faithful down to the smallest detail. Never again would Babylon be destroyed as it had been by the Assyrians under Sennacherib; neither would it be withered by time; whatever its earthly fate, its immortal image would be preserved in a place no man would find or dare to enter.


    But immortality sets impossible standards to live by, and Nebuchadnezzar’s visionary metropolis had struggled to main­tain, not merely her graces and charms, but her very integrity. The new, or, what was to me, the ‘modern’ Babylon, was still recog­nizably Babylon the Great of old, but it was also an apocalyptic city, a place of ruins and dead roads, chaotic, distorted as an image in a fairground mirror, and informed by a particularly virulent strain of giganticism.


    Rubble lay all about. Hearing the crunch of gravel, I looked behind and saw that Cliticia had emerged from the same archway as his lordship and I had. Mr Kirchner was by her side.


    The transition had been seamless. One moment, we had stood before Christ Church’s altar, and the next, had found ourselves beneath one of the august northern gates of the city’s perimeter wall.


    ‘Shamash,’ continued his lordship, ‘is the god of the sun. That is, my god.’ He took off his chesterfield and slung it over his shoulder. Beneath, he was attired rather like a sporting gentleman, in tweed reefer and rather dashing peg-top trousers with turn-ups and a military stripe. He dug into the reefer pocket, pulled out an armband and handed it to me. ‘Would you be so kind as to help me, my dear?’


    I slipped the armband over his wrist and along his arm, then adjusted it so that its elasticized sides found purchase around his bicep.


    He inspected it, just as Cliticia and Mr Kirchner drew along­side.


    ‘You see, Miss Fell?’ he said, pointing to the armband and the symbol it displayed. ‘A black disk with twelve radial sig-rune spokes. It is a sun wheel. The symbol of the Black Sun.' His face grew fervent. ‘The Black Sun shines above the Midnight Moun­tain. No human can see it—yet it is there: its light is within us, illuminating the path that men must follow if they are to find salvation in a weak, corrupt, feminine world.’ I recalled the vision of Marduk grieving over the collapse of the Babylonian empire until the goddess Ishtar commanded the stars to shine a new invis­ible light. That new light shone out of his eyes and poured out of his breast, as if the Black Sun resided in his heart. I took a step backwards. Paracelsus considered blood a condensation of light. And I knew then that Aryan blood was just that—the hard, bejewelled light of the Black Sun! ‘And you may find salvation, too, Miss Fell, if you choose to step from the left-hand path.’


    Mr Kirchner put his arm around Cliticia’s waist. She smiled, dewy-eyed, as if she had perhaps known him for longer than I had suspected. Long enough, at least, to develop an admiration for him. Perhaps even to indulge in an affaire de cœur.


    I regained my composure. Ever since Cliticia had suggested we run away, I had known what I was getting into. I had to show his lordship I wasn’t afraid. After all, I was a bluestocking. Not some silly little chit. I was a bluestocking who could, and did, wear white silk stockings and went tight-laced. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘You’re from the Island in the North. I know the legends. I’ve read all about them.’


    ‘Mmm. She’s really clever,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘You’ll call both of us “sir” while you’re here,’ said Mr Kirchner, rather brusquely.


    ‘I am Lord Azrael,’ said his lordship, ‘and this,’ he added, nodding towards his servant, ‘is Malachi.’ Once again, he took me by the arm. I glanced over my shoulder and took one last look at the ivy-festooned city wall. It was built of burnt bricks. And from my school lessons, I knew that the bricks would conform to a standard measurement of three-quarters of a yard in length and a yard in thickness, and that they would be joined with bituminous mortar. To my left and to my right, the wall stretched out into the distance, a die-straight line interrupted only by the nearby inter-dimensional Gate. Flanked by towers whose crumbling turrets betrayed the traditional layers of reed matting that afforded drainage, the Gate was little more than a black hole in space. And though I knew that Akkad, a region of marshlands, palms, fig-trees, and hyenas, lay on the wall’s farther side, I could see nothing—not even an afterimage of my own native world, which I instinctively knew lay as close as the wall itself. The Gate was not, of course, one used, or sanctioned, by the Illumi­nati; it had been forced open by some hermetic means known only to the Men; and now, to cover our tracks, it had sealed itself behind us.


    I felt a tug. Lord Azrael began to squire me down the rubble- strewn incline towards the city streets. ‘Poor Malachi,’ he whispered, conspiratorially. ‘He does so like to play the martinet. But his recommendation, I think, is pertinent. We must observe the little proprieties, must we not?’


    Despite my earlier tergiversations, I had decided that I didn’t much care for Mr Malachi. But what I could not for the life of me understand was why I could not bring myself to dislike Lord Azrael, too.
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    Like the earthly Babylon of old, the city had been built upon a grid. Its streets formed a network of perfectly straight lines stretching out north, south, east, and west as far as the horizon. The city’s first architects—forbidden, like all men, to enter the new world—had trained female slaves captured during the campaigns of 601-587 BC to do their bidding. Their works, though much faded, were still evident. Mesopotamian Babylon had preserved the same essential features throughout her long history; and here, at the city outskirts, at least, the same applied to the Babylon that existed off-world.


    Cubic houses, flat-topped and windowless—their stark, terra­cotta outlines picked out by moonlight—bordered a road that receded into deep blue shadows. Ranged about the houses were mysterious alleyways paved with flagstones, small, overgrown gardens, and enclosed courtyards harbouring deep, echo-filled wells.


    Cliticia and I sat by the roadside, our backs propped against a truncated marble column. The column was decorated with mosaics: geometric patterns of processional figures, some human, some bestial, some obscene. There were graffiti, too. Many seemed quite recent and had evidently been scored into the stone with a penknife—political slogans, as far as I could make out, relieved, here and there, by a heart, a few sets of initials, and a Cupid’s arrow.


    Lord Azrael and Mr Malachi stood by the railway lines that ran down the middle of the street. I looked south, to where the lines merged with the vanishing point of our destination: a saw­toothed horizon comprised of ziggurats surmounted by a bloated moon. The moon neither waxed nor waned, nor did it cross the heavens; it simply remained where it was, night after night, like a great Chinese lantern above the tiny, distant buildings—a goddess brooding over her deathly still world. I looked north. A train was approaching, the locomotive’s thick, blue-grey column of smoke rising higher and higher until it bisected the lunar face, in much the same way that the plume from Cliticia’s cigarette snaked across my eyes, lips, and nose.


    ‘Malachi reckons it’ll take us as long as twelve ’ours to reach the encampment,’ she said. ‘But it’s the Citadel I really want to get to.’


    ‘That would take even longer,’ I said. ‘We’re in the middle of a vast continent—the only landmass on this world. It’s bigger even than Africa, or the Americas. And the city covers almost a tenth of it.’


    ‘Yeh,’ said Cliticia. ‘It’s a whopping great place, I know that.’


    ‘The city’s growth,’ I added rather primly as I made a show of waving away her smoke, ‘has followed an exponential curve that reflects Babylon’s ever-growing influence over earthly affairs.’


    ‘You’re not at school now,’ she said, irritably stubbing her ciga­rette out amongst a pile of potsherds.


    ‘I thought you wanted me to help you?’


    ‘Don’t need to write reports now, do I? Don’t need to worry about the selection committee, either. The old life belongs on the other side. So no airs an’ graces, eh?’


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. I folded my arms.


    I got to my feet. Walking a little way down the road, I came to the plinth of another broken column. Lifting my skirts clear of my white, side-buttoned boots, I ascended the little scree of rubble that sloped from the plinth’s side until I stood on top of the plinth itself. A breeze caressed my cheeks, a cool, refreshing breeze that whistled as it insinuated itself into countless dusty wells and the cracks in the adjacent stone houses. From some­where came the sound of a door idly banging against its jambs. But apart from the breeze, the door, and a few distant, barely heard evocations of loneliness that were as likely to have been imagined as real, all was silent.


    ‘Just think,’ I said, staring straight ahead and away from Cliticia, ‘women built this city.’


    ‘Listen to the little Radical,’ she said, dryly.


    ‘But it’s true.’


    ‘Don’t look like anyone’s been doing much building lately.’


    And that was also true, of course. Nearly all construction had been halted in the late eighteenth century, following the Black Order’s first incursions.


    ‘What about the railways?’ I said, defensively. ‘The line from Liverpool Street to Babylon was opened about a year after we were born. You can’t say that nothing’s been done.’ I put my hands on my hips in a fit of Cliticia-esque temper. ‘I’ve always thought that women can do anything if they choose to put their minds to it.’


    ‘They made a lot of ol’ Paddy fishwives honorary members of Babylon for a few years—just long enough for them to get the job done. Big deal.’


    ‘Could you have done it?’


    ‘Me?’ she spluttered. ‘Temple-maidens like us don’t work. Not that kind of work, at least. We’re not allowed to.’ I heard her sniff. ‘Thank bleedin’ Christ.’


    Wobbling on my heels, I attempted to take stock of the desolate urban landscape that surrounded me. But the more I looked, the more everything seemed to swim in and out of focus, the city’s pastel shades dissolving into a panorama of undifferentiated line, mass, and dimension. I had thought that I would enjoy a better view from the vantage point of the plinth. Instead, I had had my line of sight impeded by some kind of atmospheric disturbance, the horizon shivering as if behind a tremulous veil. It was, I knew, warmer in the south, and convection—or whatever anomaly created by the cold heat of an alien moon produced a commensu­rate effect—had blurred the mauve air to tease my eye with unresolved perspectives.


    Herodotus had visited Babylon in 458 BC. By that time Nebuchadnezzar had been in his grave for over a hundred years and the city was in decline. And yet it still had had the power to inspire awe. In Book One of the Histories he had written: ‘It lies in a wide plain, a vast city in the form of a square with sides nearly fourteen miles long and a circuit of some fifty-six miles, and in addition to its enormous size it surpasses in splendour any city of the known world’ But however vast the original Babylon might have been, this reproduction was almost incomprehensibly vast— an architectural graveyard where the styles, innovations, and rhetorical gestures of the modern, as well as ancient, worlds were memorialized in a stupendous vista of crumbling stone and dust. The Modern Babylon was truly the most awe-inspiring city known to man, even if it was, for the most part, dead and, of course, as mad as the great king who had built it.


    I continued to gaze south, narrowing my eyes so as to take in the endlessly receding lines of blasted masonry; gazed across oceans of stone, brick, slate, and tangled iron. The rippling, convective air could not quite mask Esagila: the complex of build­ings from which the great ziggurat Etemenanki rose as it had in the days of Nimrod to point an accusing finger at the sky. ‘The temple is a square building, two furlongs each way, with bronze gates', it has a solid central tower, one furlong square, with a second erected on top of it and then a third, and so on up to eight. All eight towers can be climbed by a spiral way running round the outside, and about halfway up there are seats and a shelter for those who make the ascent to rest on. On the summit of the topmost tower stands a great temple with a fine large couch, richly covered, and a golden table beside it. The shrine contains no image and no one spends the night there except, as the priests of Bel say, one Babylonian woman, alone, whoever it may be that the god has chosen. The priests also say—though I do not believe them—that the god enters the temple in person and takes his rest on the bed... ’


    He should have believed. Herodotus had been describing the hieros gamos or ‘sacred wedding’ that we temple-maidens still rehearsed. And if here, off-world, our rehearsals were confined to mime, on Earth it was a different matter. There, in our capacity as sacred prostitutes, we slept with the Illuminati, the new kings of Babylon and the known universe.


    It was strange. I had never really taken in the fact that I would be expected to enter into shameless liaisons with men for whom I felt nothing. That particular, but crucial, aspect of serving the Goddess had had as little to do with my decision to volunteer as had the enticements of money, gifts, and other endowments. And I knew that, for Cliticia, it had been the same. Something else had seduced our hearts, something other, a mystery that my young life had for so long been struggling unsuccessfully to comprehend.


    I held out my arms and began slowly to rotate, so that I seemed to offer up my embrace to the four corners of the great city.


    ‘The sacred wedding!’ I proclaimed. ‘What gods should we offer ourselves up to, I wonder, now that we’re bona fide harlots?’


    ‘Oh, give over, do,’ said Cliticia. I stopped rotating. Cliticia sat where I had left her, about a dozen yards away. She had propped her chin in the balls of her palms and was staring resolutely at the ground, ostentatiously fed up with the long wait.


    I knew things would never be the same. My precipitate nature had brought me to the place I had longed for. But what I discov­ered I wanted, more than anything, was to be back in Victoria Park, with Cliticia leaning against my shoulder, and Babylon only the distant, romantic prospect that had brought us together—a prospect so distant and indistinct that it would never actually be realized.


    I descended the plinth and walked back to join my friend. Once again, I sat down beside her.


    I stared down the tracks, towards Lord Azrael.


    ‘Did I ever tell you about Barbarossa?’ I said.


    Cliticia shrugged. ‘Are you going to?’ she replied, less than wholly interested.


    ‘You’d call him an imaginary playmate, I suppose,’ I continued, undeterred, while making a casual evaluation of Lord Azrael’s patrician figure. ‘The kind you don’t let on about. The kind you get scolded for... indulging in.’ I frowned, rooting about in the undergrowth of my memory. ‘I first met him when I was about five years old, I suppose. He lived in the wardrobe that stood at the foot of my bed.’ I looked askance. Cliticia’s downcast eyes had glazed, but whether out of boredom, or because she had redi­rected her gaze inward to better focus her concentration, I couldn’t tell. ‘One night, the wardrobe door opened all by itself, as if by magic. I was scared of the dark, then, and I hid under the sheets. But I could feel him standing there, looking down at me. He was, he was—’


    ‘A bit of a masher?’ said Cliticia.


    ‘He was like Lord Byron,’ I said. ‘Like Duke Bluebeard. Like... like Heathcliff.’


    ‘And then?’ said my friend, more eagerly now.


    ‘I was scared,’ I said.


    ‘I wouldn’t ’ave been,’ said Cliticia, defiantly, as her eyes once more swam into focus. ‘I’m not frightened of nuffink.’


    ‘Do you know what Cathy says,’ I continued, remembering a favourite passage from one of my favourite books. ‘She says: “My love for Heathcliff resembles the eternal rocks: a source of little visible delight, but necessary.’” I turned abruptly to face her. ‘Cliticia, I am Heathcliff!’


    ‘Daft is what you are,’ muttered Cliticia.


    We fell silent, occupied only in watching the train as it steamed towards us.


    ‘Cheer up, sport,’ said Cliticia after a while, in an effort to strike a note that might lift us both out of our melancholia. ‘You did the right fing. Coming ’ere to Babylon ’as been what’s neces­sary for us two, I reckon.’ She put her arm around me. I let myself relax, and rested my head against hers. ‘You never know,’ she continued, rocking me a little, ‘you might meet up with your ol’ mate Barbarossa.’ She gave a little giggle. ‘Or even ’eathcliff. You never know, do you!’ Like me, she was looking down the track to where our two accomplices waited to flag down the train. ‘It’s destiny, ain’t it?’ she concluded. ‘Destiny. Yeh. Bleedin’ fate.’


    I had earlier taken off my bonnet, discarded it, and then let down my chignon. Since then, Cliticia had rarely missed an opportunity to run a hand through my heavy, waist-length hair. ‘Fate?’ I said, as I heard her sigh and felt yet another such caress, as cool as the breeze that swept through the ruins. ‘Yes, perhaps it is fate.’ But something was wrong. Something was profoundly wrong. I was in a dream world where all the angles, planes, and dimensions of my once familiar life were skewed, and if fate had decreed that matters should be so, then fate was a cheat, a fraud, and a charlatan.


    I looked up at the sky. The moon was so brilliant that its nimbus blanketed out the stars. If, of course, there were any stars in that black, alien expanse.


    The train sounded its whistle. I looked up. Lord Azrael and Mr Malachi stood on the track waving their arms.
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    The train roared across a devastated landscape. The Babylonian railway network traversed the city, its main lines running out of the interdimensional Gates that lay to the north, south, east, and west, allowing both passenger and freight services from Earth Prime to travel directly to their respective destinations off-world. The trains, along with thousands of miles of track, were, of course, owned and operated by the Illuminati. But not the train I travelled on. It was one of several that the Men had sequestered for their own purposes.


    The compartment, if not luxurious, was quite comfortably appointed. It resembled (or at least, so I would suppose, for I had only previously travelled on the London Underground) the first- class compartment of a train out of Paddington or St Pancras. I sat next to the window. The drapes—pulled back and secured with golden cords—were flush against my cheek. Made of thick, red velvet, they might have been originally designed for a house of assignation. The door to the compartment was closed, the windows that gave onto the connecting corridor screened by a similar set of drapes.


    I leant forward a little and allowed my left temple to rest against the dirt-streaked windowpane that separated me from the world outside.


    For the past few hours, the city had begun to change. It still manifested the ruined porticos, truncated columns, armless statues, and rampant vegetation that characterize, both in myth and fact, the symbol-strewn landscapes of all dead cities. But the debris of the millennia had lately been reconstituted into some­thing less ancient. The skeletal outlines of Gothic cathedrals, Baroque palaces, and neo-Palladian villas began to jump out at me from the jumble of architectural forms, like isolated phrases of meaning in a half-understood foreign tongue; and if the stelae, winged bulls, djinn, war gods, and other tokens of ancient Mes­opotamia were still much in evidence, then examples of iconography celebrating the Black Madonna and my own patron­ess, the Magdalene, complemented them.


    ‘Are you enjoying the scenery?’ said Lord Azrael.


    I studied his reflection in the window. I would not have called him a handsome man, though he was, as they say, ‘regularly proportioned’, and what is more, he exuded the kind of gracious but uncompromising authority that seemed to promise... But no; I would not allow my thoughts to travel down that road, I decided. There was still so much I did not understand; so much I had to be wary of. I averted my gaze from his reflection and renewed my scrutiny of the city.


    Flora was sparse. The palm trees that had erupted from the shattered paving that carpeted the city’s perimeter (trees that had doubtless been transplanted from Earth) were here reduced to odd, random brushstrokes of green, yellow, and brown that enlivened a canvas otherwise notable only for its stagnation and inertia. Trailing plants, creepers, and convolvulus, were more abundant. They entwined columns and porticos, smothered ghostly façades, or else snaked across rubble-littered piazzas. But all in all, Babylon’s vegetable life—at least, as it was represented here—offered little to excite my interest.


    The fauna, however, was wonderful. An hour or so ago I had pressed my nose to the window as a flock of flying cats had filled the sky: little, golden-fleeced sphinxes that, disturbed by the approach of the train, had taken wing from the dilapidated roof of an abandoned railway station, and then as rapidly disappeared. Ever since, I had hoped to see another such sight, if not of pretty, human-headed cats, then of some other example of the absurdly exotic wildlife that was rumoured to haunt Babylon’s desolate precincts.


    ‘Are you—’ said Lord Azrael, about to repeat himself. He was determined to intrude into my thoughts.


    ‘What,’ I cut in, ‘do you want with us?’ Apart from the clickety-clack of wheels over rails, the train was silent; so silent, I could hear his lordship’s every breath. Cliticia and Mr Malachi had taken a separate compartment. The only other passengers were the handful of lightly armed men who patrolled the corridor. I turned my head and gazed at him, defiantly. But he disdained to meet my gaze. I let my attention drift, idly inspecting the carpetbag that I had earlier stowed in the luggage rack above our heads. It was strange to reflect, but it seemed to me that a photo­graph of the scene would, to the untrained eye, have revealed nothing more untoward than an uncle taking a favourite niece on a trip into the country. I continued to bide my time, determined to show that I, too, could affect indifference.


    ‘What do we want with you ?’ he said at last. ‘Do you really not know? Or do you merely feign not to know?’ He laughed, gently. ‘Oh, Miss Fell, I think you know a great deal. In fact, I think you are a young lady full of surprises.’ I said nothing, surrendering myself to the train’s soporific rhythm, and aware, too aware, of how indecently close his body was to mine. ‘You mentioned the Blue Island, for instance.’ He put his feet up on the seat opposite. ‘The Blue Island,’ he mused, as if to himself, savouring the taste of the words as he might an after-dinner cigar. My eyelids began to droop. But as I let my body succumb to weariness, my mind seemed to grow keener, teased out of doubt and made increasingly hungry for his lordship’s quiet, considered words.


    ‘The Blue Island is located at the North Pole,’ he continued. ‘In the Hindu Puranas it is called Svita-Dvip, and it is home to Meru, the Midnight Mountain. But the world knows it more familiarly as the Hyperborean land of Thule. Half a billion years ago, Thule was home to my ancestors, a race of people originating from the planet Sumi-Er, in the solar system of Aldebaran. But there was another planet in Aldebaran: Sumi-An, home of the lesser races. The people of Sumi-An followed us across space. And they made their home in Antarctica.’


    The city was being eaten up, its mad architecture dispatched to the accompanying roar of the engine and the clatter of the rails. The vast precincts of Eridu and Uruk were long since behind us. The all-female realms of Zemargad and Sheba—presided over by the goddess of love and death—far ahead. If half a billion years separated Lord Azrael from his ancestral seat, I could almost believe an equally inconceivable distance separated me from my own home.


    ‘North and South poles,’ he resumed, ‘were thus colonized by antithetical civilizations. Ours was patriarchal. We worshipped the sun. But theirs was a goddess-oriented civilization. Their alle­giance was to the moon.’ He paused and took breath. ‘From the North comes true humanity. The North is the wellspring of pure, Aryan blood.’ After taking in another lungful of air he exhaled so forcefully that I almost thought I could hear his elegant, Dundreary whiskers rustle—a barely perceptible sound akin to that of thistledown in the wind. ‘Alas, a tilt in the Earth’s axis brought an end to that Golden Age. It necessitated another migra­tion. Some Aryans came to North Eurasia, and, later, a second wave settled in the now lost continent of Atlantis. And it was in Atlantis that the Aryans committed’—his voice dropped an octave—‘miscegenation.’ He fell quiet, the air between us tangy with ozone, as if after a thunderstorm. ‘Yes,’ he began again, after several tense seconds. ‘Those Aryans mixed their blood with the races of proto-Negroes that had left the South Pole to colonize the world. These miscegenators were not my ancestors, you understand. My forefathers were those who had left Thule for North Eurasia. And they chose to cleave to the pure, solar ideals that they had brought with them from Sumi-Er.


    ‘The half-breeds, that is, those descended from the unholy union of Sumi-Er and Sumi-An, are those who gave birth to history and the first cities. You call them Sumerians, Assyrians, Babylonians. But in truth, they were the scions of a dark, malignant race that hid their designs behind the cloak of “civiliza­tion”. For thousands of years, they have poisoned this planet. Poisoned it using their proxies of Christianity, Capitalism, and Socialism. Poisoned it with Democracy, which is the rule of the common herd—the rule of the hyperfeminine Dark Mother! But we true humans, we Aryans, we pure unsullied remnants of those who once ruled this Earth, long ago retreated to our ancient homeland in the North. There, from our underground city of Agartha, we sally forth to make war against the inferior races and their Shulamite cult. It is only when we have purified the planet that the supermen of old—those whom we call the Hidden Masters—will make themselves known and the link that has been lost between Man and Cosmos will be forged anew. Then there will come an end to this Kali-Yuga, this Iron Age, this Ragnarok. Then the new Krita or Satya-Yuga will dawn. The Taurean age!’


    He had become quite excited. And, to my consternation, so had I, though I believe I managed not to show it. I allowed him time to take control of himself, and apportioned a similarly discreet interval to myself, wherein I might moderate my heaving bosom and restore a maidenly pallor to my cheeks.


    ‘And how,’ I said, ‘is this purification to come about?’


    ‘By restoration of the cosmic balance,’ he said. ‘By realizing here, on Earth, the ancient life we once enjoyed in Heaven. By recreating the harmony that existed between Sumi-Er and Sumi- An when our respective root races lived amongst the stars.’


    I felt my stomach knot. ‘By making us your slaves, you mean?’ I said, in a barely audible whisper.


    ‘You are very beautiful, Miss Fell,’ he said. I could feel him staring at me and, for a moment, I thought I would not be able to stand it. I bit my lip and fought back the tears. ‘Very beautiful indeed, and really, quite, quite intelligent. But you must under­stand that epochs in which women have reached autonomy always coincide with epochs of manifest decadence. Enslave you? It cannot be expected of women to return to what they really are and thus establish the necessary inner and outer conditions for the re-emergence of a superior race. No, not when men themselves retain only a semblance of true virility. In this Kali-Yuga, the chthonic nature of the feminine penetrates the virile principle and lowers it to a level that is exclusively phallic—that is, to the level of the beast. Woman dominates man if he himself becomes enslaved to his senses!’


    ‘Then what is the answer?’


    He touched me, lightly, so lightly, I hardly felt it, stroking my hair as if it might have been the mane of a wild, skittish animal he had long since tamed and chosen to keep as a pet. I kept my eyes closed and breathed deep, surrendering myself to the slow, considered deliberations of his caresses.


    ‘The answer? The Black Order is an order of spiritual virility. And it is alone in facing the consequences of living in a world in which everything is permitted. Religion, politics, friendship, love. What are they? What do such things mean? If the skies are really empty, if there are no gods but ourselves, then there are no imper­atives. There is only the Will. The Will! The Will is not a god; it is not even a physical force. It does, however, exist, and we find, in its exercise, the only meaning life can ever have. The answer, Miss Fell? The answer is the Will’s triumph: the dominance of the solar aristocracy over the earthly masses.


    ‘Some have accused us of cruelty. But for us, there is only art. Religion, politics, friendship—love, itself: all are art forms by which societies become instruments for the expression of the will of élites. If the Black Order is cruel, then its cruelty is merely the highest expression of artistic consciousness.’


    I felt the train shudder as it applied its brakes. Briefly, I opened my eyes and saw that we were pulling into a siding; and then I closed them again, content, for the moment, to be outside time and space, and simply feel the touch of his hand as, falling into silence, like the train itself, he continued to stroke my hair.
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    The siding was overgrown with some kind of indigenous bindweed. The stuff had twined itself about the network of rusted, disused rails that forked away from the siding into the parallel streets. The train stood motionless, taking on water. Its own rails gleamed, boasting of regular use, and as ever, its buffers pointed southwards.


    We sat on the edge of an old wooden railway platform. We hadn’t reached our destination. We had merely been treated to a rest stop.


    ‘If you wish to do a little sight-seeing,’ said Mr Malachi, who had walked over from the water-tower to inform us that we would be delayed for at least another hour, ‘then by all means, take a tour of St Messalina’s.’ He gestured towards the ruined cathedral that dominated the skyline. ‘But don’t wander off. Sometimes things from outside Babylon’s walls manage to pene­trate deep into the city.’ He smiled his trademark cruel smile. ‘And they eat little girls.’


    ‘Get on with you,’ said Cliticia, batting her eyelids at him so furiously that I almost felt like taking hold of her and giving her a good shaking.


    It wasn’t necessary. Mr Malachi had immediately turned about and walked away to attend to the pressing business of replen­ishing the locomotive’s boiler.


    Cliticia gave a mock-salute. ‘Yes, sir!’ she said, though not so loud that he might hear her. ‘All present and correct, sir! Anything you bleedin’ well say, sir!’


    ‘What is it with this “sir” business,’ I said.


    ‘Oh, ol’ Malachi don’t mean no ’arm,’ she said. °E just likes ’is little games.’ She gave me a rather sharp poke with her elbow. ‘Just like I do.’ And then she giggled.


    I looked up at the cathedral. ‘I suppose we might as well make the best of things,’ I said.


    ‘Come on then,’ said Cliticia, getting to her feet and rearranging her creased skirts. Her melancholy had lifted; she was more like her old self. And that undoubtedly had had something to do with the tête-à-tête she had enjoyed with Mr Malachi during our journey south. I held up my hand; she took hold of it and helped me up, her mood translating itself into a degree of bodily vigour unusual in so small a girl.


    We walked along the platform to where a set of wooden steps led down to the tracks. Holding up the hems and petticoats of our ludicrously extravagant French dresses, we descended, tiptoed over the rails, and then re-ascended by way of the steps that communicated with the opposite platform.


    The cathedral was only a stone’s-throw distant.


    ‘It’s spooky,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘It’s huge,’ I said. ‘A bit like St Paul’s.’


    ‘Only bigger,’ she added. She pushed out her underlip and blew a curl of hair out of her eyes. ‘But it’s seen better days, that’s for sure.’ The dome had all but collapsed; only a charred skeleton of spars and rafters offered evidence that it had existed at all. ‘So this is, or was, St Messalina’s,’ she continued. She studied the architec­ture more intently. ‘Poor Messalina, I wonder what happened to you?’


    ‘Who knows?’ I said. ‘I didn’t bring my Baedeker.’


    We crossed a modest, rubbish-strewn piazza, ascended the cathedral steps, passed between the columns of a tumbledown portico, and then entered the cathedral itself through a cavernous hole in its façade that looked as if it might have been perpetrated by cannon fire.


    The shadows immediately wrapped themselves about us. But the moonlight pouring through the all but non-existent dome provided sufficient illumination to reveal the cathedral’s secrets.


    Like the piazza outside, the nave was strewn with rubbish and fragments of masonry, so that it had the appearance of a temple that might have stood at the foot of Pompeii during its last days. I turned. Above us, what remained of the rose window refracted the opalescent shafts of light that rained down out of the black sky, as if the moon—eager to confirm my first impressions—were imitating Vesuvius. The Romans called the rose the flower of Venus. It was the badge of the sacred prostitute, as symbolic of passionate love as the poppy was symbolic of death. I genuflected.


    ‘What are you doing?’ said Cliticia.


    ‘This is a Goddess temple!’ I said, a little shocked that she should question my attempt at piety. ‘I’m making obeisance to the venereal rose!’


    ‘Then it’s 'er that you should bend the knee to,’ she said, jerking her thumb towards a wall cavity. I walked over to it. The surrounding masonry was blackened, and by the same fire, I suppose, as had consumed so much of the rest of the cathedral; but the idol that stood within was blackened by design rather than accident. It was a Black Madonna, no more than two feet high: an image of my patron saint, Mary Magdalene.


    Again, I genuflected, and this time bowed my head, too, in a heartfelt act of submission.


    ‘Christ loved her more than all the disciples,’ I said, quoting from The Gospel of Thomas, ‘and used to kiss her often on her mouth.’


    ‘He cast seven demons out of ’er,’ said Cliticia, who had walked to my side. ‘Or so they say. Poor cow.’


    I tsked. ‘Seven demons for each of the seven gatekeepers of the underworld,’ I said. I gazed down at Cliticia, who seemed as captivated by the wooden icon as me. ‘Really, my darling, you might show some respect.’


    ‘Respect? She was a dancer. Like Ishtar, ’er mother, she shed a veil at each gate. I can respect that.’


    ‘To distract the attentions of Death,’ I said.


    ‘Or to seduce ’im,’ she said.


    I gazed once more at the Madonna. ‘Do you know the dance?’ I said, nervously. ‘The underworld dance? The dance of the seven veils?’


    ‘Wot? The dance of death?’


    ‘Of course,’ I said. It was called ‘the dance of death’ in honour of the Magdalene’s companion, Salome. Salome had danced for the head of Jesus’ chief rival, John the Baptist, and thus laid the way for the Magdalene. On John’s death, his disciples renounced their asceticism and became the disciples of the man the Magdalene was to anoint, seduce, and proclaim the Christ—the founder of a Church whose priests would all be raving nympholepts.


    ‘Gabrielle taught me a few steps,’ said Cliticia. She rocked her pelvis. Her hips rose and fell. ‘I’m wearing the wrong clothes, of course.’ She paused, as if taking stock of what she knew, then recommenced. ‘You ’ave to imagine you ’ave a baby sitting, like, on your right ’ip.’ Her posture changed. ‘Then, like, you move ’im to your left ’ip.’ She paused again and scratched her head. ‘Well, think of this, then: a figure eight on the floor. You stand at its centre, right foot in one loop, left foot in the other. Now, what you do is this.’ Her hips swayed, following the line of the imagi­nary figure eight. ‘You ’ave to think that there’s, like, a snake coiled up inside your belly button.’ The pelvic circles became more liquid, more frankly aggressive, one hip and then the other snapping to attention as if at the bidding of a drumbeat. Soon, her pelvis became a riot of jerks, wiggles, and thrusts, as she renounced all elements of dance that were socially permissible and embraced everything that was prohibited. The sweat stood out on her forehead. And then she stopped, doubled over, and started panting for breath. ‘Gawd, a girl’d do well to take off her stays if she’s going to dance like a bleedin’ ghawazee.’ She gasped and wheezed. ‘It ain’t called the dance of death for nothing, that’s for sure.’


    ‘We’ve never had instruction,’ I said. ‘That could prove a bit of a problem when we get to meet up with other Shulamites.’


    ‘Naw. We’ll be all right. After all, we know the essentials.’ She straightened her spine and began rubbing her ribcage. ‘We know about how a Shulamite goes about conferring kingship.’ She laughed and winked. ‘I mean, what else does a girl ’ave to know.’


    I shook my head, unwilling to encourage her, especially in a sacred place such as this. ‘She anointed his head and feet with spikenard,’ I said, refocusing on the wooden idol. ‘She anointed him from an alabaster jug. She wiped his feet with her hair.’


    ‘And then she knelt down in front of ’im, and—’


    ‘Cliticia!’ I exclaimed.


    ‘It’s no use being coy, my darling,’ she said. Her left hip circled in a lascivious prelude to dance, and then, with a single, insolent jerk, snapped into position, as if to the accompaniment of a rim- shot. She held the pose. ‘Pow!’ she said. ‘Wham! Crash!’ She executed a half-hearted pirouette. ‘That was the Magdalene for you. She was a real daughter of Ishtar.’


    The Magdalene. Yes. The Madonna of the Dark Moon, whom the Templars so fervently worshipped: she, whose descendants founded the Merovingian dynasty, the first example of the stran­glehold the Illuminati were to exert upon the world. In Languedoc, they had erected shrines to her honour. And here, in Babylon, it had been the same.


    ‘She seduced the king of heaven,’ I said. ‘The lord of the uni­verse, the living Christ.’


    ‘Living Christ, my arse. He was an Egyptian sorcerer.’


    ‘Whatever he was,’ I said, a little shocked, despite myself, ‘she infiltrated the Christian Church and filled it with her own disci­ples.’ I sighed. ‘We were powerful, in those days, weren’t we?’


    ‘We were bleedin’ magnificent,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘But now... ’ I tipped back my head and stared up through the skeletal remains of the dome at the moon-splashed sky. ‘Why is it always night here?’ I said. ‘And why is there always that moon?’


    ‘It’s ‘er world,’ said Cliticia, reaching out to stroke the black­ened lines of the Madonna. ‘And she’s the Black Lady, the Midnight Witch.’


    ‘And night is her constituency,’ I said. ‘Perhaps this world was never discovered. Perhaps it was created... by the power of Ishtar. Perhaps we are simply in Ishtar’s mind.’


    ‘Oo-er,’ said Cliticia, giving me a gentle punch in the side, ‘that’s deep, that is.’


    I spun about and clasped Cliticia by the shoulders. She looked up at me, genuinely startled, I think; almost as startled as I was by my unaccountable turn of mood. For in looking up at the sky, I had felt myself falling, falling, and an incipient panic had seized my breast.


    ‘What do you see in him?’ I said as I steadied myself.


    ‘See in ’oo?’


    But what do we see in any of them? I reasonably thought, though as soon as I had, it seemed unreasonable to assume that respect, admiration, and indeed love, would be the same off- world as on Earth Prime. Most unreasonable, given that the alien heart that had always beaten within my breast ached for an equally alien consummation.


    ‘In Mr Malachi!’


    Her brow creased. She reached out and touched the tip of my nose, as if teasing a lap-dog, and then she smiled. ‘Don’t tell me Maddy Fell is a little bit jealous.’


    ‘No,’ I said, releasing my hold on her and letting my arms hang by my sides. Now it was my turn to frown. ‘No, of course I’m not. That’s a silly thing to say.’


    Quite unexpectedly, Cliticia threw her arms about my neck and planted a wet, intemperate kiss on my cheek. ‘It’s all right,’ she giggled. ‘It’s not like I’d tell or anyfink, is it?’ She drew away and looked up at me with a look of infinite amusement.


    The sound of a train whistle pierced the cloying silence and echoed throughout the cathedral.


    ‘We should be getting back,’ I said.


    Again, she placed her finger on the end of my nose and this time treated me to a little, playful tap.


    ‘Snooty,’ she said. I slipped free of her and began to walk towards the gaping hole in the western façade. Even from here, I could see the train making steam. I stopped and turned about. Cliticia was kneeling before the Black Madonna in an attitude of prayer. And seeing her in that uncharacteristically humble atti­tude, something tugged at my heart, and my sense of embarrassment, and haste, left me. For a few seconds I contem­plated her, in a strange state of bliss, like a mother watching over her sleeping infant.


    ‘Christ loved her more than all the disciples,’ I said, softly, ‘and used to kiss her often on her mouth. The rest of the disciples were offended. They said to him, “Why do you love her more than all of us?” The saviour answered and said to them, “Why do I not love you as I love her?”’


    Cliticia rose and came to join me. Without saying another word, we walked, hand in hand, out of the cathedral and towards the train.

  


  



  
    


    Chapter Nine


    


    I’m not sure how many hours I slept. Five or six, I think. But however long it was, it didn’t compensate for the prostrating disquiet I had endured since overhearing that fateful conver­sation between my parents and Mrs O’Brien. ‘Mrs O’Brien,’ I mumbled as I awoke, leaving a land of wretched dreams behind, ‘Mrs O’Brien, Mrs O’Brien, Oh what a little sneak of a daugh­ter you have!’ I looked around the carriage. As during the previous leg of the journey, Cliticia and I had travelled separately: I, with Lord Azrael, and she with Mr Malachi in a compart­ment a few doors from my own. But Lord Azrael was gone. I blinked, forced my knuckles into my eyes, and yawned, still feeling woefully tired, as if I’d spent a whole night cramming for an exam.


    I looked out the window. The train had stopped. A platform, like the one that had stood opposite the cathedral, ran adjacent to the carriage, and, a little way beyond, set amidst a wide thoroughfare surrounded by razed, black­ened houses, was a palisade. Lord Azrael strode towards its gates. They opened. I caught a glimpse of several tents and a marquee, stan­dards displaying the emblem of the Black Sun fluttering from attendant flagpoles. After a few exchanged shouts, milord began to walk back towards the train, a small party of men in his wake.
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    Cliticia and I were treated within the strict bounds of propriety. Indeed, after showing us to our own tent, and supplying us with soap and water so that we might attend to our toilette and better prepare ourselves for dinner, Lord Azrael and Mr Malachi had left us alone, as had the half-dozen other Minotaurs stationed at the encampment.


    But my sense of displacement had become acute.


    ‘Is it all going wrong?’ I said, watching Cliticia apply her rouge. Dinner was scheduled in just over an hour, and we had busied ourselves until we were in a state of very real, if discreet, pertur­bation, so frightful was the prospect of being late.


    ‘All going wrong? But it ain’t even started!’ laughed Cliticia.


    ‘I mean—’ I could no longer say what I meant. I was, it seemed, not merely estranged from England, but from Cliticia, too, and unable to avail myself of the confidentiality that normally existed between us—a confidentiality that surely should only be greater now we were, so to speak, two English girls abroad, with only each other to depend upon if worst should come to worst. It wasn’t her fault, of course. It wasn’t even the fault of the Men. ‘But something has started,’ I said, ‘something I can’t stop!’


    ‘Why should you want it to stop ?’ said Cliticia. She held up a vanity mirror in order to evaluate her maquillage, her brow momentarily furrowing like an animal’s that cannot quite comprehend that it beholds, not another, but itself. ‘You like ’im, don’t you?’


    ‘We shouldn’t be—’


    ‘The way you looked at ’im when ’e come up those church steps. Blimey. You were fit to—’


    ‘It doesn’t signify,’ I said, rather sharply. I looked away, staring across the tent at the four-poster bed and its white mosquito netting. The air was thick with expensive perfume that we had transported from Earth in our carpetbag. ‘Anyway, it’s not as if you can talk. How long exactly have you known Mr Malachi?’


    For a while, she neither answered nor displayed any signs of her customary impatience.


    ‘Not long, really,’ she finally said. ‘I met him in The Ten Bells, in September. E’ gave me a few bob to keep me eyes peeled.’


    ‘I don’t understand.’


    °E was given to visiting this club in Berner Street, off Commercial Road. Political club it was.’


    ‘The International Workingmen’s Educational Association,’ I said.


    ‘Yeh,’ she said, doubtfully. ‘Maybe it was. Malachi’s interested in things like that—sort of setting up ties with Radical groups who’re against the Illuminati. You’d be surprised at ’ow many normal men are sympathetic to the Black Order’s cause.’


    ‘Would I be? I’m not so sure,’ I said.


    She shrugged. ‘Anyway, ’e didn’t want anyone to see ’im going in, and ’e didn’t want anyone to see ’im coming out. So I stood outside for a while, late like, keeping a lookout for ’im. Just as well, ’cause one night there was a bit of a barney.’


    I held my breath. ‘An altercation involving a woman?’


    There was a pause. And when she recommenced her tale, her nonchalance was too strained, too artificial, to conceal the fact that I had touched a particularly raw nerve. ‘A domestic, I reckon. So ’e calls out. “Lipski!” ’e says. And I’m out of it ’cause it’s obvious ’e don’t want me involved. After all, that was the night ’is lordship was there. And ol’ Malachi always looks out for ’is lord­ship.’ Elizabeth Stride, I thought. She’s talking about what happened to Elizabeth Stride, the Shulamite who was so brutally murdered in Berner Street. Does she really not understand or is she only pretending not to understand? ‘But a few days later,’ she continued, ‘I met Malachi in the pub again. And what with one fing leading to another... ’


    ‘We should go.’


    ‘What you talking about?’


    I turned to watch her put the final touches to her toilette. ‘We should go. Now. While we have the chance. Just slip out, and disappear into the ruins.’


    ‘Itold you before—’ She had shouted, and then lapsed into silence, in a typical, hotheaded display of pique. I stared at her, hard. Time congealed, as if the cogs and gears of a great, universal clock had become hopelessly clotted with fear. ‘Minotaurs don’t do that sort of fing,’ she whispered, uncertainly.


    ‘Cliticia,’ I said, trying to keep my own voice level. ‘Do we really know what we’re doing?’


    "Is lordship’s a real catch. You like ’im, I know you do. I really can’t see what your problem is.’ I said nothing. ‘Get away with you. It’s written all over your face. No need to be shy. After all, it’s why we came ’ere, innit? For a little bit of romance. You won’t find any romance in Whitechapel, that’s for certain, girl.’


    I shook my head, in parlous need of sal volatile, then got up and smoothed out my skirts. If all was unforeseeable, and terror grinned at me from out of the shadows, then I could at least find momentary solace in vanity. The carpetbag had contained night­gowns, spare boots, and two extra dresses, one for Cliticia, and one for myself, as well as a selection of perfumes and cosmetics. I picked up a mirror and inspected my handiwork, glorying, first, in the sight of my fabulous Parisian gown, and then in the artifice conferred by rouge, kohl, and antimony. I sighed. My face was enamelled as prettily as a doll’s. I looked fashionably ill—even, perhaps, a little dangerous, the apocryphal sister of Little Nell or Catherine Earnshaw, or some consumptive heroine of the opera recently disinterred from her grave.


    I looked like the Scarlet Woman.


    (I was inexperienced in maquillage, but Cliticia had been an admirable tutor. It had been she who had suggested that I should use a blue pencil to paint over the veins in my throat and décolletage so that my flesh acquired a ‘veined marble’ effect.)


    I tossed the mirror onto the bed and quickly took off my dress. Once more, I asked Cliticia to assist me with my lacing. And this time I begged her to show my waist as little mercy as she did her own.


    Now, as in the past, an immersion in morbid beauty was the only antidote to the terror of my doubts.
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    A waltz struck up, played by invisible musicians. Somehow, the Minotaurs had discovered how to conjure music out of thin air.


    "It is the power of vril,’ said Lord Azrael. It was vril, appar­ently, that had brought us here, and enabled us to bypass the Shulamite monopoly on interdimensional travel. For decades, the Men had used vril to make similar incursions. Vril was the tran­scendental power possessed by the original Aryans and passed to their descendants in an uninterrupted line as pure as their own blood. It was derived from the Black Sun, the great, chthonic ball of Prima Materia that lay at the centre of the Earth. And it was vril that would allow them to conquer the world. ‘Shall we dance?’ he added, offering me his hand.


    I was in Lord Azrael’s command tent. He wore a blue serge lounge suite complete with fancy waistcoat. On his wedding-ring finger was the skull-shaped Totenkopfring that signified his high rank. I accepted his hand and he led me to the centre of the tent, his right arm supporting my waist.


    We began to dance.


    ‘I’m afraid these humble surroundings cannot do you justice,’ he said, as he whirled me about the marquee’s sparsely furnished perimeter. Bed, chairs, tapestries, writing desk, and armoire spun past as his enthusiasm for the dance and my company lent vigour to both his step and the grip he had upon my waist. ‘One day, I hope, you shall do me the honour of accompanying me to the Citadel, where I hope I may be permitted to entertain you in more fitting circumstances.’


    ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘That would be nice.’ And then adding, careless that he should know that he had worked a certain magic upon me, ‘That would be wonderful.’


    The cumulative effect of dress, lacing, make-up, and perfume— gauging by the manner in which I was led more furiously into the dance—was one I believe Lord Azrael appreciated. Against my will, the viciousness of my lacing had me playing the coquette. With my bosom pushed forward over the steel busk, and my heart fluttering like some dying bird, I offered up one of those genuine, pathological displays of femininity that are known to melt men’s hearts.


    ‘Please,’ I said, gasping, ‘please, I feel dizzy.’


    He slowed, then, looking down at me and stooping a little to inspect my upturned eyes, came to an abrupt halt.


    ‘My dear girl!’ he exclaimed, ‘my dear, dear girl!’ He bent over, put one arm behind my knees, and whisked me off my feet, holding me as he might a child. Then he carried me to a chaise-longue. After laying me down, and arranging my skirts with masculine delicacy, he hurried to the dining table where a cutglass decanter stood amidst the debris of our recent candlelit dinner, and poured a measure of brandy into a glass. His face a mask of solicitude, he returned to my side. Supporting the back of my head with his hand, he held the glass’s rim to my lips and, urging me to drink, poured a little aqua vitae into my mouth. I choked, coughed, and then swallowed. ‘More?’ he asked, as he sat himself on the very edge of the chaise-longue.


    ‘No, no, please, that’s enough, thank you,’ I said.


    I looked at him steadily. The alcohol had reached my brain. ‘You’re Jack, aren’t you?’ I said, wondering at my foolhardi­ness, but so intoxicated—and not just by the alcohol, but by his proximity—that I could not rein in my tongue. ‘The one the police are looking for. Who murdered all those women.’ I took a big breath. ‘You’re Jack the Ripper.’


    He looked away, unable to bear my scrutiny.

  


  



  
    ‘Do you hate me?’ he said.


    I reached out and took his hand. ‘But why?’ I said. ‘You’re not a bad man. You’re the sort of man who—’ I really was being absurdly bold. But I was no longer myself. No longer Madeleine Fell. I was the Shulamite I had always known I had been. And I was in great, wise Solomon’s tent. ‘You understand me, I think,’ I continued. ‘Perhaps as no one has ever understood me before.’ I linked my fingers with his own, and squeezed, perhaps a little too earnestly. ‘Sir, I beg you, allow me to under­stand you.’


    He looked down at his shoes. ‘These last few months,’ he mumbled, then stopped. ‘Oh, no, no, no. Dear girl, do not ask me to talk about such things.’ I squeezed more tightly, and his hand returned the pressure. ‘Know this: it was important. Terribly important. If there’d been any other way—’ He placed his free hand over mine, imprisoning it. Then he looked deeply into my eyes. ‘If I tell you that some day, and some day soon, I will explain everything, will you trust me to keep my word?’ Reluctantly, I nodded an assent. ‘But as for now? No. It is too soon, Miss Fell. I ask you to spare me.’


    Sadness imbued his features, a sadness that Lord Byron might have known, distilled from all the vast, incomprehensible sorrow of the world.


    ‘Tomorrow, I must, for the time being, at least, say goodbye. It is important that you proceed to the temple where your friend’s sister serves the Goddess.’


    I looked up at him, puzzled.


    ‘We aren’t to proceed to the Citadel?’


    ‘You have come to Babylon to be a temple-maiden. Did you not volunteer?’


    ‘Yes, but—’


    ‘Ereshkigal is one of the most ancient, and, indeed, prestigious Goddess temples in the city.’


    ‘That’s what Cliticia says. But—’


    ‘You will be very comfortable there.’ He laughed, softly. ‘Don’t you want to go? You have hoped to be afforded an opportunity such as this for some time, have you not?’


    ‘Yes, but that was before—’


    ‘You must be patient,’ he said. ‘We must all be patient.’


    I put a hand to my cheek. It was, as I had suspected, hot as toast. ‘I’ve had no training,’ I said, pulling nervously at an earlobe. ‘Neither has Cliticia.’ He still held my other hand captive. And it was becoming clammy. My whole body, in fact, was becoming clammy, like hot toast dripping with butter. ‘I can’t think what the other girls will make of us.’


    ‘But you’re such a clever girl. Besides, your friend’s elder sister will have taught her much. And her mother, too, of course. Oh, yes—for Miss Lipski, the cult is in her blood!’


    ‘The training goes on for six months. There’re all the dances to learn, the ars amatoria, rituals, drill, sacred invocations, and the duties to—’


    ‘The Illuminati?’ he cut in, his voice grown terse.


    ‘Yes,’ I said, frowning with confusion. ‘I mean—’


    ‘The Illuminati,’ he whispered, bitterly. ‘Those who you created, and who served your will on Earth—the servants who gradually became your masters!’ He released me and rose to his feet. ‘For centuries, the Illuminati created discord between nations to increase their indebtedness and provoke war against their opponents, and all so that a centralized authority might be created to control mankind under the aegis of Ishtar. But, today, my dear, it is the Illuminati who control you. They exploit and use your cult merely to justify their godless, materialistic world order.’


    He tugged at his sleeves, and then at the lapels of his jacket, seemingly at pains to collect himself.


    ‘You should have no fear about how you will be received by the temple,’ he continued, his voice steady now. ‘With the papers we will give you, you will be accepted, just as if you had successfully completed your postulancy.’ He gazed around the tent, seeking something that he had misplaced: his sangfroid, perhaps. ’I would like you and your friend to lend me your assistance, Miss Fell. Indeed, the Black Order insists upon it.’


    I could feel my eyes beginning to mist.


    ‘I’ll see you again, though, won’t I?’ I said.


    If, deep inside, there was a part of me that was ready to throw up her hands in horror at such a maudlin performance (or, perhaps, simply to throw up), then there was a corresponding part that was not merely gratified at being given the chance to play the romantic female lead, but almost moved to tears, like an unknown actress thrust into the limelight after auditioning for East Lynne.


    ‘We shall meet again. You may be assured of it,’ he said. He sat back down, leant forward a little, and then, with becoming hesita­tion, a little more, until finally bringing his face close to my own and brushing his lips against my ear, whispered: ‘But listen. What I am going to ask of you is of great consequence. Of more conse­quence, I believe, than anything that will ever be asked of you again.’
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    I returned to the modest but well-equipped little pavilion that served as my temporary living quarters. Like the other tents set up within the boundaries of the palisade, it had served the needs of men who, for the most part, lived a nomadic life. As I pulled back the canvas flap I heard a howl split the night. The tent stood on the encampment’s periphery. And I wondered what animal— beside that most dangerous of animals, the human male—haunted the burnt-out ruins nearby.


    Entering the tent, I discovered that I was alone. Cliticia had not returned from her assignation. And an hour later, I was still alone. Bored, I changed into my nightgown and went to bed. I don’t know how long I slept, but when I awoke it was to a commotion, as if someone had inadvertently walked into the pots and pans hanging outside.


    The flap of the tent was thrown back.


    I sat myself up on one elbow, lit the candle that stood on the bedside table, and then held it up so that its light fell upon the entrance.


    Cliticia stood in the shadows, her small, compact, yet insis­tently buxom frame backlit by a colossal moon. She let the flap fall back into place and walked forward. When she reached the tent’s central pole she stopped and placed a hand against it to steady herself. With her right knee flexed, the other hand found purchase on her displaced left hip, so that she struck a pose that was characteristically jaunty.


    She had lost her dress, stockings, drawers, chemise, and stays, and stood naked but for the black leather tunic bedecked with military insignia that, I would guess, she had either borrowed or purloined from Mr Malachi. The armband over the left sleeve displayed the symbol of the Black Sun, and was complemented by a frilly silk garter.


    Taking her hand from her hip, she adjusted her headpiece— a peaked, leather cap—so that it was perched at a more rakish angle. Then she walked to the opposite side of the pole, placed her hand against it, flexed her left knee, and adopted a pose that was the mirror image of the one she had adopted a few seconds earlier.


    ‘So,’ she said. But before she could proceed, she was seized by a fit of hiccups. ‘So,’ she repeated, with an emphasis that seemed designed to suggest that, though quite obviously intoxicated, she had not strayed so far beyond the bounds of sobriety as to be unworthy of attention, ‘did your beau make you into a Joy Maiden, Maddy Fell?’ But she was more than tipsy; she was very drunk. ‘I bet ’e did. I bet that’s just what ’e did.’ She staggered across the intervening space, collapsed onto the bed, and snuggled up to me. Long, corkscrew locks fell to either side of her cheeks, the greater mass of the unravelled hair spilling across the pillow.


    ‘Welcome aboard, ol’ cock. We really are sisters now.’ She closed her eyes and rolled over onto her back, her head sinking into the pillow so deeply that she seemed in danger of drowning in the savage luxuriance of her own coiffure. ‘Welcome to Joy Division.’ And then she fell asleep.


    That night, she would confide nothing further, except snores. But I had no need to ask her to eSans-serifte. It was as she had said: we were sisters, now, in life and in death.

  


  



  
    


    Chapter Ten


    


    


    Soon after we had awoken, one of the young grooms had come to our tent to inform us that a horse and carriage had been made ready. We were, it seemed, to be entrusted to the care of one Lord Melkarth, who would act as our dri­ver and guide. His lordship, we were assured, would conduct us to a point in the city where we would be able to flag down a train bound for Temple Ereshkigal, where Gabrielle Lipski served the Goddess.


    An hour or so later, when we finally set off from the encampment, I turned and looked over my shoulder, hoping that Lord Azrael might be standing outside his marquee, eager to wish us a sad, but fond, goodbye. But he was nowhere to be seen. Most of the Men remained in their tents; either that, or they had risen before us and departed in silence, leaving only the smouldering embers of a few campfires brazenly to proclaim that they had set foot here, where no man was allowed.


    The gates of the palisade stood open. We passed through and came upon the expanse of gutted buildings already familiar to me. Indeed, after a restless sleep, in which that landscape had figured too often in my dreams, it seemed decidedly over-familiar. I glanced left, then right, evaluating the long avenue of scorched brick that stretched out into the far distance, half willing to believe that each burnt-out hovel represented a troll that had turned to stone the moment I had woken up, but which was still sentient, still watching me. I looked away, and noticed that the train, which had earlier been shunted onto the branch line that terminated at the palisade, was missing, suggesting that Lord Azrael and his contingent of irregulars had indeed slipped away into the moonlit ruins while Cliticia and I had slept, to leave us in the sole care of Lord Melkarth and his groom.


    Lord Melkarth said little, and with both his charges distracted by meditations upon how they would be received by the Ereshkigal temple-maidens, the journey of two to three hours passed in comparative silence.


    The train we had taken yesterday had followed the Proces­sional Way, the great artery that linked the northern Gates (used these days, it seemed, exclusively by the Men) with the Gates to the south, specifically the Blue Gate of Ishtar. But Lord Melkarth left the Processional Way quite early, adopting a zigzag route through the deserted, open-air museum called ‘Modern Babylon’ whose collection featured architecture, statuary, and engineering that represented over 2,000 years of proud, if for the most part clandestine, human devotion to Ishtar and those maidens who served her.


    The topography was chaotic. At one point, Lord Melkarth handed the reins to his groom and turned about to check on us. As he did so he saw fit to volunteer the information that we were on the east bank of the Euphrates, or rather, the canal that had been excavated in ancient times to lend the newly built replica of Babylon—this alien city on an alien world—greater verisimilitude. And then, with a rare smile creasing his face, he pointed north, towards two landmarks that had suddenly become visible: Esagila, that is, the temple of Bel, or Marduk, and its centrepiece, the unmistakable, towering edifice of Etemenanki, the ziggurat linked in popular legend with the Tower of Babel. My skin flared up into a rash of goose bumps. I had long known that Esagila and the famed Citadel of the Men were one and the same.


    Having got my bearings, I orientated myself so that I looked south. In the farthermost south—and still hidden by convec­tion—was the old quarter: the complex of temples and palaces dedicated to Ishtar and her votaries—the temenos, or scared precinct, that was to be our adopted home.


    ‘You are little more than 300 miles from your objective,’ said Lord Melkarth, whose gaze had followed my own.


    I lowered my eyes and again concentrated on the surrounding ruins.


    ‘What happened here?’ I said. His lordship frowned, shifted in his seat, and redirected his attention to the road ahead.


    ‘You have been taught, I suppose, that our Order is little more than one hundred years old?’


    ‘Well, that’s what we’re taught in school, but—’


    ‘We have not always called ourselves the Black Order. Indeed, in the past, we were not really an “order” at all. We had forgotten our Hyperborean origins.’


    ‘Then what were you?’ I said.


    ‘We were men who didn’t fully understand ourselves. Men slowly awakening to what they were, what they were honour bound to achieve. We were men who sought to realize the truth, but who were lost to history.’


    ‘The truth?’ I said.


    ‘The truth of the eternal war between male and female.’ He gestured towards the ruins. ‘The evidence of our attempt to acknowledge that truth is all around you.’


    ‘Like, there was an incursion ’ere?’ said Cliticia.


    ‘Not one that you will find in the history books,’ he said. ‘But yes.’ With a flick of his wrist he brought the reins down smartly across the horses’ backs. ‘Indeed, there have been several such... ’


    ‘But how could that be?’ I said. ‘In those days, only Shulamites and the Illuminati knew of Babylon’s existence.’


    ‘My dear, I assure you that some others did know. If, at first, they only suspected the existence of a worldwide conspiracy to seduce, corrupt, and enslave the entire world, then persistence, aided by serendipity, sometimes confirmed their suspicions. I will give you an example. During the height of the so-called seven­teenth-century witch-craze, a certain London magistrate, by name Henry Walsingham, pursued a young woman he suspected of practising sorcery through the dark streets of Bankside and Southwark, hoping that she would lead him to her confederates. Instead, she led him through a secret, interdimensional Gate, and into Babylon.’


    ‘He never returned?’ I ventured.


    ‘Correct. He became hopelessly lost. Though, as you can see’— he swung his arm right and left—‘he managed to wreak a measure of revenge before succumbing to hunger and despair.’


    ‘But you say ’e weren’t a Minotaur,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘Perhaps he was, but simply didn’t know it,’ I said.


    Lord Melkarth snorted, though whether in laughter or deri­sion, I could not tell. ‘Oh yes. I’d been told you were a clever one, Miss Fell.’


    ‘I don’t understand,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘He means—’


    ‘I mean’ he said, a little annoyed, I think, at my presumption, ‘that history—all history—has merely been a rehearsal for our own times.’


    ‘We are the truth of history,’ I said. ‘The writing between the lines. History’s secret text. Its substance. We’re what history has always really been about.’


    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘History is, for the most part, a discipline of inter­pretative evasion.’


    ‘You mean there’s always been Minotaurs ?’ said Cliticia.


    ‘I would go further,’ he said. ‘There have only been Minotaurs. Just as there have only been temple-maidens. History, stripped of its obfuscating, humanistic veil, is a chronicle of unacknowledged gendercide.’


    ‘And we are living at the end of history,’ I said.


    Lord Melkarth nodded.


    ‘So this ‘Enery Walsingham,’ said Cliticia, struggling to keep up


    ‘Was an actor in the world’s secret history,’ I said, turning to her and placing a hand reassuringly over her own. ‘A sleepwalker in a dream we have at last woken from and are about to fulfil.’


    We stopped. Lord Melkarth laid aside his whip, leapt to the ground, and assisted us out of the cabriolet. We carried no luggage. Due to the role we would soon be constrained to play, it had been necessary to leave the carpetbag, and all the nice things it contained, behind.


    I spun around, taking in the view. We were in a street that, if far narrower than the Processional Way, also boasted a pair of parallel, iron lines running down its middle and into the far distance.


    ‘Like all whores, novices enter the city from the south,’ said Lord Melkarth. ‘But our intelligence tells us a train is due from one of the less frequently used western Gates. This is sometimes done to minimize the threat posed by the Black Order. It’s a small consignment. About two dozen girls; no more, I should think. You will flag it down and explain yourselves, in the way in which you have been instructed.’ He mounted the box-seat and again took up the reins. ‘We will meet again,’ he concluded, the thin smile he had bestowed upon us when he had pointed out the Citadel again enlivening his otherwise lifeless face.


    With a crack of his whip the cabriolet departed.
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    With arms raised above our heads, we stood astride the track, waving, shouting, braying, squealing, as the train applied its brakes and, in a cloud of steam, came screeching to a halt.


    Our stratagem had been a simple one. We had torn our skirts and petticoats, rubbed dust into our faces and hair, and then—like two imperilled heroines who had recently escaped ravishment by highwaymen or buccaneers—made our loud, if inarticulate, appeal for assistance.


    We walked up the track. On reaching the engine we were engulfed in a white, fluffy cloud of steam that rose up the sides of the embankment and into the sky. Undeterred, we stumbled forward, half tripping over the sleepers. As the steam cleared, I spied a copper nameplate on the boiler’s carapace. It bore the legend: The Princess Faustina. By the time we stood beneath the cab, the steam had completely dissipated, revealing the entire locomotive frame and its burden of coal and water. With fourteen coupled drive wheels, it was quite a beast. I looked up. A matronly woman stared down at me.


    ‘Where in the Goddess’s name have you come from!’ she cried as she wiped some of the soot from her face.


    ‘We’re two novices!’ said Cliticia, a little too eager to regale all and sundry with our trumped-up tale. ‘We were travelling on a train from the south, when—’


    ‘When we were ambushed by Minotaurs!’ I said, not trusting her to dissemble with adequate finesse. But undismayed by my stern look, and seemingly unable to withstand the temptation of offering up a supererogatory detail, Cliticia added:


    ‘We ’id in a culvert!’


    ‘Never mind that,’ said the engineer, whose eyes were fearfully scanning the ruins. ‘Get in quickly. Quickly now! You’ve placed us all in danger!’


    I clambered up the rungs that gave access to the cab, and Cliticia followed, close upon my heels. ‘We crossed over to Babylon two Earth days ago,’ I said, looking up at the sooty woman who had extended a hand to help me board. ‘Please, Madam Engineer, we’re starving!’ As I swung myself into the relative sanctuary of the cab’s interior, I happened to glance down the line. The train’s wooden carriages were painted bright pink and caparisoned in bunting and ribbons. But what caught my attention, and held me rooted to the steel-plated floor, was the gallery of faces that protruded from the open windows of the nearest carriage, each one turned to evaluate me and filled with a wild surmise.
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    Eeek!cried our fellow passengers as Cliticia outdid herself in extemporizing ever more gaudy variations upon the theme of our lucky escape.


    It made me cross. It was completely unnecessary. Madam Celeste—the Duenna in charge—had been so eager to have Madam Engineer make steam and get under way that she had not even checked our papers.


    The carriage’s pink, gaily-apparelled exterior had been misleading. We travelled very much third-class, the Spartan wooden seats, and lack of private compartments and drapes, contrasting markedly with the luxury I had enjoyed in the company of the Men.


    Until we had boarded, our fellow novices had probably been occupied singing silly, schoolgirl roundelays and otherwise cele­brating their first sight of Modern Babylon. But our appearance had had a sobering effect.


    It was a sobriety that succumbed to a wholly different kind of intoxication as they began to listen, aghast, to tales that Mrs Radcliffe, or even ‘Monk’ Lewis himself, might have blushed to tell.


    At last, Cliticia held her tongue.


    There was a lull—though I suppose it is truer to say that the ‘lull’ was more like a state of shock-stunned, collective paralysis— during which I took the opportunity of reacquiring my gabby little friend’s attention.


    ‘Did you?’


    ‘Did I what?’


    ‘Did you—’ I steeled myself. ‘Did you enjoy osculation?’


    ‘Enjoy what?’


    ‘Did you enjoy—’ I took a deep breath. Sometimes Cliticia could be very annoying indeed. ‘Did you enjoy intimacy?’


    ‘Wot?’


    ‘With Mr Malachi!’


    ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I see.’ She giggled, and then became quite seri­ous, wrinkling her nose, not so much in shame, I think, as bewil­derment. ‘Naw, ’e never touched me. Not once.’ Frowning, she leant forward, studied her reflection in the window, and rearranged an errant lock of hair. The night land flickered past like scenes in a diorama. But Cliticia had time only for herself. A con­summate little actress, she behaved as if she were on her way to her first ball and cared for nothing apart from repairing the effects of the unfortunate incident that had occurred along the way.


    ‘Naw, ’e never touched me,’ Cliticia repeated. ‘Not sure I’d let ’im, either,’ she added, somewhat primly. Again, she leant forward and re-focused on her reflection. ‘Reckon there’s enough ruins around these parts,’ she continued, her gaze fixed upon the window. ‘No man wants second ’and goods. Keep your ’and on your ’apenny, that’s what my Mum always says. Or at least, until you can turn it to your advantage.’


    ‘I wasn’t suggesting that you were ruined,’ I said.


    ‘There’s kissing,’ said Cliticia, ‘and then there’s kissing.’


    ‘I know,’ I said, flushing deeply. ‘And I wasn’t suggesting that either.’


    In ancient times, Ishtar’s sacred prostitutes were virgin-whores. And so they were today. If we lay with the Illuminati, we ensured that we kept our honour. For we were not merely Daughters of Ishtar, but Daughters of Lilith, too: those succubi whom Thomas Aquinas said vampirized sleeping men so that they might conse­crate their essence to the Goddess.


    ‘Whatever you were suggesting,’ said Cliticia, ‘the fact is ’e never touched me. Now move aside, I want to take a dekko at me poor ol’ face.’ I fanned my red-hot cheeks with my hand. Cliticia was again prettifying herself. ‘D’you think we’re nearly there?’ she continued. ‘My backside is giving me gyp. And me bleedin’ ’ead.’


    ‘It can’t be long now,’ I said, turning my attention to the sights outside. Hazy, and situated along a plane of indeterminable distance, buildings rose like banks of fog, and, Oh God, farther off, there were those great strangenesses of line and dimension that I had seen for the past hour but could not quite decide were real or existed purely within my own mind; but they grew, I knew that much—they grew in size and in strangeness the nearer we approached.


    ‘I’m sure my sister’ll ’elp us settle in,’ said Cliticia, turning away from the window and simultaneously giving up on her efforts to redress the cosmetic injuries we had perpetrated upon ourselves.


    ‘I certainly hope she has a good supply of soap and water,’ I said.


    The Duenna stood at the end of the carriage. She adjusted the strap of her rifle—it seemed to have been chafing her shoulder— then took up her commentary from where she had left off.


    ‘According to Herodotus,’ she said, obviously a little more loudly than she had intended. She continued, more quietly, in an apparent effort not to further aggravate her audience’s nerves. ‘The city is divided into two portions by the Euphrates. The city wall comes down on both sides to the water’s edge. Thence, from the corners of the wall. . .’


    I heard the low drone of a snore, and turned to see that my woefully hung-over friend had fallen asleep.


    One of the girls seated in front of us lifted her hand.


    ‘Yes, Semiramis?’ said the Duenna, tiredly.


    ‘Please, Madam,’ she said, her voice betraying more than a hint of Russo-Polack. ‘I know men aren’t allowed here, but would it really hurt anyone if they let through, say, just a handful of soldiers? I mean, they could go back on the same train after they’d brought us to the temple. It wouldn’t exactly be blasphemy, would it?’


    ‘But my dear,’ replied the Duenna with a great sigh. ‘We main­tain our hold on power through nympholepsy. And our ability to inflict nympholepsy—the divine madness of lust—is intimately bound up with our mystique.’ If she were too tired to pretend we were not in danger, she was not so tired as to be able to resist getting on her hobbyhorse. ‘You are hierodules,’ she continued, her voice rising. ‘Virgin-whores. And Babylon is virgin soil.’ I had always been a little uncomfortable with the term ‘hierodule’. Duennas and High Priestesses used it, I think, not so much out of prudery, but in desperation at not having a more fitting word, or phrase, to adequately describe the full extent of a temple-maiden’s duties. ‘Prostitute’, like ‘whore’, might be applied as freely to a Whitechapel streetwalker as to a servant of Ishtar. ‘Harlot’ echoed biblical disapproval. And ‘courtesan’ had a certain aristocratic ring about it. (Whomever we might be destined to meet in the future, ‘courtesan’ would surely always sound inappropriate when applied to working-class girls such as Cliticia and myself.) To prefix any of these words with ‘sacred’ did little to overcome contemporary English’s essential limitations. The old, Akkadian expressions for ‘whore’, such as kezertu, harimtu, and shamatu, were obscure and about as useful as the words for temple employees, naditu, kulmashitu, and qadistu. ‘Hierodule’ had therefore become the synonym of choice whenever the British establishment found the euphemistic ‘temple-maiden’ too anodyne to describe those who embodied the passionate exigen­cies of the Goddess.


    ‘Ishtar will not be mocked,’ the Duenna continued. ‘Neither she nor the holy ground that you travel over may be violated with impunity.’ If it was the usual justification, I am not sure it was one that I could any longer accept uncritically. These days Babylon was populated almost exclusively by girls from the lower orders: the descendants of maidservants who had accompanied their aris­tocratic mistresses off-world in centuries past. If it had been otherwise I am certain a garrison would have been established long ago. The Illuminati would not have put so many of their own daughters in peril. But what the Duenna would, I knew, never acknowledge, was that the argument for keeping Babylon sacrosanct—and denying men rightful access to the interdimensional Gates—was a matter of political expediency. We latter-day hierodules were cannon fodder, just as Dad had said: a necessary sacrifice for the maintenance of the nympholepsy and mystique that kept the Illuminati in power. ‘In the end, she will punish blas­phemy—the kind of masculine presence, here, that has always been blasphemous, and will remain so, till the end of time. I tell you, girls: we must preserve our traditions. They are all that we have, all that guarantees our privileges. Without them, Babylon will fall!’


    And that was the truth of it, I suppose. However much I might think I was working out my own destiny, I too was a pawn in a game of international politics, a dupe to the New World Order. The subtle magic that the Illuminati used to trick a captive world into a uniform state of obedience, was sometimes called Democ­racy, sometimes Christianity, and sometimes, more cunningly, Communism or Nihilism. And sometimes—as I had come to know too well—it was called Romantic Love, or more properly speaking, Obsession. Ensnared, mankind believed itself master of its own fate, unaware that it danced to the tune of the Illuminati puppet-masters. For it was necessary, of course, only to convince people that their opinions had nothing to do with the constant diet of fear and lies that they were fed, but that they were free, and their opinions were their own, to effectively enslave them.


    The Minotaurs knew the truth. The Minotaurs saw through the lies and cant and offered purification by fire. What illusions I still laboured under, what obsessions I had not, and perhaps could never, put to rest, I would turn against the ones who had bewitched me: the Illuminati. I would serve the Goddess, but in serving her, dedicate myself to her shadow...


    ‘But why do we have to go to Ereshkigal?’ said a girl with a distinct north-country accent. ‘It’s dangerous, isn’t it? Why can’t we go to one of those new temples they’re supposed to be building outside the city walls ?’


    ‘Yeh,’ said a girl who, like us, was from the East End. ‘There’s St Vivyan’s, in Sumer, at the mouth of the Euphrates. And then there’s—’


    ‘The temples along the east coast of the Anatolian Peninsula,’ piped in another girl.


    ‘Or the temples in Edom,’ said yet another.


    ‘Quiet!’ said the Duenna, reminding me, for a moment, of my teacher, Miss Nelson. ‘Those temples are proving to be very difficult to complete. You must remember that engineering projects like these are dangerous in themselves. Sumer, in the south, is a jungle, and it is overrun with worms, serpents, and giant spiders. The Great Peninsula is simply too far away. And as for Edom and the west... ’


    ‘It’s a desert,’ said a girl. ‘Everyone knows that. But there are oases.'


    ‘But no train lines,’ said the Duenna. ‘Making construction difficult and very, very slow.’ The carriage buzzed with whispered conversation. The Duenna clapped her hands. ‘Girls, girls, that really is enough. Listen to me: Ereshkigal is perfectly safe. You will see for yourselves when we arrive.’


    The girl sitting in the seat across the aisle turned to look at me.


    ‘Don’t see why they can’t use the Gates to transport stuff out into the desert, the jungle, or wherever they bleedin’ want. We came over by St Pancras. It was amazing. The train pulls out of the station. Then there’s this incredible noise and a big flash of light. And Bob’s your uncle, there we are, travelling through Babylon. Now why can’t they do that when they’re building a temple?’


    I ignored her. I knew that few people understood the Gates. The one at St Pancras had been there for hundreds of years. Indeed, St Pancras station had been built around it. And without a greater understanding of the principles by which they had been constructed, new Gates would defy the efforts of the age’s best minds. The Black Order did not seem to be at such a disadvan­tage. Whatever the truth of the Order’s Hyperborean origins, their science was, in some respects at least, superior to that of the Illuminati. It gave them their one tactical advantage.


    The Duenna resumed her monologue: ‘The outer wall is the city’s main defence. There is, however, a second inner wall, of less thickness than the first, but very little inferior to it in strength. The centre of each division of the town is occupied by a fortress ... ’ She prated on, and I too closed my eyes and joined Cliticia in a world of troubled dreams.

  


  



  
    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    


    


    There was a great outrush of steam; the wheels squealed, the train slowed, juddered; and then, with a long blast of the whistle, we came to a complete halt.


    We had drawn up alongside the Temple of Ereshkigal. Ereshkigal was Ishtar’s sister, the Lady of the Great Place, or Underworld. In ancient times, her cult had spread from Meso­potamia to Asia Minor, southern Arabia, and Egypt.


    Outside her sacred house, jags of a blue-green, and seemingly artificial, form of light­ning, snaked through the air, so that the temple was shrouded in a thin, diaphanous mem­brane that resembled the sloughed-off, jewel-encrusted skin of a snake. Later, I would be told that if the sisterhood did not possess vril, then it had long had recourse to a source of power that was at least its equal. Those electromag­netic kinks in space were the outward signs of an invisible ‘force-field’ that surrounded the temple grounds. The possibility of force- fields—such as surrounded all Goddess temples these days—had first been bruited by Galvani and Volta around 1800 in an attempt to pre­empt the comparatively new, but growing, threat presented by the Black Order. In the fol­lowing decades, Faraday, Helmholtz, Maxwell, and Hertz had developed prototype fields, some of which were deployed off-world—with various degrees of success. Then, in the mid 1870s, the youthful genius of Nikolas Tesla had brought the science to a state of perfection. Babylon’s temples had become completely impenetrable. Or so everyone averred.


    The jags of lightning ceased; the membrane dissolved. The locomotive made steam, the blast pipe disgorging big, hot puff­balls that covered the sky in a pall of low-lying, ectoplasmic cloud. The chug-chug-chug of the engine was statelier now, as if it had put its former, somewhat more agitated rhythm, behind it, and was keen to prove to us that we were the rightful mistresses of this world and had nothing to fear. Slowly, the train crossed into the temple’s courtyard, until, with a final judder that sent a dark, anticipatory thrill through my bosom, its buffers gently impacted against the corresponding set that signalled the end of the line.
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    Ereshkigal was only one of many Goddess temples in the sacred precinct, or temenos, that covered the surrounding one hundred square miles. But it was the oldest and most important. As such— and despite the fact that upper-crust Shulamites usually remained on Earth Prime—its administration was in the hands of a well­born High Priestess, or ‘Serpentessa’, rather than an ‘Amanuensis’, or proxy.


    ‘Your sister has done herself proud, coming to a place like this,’ I said.


    ‘Yeh,’ said Cliticia. ‘Not like St Lucy’s, or St Agatha’s.’


    The temples Cliticia had mentioned lay within a ten-mile radius. They had been built during the Middle Ages and named after Shulamites who had been martyred during the early centuries of the first millennium: St Lucy, who carries a dish containing her eyes, and whose temple-maidens dress in white robes and wear crowns of evergreen; and St Agatha, who suffered so many barbarities, and is depicted in art holding her severed breasts. Other temples, such as those named after St Ursula, St Cecilia, St Margaret of Antioch, and St Agnes—all missionaries killed for their intrigues, treachery, and deceit, as they set about subverting Earth Prime—were also nearby.


    ‘St Agatha’s,’ said Cliticia, ‘is supposed to be a dump.’


    We loitered before the temple gates. Constructed of bronze and thick cedarwood, and studded with huge, iron bosses, they rose to a height of something like eighty feet. On either side were towers surmounted by crenellated turrets. Their glazed bricks shim­mered with moonlight.


    ‘How many temple-maidens are there in Ereshkigal?’ I said


    ‘About a thousand,’ said Cliticia.


    ‘And there’re about half a million girls resident in the temenos. So wouldn’t you say we needed all those other temples, even if they don’t quite meet Madam’s requirements?’


    Cliticia poked out her tongue and giggled.


    Here in the south the moonlight was harsh. The shadows we cast were crisp, like paper silhouettes. I tugged at my stiff collar. Dirty, bedraggled, I was beginning to feel hot.


    ‘They’ll give us summer dresses, I hope,’ I said.


    ‘Course,’ said Cliticia. ‘And traditional robes, too.’ I bit my lip. I’d forgotten that I would, at certain times, have to don Shulamite robes such as were worn in ancient times. ‘You won’t get ’ot in those,’ added Cliticia, with a philosophical nod of her head.


    ‘It doesn’t really matter. We’ll only be in Ereshkigal for a short time anyway,’ I mused.


    ‘Suppose so,’ said Cliticia, becoming serious and looking a little abashed.


    On one of the gate turrets I caught a glimpse of a girl. She wore a black, spangly domino. Behind her came another. She held a leash that was attached to the bejewelled collar of a big, fang­toothed cat that followed her like a tutelary spirit. The moonlight began to make my head ache and I lowered my gaze. The temple walls stretched out to either side. Like the walls of all sacred buildings they were decorated with the sacred colours of hell and heaven.


    ‘Red and blue, red and blue, red and blue,’ said Cliticia. ‘Couldn’t they use any other colours?’


    ‘The red is sesquioxide of iron and the blue is made from pulverized lapis-lazuli,’ I said, helpfully.


    ‘Gawd,’ said Cliticia. ‘There ain’t ’alf been some clever bastards, ain’t there?’


    A breeze stirred the leaves of the cypresses and sycamores that decorated the big lunette of sandy ground that contained the railway siding.


    The other girls kept a distinct, if not pronounced, distance from us. Perhaps we inspired in them some kind of instinctive dread. We had, after all, claimed to have come not merely into close proximity with men who were their sworn, implacable enemies, but to death itself. Perhaps it was wrong to have told such lies. Perhaps it was wrong to have raised my hand and volunteered when I still had had the chance of being a normal girl and of living a normal life.


    ‘Do you think about Mr Malachi?’ I said, determined to drown my sense of guilt in a new tide of conversation.


    She smiled. "E ’as a name for me.’


    ‘A nice name I hope,’ I said, feeling a little irritated.


    ‘A pet name,’ she said.


    ‘And what might that be?’


    ‘Poison.’


    ‘Poison?’


    ‘Yeh. ’E calls me ’is little drop of poison.’ I raised my eyes to heaven. ‘No need to be like that, Madeleine Fell,’ she said.


    ‘You think of him a lot, don’t you?’


    She avoided my eyes and stared straight ahead, studying the temple’s big gates.


    ‘Did I ever tell you about my Lord Barbarossa?’ she said. Piqued, I said nothing, doing my best to feign disinterest; but it was hard. Very hard. ‘After they killed the Tsar, the anti-Shulamite riots broke out. They were particularly bad in Krivoi Rog, in the Ukraine, where I used to live. The bloke who killed the Tsar was a Minotaur, of course. But rumours went around, put about by the Black Order, that it was us Shulamites who were responsible. Put the killer up to it, they reckoned. Drove ’im mad with the ol’ nympholepsy. And that’s when the pogrom started. I don’t remember much about it, to tell the truth. I don’t remember much about life back East at all. But there is one fing I can never put out of my mind.’ She stood, mouth open, staring into vacancy, as if at pains to summon up the quintessence of the past. ‘When the mob came and burnt our ’ome,’ she continued, ‘there was this man on a black ’orse riding in front of everyone, like ’e was the big cheese. ’E wore a cloak, and an ’ood, and he carried a sabre, and he rounded up all the girls and young women. And when he threw his ’ood back and exposed his face, I knew I’d never forget ’im, not to the day I died.’ Her brow creased. And then she turned to face me. °E was beautiful, Maddy. So beautiful and so... cruel.’ Again, she looked away, but not to gaze into the depths of the empty air, but rather, to study the ground. ‘ ’E looked just like Malachi, Maddy. Just like Malachi. And that’s why this poor girl is smitten.’


    Nervously, I looked at the novices out of the corner of my eye, wondering if they might have overheard. But they seemed con­sumed with their own thoughts and concerns. I tried to forget about them, diverting my gaze so as to study the sleek lines of the silver locomotive, its bogie, its blast pipe, and the name The Empress Faustina that ran along its boiler in gleaming copperplate.


    Beyond the courtyard and train siding lay the familiar expanse of ruins—not blackened, here, by recent, or even more ancient, fires, but standing relatively intact, with only broken windows, missing roof tiles, and a few tumbledown chimneys to betray the fact that they were uninhabited. The architecture was chiefly early eighteenth century and had originally served to house the over­spill from Ereshkigal, which, a century and a half ago, would have boasted twice its present complement of temple-maidens. The streets of ivy-festooned, still elegant Georgian houses, radiated out like spokes of a wheel, with me, Cliticia, and the other novices at the hushed, still centre of a ghost town.


    The Duenna, and the two old women who had driven the train—Shulamites long retired who had doubtless taken this dangerous duty upon themselves to relive their youthful past, when life had been so much more exciting and meaningful— walked up to the great, bronze gates, and conducted a brief conversation with someone on the other side through a small, eye-level grille. Behind us, there was a crackle. I turned, and saw that the force-field had been switched back on. The crackle resolved into a hum. I was within the embrace of an electric-blue curtain of interdiction, a tiny figure trapped within a gigantic bell jar, shielded from harm, but unable to escape.


    With a deep moan, the gates opened. We stepped forward, passing between the two big, marble gynosphinxes that guarded the way. They were symbolic, of course, of human women who had melded with animality—the feline animality of Ishtar’s sacred beast, the lion. Those gynosphinxes: how beautiful and yet how menacing they looked! Their deadly, cruelly-tipped mamma were like provocative shields bossed with pink points.


    I was a sphinx, I decided. A woman’s head with wings and the body of a carnivorous beast. Female sphinxes for complicated perversities, female sphinxes for the jaded and bored... They cele­brated passage from childhood to womanhood—a womanhood that was close to something feral. They presaged the state of delirium that, with every passing hour, I felt myself surrendering to, like one so earnestly wooed by a beloved sickness, that she yearns for her long engagement to end.
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    The gates closed and we walked across the inner courtyard. As big as a football pitch, but with turf replaced by red breccia flag­ stones, it was enclosed on either side by high, sandstone walls. At its farther end was a peristyle, above which rose a ziggurat: a huge, crumbling structure half-obscured by monstrous effusions of convolvulus and ivy.


    No one spoke. The courtyard echoed to the sound of our heels upon the flagstones. To my left was a well, to my right, a series of storerooms and stables. And riddling the ancient walls were rows of multitudinous windows behind which I sometimes spied a curious onlooker, or simply a girl before a pier glass staring irres­olutely at her own reflection. I felt incredibly tired. The air was thick with the aroma of citron and jacaranda, almond and myrtle, and my eyelids became gummy, as much, I think, from the surfeit of exotic scents as from loss of sleep.


    The Duenna raised a hand and we came to a halt before the elegant, marble steps that led up to the peristyle’s ambulatory. At the bottom of the steps stood a stele of black diorite inscribed in indecipherable cuneiform, and at the top, a tripod and brazier filled with burning spices that sent up a green, aromatic cloud. The celia, or naos, of the temple, was directly above us, its enam­elled doors closed to all but those initiated into the mysteries.


    The doors opened. Two temple-maidens of senior rank—they were far older than us; in their early twenties, perhaps—walked out of the temple and through the billowing clouds of perfume until they stood between the two columns that framed the celia. They were dressed in white Style Directoire frocks, the Récamier- line cinched with blue silk ribbons that formed extravagant knots beneath the décolletage.


    For a few seconds, they spoke amongst themselves. And they spoke in French. They were the first Shulamites I had encoun­tered from beyond England’s shores. What is more, they were white. The Babylonian moon had tanned their flesh, but only so far as to lend them the appearance of a couple of East End girls who had spent a long, hot summer in the hop fields. The compo­sition of Babylon was indeed changing. I would doubtless soon meet others who, like me, had volunteered from outside the cult’s hereditary ranks.


    ‘There goes the neighbourhood,’ whispered Cliticia as she elbowed me in the ribs. ‘Land of the crazy white girl, that’s what Babylon’s turning into.’ She looked up at me and smiled. ‘No offence, ol’ cock.’


    ‘Shh!’


    ‘Welcome, novices from Earth Prime,’ said one of the French girls, in thickly accented, but otherwise flawless, English.


    Then both she and her companion stretched out their arms. ‘The Temple of Ereshkigal welcomes you as sisters!’ they said, their voices perfectly synchronized. ‘And Queen Ishtar welcomes you as daughters!’


    From behind them appeared a host of other girls similarly attired in white and carrying bouquets of roses and poppies. They walked to the edge of the ambulatory, and with a great cheer, threw the flowers over our heads.


    And then they sang:


    ‘Praise the goddess, the most awesome of the goddesses.


    She is clothed with pleasure and love.


    She is laden with vitality, charm, and voluptuousness.


    In lips she is sweet; life is in her mouth.


    At her appearance rejoicing becomes full.


    She is glorious; veils are thrown over her head.


    Her figure is beautiful; her eyes are brilliant.


    The goddess—with her there is counsel.


    The fate of everything she holds in her hand.’


    Our reception committee came down the steps to meet us, smiling, laughing, and picking up scarlet petals from the flagstones to once again shower them over our heads. Other girls emerged from the cella and joined in the celebrations.


    Much to my surprise, I felt a tear trickle down my face. I


    - ME - looked up at the ziggurat’s ascending terraces, towards a point where the capstone pierced the heavens in an act of homage to the moon. At last, I was here. Here, in the place I had dreamt about for so long. Here, in the world where I might be myself and find release from England’s stultifying hypocrisy. Free from Mrs Grundy. Free from fear.


    ‘Gabrielle!’ cried Cliticia, darting forward into the throng.


    A face in the crowd had lit up with astonishment.
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    ‘You’re lucky to ’ave caught me ’ere,’ said Gabrielle. ‘I go on leave soon.’


    ‘Are you looking forward to it?’ I said. I accompanied Cliticia and her big sister through the temple’s intricate knot of corri­dors—a maze that evoked the notion of some faded, Parisian hotel that had seen better days but which still managed to draw in the quality, even out of season. And if not a continental hotel, perhaps a night house, or brasserie, like the Café Royal in Princess Street, Leicester Square, where the poules de luxe went to meet their Illuminati lovers.


    ‘Not really,’ said Gabrielle. ‘It’s not like it was when I was your age, and everything was a big, new adventure.’ I had always sup­posed Cliticia’s sister to be no more than two or three years older than us; but Gabrielle Lipski—pretty as a picture as she still was— approached her mid-twenties, and her upcoming six-week sabbatical would be her last until she retired sometime early next year. ‘Those were the good ol’ days,’ she continued. ‘First time I went off-world, I was like you two, I suppose, wondering what it’d be like to be on sabbatical back on Earth Prime, going to parties and the like with toffs from Brook Street and Westminster. Well, it was a real laugh, I can tell you. I’d only been off-world a couple of months, and there I was, on leave and kicking up me ’eels in Cremorne Gardens.’


    ‘I told you she ’ad lots of stories to tell,’ said Cliticia, beaming with sisterly pride.


    ‘That was ten years ago, of course, before the gardens were dismantled,’ Gabrielle continued. ‘But I remember it like it was yesterday. There were illuminations, fountains, a dancing plat­form, and, and—’


    ‘An East End girl could feel like an heiress in Cremorne,’ Cliticia interjected.


    ‘Some of those Illuminati thought we were bleeding’ heiresses!’ said Gabrielle. And then, with peals of giggles, the two sisters threw back their heads and broke into raucous song:


    


    ‘So mind all fast young gentlemen, who journey to Cremorne,


    Or any other gardens, or where crinoline is worn,


    Do not propose to wed strange girls, ’owever well they dress,


    Or else like me you perhaps may get in such another mess,


    Be sure you know ’er station well, before you say you’ll wed ’er,


    A little care is just as good, as good and a great deal better.’


    


    They both stopped in their tracks, doubled over with laughter.


    ‘Give over, Gabrielle,’ said Cliticia, choking back her snorts of merriment. ‘Give over, do.’ And then, turning her tear-streaked face to me, added: ‘What’d I tell you? She’s a caution, ain’t she? A real caution!’


    Slowly, the laughter ebbed away.


    We had stopped outside a room whose door stood open. Inside, the drapes were pulled, and the bed was a mess of disordered sheets. A small altar stood against one wall. A bronze image of the snake-king, Samael, consort of Lilith and Lord of the Damned, stood on top of it, alongside two earthenware pots containing sticks of incense.

  


  



  
    ‘Does anyone actually live on this corridor?’ I said.


    ‘Not for a while now,’ said Gabrielle, straightening herself. Her ribcage still palpitated, as if at any moment she might be seized by another hysterical fit of giggles. ‘It’s not so easy to attract volun­teers these days, and those that do volunteer, well—’


    ‘Well, wot?’ said Cliticia pointedly, all merriment sapped by resentment and fear.


    Gabrielle shrugged. ‘They turn out to be the wrong sort,’ she said, as drained of joy as her sister.


    ‘I ’ope you’re not implying—’


    ‘Tell me more about what it’s like to be on sabbatical,’ I said, taking the reins, as it were, and steering all three of us clear of the hidden precipice.


    Gabrielle arched an eyebrow.


    ‘For me, it was fun,’ she said. ‘At least, it used to be. You see things you’d never dream of seeing. You see Cremorne, you see the posh clubs, you go to parties and balls.’ She sucked thought­fully at her teeth. ‘The Illuminati: I suppose you could say that they like to show us off.’


    ‘We’re their trophies,’ I said. We walked on. Absently, I glanced into another room whose door also stood open and noticed that, like the previous room, it contained an altar whose centrepiece was a bronze statue of a snake: a representation of Samael—or Satan, as He was more commonly known. ‘We’re the outward symbols of their divine prerogative,’ I added, unable to resist the call to pedantry. I might have added that if the Illuminati were to invite me to a pleasure garden, party, or grand ball, I would have to learn to close my eyes and think upon that same image of Satan that many of the former tenants of Temple Ereshkigal had obvi­ously summoned up whenever they had accepted a gentleman’s tribute to the Goddess.


    ‘Trophies? Dunno,’ said Gabrielle. ‘But I do know that some­times it’s a shilling, sometimes a gold sovereign, and sometimes even a five-pound note.’ She proceeded forward; Cliticia and I followed. ‘Course,’ she sighed, ‘for that you really ’ave to gamahuche ’em till the bleeding cows come ’ome.’


    The principles of the hieros gamos had become corrupted; I had known that before I volunteered. But I had not thought that a ritual that had conferred kingship and godhead upon so many great men both ancient and modern could ever be referred to in such cold, mechanical terms.


    ‘You get lots of cadeaux,’ said Cliticia, looking up at me, and then turning to her sister. ‘Remember all the flowers and choco­lates, all the ribbons, stockings, and petticoats, that you got last time you were on leave, Gab?’


    ‘As long as it’s not a dose, I don’t care what they ruddy give me,’ Gabrielle countered. ‘I’m sick of it.’


    This romantic exchange was, to be frank, somewhat disillu­sioning. Back in Wilmot Street, lying in bed, I had imagined my off-world sisters in their own bowers of bliss, sharing my moon-haunted, sherbet-filled dreams. Dreams not of Mammon, but of demon lovers. In ancient times, the sacred prostitute’s sexuality had been indistinguishable from her spiritual nature. But in these latter days, a Shulamite cared, it seemed, less about love, desire, and surrender, than getting and spending.


    ‘What makes all doctrines plain and clear?


    About two hundred pounds a year.’


    We continued down the long, high-ceilinged corridor, with its stucco of lions and serpents and its oblong windows opened upon the night. Moonbeams, falling obliquely across our path, had transformed the corridor into an underwater tunnel. And as we walked, the breeze outside blew the gossamer draperies into our path, so that we moved beneath billowing waves of tulle and satin.


    We stopped outside a door. Unlike so many others, it was closed, and seemed in good repair. Like the others, it displayed a brass nameplate. The inscription read: Miss Noctiluca de Torqueville.


    ‘This’ll be your room,’ said Gabrielle. ‘The girl ’oo used to be ’ere ’as retired. It’s a good room. Noctiluca ’as left some of ’er stuff behind, so you can rummage through it. It’s all up for grabs. But you’ll just ’ave to accept the fact that you’re going to ’ave to double up for the time being until we can find you rooms of your own.’ She turned to her younger sister, bent over, and kissed her on a cheek still grimy from travel. ‘Sorry to ’ear about the rough time you’ve ’ad of it, darling. You were lucky to escape. It don’t bear finking about what might ’ave ’appened to the poor little beggars they caught.’ She straightened her back and looked from one of us to the other. ‘Can’t believe ’ow you managed to ’ide the way you did,’ she concluded, not for the first time betraying her suspicions, and those, perhaps, of others, too.


    ‘I told you before,’ I said. ‘We hid in a culvert, by the side of the track.’


    ‘Until the Men diverted the train onto another line,’ said Cliticia, ‘and left, taking the other girls with ’em.’


    ‘To the Citadel, I suppose,’ I added.


    ‘Well, that was a lucky escape,’ said Gabrielle. ‘A wery, wery lucky escape.’


    I opened the door.


    Gabrielle tapped me on the shoulder. ‘Make sure you clean yourself up,’ she said, ‘the ’igh Priestess won’t tolerate slatternli­ness. Especially in ’er audience chamber.’ On entering the temple, our papers had been inspected. No one had questioned their veracity. But just as we were about to leave the main hallway and be taken to our rooms by a still astonished Gabrielle, we had been approached by a lady-in-waiting and told that the Serpentessa had granted us an audience. We were to report to her chambers in three hours time.


    I wondered if we were to face an interrogation.


    Gabrielle turned her gaze upon her younger sister and looked her up and down. Then, with a deep, woeful sigh, she shook her head. ‘Clitich, Clitich, whatever ’ave you done to your bleedin’ ’air?’


    ‘Will there be many people at the audience?’ I said, quickly, before the two of them became involved in a sisterly spat.


    ‘Just you,’ she said, smiling, I thought, with a certain air of triumph, first at me, and then Cliticia. ‘Just you.’
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    Cliticia lay supine on the big, four-poster bed, her dress thrown to the floor, her stays unlaced, and her stockings rolled down about her unshod ankles.


    ‘We really should be getting ready,’ I said. She cast her right forearm over her eyes and did not reply. But though Cliticia suspected the worst, I refused to give in to despair. Our papers were in order; our story sound; there was no reason to think that we would be discovered. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We can’t keep the Serpentessa waiting.’ Cliticia cast her left forearm over the right, as if meaning to shut out the world entirely.


    ‘I’m no good at speaking, you know that,’ she said. ‘I’ll get all tongue-tied, I’m bound to.’ She tsked. ‘I don’t like ’igh Priestesses. And Gabrielle says this one is bad news. She’ll find out, Maddy, I’m sure she will.’


    ‘Then let me do the talking,’ I said.


    I sat at a vanity table on the opposite side of the room. To pass the time, and to accommodate Cliticia’s sulk, I had fallen to perusing some of the books that had belonged to the room’s former occupant, and which had lain piled up in a corner gath­ering dust alongside a small mountain of girlish fripperies and cosmetics. Some were mere feuilletons, grubby with thumbprints, and distinguished only by their outrageous cover price of a shilling. They had lurid, somewhat disturbing, titles: The Con­fessions of a Lady’s Maid or Boudoir Intrigue, disclosing many Startling Scenes and Voluptuous Incidents, The Fortunes and Misfortunes of a Balletgirl, and London by Night; or Gay Life in London. The vellum-bound books were a different matter. Many were signed, suggesting that they had been gifts. (The recipient had obviously enjoyed an enviable degree of popularity.) I studied some of the signatures. Shulamites, of course, often gave their children exotic, not to say brazen, names; but the names of some of the temple-maidens at Ereshkigal were, it seemed, more brazen than most. With love, from Voluptua, read the dedication inscribed in a copy of M. Verne’s Le Sphinx des Glaces. And a young lady who had gone by the curious appellation of Pudenda had it seemed presented a novel entitled La Curée by one Emile Zola ‘In memory of golden days.’ The pages exuded a sickly, cloying smell of stale scent that soon came to pervade the whole room. Other signatures testified to the affections of scores more girls. Their names were equally bizarre: Lascivia, Morbidezza, Libitina, Septicaemia, Veneria, Dementia, and Immodestista.


    I was pleased to discover that the library also contained books by Marie Corelli: A Romance of Two Worlds (which I had read when it had been first published two years ago) and, quite amaz­ingly, what looked like the bound, uncorrected proofs of its sequel: Ardath: The Story of a Dead Self.


    I opened A Romance of Two Worlds. I had enjoyed this book. It was about a spiritual quest. The mysterious Chaldean, Heliobas, approaches the first-person narrator—a Shulamite who has only recently been inducted into the faith—to teach her the meaning of life, death, and love.


    


    ‘In the winter of 188—, I was afflicted by a series of nervous ailments, brought on by overwork and over-worry. Chief among these was a protracted and terrible insomnia, accompanied by the utmost depression of spirits and anxiety of mind. I became filled with the gloomiest anticipations of evil; and my system was strung up by slow degrees to such a high tension of physical and mental excitement, that the quietest and most soothing of friendly voices had no other effect upon me than to jar and irritate... ’


    


    I skipped ahead. I was in no mood to sympathize with another’s ‘nervous ailments’ and ‘terrible insomnia’. But as I turned the pages, and let my eyes scan the closely printed text, I discovered that the novel was not as I remembered it. And as I put it aside to pore over the bound proofs of Ardath: The Story of a Dead Self I suspected that I was reading a completely different author—not the female Rider Haggard at all, but someone whose books were more likely to find a home in Holywell Street, that ghetto of indecent literature and unregulated fantasy where shop windows were filled with licentious scribblings and the prints of actresses and ballet dancers in extreme states of picturesque dishabille.


    


    ‘The door opened. Miss Lesbia Ascot-Smythe looked up. Framed in the doorway was a man who, by virtue of his uniform, was immediately recognizable as a member of the Grand Order of the Nephilim. He stepped forward, his eyes darting left, then right, as he took stock of the assembled girls.


    ‘Just before the door closed behind him she caught a glimpse of a white-tiled corridor. Then she lowered her gaze, bowed her head, and hid behind her veil of long, sable hair. Only the flicker of her eyelashes and the agitated rise and fall of her bosom betrayed the fact that she was flesh and blood and not a lifeless mannequin.


    ‘The man walked into the middle of the room. She directed her gaze towards the floor and focused on his riding boots. When, however, he came to a halt and had his back to her, she became more bold and ventured to stare up at him through the gauze of her kohl-blackened lashes. She had not seen his face. But she had had no need to. She knew he would look like the other men in Château Miséricorde: pale-skinned and with a regularity of feature that could not disguise the essen­tially cruel, lupine nature of his countenance. He was, of course, dressed in the familiar uniform of his Order. In many ways, he was the mirror image of the man opposite—the guard who stood before a door that opened onto the hydraulically operated lift shaft that connected the holding cell to the prison high above. They were twins. Ciphers. Not real men at all, but embodiments of a nightmare, or, perhaps, an ideal.


    ‘For a moment, the interloper examined the clipboard he held before him, running a finger down its attached sheet of paper. Then, taking a pencil, he made a mark at the spot where, seconds before, his finger had pointed to a name. It was, of course, but one name amongst many. Not that that was of any consolation when she heard the name pronounced.


    ‘“Miss Lesbia Ascot-Smythe,”’ he said in a quiet but authoritative voice.


    ‘She held her breath, lowered her head a little more, and stared between her feet. No. It was impossible. She couldn’t be the first. She must have misheard, she decided. None of this was really happening. None of it... ’


    


    I shut the book. And I did so with such violence that I stirred Cliticia from her apathy. She sat bolt upright and flashed me a startled look.


    ‘What’s going on?’she cried.


    I gazed about the room, hot, confused, fearful, like someone who wakes up after an afternoon nap and cannot quite decipher her surroundings, or remember where she has come from, or even whether it is day or night. The room itself—with its collection of heavy furniture that seemed barely able to support its own weight—was, like me, ready to swoon, its thick, muddy atmos­phere a toxin that had poisoned its aesthetics and turned it into a chapel of rest.


    ‘Everything’s wrong,’ I said, rubbing my arms to warm myself. The smell of stale perfume had become overpowering. It was a deathbed smell: the smell of sweat glistening on febrile limbs. ‘Everything, everything,’ I concluded.
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    Leaving Cliticia to her mope, I staggered out into the corridor. I simply had to find some measure of respite from the room’s oppressive atmosphere.


    As soon as I was in the corridor my nostrils perked and I became aware of a faint but distinctive odour. Wafting from some nearby but less uninhabited part of the temple—a Lady Chapel, perhaps—was the pungent smell of burnt offerings, such as had filled the air when the temple’s reception party had greeted us.


    Careless of who should see me, despite the neglect of my toilette and the quite scandalous disarray of my dress, I looked down the length of corridor that I had only recently traversed and then walked in the opposite direction, following my nose like a mangy bloodhound.


    When I came to the stairwell, the scent became stronger. I descended, each wooden stair sending up a creak or moan of complaint.


    The stairwell did not connect with the corridor immediately below, or indeed even with the one below that; instead, it corkscrewed relentlessly downwards like some secret passageway in a Gothic novel, without having any seeming purpose other than to deliver me into the temple’s hot, claustrophobic bowels. Before I had taken more than a few dozen steps, I came to the conclusion that to continue might be to commit myself to a point of no return, after which I would be doomed to descend forever, like a ghost repeating her last, tragic movements. But, embold­ened by the sound of voices, I pressed on, and soon—alerted by the drip-drip of water—knew that my initial suspicions had been correct. I was underground.


    The light grew dim, but before it was entirely extinguished I came upon a landing suffused with candlelight. The candles—all made from black wax—had been placed in a series of regularly spaced niches.


    The smell of burnt offerings had become particularly strong. I left the stairwell behind, walked across the landing and proceeded through a narrow archway. I found myself in another dark, candlelit passage. And again, I heard the sound of voices.


    I paused. There was music, too: the sound of flute, zither, and drums. Then the music stopped.


    ‘No, Saccharina, no, no, no—you must dance on your toes, digitigrade. Now, once more. And like a cat, dear! Like a cat!’


    I walked forward. The music recommenced. Before me, at the end of the short, narrow passageway, was a heavy, iron-banded door. As I drew up to it, there was a jangly diminuendo, and then silence.


    ‘No, no, dear, I said like a cat, like a cat!’


    I pushed the door open. Its rusty hinges set up a horribly impo­lite discord. And I found myself transfixed by several pairs of eyes.


    I stood on the threshold of a Lady Chapel, just as I had suspected I would, for all such chapels were located deep under­ground in honour of the chthonic deities. A rotunda, it was constituted entirely of black marble, and lit, like the passageway outside, by black candles that had been set within a series of niches.


    Two girls stood at its centre. They each wore the traditional Babylonian costume called the bedleh: red chiffon panel skirts made of two rectangles of fabric, one in front and one in back. These hung from a hipband decorated with ‘hip accents’, such as mozunas, assuit, and shisha mirrors, over which, in turn, hung the coin belt that was emblematic of prostitution. The skirts glim­mered with silk thread and sequins, the leg slits and hem trimmed with a border of paillettes and beads. A matching choli decorated with brilliant appliqué completed the shameless ensemble.


    Behind the dancers, and seated upon the steps that led up to the high altar, were four more girls: three musicians who cradled their instruments and, a little to one side, the sole girl to be dressed respectably: a qadishtu. All temple-maidens were ishtaritu, but were accorded different ranks. The girls dressed in the bedleh, were, for instance, herem, like me. That is, simple whores. But the other girl—and it was obvious, I suppose, not merely from her sash of office, but from the rather martinet riding habit that she wore—was a scribe and therefore exercised a degree of authority.


    She got up and walked toward me, her dress swaying as if taking a fluid pleasure in its own opulence, the train like an insid­ious slick of oil following her across the shiny, marble floor.


    ‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to—’


    She came to a halt a few feet away. ‘You’re a new girl, aren’t you?’ she said.


    ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘Just arrived. I’m sorry to interrupt. If I shouldn’t be here, then—’


    ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘If you’ve managed to find your way all the way down here, then I suppose you’ve earned the right to stay.’ She wasn’t that much older than me. Her accent identified her as the daughter of a London bank clerk, tradesman or, perhaps, even an industrialist. And her complexion—dark, but resembling that of the two French girls who had led the welcoming song rather than, say, Cliticia’s—suggested that her Shulamite heritage was, like mine, spiritual, rather than a matter of blood. Yes, she was like me, I decided. Or at least, she was like one of the girls I had planned on becoming. ‘You do know where you are I suppose,’ she concluded, a hint of reprimand in her voice. ‘You’re not lost?’


    ‘I’m in a Lady Chapel,’ I said, keen to show that I was her equal. ‘Today is the feast day of, of—’


    ‘We’re in rehearsal for the feast of St Catherine,’ she said, wearily.


    ‘But her feast day isn’t until—’


    ‘Not Catherine of Alexandria,’ she said. ‘Catherine Howard.’


    ‘Oh,’ I said, feeling rather foolish. ‘That’s February 13, isn’t it?’


    Her eyes lit up with surprise. ‘Correct,’ she said. She spun around to confront her half-naked charges. ‘Someone in this temple, it seems, actually knows something about our history!’ She once more turned her back on them and they took the oppor­tunity of awarding me a collective scowl. ‘I’m delighted to meet you,’ she continued, eager, it seemed, to show that she could be genial as well as severe. ‘Miss—’ She raised her eyebrows in expectation.


    ‘Madeleine Fell,’ I said. She offered me her hand and I shook it. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you too, Miss—’


    ‘Ethelbertha Manning,’ she said.


    ‘Miss Manning,’ I said, dipping my head and smiling in acknowledgement.


    ‘Please,’ she said, her nose wrinkling in amusement, ‘it’s sister. Sister Ethelbertha.’


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, flustered. ‘I’m a novice, I’ve just arrived, I—’


    ‘Come in, come in, Sister Madeleine,’ she said, waving her hand in an attempt to dispel my embarrassment. ‘We were just running through some of the celebratory dances. Really, February may seem a long way off, but there is so much work to do, and these girls—’ She shook her head. ‘So much work.’


    I followed her into the middle of the chapel, where we stopped. Her two students stood to either side of us, picking nervously at their thin, diaphanous skirts with their long, red, exquisitely culti­vated fingernails.


    She clapped her hands. ‘Now, girls, you know that I expect only the very best from you. This is a very significant feast day. Of all sacred prostitutes who were to exercise their charms and wiles upon a King of England and his court, and to make men slaves to Ishtar, she was without doubt the most valiant. Braver than her cousin, Anne Boleyn, I would say.’ She turned to face me. ‘Here, deep in the earth, where we are near to the Queen of the Underworld, our own Lady Ereshkigal, we have, of course, many, many Lady Chapels in honour of our Shulamite martyrs. Chapels dedicated to the Phantom Helen, Cleopatra, Salome, and, of course, your own patron saint—’


    ‘The Magdalene,’ I murmured. ‘Her feast day is July 22.’


    The dancers scowled all the more.


    ‘Of course, of course.’ She glanced left, then right, smiling at her reluctant students, her vermilion lips parting to reveal two rows of cruelly brilliant teeth. ‘And then there are the chapels to the Marquise de Brinvilliers, Nell Gwyn, and—’


    ‘Oh, Nell Gwyn has always been a favourite of mine,’ I said.


    ‘Mine too,’ said Sister Ethelbertha, rewarding me with another look of approbation. ‘I can see we have much in common.’ The students’ faces, which had gradually become frozen in aspects of extreme dislike, hardened still further. ‘Now my girls here—’ She let her voice drop to a whisper. ‘And mind, one must always say girls, sister. Babylonians are not women, they are always, always girls.’ Her smile grew more radical, until I began to associate her with the Duenna who had conducted my interview: a wolf in ruminant’s clothing. ‘The French make some­thing of a moral distinction between “Les Femmes et les files”, do they not? It follows that we must always remember that we are files—les files de nuit.’ She turned and studied her students, her gaze travelling from toe to crown as she appraised their whorishness.


    They fidgeted, transposing their weight from one leg to the other, thereby displaying glimpses of ebony thigh through the artfully engineered rents in their skirts. From the bottom of the thorax to an area just above the pubic bone their flesh was quite bare. And the skin was dusted with some kind of clinquant, or body tinsel, so that it glittered, like frosted tar, or a coal seam impregnated with powdered diamonds. The navels were heavily bejewelled, the ellipsoid lips distended by great slugs of garnet, almandine, ruby, or carnelian.


    ‘The navel,’ said Sister Ethelbertha, as her gaze followed my own, ‘is not merely the symbol of birth, but of original sin, too. Specifically, of feminine sin. Or, rather, the sin that is femininity. Eve was the first of the ishtaritu. She seduced Satan, the great serpent, and brought sex into the world, for then as now, the King of Hell fell in love with her and did her bidding. Ever after, her daughters bore the mark of generation that is the mark of the witch.’ She took a step towards the dancer on my left and pointed to the glittering red punctum at the centre of her belly. ‘The mark of the witch is the mark of Ishtar. It is the locus of the Feminine Daemonic, the omphalos of sin and sexuality, just as femininity is the sin of sins and the locus of the world’s desire.’


    For the second time, she clapped her hands.


    ‘And now we must celebrate the omphalos—celebrate the power of the Dark Mother! Now we must celebrate the memory of Catherine Howard, daughter of Eve and of Ishtar. Catherine Howard, our blessed whore. Begin!’


    The musicians struck up.


    Sister Ethelbertha took my arm and ushered me to one side, her muslin hem skittering across the floor like a host of attendant mice, the monotony of black silk and marble enlivened, here and there, by the occasional flash of white petticoat.


    The flute and drums set up a sinuous melody and rhythm, though a dulcimer (which in Babylonian we call ‘ladies’ fingers’) had been substituted for the zither I had heard earlier in the passageway. The finger cymbals worn by the dancers chattered like tin songbirds.


    The drummer slapped and punched her skins; the dulcimer player strummed and plucked; and the flautist performed hectic runs and trills, dipping, raising, and twirling her instrument like a snake-charmer, which, metaphorically at least, of course, she was. ‘Come to me,’ sang the girl who played the dulcimer, ‘and be my bridegroom. Grant me seed of your body. Let me be your bride and you shall be my husband. For I am Ishtar, Queen of Heaven, and kings, princes, and rulers bow down before me and bring tribute from the mountains and the plain.5


    The dancers advanced towards the steps, gazing past the musi­cians and up towards the altar, where a brazen image of Sammael, the Babylonian snake-god, reared its head above the clouds of perfume sent up by the surrounding braziers. Behind the altar was the spectacular altarpiece that lent the chapel its personality. At its centre was Catherine, fifth wife of the cruel Tudor king, and emissary of Babylon and Ishtar. She had been painted in the manner of all virgin martyrs, whether they had met their fate by rope, sword, quarrel, bullet, or, as in her case, by axe: that is, crucified upon the symbol of the male exterminating principle, the lingam cruris. Decorating the side panels, and kneeling with their hands held before them in prayer, were the images of those over whom the Daughters of Ishtar had triumphed: Paris, Alexander, Julius Caesar, Caesar Claudius, Justinian, and, from later times, several Popes and Holy Roman Emperors. And above, winged girl-children, in similar attitudes of adoration, welcomed the ascension of Catherine’s spirit into the realms of the blessed.


    The dancers stopped, genuflected, and then turned so that they faced us. The dance began.


    With their palms held downward, their arms began to undulate, like duplicates of Aaron’s rod come to serpentine life. They crossed their wrists behind their backs. Then they brought them towards their bellies until the backs of the hands were touching. The hands opened up like flowers.


    Their pelvises began to rock. They raised their arms, so that the backs of their hands met above their heads. They breathed deep and then lifted their rib cages. Their shoulders began to oscillate; the hips, too, as the pelvis swayed, thrust, shimmied, bucked, and transcribed the classic figure eight that Cliticia had spoken of in St Messalina’s.


    The music became more urgent. And now came the abdominal waves and flutters that characterized the dance of martyrdom and death.


    The lower belly assumed a gentle convexity; the flesh was drawn in and up; the rib cage protruded; the diaphragm swelled; and then the abdominal muscles contracted and rolled towards the pubic bone. As both girls again took a deep breath, the operation was repeated, slowly, at first, but then with increasing speed and vigour until the movement became a nervous jiggle that mimed the dying spasms of a wounded animal brought to ground.


    Coin belts clinked and rattled; bracelets spun about wrists like miniature hoops; heavy, gold necklaces bruised agitated bosoms; and the single, tear-shaped pearl that hung from each girl’s ferronniere flew from side to side, a white glutinous comma amidst an oratorical riot of wanton, otherwise unpunctuated, locks and tresses.


    The drums reached a crescendo.


    The girls spun on their bare feet and then, running on their toes, ascended the altar steps. On reaching the predella they went down on their knees at a point where the antependium had been polished and almost worn away by millions of votive kisses. Their foreheads touched the floor. And then they sat back on their haunches, raised their arms, and leant backwards, hips elevated by the cushion of their heels, crowns resting on cold, black marble.


    The music stopped.


    The only sound to fill the perfume-laden air was the dancers’ sketchy breathing. And marking time, their bellies—covered in a patina of sweat—rose up and down like two pairs of bellows feeding the thin, reedy music of their lungs. The taut, abdominal flesh trembled, stage-lit by the bright-red, rather sinister, umbil­ical jewellery.


    Sister Ethelbertha clapped her hands. Not in applause, but in a single act of command.


    ‘Yes, yes,’ she said. ‘Better. Better. But you still need to practise veil work, of course. Oh, I can assure you: there is much, much work to be done.’


    With strands of hair matted to their faces, the dancers got to their feet and walked down the steps, grumbling sotto voce.


    ‘You may rest for a few minutes,’ Sister Ethelbertha said to them. And then she took my arm and drew me to one side out of earshot.


    ‘Perhaps, in the coming days, you might like to help me, Sister Madeleine? It is refreshing to come across somebody who under­stands history and the importance of celebrating our past.’


    ‘That would be a great pleasure,’ I replied, really not knowing what else to say.


    ‘There are so many things to be prepared. The communion milk, for instance. And the perfuming-pans this year simply must have the right constituency of cinnamon, patchouli, and myrrh. And then, for the dancers, of course, there will have to be the depilatory pastes. So hard to get in the present crisis! And let’s not talk about how difficult it’s been to acquire a new sacred python after all the fuss we had when the last one died!’ She looked over her shoulder, somewhat wistfully, I thought. ‘I remember when I was like them.’ She turned her head about and her eyes again locked with mine. ‘I remember when I was like you. Naive. Innocent. But something has changed. Things aren’t the same.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Nothing is the same.’


    ‘I know,’ I said, beginning to feel uncomfortable. ‘But I’m afraid I have to be going. I really shouldn’t have come here. I have to—’


    ‘Perhaps change has been going on for such a long time that we simply haven’t noticed,’ she continued, disregarding my attempt to bid her goodbye. ‘But the Daughters of Ishtar are not as they were. And neither is Babylon/


    ‘Please, I simply must be—’


    ‘First came the Daughters of Cain,’ she said, once more contin­uing as if she had not heard me, ‘and then the Daughters of Ham. They found a patroness in Ishtar, who founded Babylon. And when Babylon fell—’


    ‘Our descendants emigrated to the new Babylon,’ I said, deciding that it might be politic to humour her until I could find an appropriate moment to make my escape.


    ‘Is that when it started to go wrong?’ she said. ‘When our reli­gion became a secret cult? When we sent our emissaries to Earth Prime to seduce the Phoenicians, Carthaginians, and Romans, in the name of Astarte, Tanith, and Venus? When the men who called themselves Gnostics, Manichaeans, Assassins, Templars, and Freemasons banded together behind closed doors to plan and execute our will?’


    ‘They were our slaves,’ I said, allowing a faint, contemptuous smile to briefly animate my lips. ‘The Goddess’s chief power has always been to inspire and govern the loves of men.’


    ‘She is the soul of the world,’ said Sister Ethelbertha, in an outburst of piety. Then she frowned, unsure of herself. ‘But what is she now, compared to the monster we have created, those heretics who came together to form the Illuminati? So often, these days, it seems that we serve them. Is that what Ishtar has become—a mere handmaiden to the Illuminists, a slave to men?’


    I nodded. ‘It sometimes seems that that is what we have become,’ I ventured. There were slaves and there were slaves, of course. There were slaves to Mammon, but as I knew, perhaps, too well, there were slaves to love, too. ‘We are the playthings of the rich,’ I concluded. ‘And we flaunt their wealth before the poor. No wonder some men come to sympathise with the philos­ophy espoused by the Black Order.’

  


  



  
    ‘Yes!’ she said, her eyes widening. ‘You do understand!’ She put a finger to her lips. ‘But not so loud.’ Her eyes darted right, then left. And then she gave me a gentle push. My back came into contact with the shiny, cool marble of the curving walls. ‘All this ceremony—all these ancient rites that we practise: what good are they when the reality of contemporary life is essentially ignoble? It is terrible to think it, but I do believe that the Age of the Third Sargon is coming to an end.’ She came nearer, and, inclining her head to one side, whispered conspiratorially: ‘The hieros gamos has become corrupt. In ancient times, it was the most significant rite of the new year: the sacred marriage between the king, who represented Ishtar’s paramour, Tammuz, and the Goddess herself. Since then, a king—no matter from what city, or country—must become the lover of the Goddess of love and death if he is to retain and extend his power. But if the Illuminati claim descent from Tammuz, then one thing is sure: they no longer exercise his beneficent power.’


    ‘They’re not like their Sumerian and Babylonian forebears,’ I said.


    ‘No, not at all,’ she said.


    ‘They don’t take on the identity of the god,’ I said. ‘They don’t consummate marriage with a priestess who incarnates the Goddess and then magically re-fertilize the land.’


    ‘They just want to fuck,’ she said, spitting out the expletive with a degree of venom that was frankly shocking.


    ‘England is sterile,’ I said, my voice as low as hers. ‘A waste­land. But whose fault is that?’ I shot her a guilty look. ‘We’ve made them sick, haven’t we?’ I added. ‘We’re the ones who’ve poisoned their minds.’


    ‘It’s the nympholepsy,’ she said. ‘After old Babylon fell, and we languished off-world, how else were we to reclaim Earth Prime but through witchcraft?’


    Feeling her hot breath on my cheeks, I turned my head to one side. But she still pursued me, so close now, that I felt as if I were being toyed with by a vicious, wild animal. Her hair was crisped and crimped and surrounded her head like the black aureole of a sphinx. Her lips were painted blood-red, the eyes elongated by means of an antimony pencil, so that they seemed Oriental, almost feline.


    ‘I wouldn’t really want to make anyone sick,’ I said. ‘I’ve heard some girls enjoy it, but—’


    ‘In days gone by,’ she said, ‘we would distil philtres—potions that turned men into lapdogs. Our emissaries would enter courts and palaces and leave madness in their wake.’


    ‘And thus it was that men would come to serve Ishtar,’ I said, quoting from the scriptures.


    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Though not all did, of course. The nympholepsy had a dark side. It could turn men against us, too. Which is why we are here today, preparing to honour one of our martyrs.’


    ‘Amen,’ I said.


    ‘These days the nympholepsy has become a plague and spreads out of control. It is Earth Prime’s revenge. Shulamites have controlled the world by controlling men, but now those select few who were our confederates have broken free of our fetters. They control us.'


    ‘It’s true, I said. ‘Once, we were the Illuminati’s queens—their honoured mistresses and muses. But what are we now?’


    ‘Their cocottes,’ she said. ‘They use us, and Babylon, in the way that we once used them: to extend and maintain power. Our power has gone—forever, perhaps. We meant to poison the world, but in doing so, we poisoned ourselves, too.’


    Perhaps that is why I am the way I am, I thought. Perhaps one of my ancestors was a Shulamite who had fallen from the Order, someone later Fells never talked about, or perhaps weren’t even aware of. Maybe, after several generations, the nympholepsy had simply awoken in me, the last of the Fells, who carried her ancestor’s poisoned blood in her veins.


    ‘It would have been better if we had prevailed,’ she continued.

  


  



  
    ‘The Illuminati rule through promulgating the idea of the Shulamite—our so-called ‘mystique’—not the lust that we inspire. And the world should be ruled by lust, not by ideas. But the days when we could look forward to driving the world mad with lust are long gone.’ She shook her head, ruefully. ‘In this time of decadence,’ she continued, ‘the only men we truly infect with nympholepsy are those in whom it inflames a lust for—’ She bit her lip. ‘I speak, of course, of our new lovers, the Black Order.’


    ‘Don’t say that,’ I said, putting my hands on her shoulders and trying to push her away.


    ‘But you understand,’ she said, her whisper becoming a hiss. ‘I know you understand. The others—’ She cast a glance at the recumbent dancers and musicians. ‘We must be friends, you and I,’ she concluded, as she again looked into my eyes, her own by now reddened, as if she had recently scoured them with pumice.


    Her upper lip trembled. She threatened to make an embar­rassing scene.


    I pushed her a little harder, then, ducking my head, sidestepped, and slipped out of harm’s way.


    ‘I really have to go. I have an audience with the Serpentessa. And I haven’t even changed!’


    She looked at me oddly. ‘You’re not wearing the star. Or even the snake anklet.’


    I put a hand to my neck, as if shamed into modesty.


    ‘I didn’t receive one, I—’


    ‘But all novices receive a star.’


    ‘I lost it. It was when—’ I was about to lie and repeat my well- worn story of near escape when she began to fiddle with the clasp of her necklace.


    ‘Take it,’ she said. She held the necklace out, its star-shaped pendant dangling from a long, fine chain. ‘Take it, please.’


    I took it, and in a rather ill-mannered way, I fear, almost snatching it from her grasp, so eager was I to put the Lady Chapel behind me and rejoin Cliticia in the big world upstairs.


    I half-turned to leave, then, knowing I had been too peremp­tory, paused, opened my fist, and looked down at Sister Ethelbertha’s gift. The necklace was made of electrum. Its pendant—a six-pointed star—was the emblem of Sheba, star of the morning and evening, of life and death. It represented our world, the planet Venus. Not the second planet from the sun, but the true Venus: the mysterious planet that for something like two and a half thousand years had harboured Babylon and her sacred whores.


    ‘Goodbye,’ I said.


    ‘May Ishtar protect you,’ she said, taking my hand within her own and pressing it so that my fingers closed over the golden star. ‘May she protect us all,’ she added, her red eyes speaking of sleep­lessness and furious, incarnadined dreams.


    

  


  



  
    


    


    Chapter Twelve


    


    


    The antechamber was perfectly quiet. It was sealed from the rest of Ereshkigal by two sets of thick, ironbound doors. The atmosphere it evoked was more consistent with a hermit’s cell than a waiting room at the apex of a ziggurat populated with young, chattering harlots. But if I listened very carefully, I seemed to be able to hear the sound of dripping water, as if from a broken pipe, or an unseasonable out­break of rain. It was a subterranean sound, and I almost felt as if I were back in the Lady Chapel. And then the sound stopped, and I heard only Cliticia’s breathing. Its steady, barely perceptible rhythm was like a sleeping child’s, if lacking the essential ingredient of a child’s peace.


    We sat facing each other on a marble bench that followed the circumambient walls. For the last fifteen minutes or so, our mood had alter­nated between boredom and acute unrest, until we had resolved the conflict by lapsing into our present state of catatonia, content to do nothing apart from twiddle our fingers and stare expressionlessly into each other’s eyes.


    My thoughts were a beehive of confusion. I thought of Lord Azrael. I thought of his wolfish face. I thought of Beauty and the Beast, fierce, unholy forests of shadow and sin, and chateaux of adamantine night. I thought of Catherine Howard, Nell Gwyn, the Marquise de Brinvilliers, Charlotte Corday, and Carmilla Karnstein. I thought of—


    ‘They don’t ’alf talk funny round ’ere,’ said Cliticia, breaking the silence.


    ‘Talk funny?’ I said, stirred from my daydreams.


    ‘Those girls we passed in the corridor,’ she said.


    ‘But weren’t they speaking Babel?’ Babel wasn’t a language; it was an English dialect. If some of its vocabulary and idioms were remnants of Akkadian and Aramaic, it was for the most part composed of slang culled from the demi-monde.


    ‘Babel?’ said Cliticia.


    ‘Caterwaul, I believe you call it,’ I said, making some conces­sion to the demotic.


    ‘Oh,’ said Cliticia, ‘you mean pussybabble.’


    I inclined my head towards her, not sure whether I had heard correctly.


    ‘Pussybabble?’


    ‘That’s what Mum calls it. But whenever I’d start to talk that way I’d get a rap over the knuckles. Dark talk, she’d say. Witch talk. Talk fit only for those that follow the left-’and path.’


    ‘The path of Queen Lilith,’ I said. ‘The path of the sphinx.’ We Shulamites had always been witches, but not all witches were sphinxes. Sphinxes worshipped Ishtar’s shadow. And such worship was considered morbid, taboo. Solitary, unwilling to conform to accepted moral standards, and indifferent to societal obligations, young women who unabashedly proclaimed them­selves Lilith’s servants were often confined to special temples for the erotically insane. ‘What exactly were those girls “pussybabbling” about?’


    ‘Dunno.’ Cliticia sighed. ‘Mum was strict. And pussybabble’s real weird. I’ve never been able to get my ’ead round it.’ Indeed, it had sounded like an idioglossia: a private language accessible, perhaps, only to those who had become Lilith’s initiates. ‘I wish I ’ad learnt it, I can tell you.’


    ‘But why were they speaking it here?’ I said.


    ‘Dunno,’ she said, ‘I’ll ’ave to ask Gabrielle. But if you ask me, this ’ole Ereshkigal place is a bit’—she scratched her head, then put a finger to her temple and rotated it, first this way, and then the other—‘wonky. Know what I mean?’


    The doors opposite those by which we had entered slowly opened. A head emerged.


    ‘She’s ready to see you,’ said a girl whose fresh-faced looks belied the manner of one who had obviously attained her majority. She opened the door a little more so that her entire profile was revealed. Her manner of dress readily identified her as a nurse from the Nightingale School, on secondment to Babylon, perhaps, to investigate the distinctive nature of female maladies off-world, such as catalogued by the doctors at the Salpêtrière in Paris.


    ‘But please, please,’ she said, her fluent English qualified by a colonial accent, ‘keep your voices low, and don’t say anything that might unnecessarily distress her. She is very ill.’


    We got up and smoothed out the creases in our fresh, white tea gowns (we had discovered them, amongst dozens of other discarded clothes, in our apartment’s wardrobes and cupboards) and then followed the nurse into the audience chamber.


    The chamber was big. Its lamps were turned down and blue shadows shrouded the sparse furniture and fittings, though not sufficiently to hide the magnificent canvases that hung from the walls and, at the far end of the room, the daybed upon which the Serpentessa lay, her beautiful face lit with the repose of one who seemed ready to leave this world for one far, far better.


    The nurse ushered us forward. I held my breath, the sharp concussion of our heels against the parquet floor impertinently loud as we proceeded deeper and deeper into the room’s hallowed interior. Most of the furniture was covered in white sheets; the air was still, to the point of being crisp; and the silent, run-down clocks suggested that the Serpentessa might be a protégée of Miss Haversham. The nurse came to a halt, just a few feet from the daybed—a piece of mock-medieval furniture crafted by Morris and Co. It was as firm and heavy as a slab of granite.


    ‘They are here, Madam,’ said the nurse in a hushed voice. The Serpentessa slowly opened her eyes. The pupils were huge. Black as midnight, and almost completely displacing the irises, they betrayed the effects of belladonna. The edges of the eyelids had been painted with antimony. The eyelids themselves were black­ened with kohl. Our mistress had, it seemed, only enjoyed a brief flirtation with oblivion, and remained very much alive.


    She too wore a tea gown, but one far more elaborate than our own. It was long-sleeved, high-waisted, full at the back, and trimmed with hundreds of lace ruffles and ribbons. Its long, elab­orate train cascaded onto the floor and rippled about our feet, sending up a musty odour, like a wedding dress that has been kept too long in a damp attic.


    She closed her eyes. ‘Tristesse,’ she said, her voice faint, distant, as if it had been carried over an immeasurable stretch of water, ‘are you sure the drapes are closed? My head, oh my head ... ’ Her anxieties were groundless; heavy velvet curtains had been pulled across the length of the far wall. With pained effort her eyelids flickered, and then re-opened. After blinking two or three times, she seemed able to focus. ‘Madeleine and Cliticia,’ she mused, as if recognizing us for the first time, ‘the girls who escaped capture. Yes. I wanted to speak with you.’ She twisted her head about so that she faced her nurse. ‘Tristesse, leave us.’


    ‘Madam?’


    ‘Oh please, please, do not make me ask you twice.’


    ‘Well, lah-di-dah,’ whispered Cliticia, in an aside. I glared at her. The nurse quickly retreated and left the room.


    ‘It is this dreadful neurasthenia,’ said the Serpentessa. ‘The vertigo, the insomnia, the interminable headaches ... I sometimes do not think I can carry on.’


    Cliticia and I looked at each other—somewhat rhetorically, I suppose—from out of the corners of our eyes. But we kept our peace, more nervous than ever about what the Serpentessa might know, or suspect, about us.


    ‘I have heard of your little adventure,’ she continued. Her brow darkened. She seemed determined to get down to brass tacks. ‘And I have also heard—’ She cleared her throat. Her brow dark­ened still further and her voice became hoarse. ‘I have also heard that you have met the Men.’


    ‘We ’id in a culvert!’ Cliticia blurted out. ‘We—’ She had grown so used to embroidering our tale of peril and escape that she not only seemed ready to perjure herself at a moment’s notice, but to do so with dangerous enthusiasm. Luckily, the Serpentessa had chosen that moment to rest her eyes, and I had taken the opportunity to give Cliticia a smart kick in the ankle. My gar­rulous friend winced and drew air through her teeth, hissing like a wounded cat; but her abashed look implied that she understood that she was in error. If it had been otherwise, I quite believe that she would have there and then knocked me to the floor.


    ‘What are they like?’ said the Serpentessa, almost coyly.


    I wondered how I should address her. Her name, I had been told, was Tashmetum-sharrat, after the favourite wife of the Assyrian king Sennacherib. It wasn’t a name that one usually associates with Shulamites. At least, not those who moved in my own social circles. She was naditu. She came from a wealthy family. And as such she was part of the gagum, or college of priestesses, that was restricted to daughters of the Illuminati and their friends. For all I knew, she might even be related to The Mantis herself, baalat of London, mistress of empire, and concu­bine to the Grand Master of the Illuminati, The Sargon. It was rare to come across one of her standing off-world; temples were usually governed by proxies.


    ‘What are the Minotaurs like, entu?’ I whispered, knowing that I would have to speak, entu was a Babylonian term derived from the Sumerian en, denoting a high priestly office held by a woman who was often a member of the ruling dynasty. It seemed an appropriate salutation.


    The Serpentessa raised her eyebrows and then smiled, in appreciation, I think, of my cod-scholarly attempt to show respect.


    ‘Yes, my dear,’ she said, tiredly. ‘The Minotaurs. The Men.’


    ‘I, I, I don’t know,’ I said.


    She sighed. A woman in her mid-twenties, and close, one would suppose, to retirement, the Serpentessa exuded sophistica­tion, as recherché, indeed, as her name, her pedigree not only evident in her elocution and gentle manners, but—just as impor­tantly—in the refinement of her invalidism.


    ‘I have long been troubled,’ she said, ‘about the Minotaurs.’ She lifted a lace handkerchief to her nose and inhaled. The air filled with the scent of jasmine. ‘These days, I often ask myself When did it all begin? Oh, hundreds of years ago, some say. And maybe even thousands. The Black Order has always been with us, even if it only came to full consciousness during the late eighteenth century, when Adam Weishaupt disclosed the truth about Modern Babylon. The truth! It has often seemed to me that “the truth” was no more than a dirty little secret... ’ Her voice tailed off into a diminuendo of nervous exhaustion, so finely played out as to suggest that she understudied for Sarah Bernhardt, or some other actress for whom life was little more than an interesting and beautiful disease. ‘Now everybody knows everything there is to know about Babylon,’ she continued. ‘But has the world really changed so much? In Europe, they still worship the Nazarene, even though they know he was seduced and secretly served the Goddess. And political institutions are, I would say, much the same as they were in the pre-Weishaupt days. Perhaps the only thing that is truly different is that the dirty little secret is out in the open and humanity has at last come to understand what it wants: to love... and to die.’ She winced, though less as a consequence of migraine, I think, than in ill-concealed chagrin with life and all its particulars. ‘Who are these Minotaurs? Who are they really?’


    ‘There are the stories of Thule,’ I said, reflexively, almost as if I felt an instinctive need to protect Lord Azrael’s reputation.


    ‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘Those are fairy tales. I have spoken to Lord Salisbury about the matter.’


    ‘You know the Prime Minister?’ I said, incredulously. ‘You know the Illuminati?’


    ‘I have asked him about the Illuminati, just as I have quizzed him about the Black Order, and he claims to have never met an Illuminist in his entire life.’


    ‘But they control us,’ I said. ‘He must know them. He must be one of them.’


    ‘If the Minotaurs are a mystery, then the greater mystery is this: Who are the Illuminati? Has anyone ever seen them?’ She sighed with wonderful grandeur. ‘I do not think the Illuminati exist.’


    ‘But when you go on sabbatical, don’t you entertain the Illuminati?’


    I felt pressure on my fingers. Looking down, I discovered that Cliticia had grasped my hand. She was frightened.


    ‘On sabbatical’—her brows knit as she sought clarification—‘I have assumed a place in society’s grand strategy of sexual warfare. I have played games. I have acted out a role.’


    ‘I don’t understand,’ I said.


    She waved a hand, dismissing my interpolation from her mind. ‘I have,’ she continued, ‘walked through the streets of Mayfair only to see about me the ruins of Babylon. And I have likewise walked through Babylon and thought myself walking London’s streets at dead of night.’ Little grace notes of incipient hysteria had begun to decorate her voice. ‘A game may be played so long, and so intensely, that it begins to impose its rules upon the real world, and we all forget who we are and where we come from. History is dead. Today’s world is a world of fantasy.’


    ‘But the Minotaurs are real,’ I said, trying to find some kind of mental path that would lead me out of my confusion. ‘I’ve seen them.’


    Slowly, her eyelids rolled back. My own eyes opened wide, and then wider still, as I regarded her hypertrophied pupils. ‘But who have you seen?’ She laughed. It was a brittle, tinkling sound, like that of a champagne glass shattering against cobbles. ‘We all see what we want to see, do we not, my dear?’ Again, she laughed, and this time more forcefully, as if a whole case of magnums had met with a similar fate. ‘The Minotaurs: aren’t they, perhaps, just another Hellfire club? A cabal of European aristo­crats who enjoy slumming?’ She awarded us both a closer inspection, her eyes darting from my face, to Cliticia’s, and then back again. ‘It’s the truth, though, isn’t it? That an English gentleman has always liked a cockney lass?’ Perhaps it was true. Working-class girls were thought to be preoccupied with their natural animality. And I had read that gentlemen consequently adored, feared, despised, and craved them in equal measure, much as those who came under the spell of a succubus, or vampire. ‘After all,’ continued the Serpentessa, ‘he’s grown up so hemmed in, so restrained, by his own class’s proprieties, that he must find a place like the East End quite an escape. This talk about Hyper-borea and Thule—it’s wonderfully romantic. But isn’t it just talk, a rationale for male perversity, and indeed, our own?’ She looked past me and up towards the ceiling. ‘We all seem to have our own reasons for entertaining such delusions. For the Minotaurs, it is an excuse to kill the thing they love. But what of we sacred prosti­tutes? Why do we so passionately cling to falsehood and lies?’ She again lifted the scented handkerchief to her nose. ‘Could it be that, for a long time now, we too have sought a reason—a reason as fallacious, but as passionate, as the Black Order’s own— to be killedI?’ With a deep moan, she swung her legs from the daybed and extended a hand. ‘Help me. I need to ... show you something.’


    I shook myself free from Cliticia’s grasp and held my hand out towards the Serpentessa. She took it and, with great effort, eased herself to her feet.


    ‘Now give me your arm,’ she said. I complied. Staggering a little under her weight, I allowed her to shepherd me across the room.


    We came to a halt before her collection of paintings.


    ‘When I was last in London, my father arranged a consultation with Dr George Savage, the noted author of Insanity and Allied Neuroses. In Dr Savage’s opinion, a woman, generally single, or in some way not in a condition for performing her reproductive function, and having passed through a phase of hypochondriasis of sexual character, often becomes bedridden. The body wastes, and the face assumes a thin anxious look, not unlike that repre­sented by Rossetti in his pictures of Shulamites.’


    We stood before a sumptuous head-and-shoulders portrait of a pale, languid, world-weary female, almost smothered beneath flowers, jewels, feathers, white and gold drapery, and furs. ‘It is called Monna Wanna,’ said the Serpentessa. ‘The model is Alexa Wilding, one of Rossetti’s Shulamite lovers. It recalls certain portraits by Titian and Veronese, does it not? It evokes a time when Europe’s courtesans could not reveal themselves to be what they truly were.’ She took a few steps to her right, so that we stood before another painting. ‘This portrait is called Venus Verticordia. Again, the artist is Rossetti and the model Alexa Wilding. There is a hungry look about her that is quite... striking.’ She inclined her head. ‘Look at me, Madeleine,’ she continued. ‘There is a resemblance, do you not think?’ It was true: the woman in the portrait had the same flame-red hair. And her lips, like the Serpentessa’s, resembled a sliced pomegranate. But beyond physical likeness, the two were linked by a spiritual bond: Alexa Wilding held an arrow whose long, steel tip pointed towards her ebony breast, as if she had been caught in an amorous rehearsal of her own impending execution.

  


  



  
    We moved to the next painting.


    ‘And this is my favourite: Alexa Wilding as Lady Lilith.’


    ‘Lilith,’ said a voice to one side of us. We both turned. Cliticia stood looking up at the painting. The portrait called Lady Lilith depicted a red-haired woman combing her hair and staring languidly into her mirror. She seemed spellbound.


    ‘Yes, Lilith. The dark side of the Goddess,’ said the Serpentessa. To my surprise, she smiled. ‘I can see that she is dear to you.’


    A shudder passed through Cliticia’s body. She seemed to come out of a trance. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, no longer one of Lilith’s mad­eyed votaries but merely a small, buxom novice in a tea gown two sizes too big for her.


    ‘There’s no need to apologize, my darling,’ said the Serpentessa. ‘Come, let me show you my private sacrarium.’


    Hesitantly, and making full use of my proffered arm, she moved to a section of wall that was curtained off. ‘Pull it,’ she said, gesturing towards a length of golden twine that resembled a bell-rope. I obeyed; the curtain slid back, and an alcove was revealed. It housed a miniature altar. Above the altar hung an iron cross. ‘The Black Sun,’ proclaimed the Serpentessa.


    ‘No,’ I said, ‘that’s not—’


    ‘But it is,’ she said. ‘It is the Black Sun in all its purity. Soon, its light will shine down on all the nations of the Earth.’ I stared at the cross. ‘It is to be found amongst the Semites,’ the Serpentessa continued. ‘And in Greece it was called Hemera and represented the male principle. But these days’—she smiled, almost coquettishly—‘we know it as the swastika.’


    ‘La Croix Gamahuchee,’ I said, under my breath. But nobody heard. And it was just as well, for I do not think I could have adequately explained myself, even if the cross’s symbolism was unmistakable: two interlocked figures: the union of Daughter-Earth with God-the-Sky-Father. Not the hieros gamos as it was, but as it was always meant to be. I put a hand to my cheek. I was flushed, excited, yet at the same time profoundly disturbed, as if the deepest reaches of my being had been infused with a delicious poison.


    Beneath the swastika, and standing on the altar cloth, was something more immediately recognizable. It was a cylinder-seal from Earth Prime. ‘It is my offering to Ishtar-Lilith,’ said the Serpentessa. ‘And of course, to the men who constitute the Master Race.’


    I looked more closely. The cylinder-seal showed a naked woman squatting above a man, apparently in the act of coupling. Another man, who stood nearby, held her by the wrist. In his other hand he brandished a dagger. The woman was a succubus. I knew this because the scene was familiar to me from a plate I had seen of a much later Hellenistic Greek relief depicting a naked siren, with bird’s wings and feet, astride a sleeping man with an erect membrum virile.


    ‘She is Ardat lili, the Babylonian “Maid of Desolation” who once inhabited the Tree of Life in Ishtar’s garden paradise but was evicted by Gilgamesh and transported to the desert wilds. “Ardatu” was a term that described a young woman of marrying age. Thus, the Ardat Lili was a young female spirit—a succubus or demoness. She reappears in the Bible and the Talmud as Lilith, who was created with Adam, before Eve, and who later became Mother of the Succubi.’


    ‘Is that what we are?’ said Cliticia. ‘Demonesses?’


    The Serpentessa’s laughter made me uncomfortable. It was like the chafing of damp petticoats. It was the kind of laughter that made you feel unclean. ‘When our cult began to recruit the daughters of rich and powerful families—and as we began to exert growing political influence—so did we turn to the dark, or sinister, left-handed side of the Goddess in order to consolidate our power.’


    We walked on. ‘In the coming days,’ she continued, ‘I will show you more of my collection: paintings by Burne-Jones, Simeon Solomon, and others. Indeed, I hope to have the whole temple redecorated quite soon. Morris and Co. has already submitted designs. Before very long, Ereshkigal will be one great altar to Lilith!’ She laughed, gently. ‘Ah yes, in the coming days, I will teach you the invocations and much, much else.’


    ‘The invocations? I think I know some of them already,’ said Cliticia. ‘I was always shaky when it came to Ishtar, but I know lots about Lilith.’


    ‘And I thought it was you, Madeleine, who was the clever one! But a born Shulamite, of course, does not have to rely on book- learning; the dark knowledge flows through her blood!’ And the Serpentessa laughed again, her voice a bird-like trill that rejoiced in all things dark and inhuman.


    I was, of course, miffed. I didn’t like to be reminded that I was a Snow White in the presence of the big, bad Black Queen and her little pawn, the commensurately black Cliticia; but I hid it. I hid it because I knew that, despite my opalescent flesh, I possessed a black heart, and it was brimful with venom.


    The Serpentessa disengaged herself and gently propelled me forward. We had reached the wall whose entire length was covered by heavy, velvet drapes.


    ‘Throw open the curtains, Madeleine.’


    ‘But, Madam—your eyes!’


    ‘I said open them, Madeleine. Open them upon the Night!’


    I walked to where one drape met another, clasped its edge and pulled it back, then broke into a little run to bring it flush against the connecting wall. Hurrying back to the other drape, I repeated the operation, like a V.I.P. unveiling a monstrous plaque, and then came to an abrupt halt, leaving the thick curtain fabric crumpled and swinging from its brass rail.


    I had revealed a great oriel window. Hundreds of feet below, the inner courtyard by which I had entered Ereshkigal swarmed with tiny, scurrying girls.


    The night poured into the audience chamber, and the blue shadows that had crowded about its nooks and crannies swirled, eddied, finally to be subsumed by the deeper, more terrible shadows cast by the spectral light of the Babylonian moon.


    The Serpentessa screamed.


    ‘Madam!’ I cried. In a moment I was by her side, holding out a solicitous hand. But she chose not to accept it.


    ‘The night—it is like a serpent inside my head. It is poisoning me. And ... it is glorifying me!’


    Cliticia wrung her hands. ‘I don’t like this, Maddy. Let’s go and get ’elp.’


    ‘No, no one else!’ cried the Serpentessa.


    She stumbled forward until her hands were pressed against the glass. And then, tilting back her head, she forced herself to drink in as much of the night as she could bear, her pupils swelling until they almost completely displaced the whites of her eyes.


    I averted my gaze and tried to hide my confusion and blushes by concentrating upon the view. Outside the gates, a handful of girls were unloading crates and boxes from The Empress Faustina onto a wagon. Within the gates, other girls milled about the store­rooms, preparing to receive the supplies brought in from Earth Prime. The temple, it now became obvious, was, like so much of the city, an amalgam of heterogeneous architectural styles. (High above the inner courtyard, I not only looked down at the tiny forms of my fellow temple-maidens, but also at the glazed roofs of the surrounding buildings.) Some wings were neo-Gothic, and might have owed a debt to Nicholas Pugin; others were far older, dating back, perhaps, to Babylon’s founding stone. And some elements were plainly modern and pre-fabricated, in the manner of the Crystal Palace, to facilitate off-world construction by semi­trained female volunteers. Lots of iron was visible: black girders and buttresses that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a factory or on a suspension bridge. But more insistent than the iron, stone, glass, brick, and slate, was the inescapable notion that the temple was constructed—not out of the elements of the world’s materi­ality—but out of the stuff of fevers and dreams.


    ‘Out there, look!’ cried the Serpentessa. ‘The great mirage of desire! The modern world’s waking nightmare!’ She put a hand to her breast. It tightened, claw-like, kneading the flesh as if she meant to turn her bosom into a single, angry bruise. ‘This conflict between Minotaur and Shulamite, between woman and man: it has gone on for so long. And no one really knows why they kill and we die. London, Babylon: who can tell which is which?’


    We dream our dark dreams night after night, I thought. And if we dream too long, too greedily, and too well, is it possible that there may come a time (if that time has not come already) when we may not be able to discern dreams from reality}


    ‘Fantasy,’ stated the Serpentessa, with all the enthusiasm of a clerk making an entry in a ledger, or a shop girl engaged in stock­taking, ‘has colonized everything that was once real.’


    And then, for a moment, I seemed to see through her eyes. No matter that Babylon’s moon cast its silvery glow over towers, spires, and gaping rooftops. The darkness outside—as rich as the shadows in the equatorial forests of Africa and as mean as Whitechapel’s midnight wastes—was a summum genus of darkness. It was the darkness of all cities, all times. It was the darkness of the city I had never left. Babylon, London, London, Babylon. Both names were subsumed and became one in the grand vista that extended in all directions before me: the nameless place I could never escape. Both were indistinguishable in that great black mirror that reflected the inner darkness of my own heart.


    ‘None of it is real,’ the Serpentessa continued. ‘It is all a game. But they might be real. The ones we call the Men. Oh, tell me, somebody, tell me at least that they might be real!’


    ‘I’ve told you: they are,’ I said, stunned into bluntness.


    ‘But what are they like?’ she said, frantically. ‘Tell me, tell ine, please!’


    She pressed her face against the windowpane, as if she hoped to cool her smouldering cheeks by application of a vitreous poultice. ‘I didn’t have to come here. I could have remained on Earth and still been a High Priestess. Tell me, you two—you two who have actually seen the Men—why did I cross over? Why, why?’


    I spoke before I had time to think. ‘Because they are wonderful,’ I said.


    ‘Maddy!’ hissed Cliticia.


    ‘The Men are wonderful,’ I repeated, putting my arm around her and abandoning myself to blind faith. ‘And it’s no game, I assure you. The masked ball ended at midnight. From now on, everything is real.’ Gently, I began to rock her.


    ‘The city is of night,’ she whispered, from the folds of my embrace.


    ‘Perchance of death,’ I said. Once again, I gazed out at the prospect beneath me. Babylon stretched out as far as the horizon. Things had always been so, I told myself. The Modern Babylon was, and would always remain, my own world’s underlying reality. ‘But everything will be well,’ I whispered, as I continued to rock her in my arms. ‘I know it. Everything will be well... ’


    Cliticia tried to separate us.


    ‘Are you crazy,’ she said, in as low a voice as she could manage.


    I looked her in the eye. ‘Go outside and get the nurse.’ I still cradled the Serpentessa’s thin, enervated, almost ectoplasmic body, in my arms, though by now I was beginning to tire, and was barely able to prevent her from slipping through my aching fingers. She was mad. All that she had said was mad. ‘Please,’ I added, ‘we’re finished here.’ Cliticia ran towards the door.


    It didn’t matter, of course. If everything went to plan—the plan that had swum in and out of focus of my mind’s eye ever since we had left the Men’s encampment—Ereshkigal would soon be in need of another Serpentessa, and indeed, several hundred atten­dant maidens.
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    We stood on the balcony of our apartment. Gas brackets and chandeliers with crystal lustres illuminated the rooms opposite. Their windows glittered like prisms—prisms that had exploded to fill the intervening air with splinters of hard, white light. The light was incestuous, propagating itself shamelessly, each room, corridor, stairwell, chapel, and refectory seething with glassware and mirrors, so that the temple seemed like a big, ornate jewellery box, or a shrine dedicated to the brilliance of female vanity. It was a fairy-grotto, the retreat of the Lady of Shalott, and the haunt of the Lamiae and Lilim.


    Below, walking across the inner courtyard, were a handful of temple-maidens wearing crescent-moon headdresses and black muslin evening gowns. The train had been unloaded, and the girls who had earlier laboured to fill the storerooms with provisions had taken the opportunity to change into the new dresses and bonnets that had arrived in the consignment from Earth Prime.


    One of them led a black unicorn by its bridle. Having seen so many wonders, and grown incapable of feeling surprise, I looked more closely. The fabulous beast shook its sable mane, as if eager to conform to mythological type, surrender itself to caresses, and lay its noble head upon a maiden’s lap.


    Staring out over the shimmering roofs, I spied a crossroads from which railway lines sprouted towards unseen termini, and, a little farther off, the magnificent Processional Way. There, rising from the tangled wreckage of antiquity, was Esaglia, the Temple of Marduk, and the towering ziggurat Etemenanki. Towards the east lay the Temple of Ninmah—another goddess of the dead— and St Lucy’s, St Agatha’s, and St Theodora’s. And nearby stood the Temple of Ishtar of Agade, which was omphalos of the aban­doned residential quarter known as Merkes, the most ancient precinct in southern Babylon. But despite these markers and sign­posts—so clear now, so easy to discern—I could no longer orient myself. If the temple was overflowing with glass, I saw through a glass darkly, lost in a directionless night.


    ‘It’s a mad world,’ said Cliticia, leaning against the convoluted, brass railing, her long fingernails idly picking at its flakes of verdi­gris as she cast her gaze about the temple grounds.


    ‘It would be nice if things would just... slow down,’ I said.


    In the far distance was a tiny, oblique plume of smoke. It rose above the ruins as the train it emanated from passed silently on its journey to an outlying temple. And, high above, like a great, bloated sac of liquid silver, the moon loomed over the city walls and the great wildernesses and seas that lay beyond.


    ‘We ’ave to do it now,’ said Cliticia, staring up at the mad, mad moon. ‘We ’ave to do it before it’s too late.’


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Now. Before it’s too late.’
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    ‘I am deflowered, yet a virgin; I sanctify and am not sanc­tified.


    Happy is he that embraceth me: for in the night season 1 am


    sweet, and in the day full of pleasure. My company is a harmony


    of many symbols, and my lips sweeter than health itself. I am


    harlot for such as ravish me, and a virgin with such as know me not. ’


    ‘Dark is she, but brilliant! Black are her wings, black on black!


    She is left-handed Ishtar! Venus Spermatrix! She is Lilith,


    who leadeth forth the succubi of the abyss, and leadeth man to


    madness, ruin, and death! She is the irresistible fulfller of lust, and her


    kiss bringeth forth the revolution of the Will and true freedom/’
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    Ereshkigal’s complement of temple-maidens retired to bed at the same hour, and at that hour Cliticia and I stole from our apart­ment, descended to the inner courtyard, opened the unattended gates—we discovered it was something that was scandalously easy to achieve once a person was actually inside the temple—and slipped out into the grounds, taking up position close to the railway siding where The Empress Faustina still languished, waiting for its Duennas to take it back to Earth Prime.


    Earlier, we had invoked the dark side of Ishtar: Lilith, the Black Mother, Queen of the Dark Phase of the Moon. And we had asked for her aid.


    I felt the Goddess beside me. She told me to acknowledge my own moon nature, my own black, witchlike side.


    We were in our nightgowns. Ankle-length, with short, ruffled, gigot sleeves, and a front panel decorated in broderie anglaise, they could, I suppose, have passed for shrouds. Not ones, of course, that you would expect to find in an East End undertaker’s, but rather in one of the swish, new emporia that I had heard about, such as Whiteley’s or Liberty’s.


    Here, in the far south, the undying night was hot, and the thin, white cotton stuck to our perspiring flesh.


    Crouched behind a cistern, we gazed out into the luminous darkness.


    The foreground was of indefinite depth. It was impossible to gauge distance. But the force-field was plainly visible. It revealed itself, this close up, as a watery membrane streaked with varie­gated filaments of oil. And it sang, as if a church choir comprised entirely of basso prof undos was humming a single note. I strained my eyes to take in what lay beyond, and spied façades, colon­nades, and lonely piazzas bathed in the same indigo light that stained the rest of the city like a dilute, yet indelible, ink. It was a landscape at once familiar and utterly strange. And it was made stranger by the silence—a silence thrown into relief, italicized, and made doubly manifest, by the force-field’s monotonous continuo. That silence: it was a grand, architectural form as real, perhaps more real, more palpable, than the dreamlike temples and palaces that surrounded us, and the equally distempered, recti­linear insistence of the streets.


    I nudged Cliticia with my elbow.


    ‘Would you prefer that I did it?’ I said.


    ‘No,’ she said, with a slight curl of her lip. ‘I’m not totally stupid, Madeleine Fell.’ She got up.


    ‘It has to be placed right next to the electromagnetic field.’


    ‘I know,' she said, between her teeth. She flicked a damp strand of hair out of her eyes and continued to stare at the shimmering curtain of energy.


    The air was filled with the susurration of insect song, the perfume of night-scented flowers.


    ‘It has to be this way,’ I said, attempting to embolden her. ‘It has to be done from inside the force-field, otherwise it won’t work.’ Cliticia raised her eyes to heaven. ‘That’s why they need us,’ I added, wondering, then—and odd as it might seem, for the first time, I think—if it might be the only thing they needed us for.


    ‘Hoorah for Joy Division,’ she said, grinning wryly.


    Taking up a bag, she walked forward to a point where she bumped into the force-field’s invisible wall. She glanced back at me, rubbing her forehead with one hand, and choking back an imprecation. Then she knelt down and attended to her task.


    She opened the bag and removed a big, silken handkerchief that had been tied up into a ball. She placed it on the sandy ground. Then, after she had untied the knot, she spread the handkerchief out, as if she were about to picnic. Lying at its centre was a black, pear-shaped crystal similar to the one used by Lord Azrael to open Christ Church’s interdimensional portal.


    Cliticia rose to her feet. Executing a half-turn, she looked up at the temple, its great central archway and bronze doors, its towers, gaily-tiled minarets, and the ziggurat at whose summit the Serpentessa raved in her sleep like Mrs Rochester in her attic. Her eyes filled with pity, and then with spite. She glanced back down at the ground, treating the crystal to a last, cursory inspection, as if unable to bring herself to quite believe in its efficacy, and then, spinning about on her elegant, louis heels, ran back and rejoined me behind the cistern.


    No sooner had she done so than the crystal began to glow, releasing the electromagnetic vitality of the Black Sun: vril.


    Once again, I looked about me to check that we had not been observed, my gaze at last falling upon the two gynosphinxes that flanked the temple’s gates. Their elliptical, somewhat Oriental eyes gazed back evilly. They knew, of course. They knew every­thing there was to know about deceit and forbidden love. But those paragons of the Via Felinus would, I knew, keep silent, just as they had when Cliticia and I had crept through Ereshkigal’s corridors, down its staircases, and out into the surrounding grounds. And they would keep silent not merely because they were carved out of mute stone, but because they were our fellow conspirators. Men had long known as much, even during the days when Babylon was hidden. In Medieval Europe, State and Church would periodically decree that cats be ritually slaugh­tered, and all because of the atavistic suspicion that amongst the living walked creatures from another world—beautiful, promis­cuous, and infinitely treacherous young women who brought princes and cardinals under the yoke of the Goddess’s dark will.


    The force-field shuddered, its multicoloured striations deli­quescing into the same deep-blue light that pervaded all Babylon—a light that, however beautiful and mysterious it might be, possessed no virtue of interdiction. The humming stopped.


    Out of the shadows stepped a small party of Minotaurs, one of the many Einsatzgruppen whose camps were deployed through­out the ruins. Amongst their number were Lord Azrael and Malachi. They wore the same kind of leather tunic and peaked cap that Cliticia had briefly appropriated and which had contributed to her impromptu little performance in our tent. Tight-fitting leather breeches, riding boots, and shoulder holsters completed their uniform.


    As did the insignia of the Black Sun.


    Cliticia and I ran to greet them.
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    Chapter Thirteen


    


    


    The train sped through the night.


    Lord Azrael sat opposite me. ‘The clearest notion we can form of degeneracy is to regard it as a morbid deviation from an original type,’ he said. ‘Patricians, who rightfully rule those who worship earthly gods and mother goddesses, know this well: that the modern world is char­acterized, not by upward evolution, but by a downward path into the degeneracy that I have spoken of.’


    ‘Yes, of course,’ I said. ‘I understand. Given what I’ve done, I can hardly consider myself exempt from such criticism.’ Lord Azrael and his irregulars had commandeered The Empress Faustina. The train had idled in its sidings, a cocotte that—if seemingly cold as iron—had, like us, been merely waiting to be taken.


    I glanced down the carriage. It was packed, of course, with girls who, it must be admitted, had joined this excursion somewhat less will­ingly than Cliticia and myself. (Indeed, many had been dragged screaming from their beds). But it was equally evident that each glum, apprehensive, or frankly shock-stunned face was invested with a barely concealed taint of excitement. My sympathies were compromised. If I shared a train with several hundred young women bound for captivity, or worse, then the concomitant feeling—however misplaced—of belonging to a party of fidgety schoolgirls on a day trip to Clacton or Southend-on-sea made it difficult to feel genuine pity.


    I shook my head, trying to clear it. ‘Once,’ I said, ‘my own Order argued that men couldn’t meet the Goddess face to face. Not if men wished to preserve their sanity. And so Ishtar incar­nated herself in our flesh. We became intermediaries. But now—’


    ‘Now your Order is corrupt.’ He sawed his hand through the air. ‘It must be cleansed, must it not?’


    I shook my head, once, twice, and then again and again, each time more wildly than before. ‘Am I really so like the others?’ I bit my lip, forced myself to sit ramrod straight, and then looked him squarely in the face. ‘I mean, I’m a member of Joy Division, aren’t I? Not just, not just—’ Vermin, I thought, with unwonted acuity. That is how they thought of us, after all. To the men of the Black Order, we had renounced our humanity upon volunteering, and become vermin, beautiful vermin. The marginal sense I had had of being on a holiday jaunt swiftly left me, romantic excite­ment replaced by a thrill of panic. ‘Oh God, please tell me I’ve done the right thing. Please!’


    He let his head loll onto the back of his seat. ‘Oh, Miss Fell, Miss Fell, Miss Fell... ’


    I felt the blood rising to my cheeks. I looked away, thinking my eyes might be growing as glazed as the insect-slicked window-pane, and as full of strange, too-revealing sights.


    The Euphrates lay to the west, the Processional Way to the east, and the canal Libilhegalla to the north.


    Three- and four-storey houses lined the canal, their brickwork enamelled with a green crust. The stagnant water had, at some indeterminate time in the past, obviously colonized the surrounding flatlands. There was a rumble as the train passed over an iron bridge, the noise of the wheels eliding from their usual clickety-clack into a dull, booming ta-dum, ta-dum, ta-dum. Dragonflies impacted against the windows; a smell of wet decay filled the air; and then Libilhegalla was behind us.


    To the fore was the delirious mélange of architecture that had, by now, become a commonplace sight. But the confusion of form had become unusually concentrated. So much so, in fact, that it became impossible to tell where the ancient left off and the modern began.


    Everything suggested a terminal stage of monumentality—a transformation of shadows into matter that, here, at the city’s blighted heart, had come to an evolutionary dead-end. Everything suggested the oeuvre of a megalomaniac: piazzas; watchtowers; colossal stone figures petrified as if by the lethality of the moon­light; giddy flights of stairs running nowhere; landings, scaffold­ing, twilit halls; colonnades receding into infinity; massive siegeworks; gaping holes in visionary Bastilles that revealed mighty engines, wheels, cables, treadmills, and catapults; Elysian pleasure gardens that had come to resemble the overgrown exer­cise yards of abandoned Bedlams and Pandemoniums; roofless cathedrals whose rose windows displayed gigantic iron crosses commemorating the crucified Magdalene, or the Goddess herself; spider webs spun by the equally gigantic, man-eating wolf spiders of the Sumerian jungles and marsh lands that lay beyond the city walls to the far south.


    The mass of crazed, anarchic architecture had overwhelmed the city’s precise, mathematical ground plan. And all this monstrous tumult of line and perspective—this realization of a fever dream, or the gloomiest of Gothic novels—languished in an unholy disquiet of silence, like a scuttled ocean liner beneath the cruel, voiceless waves.


    Yes. I had been a stowaway, and my voyage was coming to an end. I had come to the very centre of the labyrinth. Oh, Mum and Dad, I thought, I’m so sorry, so sorry. But all this is inevitable. I never had a choice. When I was little, the labyrinth opened, and— like a child weaned upon the night—I began to explore its perilous depths. Soon, I was lost, and all my attempts to find a way out only led me further in. Forgive me. But this is the place I have been travelling to all my life. And if I am cruel, it is only because the labyrinth has always been my only hope of love.


    For some time now I had been able to descry Etemenanki. Even from a considerable distance I could tell that it was huge. Indeed, it was without doubt the tallest building in Babylon. High above the Northern Citadel—that vast complex whose splendours included the Palace of Nebuchadnezzar-—and foregrounding it in shadows, it had been built by Nimrod, the nephew of Cham, Noah’s son. It was the same Tower of Babel that, on Earth, had been swallowed up by the desert. Etemenanki had been built to glorify the might of the kings of Babylon. But its off-world coun­terpart had succumbed to the same mongrelization of style that affected so much of the city’s architecture. Each new century had brought modifications and additions, until the original tower had disappeared beneath a weight of Graeco-Roman columns, Gothic buttresses, and Baroque and neo-Palladian porticos and spires. Now it glorified only the aesthetic turmoil and anarchy that became more extreme the closer we drew to our destination.


    Lord Azrael got up, leant over me, pulled down the shutter, and then resumed his seat.


    ‘And when we reach the Citadel, I will become a slave?’ I asked. A slave. How easily that word tripped off my tongue. We made slaves of men. The world was a slave to the Illuminati. And we, in turn, longed to become slaves to the Black Order. In this life the only reality was power: not only the power to enslave, but the power to submit, too. And in offering myself, I knew that that power would free me. I was no longer a goose girl. I was no longer a whore. I was the World’s Desire. ‘Your slave?’ I added. My mouth became dry. I swallowed.


    He shook his head—not, I think, to deny me hope, but to indicate a measure of wonder at my naïveté. ‘You are such an intelligent, well informed young lady, Miss Fell, that you must surely perceive how things stand?’ I continued to avoid his gaze, the sound of wheels over rails—which had reverted to the usual clickety-clack—mimicking the rattle of blood in my temples.


    The air was close. It was filled with the scent of leather. Of leather tunics, breeches, riding boots, and peaked caps. I was beginning to feel quite sick.


    ‘For untold millennia,’ he said, ‘our two races have been locked in cosmic combat. And there have been those amongst the Black Order who have indeed argued that, if the Shulamites are not assimilable into European culture, they must serve us as our slaves, or playthings. But you would be our Delilahs, I fear, shear­ing us of our strength and purpose.’ He folded his arms across his chest. ‘When we Aryans lived in Thule we were masters of the Earth. But we lost our birthright by lying with a subhuman, half­animal race. Such races are always linked to Earth cults. And as such, they are irresistibly seductive.’ He sighed. ‘You, Miss Fell, are a descendant of that ancient, evil race. And I fear that you would seduce me, too. You would divert me, corrupt me, and rob me of my potency.’ He sighed again, and this time, with some­thing approaching passion. ‘It goes without saying that if we are to be together then you must be made pure.’


    ‘Pure?’ I said, a little affronted.


    ‘I do not speak ill of your character, Miss Fell.’


    ‘I have never, I have never—’ To my surprise, I was becoming angry. And anger, perhaps, resurrected what was left of my better judgement. Milord certainly had a gab on him, I told myself. Who on earth did he think he was? And I began to think of what the Serpentessa had said, of how all the high, mighty talk of Hyperborea and Thule was, perhaps, nothing more than a fairy tale.


    ‘I am sorry,’ he said, his voice hinting at some deep and subtle pain too horrible, too magnificent, to share. ‘The very last thing that I want to do is cause you offence.’ He massaged his forehead. ‘Or hurt you,’ he concluded.


    And it was then—as I wondered if I were listening to a proposal, if not of marriage, then of something far, far more honourable—that I wondered if it really mattered who he was.


    I strove to calm myself, and put criticism behind me, as befits the fairer, gentler, and more gloriously irrational, sex.


    ‘You see, for us, purity is a prerequisite,’ he said.


    ‘A prerequisite to what?’


    ‘It is an absolute,’ he continued, ignoring me. ‘Without it, we cannot—’


    ‘Please, you don’t have to explain,’ I said, regretting my earlier outburst. It hardly fell to me to stand on my dignity. ‘I too am sorry.’ I breathed deep, my ribcage swelling with unaccustomed, and not entirely welcome, freedom, so much, of late, had I come to rely upon the voluptuous narcotic of my stays. ‘I do not think I have to tell you how much I admire you, Lord Azrael,’ I added. ‘If you wish me to renounce Ishtar, then—’


    ‘You and me, Miss Fell,’ he said, seemingly at pains to override, not only my anxieties, but his own, by returning to the safety of his fairy-tale world, ‘and all others like us—it falls to us to usher in the New Order that will represent a union between the Sun and the Moon. Only then will Man live as a totality with the Light and Dark polarities of his soul returned to balance.’ He placed his elbows on his knees and leant forward, looking me in the eye. ‘A New Order, Miss Fell—think of it! In this Kali-Yuga, all forms of life are at each other’s throats. Pain, fear, and death are the result. What kind of God perpetuates such misery?’ He extended a hand and took a lock of my hair between his forefinger and thumb. ‘Long ago, there was a solar age. An age of gold.’ And then he frowned, like a prospector who, after a lifetime’s experience, discovers he can no longer distinguish between fool’s gold and the real thing. ‘But we are not merely of different bloodlines, Miss Fell, we were made by different gods. My god is the god of light. But your god?’ His face became hard, yet sad and noble, too, like that of a philosopher who must be cruel to be kind. ‘Your god is the Demiurge, the creator of the inferior beings my people confined to Sumi-An when, half a billion years ago, we lived amongst the stars.’ He took a handful of hair into his fist and gently, gently pulled me forward. ‘Your god,’ he murmured, as his lips touched mine. ‘Your god, Miss Fell, is Jehovah.’
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    The train slowed down. The armed men who had come to meet us walked alongside the carriages, keeping pace. As we passed beneath the gate of Beltis—a massive arch flanked by two winged bulls—the train blew its whistle, a great streamer of smoke and steam unravelling across the moon-haunted sky.


    Lord Azrael had pulled up the shutter so that I might see the marvels that awaited me: sheer walls of brightly-coloured brick that were like the precipices of a vast Himalayan mountain range, decorated, perhaps, at the chimerical whim of legions of Hindoo craftsmen and engineers; towers, campaniles, and minarets; and rows upon rows of marble columns that supported the cloud-capped heights of the many-tiered Palace of Nebuchadnezzar.


    But most marvellous of all had been my first sight of the gardens.


    On Earth, Nebuchadnezzar had constructed vast, hydraulic-served terraces to remind his wife, Amyitis, daughter of the King of the Medes, of the beauty of her native land. Here, they served to remind Ishtar’s temple-maidens that their adopted home pos­sessed an unearthly beauty of its own. Like all off-world vegetation, the flowers that bedecked the Hanging Gardens ingested, not the light of the sun, but the light of the moon; conse­quently they were a bizarre, and quite alien, riot of blue— infinitely varied, subtle, and wholly alien shades of indigo, cyan, azure, sapphire, aquamarine, and turquoise.


    We pulled into a station. Great, cast-iron girders and arabesques, such as distinguished London’s railway termini, arched over us, like the ribs of a decomposed whale. Iron pillars and trelliswork lined the platform. The engine groaned; steam billowed, like mist rising from the damp bracken of a moor. And then, with a judder that announced our arrival, the mist receded. Outside the window stood a disused ticket booth, and, a little further on, ragged streamers and a dozen, moth-eaten national flags: testament that, in the not-too-distant past, before the Citadel had fallen into the clutches of the Men, our arrival might have occasioned cheers, speeches from Duennas and High Priestesses, and the striking up of a brass band.


    Lord Azrael stood and offered me his arm.


    ‘You will need to refresh yourself, I think,’ he said, as I got to my feet. He glanced down the carriage. Some girls averted their faces; some chose to study the floor; but others stared back, their eyes flashing with defiance. ‘All of you will, of course. My men will show you to the reception centre.’ I took his arm and he led me into the aisle. ‘Don’t worry about your luggage. It will follow later.’ From each side, whispered curses assaulted my ears. ‘Traitress,’ said some. ‘Bitch,’ said others more inclined to frank­ness. And ‘Necroslut,’ snarled those who knew the truth. While those girls from France, Germany, Italy, and Spain treated me to péjoratives I could only guess at.


    Lord Azrael squired me the length of the aisle and then opened the carriage door. He stepped out onto the platform, turned, held me by the waist and swung me down, as if I were his partner in a country-dance. Breathless, I stood by his side, looking about me, conscious, horribly conscious—for the first time since becoming reacquainted with him—not only of the stark fact that I was wearing a nightgown, but moreover that I did not feel shame, only a strange and delicious sense of vulnerability.


    ‘Come,’ he said, again taking me by the arm. ‘I shall make it my duty to escort you to where you may conduct your toilette. And if I may say so, my dear, however charming you are déshabillé, you must allow me to present you with a trousseau.’


    ‘A trousseau,’ I said, my heart galloping so fast that it threat­ened to unseat my reason. ‘Do you mean—’

  


  



  
    My words were lost to a hubbub of voices: commands, sighs, orders, screams, warnings, and pleas. To our rear, the Men were shepherding the other girls off the train. And ahead, amongst an already swelling crowd of captives, was Cliticia. I waved, but her back was towards me. And then Mr Malachi appeared, took her arm, and led her off into the throng. For a moment, I felt impelled to break free of my own escort, run down the platform, and reas­sure myself that she had not simply vanished into thin air, never to return. But then something deep inside me forcibly smothered my concerns. She will come to no harm, it said, whispering my lines, and urging me to follow the script. You must simply act the part as you have rehearsed it. And, Madeleine, you have rehearsed it, have you not, not less than a hundred thousand million times? Then conclude:


    ‘Doubtless,’ I said, obeying the prompt, ‘Mr Malachi will make it his duty to ensure that my friend is treated like a lady?’


    ‘Like a lady, Miss Fell,’ said his lordship. And then he laughed. ‘Indeed, she will be treated just like you.’
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    On leaving the train station we came upon a public square that served as a holding area. After briefly assembling for the purposes of a head count, we proceeded along a colonnade and then filed into the eastern court, the first of the five great courts of the palace. There, an avenue of monumental winged bulls led to a narrow incline and the mouth of a shadow-occluded tunnel. Those who went before were led two abreast into the tunnel mouth, and quickly disappeared into the darkness.


    I scrutinized each face, both hoping and dreading to discover one that I might recognize.


    ‘The Serpentessa—’


    ‘Alas,’ said Lord Azrael. ‘We could not capture her alive.’


    I stopped, spun about and looked up at him.


    ‘You killed her!’


    ‘Oh, no, no, no.’ He too came to a halt, and for a moment seemed genuinely distressed; and yet I had seen the illustrations in The Illustrated Police News; and I had read the accompanying stories. It did not become me to entertain illusions and play the ingénue. ‘Spontaneous combustion,’ he concluded, somewhat apologetically. ‘It is always the way with women like that.’


    I saw that now. The sack of Ereshkigal was doubtless what the Serpentessa had always wanted, even if, wanton hysteric that she was, she had kept it a secret from herself. And I wondered if the same might have been true for Ereshkigal as a whole. Cliticia and I had, perhaps, done no more than provide a long hoped for coup de grâce. I bowed my head. ‘I’m glad she was different,’ I said.


    ‘There are none so different as you, Miss Fell,’ he said. ‘Upon my word, you are an original.’


    Was I also an hysteric? Hysteria was, after all, a female malady most often associated with rebelliousness and abnormal force and decision of character. I must say, if an alienist like Dr Charcot had thought me worthy of being committed to an asylum such as the Salpêtrière, I might even have taken it as a compliment.


    ‘Spontaneous combustion,’ I said, so quietly that I perhaps gave the impression that I talked to myself. ‘Is it—’


    ‘Spontaneous combustion,’ he said, careless, perhaps, of exactly who I addressed, ‘is, more properly speaking, a hystero-epileptic seizure. Three phases are involved: the epileptoid, during which the subject foams at the mouth and loses consciousness; the clownistic, involving the adoption of bizarre postures; and the attitudes passionelles, or miming of amorous encounters. After which—’ I


    ‘Death occurs ?’


    ‘After which,’ he said, studying me closely, ‘the subject experi­ences the full onslaught of the hysterogenic paroxysm.’


    ‘And dies in ecstasy,’ I said, with more boldness than I had thought possible. The deep waters that I longed to drown in had always been covered in ice. But like decency, the ice was thin, and I felt it begin to crack beneath my feet.


    ‘Black ecstasy,’ he said. And then he smiled. ‘Do not concern yourself about the High Priestess.’ His smile at once broadened and became thinner, crueller, like something inflicted upon parch­ment by the swipe of a paper-knife. ‘A grand mal can be so ... fulfilling.’ His lordship’s flippancy made me a little angry. But, reminding myself where I was, and that a question mark hung over what was to happen to me, I refrained from criticism.


    ‘And Duenna Celeste?’ I said.


    ‘The crones? Oh, they eluded us. Not that it was difficult. My troops, quite understandably, always concentrate on the acquisi­tion of a temple’s more nubile elements.’ He pursed his lips. ‘We’ll just have to deal with your accursed Duennas some other day.’


    Where was Miss Manning, I wondered. And more to the point, where was Gabrielle? But before I could ask, his lordship tight­ened his grip on my arm and strode forward. Cliticia and Mr Malachi were by now quite a way in front of us. The crowd had become compressed as we neared the tunnel mouth, and progress had become difficult. But as we slowly closed the gap I stood on my toes and, looking over the heads of those in front, observed Mr Malachi stoop, whisper something in Cliticia’s ear, and then turn aside to allow her to walk on alone. For a moment, she seemed confused. Approaching her again, he seemed to say some­thing else, and she carried on walking down the incline, glancing back just once to fortuitously catch my eye. Her lips flickered with an uncertain smile. And then she was gone, consumed by the shadows like those that had gone before.


    Again, Lord Azrael drew to a halt.


    ‘What’s wrong?’ I said. He was staring at the flow of femininity that crowded the approach to the tunnel, a mass of ringlets, downcast eyes, glittering jewellery, painted lips, and pink, yellow, and blue silk ribbons—a prospect that suggested an army of nymphs returning to their Venusberg to celebrate a victory over the collective heart of man. ‘Please,’ I added. ‘What is it?’ His lordship’s grip had become so fierce that he almost made me cry out. Then, as if upon impulse, he drew back—away from the long line of temple-maidens who still patiently filed down the central incline—and ushered me through a gap in the line of colossal stone beasts towards an archway set in the courtyard’s farther wall. ‘What is it?’ I said again.


    Reaching the archway, we stopped. He seemed unable to make up his mind whether to proceed or turn back. His brow creased. And then, with cool, almost scientific, detachment, he turned to me and gently stroked my cheek—not to console, I was sure of that, but it seemed, to evaluate. ‘So pale,’ he said. ‘And your hair—’ He began to fondle it, as if testing the quality of a fine silk. ‘Your hair is almost... Hyperborean.’ I lowered my gaze.


    ‘Am I really so pale?’ I said, blushing a little and looking up at him through my eyelashes. ‘It seems to me that my skin is actually getting darker.’ I lifted up a cotton sleeve, exposing the underside of my left arm, the blue-veined delta of the wrist betraying a hint of burnt sienna. ‘The moonlight—it’s starting to burn me.’


    He shook his head, as if to clear it of musty thoughts. He repeated the operation several times, on the last occasion so violently that it seemed he was determined to make his intellect unfit for habitation. ‘There is something I must show you,’ he said, as his head came to rest and his mood shifted into the abstract. ‘Something I want you to understand.’ He was gazing across the courtyard at the slow procession of compliant girls that fed the hungry, gaping maw of the tunnel. ‘They, of course, would not be able to understand. They are creatures of the night. But you?’ Again, he began to toy with my hair. ‘You have the locks of an Aphrodite or Poppaea, the locks’—there was a little catch in his voice—‘of a Blessed Virgin.’


    Mum, I knew, kept a curl of Dulcie’s hair in her jewellery box, and sometimes I had spied upon her when, thinking herself alone, she had taken her golden treasure from its hiding place to savour its scent, press it to her cheek, and weep. One day, unable to contain myself, I had burst in upon her and thrown my arms about her neck. ‘Read me the stories,’ I whimpered, ‘that you used to tell Dulcie. Read me La Belle aux Cheveux d’Or and La Belle et la Bête.’


    As it was then, so it was now. I could only indulge my feelings by means of an impersonal expedient, such as a fairy tale, or verse: ‘I am black, but comely, O ye daughters of Jerusalem, as the tents of Kedar, as the curtains of Solomon. My beloved is white and ruddy, the chiefest among ten thousand. His head is as the most fine gold. His eyes are as the eyes of doves by the rivers of waters, washed with milk ...’


    He held me by the shoulders, the puffed sleeves of my night­gown rucked up beneath his restrained yet passionate hands. ‘It is your soul that is black, Miss Fell. You are a witch, a succubus. You are the Queen of Sheba.’ He placed the tip of a finger beneath my chin and raised my head so that he might look directly into my eyes. ‘Thy navel is like a round goblet, which wanteth not liquor. Thy belly is like an heap of wheat set about with lilies.’


    ‘You know the Song of Solomon!’


    ‘I am acquainted with all your sacred texts.’ He bestowed a chaste kiss upon my forehead. ‘And Israel abode in Shittim, and the people began to commit whoredom with the daughters of Moab. And, behold, one of the children of Israel came and brought unto his brethren a Midianitish woman in the sight of Moses, and in the sight of all the congregation of the children of Israel. And when Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, saw it, he rose up from among the congregation, and took a javelin in his hand. And he went after the man of Israel into the tent, and thrust both of them through, the man of Israel, and the woman through her belly.’


    ‘Numbers,’ I said, trying to stop myself from trembling. ‘You’re reciting from the Book of Numbers—the passage that tells how the plague was stayed from the children of Israel!’ The Midianitish woman was called Cozbi, a name that means ‘deceitful’. She was the only woman in the Bible of whom it is written that a javelin was thrust ‘through her belly’. If Lord Azrael was reciting from Numbers he was also, of course, reciting the modus operandi of Jack the Ripper.


    ‘But Moses said unto them,’ he continued, ‘Have ye saved all the women alive? Behold, these caused the children of Israel, through the counsel of Balaam, to commit trespass. Now therefore kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman that hath known man by lying with him.’


    ‘But all the women children that have not known a man by lying with him,’ I quoted, and more fervently than I ever had before, whether from family Bible, or at Sunday school, ‘keep alive for yourselves.’


    He smiled.


    ‘There is only one text that I truly wish to become better acquainted with,’ he said, ‘and that is the necronomicon I suspect is sealed within your heart.’


    Without further ado, he led me through the archway. It was adorned with brightly coloured friezes in enamelled brick. And its fascia displayed the words: ‘Hierarchy, Fraternity, Liberty’.


    ‘Come,’ he said. ‘Let me show you my quarters.’


    ‘But Cliticia,’ I said, looking over my shoulder. ‘What about Cliticia?’


    He said nothing. He did not need to. We had entered into some kind of untranslatable contract—one, moreover, that I did not think I could get out of. Never mind the small print. Never mind the alien grammar and vocabulary. Whatever the lawyers might argue, this was certain: I had long ago put my mark to paper and signed away my soul.


    But for what?
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    We passed into the next courtyard, and then into the one that followed, and the one that followed that, each quad of stark, bleached stone demarcated by high walls, and each a reservoir of silence. So much, in fact, did each successive courtyard resemble its predecessor that my sense of déjà vu soon translated itself into an eerie apprehension that I was about to return to my starting point. The courtyards, of course—or so I was informed—eventu­ally led to the Throne Room, a replica of the room in which Belshazzar had hosted his calamitous feast. The silence deepened. For a few seconds, a bluebottle’s erratic flight lent the dead air a sudden fit of vitality. Then all sign of life absented itself, with even the shadows seemingly holding their breath and turning their faces to the wall at our approach.


    The courtyards possessed an opposing ingress and egress, but were otherwise open only to the moonlit sky. By now, the silence was at full tide; I began to gasp, so real was the sense of suffoca­tion. When we at last passed into a courtyard whose walls—far from barren—were riddled with a multitude of black, lacquered doors, it was all that I could do to prevent myself from consigning dignity to the winds and emitting a long, protracted squeal of relief.


    My relief was short-lived. The doors—and there must have been over one hundred of them—were all exactly alike. My head reeled. It seemed that I had merely traded in one hall of mirrors for another. For a moment, Lord Azrael hesitated, as if he shared my confusion. And then he propelled me towards a door. And if I at first thought he had chosen it completely at random, I soon came to understood that he was acting as he always did: as a man for whom purpose was all.


    We came to a halt. I watched him place his hand on a strangely commonplace brass doorknob. The door opened, almost by itself.


    I stood on the threshold of a dark, airless passage that might have been a Roman catacomb, or—to admit to an even more morbid apprehension—the entrance to the hanging shed at Newgate. Dignity, in such circumstances, was, I decided, perhaps not worth the having, and I squealed, long and loud.


    ‘Why, Miss Fell! Whatever is the matter?’


    ‘Where on earth,’ I said, gulping in a big lungful of air, ‘are you taking me?’


    ‘To my quarters, of course, just as I have said.’ He gestured towards the stairwell at the bottom of the passage. ‘Please, there is no cause for alarm.’


    ‘But you hear such stories,’ I said.


    ‘Stories?’ he said, brushing a few cobwebs from our path and moving me along, if with less urgency than before. ‘Ah yes, of course. The stories. There are so many, Miss Fell. And not all bad, I hope?’


    I said nothing, concentrating, instead, on regaining my breath.


    I cast my gaze upwards. We had reached the stairs. They rose in a grim iron volute through several landings until they seemed to terminate beneath a domed skylight that, if Babylon’s night sky had only boasted a panoply of stars, would have resembled a miniature planetarium.


    We began to ascend.


    ‘Do you mind if I ask you something, Miss Fell?’


    ‘Please feel free,’ I said, still panting a little, but eager to show that I possessed something like Jane Eyre’s independence of spirit.


    He nodded, in thankful acknowledgement. ‘Then I ask you this: Have you ever been subjected to the Harrow?’


    ‘The Harrow?’


    ‘It has, in recent years, become quite the fashion, I believe, to interrogate a postulant with the aid of infernal machinery, such as the Harrow.’


    ‘Oh dear. Yes, I see,’ I said, flustered. ‘I didn’t know its name.’ I knew its power, of course. The memory of being strapped inside the steel hemisphere and having my dreams and intimate thoughts wrenched brutally into the light of day was still horribly fresh.


    ‘You have your own infernal devices, I expect,’ I added, wishing against hope that he would contradict me.


    ‘It has been some years, now, since we took the Citadel and made it our own. And during that time we have learnt much about Babylonian science.’


    ‘I have seen the effects of vril. That music that you conjured out of the air... ’


    ‘That is nothing. But it is true to say that, without our researches into the infernal machinery we discovered languishing in the Citadel, we would never have been able to isolate Prima Materia and thus access its supermasculine essence. Our work, of course, is still in its early stages. So much has been lost, so much forgotten. However, the fact that we have not merely revived ancient Babylonian science but actually succeeded in turning it against Babylon itself, is, of course, immensely gratifying.’


    We reached the first landing and stopped.


    ‘This way, Miss Fell,’ he said, bowing a little and gesturing towards the corridor that stretched out before us. It was, in many ways, a counterpart to the corridors that riddled the decaying bowels of Ereshkigal: perfectly straight, absurdly extensive, and lined, on the one side, by windows that gave onto a courtyard, and on the other, with yet more black, lacquered doors. But unlike Ereshkigal, each door here had had its nameplate removed, with only an oblong of unvarnished wood with four holes at each corner to remind the visitor that the Citadel had once been dedi­cated to Ishtar.


    We had only walked a few paces when Lord Azrael stopped, opened a door, and guided me into a room so big that it must surely have once served as living quarters for two, three, or even four temple-maidens.


    ‘Ever since the Middle Ages the Illuminati have used Baby­lonian science to influence world history: poisons that turn men into Golems, scrying crystals that reveal the secrets of their hearts, and the sex-magic that enslaves, maddens, and kills.’ The room’s furnishings had been removed and its walls stripped of paper and whitewashed. It now acted as a storehouse for what might well have been the innards of thousands of vivisected clockwork toys. ‘It is strange to think that a current of intellectual history parallel, but quite separate, from our own, survived the fall of the earthly Babylon and flourished off-world. It is even stranger to think that it developed into something we can only marvel at and try desper­ately to understand.’ Ruefully, he shook his head. ‘If we had only been more mindful of preserving our own intellectual traditions! To have to rediscover the secrets of Sumi-Er in grimoires passed down by Babylonian whores, descendants of the lesser races of Sumi-An ... ’ His eyes misted and he turned away. ‘I will say only this: If it has been an intellectual adventure, a genuinely thrilling voyage of discovery, then it has been humiliating, too.’


    I walked over to a pile of rusting gears, wheels, and ratchets, and plucked out a half-submerged doll. I held it before me, studying it. It was much like the dolls I had seen on Earth Prime, but—to go by its elegantly moulded bisque head and porcelain limbs—far beyond anything I might have reasonably expected to find in my Christmas stocking. As I tipped it to one side, to better evaluate the artistry of its design, I heard it whirr and clank. And then, as I again held it right way up, it quite astonished me by starting to talk.


    ‘My name is Jezebel. I am a Babylonian talking doll. Would you like to play with me?’ The thing’s eyes opened. ‘I want to be your friend. I want to teach you how a temple-maiden may accept sattuku and still retain her honour ...’A scrap of pink leather protruded from between rows of tiny white teeth.


    I gasped. The doll fell from my hands and its head shattered against a small mountain of copper and tin. I took a step back­wards, my arms folded across my chest as if I had just ventured out on a freezing winter’s night, to be struck dumb by the cold.


    ‘It is one of the last surviving mechanical gynunculi,’ said Lord Azrael, ‘a fifteenth-century educational tool developed by Babylonians who subscribed to the spermatist school of preformation. In those days I believe the High Priestesses were seriously considering the possibility of breeding a race of homunculi to replace the men of Earth Prime.’ He walked towards a connecting door. ‘And perhaps they succeeded, eh? Perhaps the Illuminati really are no more than the bred slaves of your quattrocento ancestors who simply got out of hand?’ He laughed then opened the door and walked into an adjoining room. ‘But that is too fanciful,’ he continued as I followed him. ‘Even in the fifteenth century, Babylonian science was in decline, as is evidenced by a belief in such an exploded theory as preformation.’


    The room we now stood in was almost identical to the one we had just left and similarly filled with junk—what might have been the flotsam and jetsam of a great, clockwork ship that had sailed too far from its home port and foundered on the rocks of Time. He came to a halt and drew me close to his side, the encircling lumber creating a little amphitheatre of fragmented machinery. ‘We must, I suppose, give old Adam Weishaupt his due. More than anyone, before or since, he knew Babylon’s strengths and weaknesses. He knew, for instance, that 1788 was the year Babylon would have to reveal itself. Indeed, if the Illuminati had left things any later, Babylon’s superiority in both covert and overt warfare would have disappeared, and their culture may well have been subsumed by Earth Prime. As it was, not so much as a shot had to be fired. Almost overnight, everything that had hith­erto been Earthly became dominated by the Babylonian.’


    ‘Weishaupt wasn’t the only one to declare the existence of a secret cult,’ I said. ‘The Black Order made its presence known at the same time, did it not?’


    ‘That is true,’ he said. ‘And there are some who have gone so far as to postulate that neither Modern Babylon, nor the Black Order, existed prior to that time, that our history is, if you like, retroac­tive. But of course, one has only to examine phenomena such as the Inquisition and the witch-craze to understand that we have always existed, even if we have not always known, acknowledged, or fully understood ourselves. Indeed, what sense does history make without reference to the Modern Babylon and the Black Order? Very little, I think you will find. Very little indeed.’


    ‘It would explain certain matters,’ I said, trying to remain cool. ‘It would explain, for instance, how both Babylon and the Black Order had managed to remain secret for over two thousand years.’ No mean achievement, I thought, with so many young women inexplicably disappearing off-world, some perhaps never to return. ‘People had their witches, heretics, and witch-finders. They had their Catherine Howards and Charlotte Cordays. It was almost as if no one could quite bear to admit the truth.’


    He nodded. ‘But by the late eighteenth century history’s subterranean forces were ready to erupt. Europe was undergoing a convulsion of thought and feeling, a revolution that would even­tually give birth to the modern world. Humanity prepared to acknowledge its own nature.’ He turned to me and smiled. ‘Yes, Weishaupt knew the time was right, as did we. The Shulamites longed to realize the darkness that had been gestating in their collective soul ever since the new Babylon had been founded. They longed for the Black Order!’


    And perhaps even brought them into being, I thought. But if the Black Order were a Shulamite fantasy, wouldn’t it follow that we Shulamites were a fantasy, too, and not only of the Men, but of all mankind? Giddy, I drew back from further speculation, seeing before me only a prospect of wheels within wheels, and certain only of this: that we were a tragic race. We despised our earthly masters, the Illuminati, and sought fulfilment in their enemies, men who, if similarly obsessed by us, sought only our complete annihilation.


    We walked on, exiting by way of the doorway opposite, and then passed through several more rooms, many of which served as book depositories for the medieval Babylonian grimoires that Lord Azrael had earlier spoken of. Soon, we came upon a series of laboratories. These were equipped with machines that had a dev­ilish aspect that would have provoked the envy of Dr Franken­stein, so much did they seem suited to the work of a modern Prometheus. Like the courtyards outside, and the entirety of the wing that I had so far traversed, the laboratories were devoid of human life, or indeed, life of any kind. Cobwebs shrouded arrays of alembics, test tubes, retorts, and burners, and the air was motionless and stale. I reminded myself that the Black Order was few in number, and that their off-world presence was thought to constitute no more than three hundred souls. Today, those that were resident in the Citadel, and not scattered in encampments across the vastness of the city, were doubtless attending to the needs of my Shulamite sisters in the reception centre.


    One laboratory, however, showed signs of having been quite recently used. A gleaming steam engine stood at its centre, surrounded by generators, dynamos, turbines, and other, more mysterious devices for which I had no name. These in turn were surrounded by five big, glass specimen jars, each one of which— to judge by the smell—contained some mixture of alcohol and ether. Two of the jars were empty; but the three that stood closest to the steam engine harboured the kind of crystal with which Lord Azrael had opened the interdimensional portal in Spitalfields and which Cliticia and I had used to bring down Ereshkigal’s force-field.


    As we left the laboratories behind us I cast a glance over my shoulder, fascinated, and at the same time unaccountably appalled, by what the jars displayed. Oh God, I thought, struck by that vision that had ambushed me during my travels on The Empress Faustina: a strangeness of line and dimension belonging to another, weirder, more frightening world, that was somehow both real and dreamlike. Unable to bear the sight, I looked away.


    Eventually, after negotiating a few similarly unoccupied ateliers and workshops, we came to Lord Azrael’s private apartment.


    Above the door was a cartouche decorated with the letter ‘A’ and a coat of arms. To either side hung tapestries, the one to the left depicting Alexander the Great, the one to the right, Julius Caesar.


    He opened the door and led me in.


    The room declared itself the office of a prospective Lord of the Universe. A huge map table made of a single piece of marble stood centre stage. Along the farther wall was ranged an even larger table laden with pens, blotters, and ornamental lamps, its front sporting a design in marquetry that represented Mars, the god of war. The ceiling was cross-beamed with cypress-wood. The doors had massive bronze hinges and were covered with the gilded leaves for which the word in Babel is mismakanna. And the furnishings—sofas, chairs, ottomans, card tables, and other chat­tels—were of cedar and ivory inlaid with copper and gold. Across the walls there were garlands of palmettes, elaborately carved pilasters surmounted by double capitals, and a number of edged weapons, including the ancient, scimitar-like harpesh. The win­dows and balcony gave onto one of the deserted courtyards through which we had recently passed, and beyond was the unhindered expanse of an alien Mesopotamia’s blue-black sky.


    The table was strewn, not only with maps, but with antiquities: a stele of the Hittite god Teshup, bearer of the North Wind; a cylinder of lapis-lazuli; little serpent-headed dragons and winged bulls; statues from Mari; and fragments of bas-reliefs blackened by fire. Lord Azrael, it seemed, was a collector. And not only of bric-à-brac. As I continued to inspect the room, I saw, half­hidden in the shadows that swarmed about its recesses, several distinct human forms. Slouched in heavy armchairs, their heads lolling forward, backward, or to one side, perched on windowseats, or else laid out on sofas and chaise-longues, were more than a dozen life-size dolls.


    ‘How beautiful!’ I said.


    ‘Yes,’ said Lord Azrael. ‘They are indeed beautiful.’


    I disengaged myself from his arm and walked across the room, my nightgown billowing a little in the breeze that gusted through the open windows, until I stood before a doll whose head rested against the wing of a great, black leather fauteuil. Like the other dolls in Lord Azrael’s collection, she resembled a full-sized version of Cliticia’s fashion-plate moppet, Nixie, but made from white porcelain rather than black. Her hair complemented her complexion. It was Rapunzel’s, as rendered by the golden palette of a Botticelli.


    I reached out and touched her cheek.


    ‘But that’s not porcelain,’ I said, perplexed. ‘In fact, if it weren’t so smooth and cold, you could almost mistake it for flesh.’


    ‘It is called plastic,’ said Lord Azrael. ‘It is a new material, a by-product of the artefacts we have developed by harnessing vril.’ He walked to the table and picked up what seemed, at first, to be an item of crockery—a china plate, perhaps. Unless this too was made of the thing he called ‘plastic’. He held it up. ‘Behold: a model of the prototype flying machine we call the Manisola. It is a biological machine. And it travels ten, no, perhaps a hundred times faster than any train that has ever been built. We have devel­oped many new weapons, too, which will soon allow us to consolidate our hold on Babylon and thereby bring about the dawn of our New Order.’ He set the model down. ‘Miss Fell—’ He paused, and then, pitching his voice lower, said, ‘Or may I call you ... Madeleine?’


    I nodded, smiling weakly. ‘Of course,’ I said.


    ‘Madeleine,’ he began again, ‘there is something I must tell you. Something I must explain before it is ... too late.’


    ‘I’m not sure I—’


    ‘Please, Madeleine, listen.’ He averted his gaze. He seemed to be studying something on the table. It was a map, and one much like the others spread out across the marble surface, except that it seemed partly rendered in three-dimensions so that it resembled a scaled-down model of a city—perhaps Babylon the Great itself. From my compromised vantage point several feet away it was difficult to decide. ‘It was a wretched business,’ he continued, his voice and attitude forlorn. ‘But it was necessary. Necessary to impregnate those unfortunate young women with the aboriginal energies of Thule.’ He shook his head violently, like a dog that has taken a dousing; and like a dog, he sniffed, as if able to scent the tension in the air. ‘Yes, Madeleine, I am talking about the moral and physical virtue obtained from vril—that potent, electromag­netic, nay, electrosexual force of universal utility that will soon give us flying machines and automata!’


    He began to gesticulate, the words tripping off his tongue with ever-greater facility. ‘A woman’s mental processes are hostage to her ovarian secretions. Excessive secretions give rise to impure thoughts, to, to—’ He seemed to have difficulty catching his breath. ‘—To sexual insanity.’ He paused, walked to the table, took a handkerchief from his hip pocket, and mopped his brow. ‘The female sex chemical is antagonistic to the masculine ideal. Are not those beguiled by the Shulamite subject, these latter days, to alarming incidences of spermatorrhoea and priapism? Cliteridectomy has, it is true, had some effect in moderating female toxins. Dr Isaac Baker Brown was surely at the forefront of medical science in not only recognizing that female self-abuse led to hysteria, epilepsy, and neurasthenia, but that “moral treat­ment” was not enough! But, really, what long-term benefits have these strategies achieved, apart from offering a sop to public opinion?’ He threw the handkerchief down on the table, clenched his hands together, and then raised them to his chest in an act of truculent supplication. ‘Listen, Madeleine. And listen well! The Black Order has never cared about public opinion. Neither has it cared about finding a “cure”—at least not one sanctified by medical science. Instead, it seeks to extract, distil, and use female toxicity to further its own political ends!’


    He turned to face me. His pensiveness had left him, and his eyes glowed with fervour. ‘During these last few months the Black Order has uncovered some of the most precious secrets of Babylonian sex-magic. The opening of portals, the use of ener­getic shields—both have their roots in the hieros gamos, that is, the union of the Goddess with the masculine elect. Shulamites practise these rites of sacred marriage, of course, with the Illuminati, each time they return to Earth Prime on sabbatical. But there are other, forgotten rites, detailed in some of the more obscure, and darker, grimoires that can undo the hieros gamos and the power that it confers. These are the rites of estrangement, separation, annulment, and mystic divorce.’


    His arms dropped to his side. The afflatus seemed to leave him. ‘We are not barbarians, Madeleine. You must believe me when I say that each uterus was harvested with as much speed and compassion as time would allow. I can assure you that any pain that the victims may have suffered was as inadvertent as it was minimal. But we had to have them. We had to have those uteri! How else could we understand the secrets of the black wedding— how else could we learn how to harness the power of the ancient, dark, Babylonian arts?’ He combed his fingers through his hair, a mad sorcerer lecturing an apprentice whose own sanity was about to be totally eclipsed. ‘I truly hope I am making myself clear. I recall that I tried to similarly explain myself to little Marie Jeanette, with somewhat limited success. Oh yes, I remember whispering in her ear: ‘Vers les trésors de tapersonne, et faire à ton flanc étonné une blessure large et creuse, et, vertigineuse douceurl À travers ces lèvres nouvelles, plus éclatantes et plus belles, t'in­fuser mon vénin, ma soeurV


    He clenched and unclenched his fists. ‘Yes, we infused them with our venom,’ he continued. ‘We transformed them into recep­tacles of vril!’ He took a few steps towards me, and then stopped. ‘It is the only way to open new Gates! The only way to bring down the force-fields!’ Again, he brought his fists to his chest in that ambivalent pose that communicated both threat and prayer. ‘Think, Madeleine. Until recently, we have been confined to using those secret portals our ancestors set up and the expedient of raiding trains as they travel from Earth and through Babylon. But now we will be able to raid the temples themselves. Think of it! Oh, Madeleine.’ His face was enraptured. ‘Babylon will fall!’


    It was then, I think, that I was graced with my last few seconds of mental equilibrium. And during that brief, strangely lucid, moment, I thought only of going to him, putting my arms around his neck and then, while I blinded him with kisses, taking his revolver from its holster and holding him hostage, or else shoot­ing him through the head. Perhaps there might have even been one of his prototype Manisolas nearby which I could have stolen and flown to an interdimensional Gate. But that brief spell of san­ity was swiftly dispelled; the sun turned black, the sorcerer’s apprentice succumbed; and I was lost inside a disorienting fog of passion.


    ‘The crystals in the laboratory,’ I said, holding myself unnatu­rally stiff. ‘They’re—’


    ‘The crystallized wombs of Stride, Eddowes, and Kelly,’ he said, enumerating the Ripper’s last three Earthly victims. ‘Three Shulamites born in London—Shulamites whose uteri were infused, not merely with the sacrifice of my own, precious seed, but with the dark, ancestral energies of Spitalfields. Yes, Madeleine, it was only upon such unholy ground—the ground of plague-pits and Dionysiac temples like Christ Church—that the modern hieros gamos between god and whore became possible.’ The floor seemed to give way, yet I still stood, like a murderess who has cheated the hangman and floats above the open trap, her body turned to air.


    ‘D-do you like my dolls?’ he said, unaccountably changing his tone from one of high rhetoric to that of a nervous, courting schoolboy. ‘Such blonde hair,’ he added, as he turned upon them an appraising gaze. ‘And such eyes. Such beautiful eyes!’


    ‘Eyes blue as ice,’ I said. A few minutes earlier I might have hoped to win a compliment for possessing eyes that were not merely comparably blue, but superior, surely, for being imbued with sight. But I spoke now like one of the automata he had said would soon swell his battalions: mechanically, and with all the élan of a somnambulist. ‘They’re lovely dolls.’ Each was attired in a powder-blue frock, white pinafore, and blue-striped stockings.


    ‘Mr Tenniel gave me the idea,’ he said. But Alice had never been quite so tightly laced. Nor had she ever had such recourse to cosmetics. These Wonderland children, it must be said, with their tiny waists and faces of blasted innocence, were evil little strum­pets, just like me.


    I looked across the room towards the window, its diaphanous, white curtain like a gently bellying sail, the breeze so mild, so unemphatic, that it could almost have been spiritual. But beyond the window, and readily apparent through its quivering, thistle­down veil, was a night sky whose moony softness had been usurped by a hard, metallic lustre.


    ‘Who are you?’ I said, my words, distant, foreign, as if some­body else had spoken them. ‘Who are you really ?’


    His response was over-quick, too carefree, too evocative of my own, fatalistic thoughts. ‘Does it matter?’


    ‘The High Priestess of Ereshkigal said—’


    ‘The woman was ill,’ he interrupted. ‘Very ill.’


    ‘I think you should tell me,’ I said. ‘I think you owe me that much.’


    He smiled. ‘What is there to tell?’


    I stared down at the floorboards. The swirling patterns of wood grain seemed to coalesce, jump out at me, like the illustrations in a picture book I had read as a child, but had long ago forgotten about, until now.


    ‘I have the feeling that I’ve known you ever since I was a little girl,’ I said. ‘I had a name for you then: Lord Barbarossa. I suppose it was neither less nor more real than the name you have now.’ I looked up and walked towards him. ‘But I must know, I must know who you really are.’ Whoever he was, I needed him to be real. Only by being real could he make me real too, and bring my promised land into being.


    As I drew flush to the table I saw that what he had earlier been staring at was indeed both a map and something of a model village: a big Mercator projection of Modern Babylon and the continent and world it was a part of, with the city, and its envi­rons, picked out in miniature, three-dimensional relief.


    I leant over the table and committed myself to study. The city was represented as a great square in the middle of a ragged land- mass. To the east of the city was Edom, a place of deserts, scattered oases, and an inland sea. In shape it resembled the projection of western Africa, though Edom was held to be some­thing like twice as big. To the west was the great mountain range of Elam that ran north into Akkad and formed the spine of the narrow 3,000-mile long Anatolian peninsula. To the south was Sumer. There, the Euphrates and Tigris ran through jungles and marshland until they eventually flowed into the Sea of Ashtoreth. All four regions contained little six-pointed stars to indicate the locations where new temples were being built outside the city walls. And all four regions contained little warning signs, such as might be found on a medieval map, signalling multitudinous dangers: Here be spiders, said one that had been superimposed on Sumer. And others read Here be worms, Here be serpents, Here be kobolds, Here be wolves, or quite simply, Here be terrors.


    I let my hand settle on the map’s western segment. ‘Edom,’ I said, numbly. ‘Named after the land near the Red Sea where Lilith fled after being cast from Eden. It was there that she gave birth to the succubi.’


    ‘The Princess Salome was an Edomite,’ he said, reaching out to stroke my hair.


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Her ancestry was traceable all the way back to Esau the Wicked, whom biblical tradition regarded as the forefa­ther of the Edomites, the most hateful of all pagans.’


    ‘And are you my Salome, Madeleine? Would you have my head on a platter, if the opportunity should present itself?’


    ‘The police can’t arrest you here,’ I said. ‘Besides, with the way they’ve handled the Whitechapel murders, I shouldn’t say you had much to worry about even if you should travel back to Earth Prime.’


    ‘Yes, I must say, my recent mission was accomplished with a speed and effectiveness I had hardly thought possible.’


    ‘No one cares about a few dead Shulamites,’ I said. ‘Not the police, and not the Illuminati, it seems.’ I laughed, grimly. ‘I’m beginning to sound like my father.’


    ‘Not your father in heaven, I hope?’ he said. ‘Not Jehovah?’


    I traced a line through the yellow sand of Edom with my fingernail.


    ‘I don’t have a father,’ I said. ‘I only have a mother: Lilith.’


    He ran a hand down my hair, a gesture at once affectionate and impersonal, like a caress bestowed upon a pet cat. ‘Pretty succubus,’ he murmured. My sphinx-nature rose to the surface. Cats took pleasure in their selfish, treacherous ways; and I must admit to feeling a slight frisson myself at the prospect of indulging in an act of betrayal.


    ‘So you think that, if I should find myself back on Earth Prime, I might inform on you?’ I turned to look up at him, taking care to smile in a manner that I knew would becomingly dimple my cheek. ‘Why not put me to the test? After all, you could always jump in one of your flying machines and hide away at the North Pole.’ Again, I thought of all that the Serpentessa at Ereshkigal had told me: that perhaps Lord Azrael was not from a strange, Hyper­borean land, or indeed, from foreign parts at all, but was one of us. ‘If, of course,’ I concluded, placing a finger beneath my chin and growing increasingly alarmed at the fact that my coquetry seemed to possess a life of its own, ‘Hyperborea actually exists.’


    ‘It is what we will that matters,’ he said, no longer amused. ‘What we will to be. And, of course, what we will not to be.’


    He pointed at the map and its rash of tiny, model buildings. ‘Politics,’ he continued, ‘is only the means to an end. The true work of great statesmen and military leaders lies in the field of art.’


    ‘You want to remodel Babylon?’


    ‘My dear Madeleine, I want to remodel the universe.’ I leant over the table and inspected the model city more carefully. Narrowing my eyes to focus on the tiny, almost microscopic, detailing, I saw that a great tract of land had been cleared around the Citadel and that new buildings were being erected there. Not only the Shulamites, it seemed, were engaged in a grand, new architectural project.


    Fortress-like, with domineering towers, the adjuncts to the Citadel were constructed of black and grey marble. They dwarfed what indigenous structures still stood.


    ‘The core of the new city is the north-south axis,’ he said. ‘What is now the Processional Way will become a via triumphalis.’ I allowed my gaze to follow his finger as it described a line from a gigantic Arch of Triumph along a thoroughfare lined with monu­ments and mausoleums. ‘It terminates, here,’ he continued, ‘at the Meeting Hall, which, when completed, will accommodate as many as 180,000 of my soldiers. As such, it will be the largest structure in either Babylon or Earth Prime.’


    ‘And all this,’ I said, looking up at him over my shoulder, ‘will be completed when Babylon falls?’


    He nodded. ‘It can only be completed when Babylon falls.’ He folded his arms across his chest. ‘If I were to assess my work, I would emphasize, first, that in the face of an uncomprehending world I succeeded in making the racial idea the basis of life, and second that I made culture the driving force in Aryan greatness.’ He lifted his chin and stared at me down his long, finely-chiselled nose. ‘Without racial purity, culture is without foundation.’


    I straightened myself and stared at him. Who are you? I asked, but this time the question reverberated only through the confines of my own mind, as cold and empty as the great stone structures that would one day line the Processional Way. Who are you ? The answer bore down on me, like a wolf rushing out of the glades of a midnight forest, in whose eyes you recognize a lover unac­countably transformed from man into beast. Who am I? said a voice that only I could hear. I am nothing. I have always been nothing. There was a pause. It perforated the barrier—ghostly, yet hard as steel—that had so long separated me from that other world and self that lived beyond the looking glass. ‘Oh, Made­leine, Madeleine, I have always been you.’


    I had lived, it seemed, in a state of liminality, between dream and waking, the real and unreal, life and death. Lord Azrael was a phantom, as much a creation of my own desires as I was a creation of his. We were as contingent upon each other as upon Babylon.


    ‘You have seduced me,’ I said, quietly. ‘But you’ve been doing that all my life, haven’t you?’ I turned my back on him and walked the few steps to the window. Drawing aside the gossamer drape, I stared down at the empty courtyard and its ranks of closed, black doors. ‘Once, I called you Lord Barbarossa. And if you were my enemy, you were my friend, too. My only friend.’


    I knew, now, that there was a love that had nothing to do with the usual relationships that existed between men and women. It was a love that was strange, treacherous, unholy, and yet it was love all the same.


    The universe—Babylon—was as it was because of His will, I told myself; and, for me, it would remain as it was only by a submission to that will and the will of a dark, virile order of masculinity.


    I had thought the Serpentessa mad. But perhaps she was the only one who had been sane. Babylon was mad. It had been built by Nebuchadnezzar, a mad king. Perhaps the history it had engendered was mad, too. No matter. I suspected ‘history’ did not exist. Time and space consisted of multiple histories. They over­lapped and interacted with each other. And finally the only question that had to be resolved was: Which history was legiti­mate and which was to be excluded? I chose. I made my leap of faith.


    For the new world was His world, the world of the Ripper. I yielded, determined to play my part to the end.


    ‘Shall we go?’ he said, so breathlessly as to be unable to convince anybody other than himself that he maintained a slip­pery grip on his sangfroid.


    ‘Go?’ I said, turning around. A chill went through me, as if I had just awoken on a dew-covered lawn and couldn’t remember where I was, or where I’d been. ‘Go where?’ The nightdress had, by now, adhered itself to each and every one of my perspiration-slicked contours, mocking my redoubled efforts to withdraw deeper and deeper into its voluminous, cotton folds.


    ‘You must refresh yourself,’ he said, ‘at the reception centre, where Miss Lipski is waiting for you. There, you may bathe and be afforded a change of attire. And then, of course, you will be ready for St Persephone’s.’


    ‘St Persephone’s?’ I echoed, like the stupidest girl in class.


    ‘St Persephone’s is a basilica where we enact our most solemn ceremonies.’


    I looked up at him through lowered lashes. ‘I will receive a trousseau?’ I swallowed, hard. ‘Just like you said?’


    ‘Of course. The reception centre is connected to the basilica by an underground walkway. Once you are suitably dressed, you may proceed. I shall be waiting for you.’ He took another few steps towards me, and then froze, his face utterly changed. ‘I shouldn’t have brought you here.’ He placed his palm against his forehead. ‘I shouldn’t have said so much. But you, Madeleine— you are special. I wanted you to understand.’ He took me by the arm, ready to escort me to my destiny. ‘I wanted you to know that I am not... a barbarian.’

  


  



  
    


    


    Chapter Fourteen


    


    


    If the basilica was infected with the same kind of giganticism that had found its way into the muscles, nerves, and sinews of the entire Citadel, then its cruel working of perspective— its spatial outrages—seemed to hint at a pecu­liarly virulent exacerbation of the disease. The nave, atrium, double colonnades, and semicir­cular apse were of stupendous proportions— so much so that they began to make my eyes ache. And I wondered what mad, criminally inclined school of architecture could possibly be responsible. A school whose habits of line, depth, and elevation had, perhaps, become so obsessive that they had sickened of themselves and devolved into a need, a titanic craving, to realize the physical Form of despondency and gloom. Or perhaps Nicholas Hawksmoor—the baroque master of gloom—whose Christ Church had allowed Lord Azrael to evade the police while pursuing his own, more nefarious, criminal career, was alone responsible, having chosen to build his true masterpiece off-world, in unfettered imitation of the Dionysiac archi­tects who had built the Mausoleum of Halicar­nassus and Diocletian’s palace at Spalato, and whose Aryan descendants would soon, per­haps, rebuild Babylon, London, and the known universe and realize the physical Form, not only of gloom, but of autarchy. Wherever the responsibility lay, the interior was a hateful sight—made more hateful by the simple fact that it was so denuded of ecclesiastical artefacts. Indeed, it was utterly barren, and seemed reserved for one sole purpose: to confine the erstwhile denizens of Temple Ereshkigal.


    ‘What d’ya fink they’re keeping us waiting for?’ said Cliticia. ‘We’ve got ourselves done up to the nines. Why leave us ’anging round kicking our ’eels?’


    I had been inspecting the crowd, seeking out the faces of the temple-maidens I had met at Ereshkigal: Lipski senior, Miss Manning, perhaps, or even Tristesse, the Serpentessa’s nurse. But the crowd was huddled in a tightly packed group. And with each girl attired in the fabulous bridal weeds that had been laid out in the reception centre, it was difficult, almost impossible, to resolve that conglomeration of shimmering white satin into its individual constituents. I lowered my eyes, as exhausted by the glare as I was by the constant drone of apprehensive chatter, and once more fell to arranging the folds and pleats of my own wedding dress.


    The gown was cream satin decorated with machine- embroidered net and artificial pearls. It was imported from Earth, of course, and according to the label, was made by Messrs Gladman and Womack. Its style was very contemporary, empha­sizing a slender silhouette. The skirts—with their typical gathered draperies—were cut on the cross and held with inner tapes. They were pulled back over a generous bustle. The bodice was high on the neck, and elaborately adorned with lace. Underneath I wore stockings of white silk and matching garters with pink rosettes. And holding my veil in place was a wreath of white, white lilies.


    There were a few cries, followed by a massed rustling of satin petticoats. I looked up. The temple-maidens, who had previously been glancing nervously towards the vestibule and its clock like a thousand brides left standing at the altar, now gazed towards the chancel.


    A side door had opened. Through it came Lord Azrael. He walked briskly up to a rostrum—the single piece of furniture the basilica possessed. Mr Malachi followed.


    I heard Cliticia gasp. She held a hand to her breast, and then turned to look up at me, her face illuminated by an inner light of pure devotion such as I knew I could never command. Mr bloody Malachi. I had never liked him. He seemed quite capable of taking the pennies off a dead man’s eyes. And what is more, he trifled with the affections of my darling.


    Behind milord and his factotum came several men, some of whom I had seen patrolling the train during our journey to the Citadel. They seemed to constitute Lord Azrael’s personal guard.


    The crowd fell silent.


    ‘This is it, then,’ said Cliticia in a whispered aside. ‘The big day. The moment of destiny, I suppose.’


    ‘The moment of truth,’ I said, almost to myself.


    Without having to be told, a party of temple-maidens began to organize themselves into orderly lines. Soon, other girls followed suit. Cliticia and I joined them, pushing and shoving our way through the serried ranks until the crush became such that we were prevented from going any further.


    Just five rows separated us from the rostrum. Shoulders pulled back, gloved hands folded across our skirt fronts, and gazing up through our diaphanous tulle veils at the man of destiny as he ascended his pulpit, the crowd waited, expectantly, each one of us nursing, I would suppose, her own little thrill of anticipation and dread.


    Lord Azrael placed his hands upon the lectern. He studied us, his cold, blue eyes passing over the assembled ranks of white, virginal silk—a tremulous sea of foam that threatened, at any moment, to come to the boil. Mr Malachi stood a little to one side, his hands behind his back.


    ‘The human female,’ Lord Azrael began, ‘has neither a soul, nor a need for immortality. She may, however—as is so won­derfully demonstrated by this present, fair congregation— embody the spirit of her time. Bedecked in the lineaments of beauty and grace, in foibles, frills, furbelows and little frip­peries, femininity, deadly, poisonous femininity, is the modern world incarnate. And the apotheosis of this femininity is the Shulamite. Others may worship at the altar of degeneration. But the Shulamite is her religion. Her femininity embodies the poisonous sex-cult of Ishtar, her fatal beauty the illusory veil we must tear away if we are to bring mankind to the light. She is mistress, leman, and courtesan to the Illuminati—the Illuminati, who drug us with their vain dreams of Democracy and Liberalism! The Shulamite is at the very heart of the conspiracy that we of the Black Order have dedicated ourselves to expose and destroy.


    ‘The conspiracy. Ah, yes. For two thousand years we have been ruled by an occult conspiracy. Until 1788 it had many names, many lodges—a series of interlocking élites comprising the Knights Templar, the Jesuits, the Masons, the Ancient and Mystical Order of the Rosae Cruris, the Vatican, the Brotherhood of the Serpent, and countless others. But all, all came under the umbrella of the power-crazed Internationalists who presently rule us: the Illuminati.’


    He paused to take breath. I cast a glance at Cliticia and then at the girls who surrounded us. Their eyes glinted—less appalled, I think, than fascinated—and wayward bosoms leapt in little dis­plays of surprise, recognition, and sympathy as each word struck a chord in the collective Babylonian soul.


    ‘Today at last it seems as if that foreign, hostile cabal of parasites is known and hated by all men of good will. For the first time in history instinct and knowledge attain clear consciousness. Earth Prime must see and understand the danger. Babylon gave birth to the Illuminati, and Babylon sustains and nourishes the Illuminati. And so I tell you: in the days to come, we shall point fearlessly to the Shulamite as the inspirer, originator, and profiteer of our present decadence.’


    He drew himself up to his full height and extended an arm, an accusing finger stabbing at the assembled girls.


    ‘The Shulamite is the world’s enemy, the destroyer of civiliza­tions, the universal leech, the daughter of chaos, the embodiment of evil, the ferment of decomposition and the scarlet demoness who is the eternal curse of mankind!


    ‘The Whores of Babylon stand at the very cusp of history, waiting to fall into the abyss. After that, there will be no place for Shulamites in Europe, America, or anywhere else on Earth Prime! And to those that voice astonishment I say it should have been obvious from the very beginning that the destruction of the Shulamites would be the single most important objective of our struggle! Without it the final victory cannot be complete. Today, in the middle of the collapse of a whole world, a new era begins, a fundamental rejection in all fields of ideas inherited from the past. The people of the North emerge from the claws of the Babylonian world-entanglement to a mighty rebirth! And the spirits of the underworld are banished to their appointed place in the dark!’


    Lord Azrael’s speech was not quite what I had expected. Yet the Ereshkigal temple-maidens showed all the signs of submitting, just as I had done, Oh, a lifetime ago now, when, seeing his lord­ship ascend the steps of Christ Church, I had known that love is madness, and madness, love.


    ‘It is only by—’ His oration came to an abrupt stop. Beads of sweat had broken out on his forehead. He seemed in conflict, at pains to resolve the murky desires he harboured within his breast with their political rationalization. ‘Evolution must be helped along,’ he began again, his voice gaining in strength until it almost became a bark. ‘Bacteria, vermin, and pests cannot be tolerated. For reasons of cleanliness and hygiene we must make them harm­less by killing them off. Listen well: the Shulamite race must cease to exist! Does not one of their own sacred texts say that “The women of Moab and Midian shall die and their blood shall mingle with the dust ” ?’ By now he was almost screaming. ‘Man must free himself from the feminine, that is, from the chthonic realm, the debilitating chaos that emanates from the Dark Mother, in order to forge an ego, a self.’ He threw back his head, baying at the great domed vault. ‘All Shulamites by virtue of their birth and race belong to an international conspiracy against Thule, Hyperborea, and our adopted homeland, Earth! They are of no social value! And individuals of no social value must be culled! Only thus may we cleanse the human bloodline of all that is corrupt and worth­less!’ His hand sawed through the air; a lank of wet, blond hair fell over his left eye. His fist crashed down on the lectern. Several girls flinched, and there were a few, stifled screams. ‘Babylon is respon­sible for the worldwide plague of usurers, miscegenators, and par­asites. Babylon is responsible for the Illuminati! Only by exterminating—without exception—the Babylonian whore, will we cure ourselves of nympholepsy and be free!’


    He swung about and quickly descended the rostrum. Then Mr Malachi walked forward. I heard Cliticia sigh. How could she entertain a grande passion for such a man? And then I sighed, too, for I knew that it was to be the last time I would ask myself that weary question. In a moment of strange, almost blasphemous, inner peace that was the counterpart to the light that illuminated my friend’s beautiful, transfigured countenance, I understood just how fitting it was that we should have become sisters. I too loved a mask, a cipher, a nothingness. I too loved a man who was no man at all, but only a correlative of my own fears, desires, and ravings.


    Mr Malachi surveyed us very slowly as Lord Azrael and his retinue left the basilica by way of the same door by which they had entered.


    ‘Untermädchen,’ he said, almost spitting the word at us. Then his lips parted in a thin smile as he too withdrew, descended the stairs, and left the basilica. The door closed, sending a deep rever­beration through the nave and into the atrium.


    ‘What the bleeding ’ell was that all about?’ said Cliticia.


    The girls to either side of us were looking up at the vault. I followed their gaze. A line of equidistantly placed chandeliers hung from the projecting lip of the clerestory. They seemed to be exuding a powdery mist, filling the air with clouds of some odd, pink sherbet.


    The mist thickened and began to fall.


    We broke ranks. Some girls ran towards the apse, in a vain attempt to open the door by which the Men had left; some ran in circles. And some tore at their veils and hair.


    ‘What ’ave you done, you silly little cow?’ said a voice to my right.


    I hadn’t seen her in the steam-filled baths of the reception centre. I hadn’t seen her when, pink, soft, and fluffy, we had shuffled from the thermae into the vast dressing rooms where our veils, dresses, and paint boxes had awaited. And even though I was certain that she too had been captured and brought to the Citadel, I had somehow convinced myself that I would never see her again.


    It was Gabrielle.


    ‘Don’t get in a two-an’-eight,’ said Cliticia, who seemed other­wise unperturbed by her sister’s sudden reappearance.


    ‘It’s the pink mist!’ said Gabrielle, too agitated, I suppose, to consider admitting to a solecism. ‘The pink gas! ’aven’t you ’eard the fucking stories?’ And then she too ran towards the apse, where about a hundred girls had already massed, banging on the chancel door and scratching at its steel panels with those long, fanatically cultured fingernails that I so admired and which preclude the possibility of useful labour. It could have been my imagination— I was feeling a little dizzy, and perhaps the pink mist was already having an effect—but I thought I saw a judas slide back. An eye appeared—the judas was big; it could, I suppose, have accommo­dated a multitude of eyes—and stared out at the panicked throng to view the spectacle that was to follow.


    The swirling clouds of powder gradually filled the whole basilica, so that we stood as if under a hail of pink rice thrown by a party of wedding guests. The confetti had begun to scintillate, like dust-motes in a beam of light, and settled on my dress, stip­pling it with thousands of pink dots, like the corpses of tiny, crushed insects; and then, getting under my veil, it stuck to my face and neck. I shivered; the confetti began to melt, soaking through dress, chemise, and stays, until I felt it make frigid contact with my bosom.


    Cliticia lifted her veil and closed her eyes, her upturned face covered in pink blotches, like a little girl’s who has been gorging herself on sweets. Indeed, the whole basilica had begun to smell like a sweetshop. ‘It’s pretty,’ she said, as she held out her arms and let the confetti fall onto her open palms. The other girls had disappeared, lost within the thickening mist, like travellers who have strayed from the path on a moor, to wander into a strange land of Faerie—a chocolate-box, Christmassy world of pink stars, pink skies, and pink moonlight. ‘They never really meant to make us their slaves, did they?’ she added, sadly. ‘We’re stupid, that’s what we are, Maddy. Plain stupid.’ She tipped her chin to the vault, the confetti spattering her eyelids, her lips, cheeks, and retroussé nose. She began to laugh, the laughter gentle, like the tin­kling of a pink, fairy bell. ‘We’re fools. Bloody fools for love.’ The laughter froze on her lips and became a smile. It was a lovely smile, totally bereft of remorse or bitterness. ‘I thought I loved ’im. I thought ’e was the one.’ She took a deep breath and then exhaled with histrionic languor, like someone who, poring over old love-letters and feeling the keen edge of sadness pressed against her cheek, took refuge in self-mockery. ‘I thought ’e was Prince Cherrypop.’ Her face, like her dress, was by now satu­rated. She was a girl who had been dipped into a vat of candyfloss. She was an Arcimboldo made of candied peel, glacé cherry, bon­bons, and all kinds of crystallized fruit, primped, preened, prinked and ready to be put on show in a confectioner’s shop window.


    I reached out to take her hand. And as I took it, I immediately felt her grip tighten in my own.


    ‘Best friends?’ she said.


    ‘Best friends,’ I said.


    She turned to me, her smile broadening, even as it became sadder and wiser. ‘I love you, Maddy.’ She coughed. ‘I’ve always loved you.’


    ‘I love you too, Cliticia.’


    Something was happening to me. My skin was like ice, covered in a damp patina of sticky pink snowflakes; yet I felt no discom­fort. In fact, the sensation was quite pleasant. I was cocooned in sweetness—the coolest of sweet-smelling gelatins, perhaps, or syrups; the mintiest, most gelid, of comfits or jujubes. Beneath my heavy clothes, the pink mist had enamelled my flesh, forever sepa­rating me from the world.


    Cliticia stumbled. Then, collecting herself, she stood upright, her gaze seeking the depths of the mist for some clue that might provide an answer to what was happening to her. ‘I, I don’t under­stand,’ she moaned. ‘It’s nice, but—’ I put an arm about her shoulder. ‘Oh, Maddy, I’m frightened!’ She inclined her head, resting it against my bosom. She was cold, and impossibly smooth, like a marble statue frosted with icing sugar.


    ‘Women have no souls, and no need of immortality,’ I said, haunted by the opening statement of his lordship’s speech. It was a line that I felt might well be inscribed on our tombstones, to subsequently haunt all those who either mourned, or rejoiced at, our fate. And perhaps for pitiful young women like us it would be a fitting obituary so long as it were followed by a rider. ‘But beauty lives on,’ I added. Cliticia began to grow limp in my arms. Her face possessed an unnatural sheen, painted, as it was, with a pink lacquer that was quickly becoming indistinguishable from her flesh. The bleached hair began to secrete its blonde dye, her forehead and cheeks streaked with amber rivulets. And, paradox­ically, beneath the dye, those corkscrew locks that had once been black glistened like the purest spun gold.


    The screaming that, a few moments before, had echoed throughout the basilica, had ceased.


    Still holding on to each other, like lovers found at the bottom of a lake, entwined in death as they had been in life, we sank to the floor.


    This was the hieros gamos, I told myself. The meaning of the swastika. This was the sacred wedding as it was always meant to be.


    We lay still. I was no longer able to speak. The pink mist had seeped through my pores and into my blood. There was no pain. I was effortlessly passing from one state of being into another. Whatever anxiety I had felt left me. My muscles went into spasm, once, twice, then were still, set like jelly in the mould of my new, inorganic flesh. I heard the thud of my pulse begin to slow, like the pendulum of a grandfather clock that is running down, and then I heard it falter, and stop. The pink mist had found its way to my heart. And it too became plastic.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifteen


    


    


    Whenever I wake within the prison of my cold, dead flesh, and cry for times long past, I think of how everything might have been different. I imagine myself back in London, walking through the front door in Wilmot Street to be greeted by a call from Mum; getting married and having children; moving away from White­chapel, perhaps, to somewhere leafier, with good, clean air. And I imagine a knock on the door, and, on opening it, discovering Cliticia. She would have married, too, of course. And together, we would tell our children about the adventures we had off-world, in Babylon, before two little women became two little wives.


    I think of all this, and of how it might have been possible if, in one moment of sanity, I had killed Jack the Ripper.
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    I hear things, strange rumours. The sinking of a great ship called Titanic. Foreign spies in Lon­don; industrial disputes; suffragettes; an expedi­tion lost in the Antarctic. There is a nagging fear of invasion. And there are rumours of war.
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    Again, I wake. A country house, viewed as if from the bar of heaven. I sit amongst the clouds. But heaven is closed to me...

  


  



  
    Not so to the V8s, or Manisolas. Thousands of them ply the skies high above England. They scream like Valkyries. Today, one hovers above the country house. Silver, with rose-coloured contrails, it is decorated with swastikas, the newly adopted emblem of the Black Order. Beneath it, a patchwork quilt of rolling, English fields stretches out, precisely organized as if to specifications encoded in a Jane Austen novel. Lining the approach road are hundreds of flagpoles, each one of which displays a red flag upon which the ubiquitous black swastika is set against a circular white background.


    A carriage pulls up before the portico. A man in a black leather uniform gets out and looks up to where Doric columns meet with the pediment, and then, tilting his head back a little further, to where a great bronze eagle with a swastika in its claws adorns the building’s coping-stone. The man is the Künstlerpolitiker, Lord Azrael. He passes between two huge Greco-Roman statues, on his left Atlas, holding the heavens, and on his right Tellus, holding the Earth—nude, muscular men supremely violent, supremely beautiful—and then receives the salute of his staff.


    The house is made of granite. Austere, cold, and granular, it is a fitting dwelling place for the Supreme Lord of the Black Order and Universe.
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    Sometimes he has friends for dinner. And, although I am dead, I hear him introduce us. ‘This is Scarlett, Cliticia, Faye, Vanity, Narcissa, Séverine, Omphale, and Fellatia.’ Then he gazes across the table, and bestows upon me an indulgent smile. ‘And Madeleine.’ Dressed in our Wonderland frocks, we slump, flop, sprawl, and loll in our seats, ingeniously embalmed corpses that will be forever seen, but never heard.


    ‘Have you considered the arguments for enslavement, or are you convinced, sir, as are so many others, that we have no option but to plastinate?’


    ‘I have considered them, sir,’ Lord Azrael answers, ‘and find them preposterous. They are only taken seriously by some of my younger comrades, who have little experience of the deviancy of the Babylonian whore.’


    ‘I understand their deviancy, sir. But lord knows, their wish to become slaves is as genuine as it is fervent. Why should we not indulge them? We might colonize Babylon, might we not?’


    ‘No, sir, we might not. You do not comprehend the nature of female treachery. While it is certainly true that those in Joy Division are quite happy to betray their sisters in return for a little romantic dalliance, it is equally the case that once a man makes a pet of a girl, he spoils her. She becomes like any other pampered, domesticated item of livestock—subject to whims, caprices, vapours, spleen, fainting fits, and strange feminine moods. Women are the nervous sex. And, in the Shulamite, this nervousness is transformed into a hysterical nymphomania. Believe me, sir, the day will come when such a girl will turn upon her master and betray him, just as easily as she betrayed her own kind, if only to recapture the frisson of her first days in captivity.’


    ‘Then we must content ourselves with the dead?’


    ‘Sir, believe me, these young women are happier dead.’


    ‘Certainly,’ says a third party, ‘death has wrought a wonderful metamorphosis.’


    ‘They are so white!’ says another.


    ‘So blonde!’ adds yet another.


    ‘Indeed,’ concludes Lord Azrael, ‘like butterflies, they have emerged from the pupae of life to be immortalized by the killing jar and specimen cabinet. They are our brides, gentlemen. They are our brides.’
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    There is an interval of darkness, and then, after days, weeks, months, perhaps even years, I am again in the Mens’ presence, but this time in a smoke-filled room. I find myself an adornment to a conference, much like the vases of fresh flowers, the decanter of port, the boxes of cigarettes and cigars. I slouch on a sofa, an opera glove unconscionably rolled down to my wrist. The valet has neglected to properly dress me.


    ‘The “Other” is always feminine, whatever mask it hides behind,’ declaims the Autarch, Lord Azrael. ‘When a society persecutes its outsiders, whether they be racial minorities, polit­ical dissidents, or sexual non-conformists, it persecutes the feminine, however loath it may be to admit it. The great, eternal war between authority and society’s malcontents has always been a gender war. The difference between ourselves and the Illuminati, gentlemen, is that we do not sublimate, but rather, admit it.’


    There is the sound of measured but nevertheless earnest clapping.


    ‘We must move East—East into Russia, the heartland of the Asiatic soul, where so many Shulamites still live. The East is the land of the Dark Mother. The East, gentlemen, is the feminine.’


    ‘Indeed, my Autarch,’ says a voice. ‘But what will transpire when we have completed our mission and the Whore of Babylon is no more?’


    There is an uncomfortable silence, the men who have assembled about the table to discuss the war frozen in a tableau of collar patches, belt buckles, field caps, service medals, sig-runes, and death’s-head badges. They are frozen just as I am frozen. And for the same reason. The world has become a work of art, frozen in time by an esthétique du mal. The world has been transformed into a vast necropolis. A Totenreich.


    ‘There are those among us,’ says Lord Azrael, with delibera­tion, ‘who may have considered reneging on their oath. These traitors believe extermination should merely serve an end: the enslavement of Babylon and a regulated cull.’ He is talking about the split in the Black Order, between those led by himself, who call themselves Absolutists, and the breakaway party of the Consolidationists, whom he is at present vilifying. The Consolidationists believe that they can never prevail against the Illuminati by force of arms. They thus avow a policy of extermi­nating all Shulamites in positions of authority while enslaving those that are left. Their message to Earth Prime: Continue send­ing Shulamites off-world, and implement the political reforms that we specify, or we will kill all remaining Shulamites in our charge. Such a policy, they believe, would set a pattern for a workable New Order. No matter that those the Consolidationists enslaved, much as Lord Azrael had predicted, were continually betraying them. No matter that they had come to feel themselves hostage to the whims and caprices of those who responded to clemency as spurned lovers, forever seeking to reacquire the attention of their men by spiteful acts of treachery and deceit. ‘These apostates can have no part in our struggle,’ Lord Azrael continues. ‘For us, the end is clear: total extermination of the Babylonian menace. After which—’


    ‘After which,’ interjects another voice, ‘it falls to us to submit to a Götterdämmerung. For when the last Babylonian falls, what point shall any of us have in living?’


    ‘Mass suicide?’ says another voice. ‘Ridiculous!’


    ‘Would you embrace a less noble path?’ says Lord Azrael. ‘Think of those who have fallen even lower, and skulk in Nimrud.’ He speaks of those of whom I have heard previous mention: those men fallen away from the Black Order who inhabit the wilds and wastelands to the north of Babylon’s walls. These corsairs, or kobolds, as they are known, raid the temples up and down the Anatolian Peninsula. And hearsay has it that they are cannibals.


    ‘I say enslave,’ says someone who for the first time lifts his voice in anger. ‘Enslave, and institute a cull!’


    ‘We thereby accommodate the Illuminati!’ says Lord Azrael. ‘We would become part of that established world order that we have so long despised!’


    ‘But what other options do we have?’ says another voice. ‘Perhaps the time has come to negotiate a settlement, a peace. Our numbers are so few. How, Autarch, can we hope to fulfil your dreams of world conquest? We hold Babylon by the throat. We must use that as a negotiating tool.’


    Lord Azrael brings his fist down on the table.


    ‘There will be no accommodation!’ he cries. ‘But only blood, iron, and the dead!’
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    Sometimes, I dream. I dream the dreams of the dead: mad, feverish dreams of an iron metropolis and the Totenreich.


    See. There it is. The cold, metallic city. A monumental, futuris­tic London, world-capital of black marble, steel, and ice. Every­where, the triumphal arches, the bronze eagles, the impersonal lines of columns, the cruel, austere, absurdly muscular sensuality of statues by Arno Breker and the stark, monochromatic colon­nades of Albert Speer. Black saucers fly in close formation above the stadia, the rallying points, the monuments, the great mau­soleums, and the grid-like streets. And on those streets there are only men. Men in black leather uniforms, endlessly marching, marching, marching. There is no colour. No flesh, save the over­arching integument of leather and metal—metal that glitters, or else is as dull as blood—that is the city itself. There is nothing but a raw, mazy expanse of black and white and a constant, ferrous taste to the air. The taste of iron. The taste of death.
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    The Minotaurs are necrophiles. They relate to things, not people. If they knew that their dolls still preserved a selfhood—no matter how small, or contingent—then surely we would not enjoy their love.


    Last night, Lord Azrael took me to his bed. In the morning, after he had gone into his study, his servants appeared, picked me up, and returned me to the toy chest where I share the darkness with Cliticia. The toy chest is a great, oak cabinet that he keeps in the room he calls his 'Wunderkammer. There are several such cabinets, and in each one he keeps a brace of dead girls, as a lepidopterist might his fritillaries.
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    Milord has become bored with us. We are transported to a mau­soleum—a series of catacombs beneath the Reichs Chancellory. Dressed in white, diaphanous shrouds, our eyes closed by a mortician’s expert hand, glass coffins bedecked with poppies, roses, and lilies, and with our hands chastely crossed upon our breasts, we lie in peace, surrounded by thousands of other dead girls, entombed within cool, black marble walls. We resem­ble, I am told, the collection of wax anatomical models in the Royal and Imperial Museum of Physics and Natural History called ‘La Specola’ established sometime between 1776 and 1780 in Florence.


    Sometimes I hear the sound of whispered voices, as if from outside my bedroom door in Wilmot Street, in the days when I was still a human being.


    ‘The beauty,’ I hear a man say, ‘remains.’


    ‘Yes,’ agrees another. ‘It is as it should be. The human female has, after all, neither a soul, nor a need for immortality. But, of course, she does have beauty. And in death, it is at last released.’


    ‘Beauty like a crossed-out name, articulated under erasure.’


    ‘They are our greatest works of art. Greater, by far, in beauty, than the city above us.’


    ‘Our harvest of beauty would seem this year to have been a particularly fine one, for I have heard that much of the East has been declared Madchenfrei.’


    ‘Indeed. I believe there are several new consignments this evening from the Vernichtungslager at Belzec.’


    ‘If that is the case, perhaps Lord Azrael will be throwing another one of his famous dinner parties.’


    I hear the sound of jackboots stepping over the stone floor, receding into the distance.


    And again, all is still, with only the distant sound of trickling water to remind me that the world suffers at the hands of Time and the Minotaurs.


    Sleeping Beauty could hope for an awakening kiss. And so could Snow White. But Cliticia and I must sleep forever, for we are fairy-tale princesses whose happy endings were perverted by crueller, more modern, fantasies.
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    And the world, I know now, will end, not in war, but in the playing out of fantasy. A fantasy of death ...


    There are some men, it seems, whose only contribution to society is the ability to create delusions. Whether they are mad or sane, good or evil, seems hardly to matter. We crave their rhetoric, their dithyrambs, their romantic charisma, because they revive deep, buried longings that make ordinary people feel alive and part of a universe of significance.


    They seduce us all. And we are party to these seductions, just as we are complicit in our own deaths. We crave their mystique, their pronouncements, just as we crave disaster and war. Political extremists, religious fanatics, and incendiaries of all persuasions, bestow upon us the rational fabrications that justify our increas­ingly irrational behaviour. We subscribe to lies, cant, and hysteria, because such things sanction our unconscious needs.


    Ours is a Sadeian society, and one, moreover, that doesn’t know, or understand, its own nature. Repressed, fearful, it literalizes and externalizes its dark side through laws, wars, prisons, and panics. Literalism is poverty of the imagination, the inability to live through chthonic myth, art, and dream. And so I ask: Is it not ethical to oppose this literalism, this savage, false innocence, through another kind of fantasy? Not the fantasy of the Men. Not the fantasy of the Shulamites. But a perverse fantasy that is opposed to, or at war with, those whose dark, psychic necessities become oppressive, destructive, and cruel because repressed and literalized instead of turned into play, art, or finally, love?
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    How many more girls have been murdered in the plastination chamber since Madeleine Fell and Cliticia Lipski succumbed to the pink mist? How many years, or decades, have I lain here, so immaculately dead?
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    ‘Nabonidus,’ says the tour guide who shows a party of school­children through the catacombs, ‘was the last king of Babylon. According to Shulamite lore, he neglected the so-called “holy city” and trespassed upon Ishtar’s territory off-world. This led to the Earthly Babylon’s fall. Our great Autarch, Lord Azrael, is our modern-day Nabonidus. He and his soldiers have dared to tres­pass upon the Modern Babylon, and that trespass will, in time, bring about Babylon’s second, and final, defeat.’ Behind my closed eyes I have a vision of Christ as Shiva, the Son of God come in vengeance, his sword held high, to slay the Scarlet Woman and all her works. I have a vision of his Angel of Death, Azrael, King of Kings, and Lord of Lords.


    ‘The Black Order, it seems to me,’ says one teacher to another in a conspiratorial whisper, ‘cares more about Babylon than Earth Prime.’


    ‘The Illuminati know as much. They send their Shulamites off- world to quarantine the Black Order. After Stalingrad—’


    ‘Of course. The Black Order should first and foremost address itself to worldly matters. But even now, with the war going so badly, they divert nearly all their resources to harrying the Modern Babylon, instead of defending Germania against the Eastern hordes.’


    ‘I sometimes believe there is a complicity between Shulamites and the Men. It is almost as if the one cannot do without the other. It is almost as if they were... in love.’


    The tour guide leads the schoolchildren, and their accompa­nying teachers, out into the outlying Das Museum der Tod und das Mädchen, where they may view automata and ‘philosophical toys’ by Vaucanson, Kempelen, and Jacquet-Droz, and—for those that might be able to afford it—buy a Meissen ‘exquisite corpse’ as a souvenir.


    Soon, there will come an end, I know. Soon, the angel of death, whose mistress I am, shall whisper: ‘Come, see the Scarlet Woman bestride her beast in the desert, and on her fore­head the words: BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF PROSTITUTES. With her the kings of the Earth com­mitted adultery. Now come, I will show you the punishment of the great prostitute. See: all her riches and splendour have vanished, never to be recovered. The music of harpists and musicians, flute players, and trumpeters will never be heard in her again. For by her magic spell all the nations were led astray


    It has grown quiet. And lying here, I think upon all that has happened, and all that may come to pass.
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    Oh, Cliticia, we allowed ourselves to be ruined, but who first seduced me, if not you? I loved you. I still love you. When I think of you lying next to me, dead, I feel rocks in my heart. I wonder, is a tiny flame of consciousness imprisoned within your lifeless flesh, too ? Or are you nothing more than a pretty little mannequin ? Oh Cliticia, Cliticia, Cliticia Lipski, you were as smart as paint and done up regardless. You were my cockney belle. You possessed the great Dickensian virtue of kindness. ‘I would advise you to stay away from her,’ the Duenna had said. ‘You will go far, Madeleine. Do not let yourself down. See no more of Cliticia.’ But you were the only star in the Babylonian sky. And if you are white now, like me—your flesh de-nigrified by the immortalizing gas—then your soul was always white as starlight. Indeed, it was always a soul whiter, far, far whiter, than my own.
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    I dream of Thule, the Midnight Mountain arising from the white continent of Hyperborea, set in the midst of the Chronium Sea. I dream of the revolt against the modern world, and the subjuga­tion of the feminine demos.


    And I dream of Cliticia. I dream of her all the time. And I wonder if she dreams of me, who lies so close, but so far away.


    I stand alone in Victoria Park. It is night. I gaze up at the pure steel of Aldebaran, the Pleiades, and the open clusters. And it is then that I feel her ghostly hand touch mine across a space less measurable even than those that divide the stars. ‘I like to fink I’m a little girl again. I like to imagine I don’t know any fink about the Modern Babylon and never will. Yeh, I like to fink I’m a little girl. A child, Maddy. I like to fink I’m just a child.’


    And I know I am not alone.


    This is the Age of Plastic. This is the Hysterical Age. This is the Age of Jack the Ripper. We have all been seduced. But at last, Oh God, at last, I am no longer alone. I have Cliticia, and I have more. Much, much, more. I have a world to keep me company, a world that worships at the altar of madness and love. Babylon cannot fall. London is Babylon, and Babylon, London. The Imperial Metropolis is the City of the Night! There was never any chance of escape. The darkness, the universal darkness, falls upon man and woman alike and all walk the fog-shrouded streets of the Empire of Fear.


    All is Babylon. I know that now. All, all is Babylon the Great.
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