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Prelude

 

“Time, gentlemen, please!”

       The publican’s voice called
across the muted noise of the front bar. From the sound of him, old Russ Flannegan had indulged in a few too many himself tonight. By closing time on a Wednesday he was always partially pickled — as inebriated as any of his patrons, and much too close to falling-down drunk to know the time.

       The clock at Saint Margaret’s church, to the east of the village of Stokeleigh, had struck midnight five minutes before. The summer night was warm, the sky was light with the diamond sparkle of the stars, and low in the west the last faint traces of daylight lingered. 

       Nicholas Crane had watched the sunset. With thick, dark glasses protecting his eyes, he was free to breathe the open air when the sun passed below the horizon, but in June and July he was a prisoner for too many hours. The boredom and frustration of the daylight hours were under his skin like needles, goading, maddening. 

       The old fury kindled afresh every day, and especially when hunger gnawed at him. The yellow lights of the General Morley had beckoned, but he had not stepped inside the pub for weeks. It was not a taste for beer that bedeviled him, and old Flannegan’s regular drinkers only mocked a man who refused the offer of a pint. 

       The sky was a deep, rich blue, shot through with streamers of mauve, streaks of turquoise, but Crane’s mood was too bleak for him to see the beauty. Nor did he hear the softness of the wind in the thicket of willows which bordered Wykelam Beck, nor smell the sweetness of lilac and roses from the nearby cottage gardens.

       Before his eyes was a red veil, and his mouth ran with fresh saliva as the pub began to empty out, and they appeared.  

       Warm, living bodies. Bodies, he thought, which pulsed with the rhythms and cycles of men who lived and worked under the sun. And for the thousandth time he wondered what he had become. 

       He stepped out of the deep, purple shadows at the side of the livery stable, where he had stood for the last half hour. He had only been waiting for the old fool, Flannegan, to remember the time. He had heard the clock in the church tower strike eleven, and midnight. Drink was heavy on the publican’s voice as he called time at last. 

       Saliva rushed, for Nicholas knew what Gordie would taste like tonight. He had been drinking for hours, and the pungency of ale and Irish whiskey would be irresistible.

       First out through the door was the fat-bellied farmer, Herb Chegwidden, and behind him came the sexton and one of the grave diggers, both of them from Saint Margaret’s. They had been busy in the afternoon, Crane knew. On his way over the hill he had smelt the fresh earth in the churchyard, where a new plaster-cast angel gazed toward heaven and a marble headstone stood propped against a tree, waiting to be set in place. One of Chegwidden’s relations had been buried, and it was drinks all around tonight. 

       No grief twisted the farmer’s pudgy face. He looked smug, Crane thought, like a man who had just come into an extra fortune. Chegwidden paused on the rim of the lamplight which spilled from the pub’s open door. He belched, and Crane smelt the whiskey on his breath. For a moment he wondered how Chegwidden would taste ... how rich, since he was full of the Irish; and then he curled his lip at the farmer and his eyes passed on, looking for the one he wanted.

       He was hungry for more than blood tonight, and it was sweeter flesh he wanted, younger and more pliant than Chegwidden’s. Gordie McGuire was a few paces behind, unsteady on his feet and giggling as he collided with the door. 

       “Watch theeself, lad,” Flannegan told him unnecessarily as the other patrons dribbled out into the night. “You gunna get ’ome all right?” 

       “No,” Crane whispered, “he’s not, Mister Flannegan. He’s coming with me ... tonight and always.”

       No one heard. No one noticed Crane, who was once more submerged in the deep well of shadows by the stable. 

       “I’ll be careful, Russ,” Gordie slurred. “I’s ’ad a couple too many, s’all. I’ll sleep it off.”

       “Thee’s ’ad a skin-full, my lad,” Flannegan informed him.

       “Lay off, you two-faced bugger — you took the money fast enough.” Gordie gave the landlord a shove and staggered out. 

       “Well, get thee ’ome and get some shuteye,” Flannegan shouted after him. He shooed out the last of his customers, and the door thumped shut.

       Bolts slammed with a crackling sound, and as the lamps were doused inside Gordie aimed an obscene gesture at the closed door. He was giggling again as he wove a line away from the General Morley. He was headed in the rough direction of the bridge. The footpath on the other side would have taken him back to his lodgings.

       Nicholas Crane stepped out of the shadows. The moon was half full, loitering over the village. It cast just enough light into his face for Gordie to know him. The young man slewed toward him, and Nicholas caught him before he could fall.

       The bull-like strength was still new, still novel enough for Nicholas to revel in it. He had been strong all his life, but never like this. He hefted Gordie as if he were a child, or a toy, and James Gordon McGuire was a grown man of nineteen years, whose younger brother had already enlisted in the Army and been sent to fight in Africa.

       “Nick? Nicky, s’at you?” Gordie belched roundly.

       The smell of ale and whiskey taunted Crane. Saliva rushed once more, and he swallowed it as he set Gordie back onto his feet. “Careful, now, or you’ll plow the road up with your face. And it’s too nice a face to leave half of it in the dust.”

       “Thanks. I don’t usually get meself so soused,” Gordie said happily, “but old Herb was buying, and who’s gunna be enough of a saint to turn down a few drops of the Irish?”

       The farmer had stumbled on, into Stokeleigh. Crane had lost sight of him, around the meander of the stream, but he could still hear the shuffle of his steps, the unhealthy labor of his breathing. “What’s Chegwidden got to celebrate about?”

       “The death of ’is dear Uncle Harold,” Gordie slurred, “who jus’ passed on into the Great Beyond, and left ’im about forty acres and ... cows, an’ ... stuff.” 

       “I saw a fresh grave,” Crane whispered. 

       “You should’ve come to the funeral.” Gordie turned on the spot, as if trying to decide which way to stagger now. “There was good food, after, an’ all welcome, three o’clock this afternoon. I stuffed meself. Haven’t eaten so good since Christmas. Why didn’t you come? Herb would’ve fed you. He didn’t even recognize half the people who was there.” He squinted up at Nicholas. “Come to think of it, I never see you these days, unless it’s pitch bloody dark.”

       “I wouldn’t have been welcome.” Crane heard the chill in his own voice. “Not now. Not inside a church, Gordie, lad.”

       The young man spluttered a beery laugh. “You never were! You, inside a church? You’d be struck down dead by lightning, you would!”

       Crane’s hands closed about the younger man’s muscular upper arms and tightened. Fingers like steel bands dug in, between sinew and bone, and Gordie winced. He wriggled, hurting, but Crane would not release him. “What do you mean by that?”
       “By what? You’re bloody ’urting me, leggo o’ me! Nicky!”

       The fingers relaxed a fraction. “What did you mean, I’d be struck dead if I step into a church,” Crane insisted.

       “You bein’ ... well, you,” Gordie said sullenly. “Bloody heathen sodomite, and all ... that. You know. God’s not supposed to like it.” He slumped to the ground as Crane released him and knelt, rubbing his bruised arms.

       “And you?” Nicholas growled. “Does God loathe you any less?”

       “Eh, what?” Gordie glared up at him.

       “You,” Crane repeated. “Another heathen sodomite, same as me. Did a bolt from heaven smite you, when you parked your heathen buttocks on a pew in Father Massey’s church?”

       “Well ... no.” Gordie fended him off and struggled back up to his feet. “Gerroff, Nicky. I’ve got to get ’ome, ’fore I bloody pass out. You want me to sleep in the street? S’not dignified, that.”

       “Neither is getting so pissed you can’t stand up,” Crane said sharply. His tone softened then. “I’ll take care of you,” he assured Gordie in a voice as soft as dark silk. “You’ll be all right.” He brushed the heavy curls back from Gordie’s brow. “I’ll always look after you, like I always have.”

       The whiskey was hitting Gordie’s blood heavily by now. He would never have made it to the cottage at the far end of the village, where he was rooming with the miller’s family. In season, he labored for Chegwidden, cutting corn, haymaking, milking ... and he was going to be late for work in the morning. 

       As Gordie passed out cold, Crane caught him, ducked under his weight and took him easily over one shoulder. The burden was familiar. More than once, he had carried Gordie home after a celebration. 

       The shadows closed affectionately around him. No one saw as he passed under the willows, by the smithy. He crossed the stream not by the hump-backed bridge but by the old stepping stones. Reeds thickened the south bank but the way through was worn down by a hundred pairs of feet. The village children scorned to use the bridge. Beyond the reed thickets were fields, most of which belonged to Chegwidden. Nicholas knew every way through, every trail, shortcut and landmark. 

       He had left the horse hitched to the top rail of a fence. A soft snuffle from the darkness told him the animal was drowsing, and he woke her with a quiet word. She was a tall, long-legged black hunter with four white stockings. He would have relished the challenge of riding in the wake of a pack of baying foxhounds, of flying over obstacles and lying flat over the mare’s withers as she outpaced the rest of the hunt.

       But that world was closed to him. Those days would never return, and the memory of them only rekindled the fury under his heart. He thought of the winter sun, wan and pale over the forest, the blue of the sky reflected in the wind-tossed surface of Ulswater, the sound of the wind in the rigging and sails of the boat housed there, and the voices of gulls over the cliffs and bays where he had grown up.

       Now his world was darkness. It was night, as the single alternative to death, and no power of rage could give him back the sun, nor the blue of the noonday sky. 

       Blood was on his mind as he lifted Gordie over the mare’s shoulders. She shifted at the unaccustomed weight and then stood still as he mounted. He gathered the reins over Gordie’s back, and turned the horse south, over the hill. 

       A bridle track wound around Stokeleigh and came up on the other side of Chegwidden’s property, where the ancient, crumbling holy well stank of mildew and moss. Legends abounded in this shire, and as a child Crane had heard them all. The old folk told stories of the ghost in the ruins of CenrickCastle, of the hobs and boggarts infesting the cliffs out on the moor, the voices which wailed and cried out of the abandoned mine workings, and the bodies which sometimes floated to the surface of the bottomless bogs. 

       Crane knew every story, and he believed he had glimpsed the ghost, heard the strange voices from the shafts which, empty of copper, had not been worked in fifty years. But none of the stories was as monstrous as himself, he thought sourly as he let the mare pick her way through the blue-black shadows toward the holy well. None of the tales which frightened children was as bleak and terrible as himself.

       A storm of frustration made his nails raise blood in his palms. His tale could never be told. The telling would be death for him. And even now, Nicholas was not ready to die. 

       He smelt the mildew before he saw the well, and the odor of decay turned his belly. His heels touched the horse’s sides and she hurried her pace. Little remained of the well save a tumble of gray stone, but the spring that trickled out of the hillside kept the inside wet. The lore said the sick could be cured if they knelt there, tossed in a coin and prayed.

       It was a lie. Nicholas had fed too many coins into the rotten boulders, whispered too many prayers, until at last he cursed the saints and angels who had abandoned him in this sickness.

       Or had he damned himself? 

       The fear of damnation haunted him, and his eyes were blind to the widening meander of the stream, the yellow lights from the village, the silhouette of the steeple at St. Margaret’s. 

       The view from the hill by the holy well was one of the most beautiful in the county. She had loved it, when the starlight was brilliant at dark of the moon. She would walk here when the same moon was fat and bright as a carriage lantern, hanging over the woodland on the east fringe of the moor, and especially when the branches were skeletal after the gales of late autumn, before the first snows. 

       She
never felt the cold, nor cared about the darkness. She never walked in the sunlight, nor sprawled in the hot sand, felt its heat seeping into her bones while she listened to the mew gulls, her closed eyes turned to the sky and seeing only the richness of blood.

       She bathed in moonlight, rejoiced in the stars, and was in love with the night. To her, the moon was ‘she,’ and the sky was redolent with legend. Perseus, Pegasus, Andromeda and Hercules ... she had lived in a world of fantasy, Nicholas thought bitterly. She had lived for heroes who had not walked the earth in three thousand years.

       He glared at the summer stars now, for a moment trying to see the legends there, but they were just sparklets, glittering with a cold, fierce light which almost mocked him. She had been a little mad, he supposed. Beautiful as the night, white as a dove ... strong as steel. And mad. Almost as mad as himself.

       Across the saddle before him, Gordie McGuire groaned as he began to stir, and at the first sounds of retching, Crane stopped the horse and let the younger man slither to the ground. The smell of whiskey was pungent as he emptied his belly, and Crane’s lip curled in distaste. 

       For a long time Gordie crouched on his knees in the grass, until the dry heaves abated and he could lift his head again. He blinked stupidly up at the horse. “Nicky?”

       “Who else would rescue you?” Crane reached down and held out his hand. “You’re an idiot, Gordie. You should know when to stop drinking! Do you want to ride behind me? You’re in no condition to walk.”

       “Where are we goin’?”  Gordie wrenched himself to his feet with a grunt of effort. He was fractionally less drunk, but his world, perceived through his normal eyes, must be a kaleidoscope of spinning blue-black shadows.

       “My place,” Crane told him, soft, low and smooth. 

       “I have to get ’ome,” Gordie began.

       “The miller’s wife won’t have you in the house, not like this.” Crane took him by the forearm and pulled. How easy it was to lift him. As if Gordie’s brown flesh and solid bones and rich young blood were no more than a bundle of sticks and feathers. “Get yourself sobered up, you fool. Stagger home in the morning.”

       In the morning, when dawn streamed out of the east with floods of gold and pink, and the light became so blinding, it drove the leper, the villain, back into the shadows.

       Where a pariah belonged? Crane’s jaw clenched until the muscles ached. Had he damned himself? Did the saints and angels of that cursed holy well scorn and spurn him, not because of what he had grown to manhood to become, but because of what she had done to him?

       He closed his eyes as Gordie’s weight landed lightly on the mare’s broad haunches behind him. How hot he felt, Nicholas thought, as if Gordie were feverish. He always felt this way now. They all did ... any of them, the ones who worked and played in the daylight, so saturated in its beauty that they were indifferent to it.

       She had no desire for the sun. She had drawn him into another world, seduced him into her own love affair with the night. She wooed him with the exotic, blinded him with the great mystery of women, of whom he knew so little, no matter how many he had tumbled. She seduced him into a realm he had never imagined.

       And then the pain began, relentless and beating, and it was fury which haunted his dreams like a storm, dogged him through the long days of captivity, and on into nights which were filled with dread.

       A bead of sweat broke out as he recalled the silence of an abandoned house, the rank odor of death ... the riptide of his own rage. His palms crawled as they remembered the touch of wood and brick, as if the house itself were tainted. The darkness, so thick it seemed a knife would cut it. And her. He dragged his hands across his face as if he might wipe away both the crawling sensation and the rime of sweat. 

       He was damned, no doubt about it. 

       Gordie shifted against him, cuddled closer and sighed against his shoulder with a sound of idiotic contentment and the smell of a brewery. Arms went around Crane’s middle, hands clasped over his belly.

       “You’re going to have a head the size of Southampton docks in the morning,” Nicholas told him. Gordie only groaned in reply. “Well, sleep while you can. I’ll ...” Crane checked at the throaty sound of his own voice. “I’ll take care of you now.”  

       But Gordie did not hear. He was half asleep again as the mare moved off. She knew the way home, and Crane let her set the pace. Even at this time of the year, not long after the solstice of summer, true dawn was still two hours away. 

       Instinctively, at the thought of dawn, Nicholas’s hand went to the breast pocket of his shirt, searching for the dark glasses, making sure they were there, though he cursed himself for the reflex. Paranoia was catching, like the plague.

       The shortcut took him through the wide plot belonging to St. Margaret’s. Clouds had sprung up out of the northeast but the starlight was still bright, and his eyes were wide, like those of any nocturnal creature.

       For this was what Nicholas Crane had become: a thing of the night, forbidden the daylight no less surely than he was forbidden the sanctuary of the church, the comfort of holy communion ... the salvation, he imagined bleakly, of his immortal soul. 

       The tall iron gate squealed as he kicked it open. Within, two score graves were marked with headstones, some so old they were barely readable, others still so new, they were stark, white as bleached bones. A breeze whispered in the trees along the high wall; eyes glittered there, reflecting the stars with a dim light Nicholas could see easily. 

       A three-foot angel at the feet of ‘Charles Edward Roper, 1834 to 1902, may his rest be everlasting,’ pointed toward heaven with an expression of purity, or piety, on its androgynous, infuriating face. For months, those plaster-cast features had mocked Crane, and tonight the rage overwhelmed him. 

       His boot lashed out, blurring the angel’s features. Its nose spun away into the grass between Charles Edward Roper and his good lady, ‘Elizabeth Agnes, 1841 to 1903, beloved wife and mother.’ A second kick toppled the whole figure.

       “Sweet Mother of God in heaven!” Gordie was suddenly wide awake, both his hands like claws on Crane’s middle. “What in the name of Christ are you doing, Nick? This is  — Jesus, it’s bloody sacrilege!”

       “You don’t even know how to pronounce the word,” Crane growled.

       “You’ll be bloody cursed, you will! Have you gone mad?” Gordie bellowed.

       He was scrambling to be down off the horse, and Crane let him go. He fell with a dull sound, in the empty plot between the Ropers and three children who were all buried in the same hole in the winter of ‘87, when diphtheria rampaged through the shire.

       “Sweet Jesus Christ,” Gordie was whimpering as he dragged himself back up to his knees. “See what you’ve gone-and-done?” He hugged himself, eyes darting this way and that among the gravestones. “You’ll be cursed.”

       “I already am.” Crane heard the sourness of his own voice.

       “You — what?” Gordie peered up at him. “What are you on about, Nick? You’re being queer. I mean, queerer than usual. Here, this place is givin’ me the creeps. We shouldn’t be ’ere, not at this time o’ night.”

       “In a graveyard?” Bleakly, Crane surveyed the field of marble headstones. “You don’t know me, Gordie. You don't know me at all.” 

       “I’ve known you since I was a kid, knee-high to a milk churn.” Gordie’s voice rose sharply. “You’ve changed, Nicky. You ’aven’t been the same, since — since that woman of yours! I told you she was no good for you. I said she was queer, and she’d make you bloody queer an’ all, if you started listen’ to ’er stupid talk.”

       Every word cut like a knife, as if it laid bare Nicholas Crane’s soul and left it bleeding. The rage choked him like a fist on his throat. He looked down into Gordie’s face, and for the first time he saw fear there. They had not grown up together, for Nicholas was eleven years older, but since he was barely half-grown, Gordie had tagged along like a little brother. It was Nick Crane who gave him his first beer. And his first kiss.

       Tonight, fear whitened Gordie’s eyes as if he might bolt at any moment, and this time he would not be back. Drunk as he was, he had looked through the mask Crane wore, and he seen the truth behind it. Or did the whiskey dull his wits and clear his vision? 

       So she had reached out of the grave even here, even now. She reached out to take away even this, the mateship of young men who had been years together, sharing everything, before she came to the county. Rage coiled through him like a snake.

       “Nick? Christ, Nicky, are you all right? What’s wrong? Nicky!”

       He did not hear the panic in Gordie’s voice. In a heartbeat, the young man was stone-cold sober as shock coursed through him. 

       Crane’s vision was a field of red ... blood, wine, fire, dawn. He had waited too long, and he knew it. His hands closed on Gordie, trapping him before he could stagger away into the trees and pass out. 

       Bleating like a sacrificial goat, young McGuire let himself be dragged into the shadows and dumped in the straw-like grasses which grew thigh-high in the recesses between tree roots, where the mowers could not reach. 

       The earth was rich and thick there, soft as a mattress as Gordie went down, whimpering. “Nick? What’s wrong with you? What ’appened to you? You’re bloody ’urting me!”

       Bloody ... blood. 

       Wolven hunger twisted Crane’s belly and warped his reason. Saliva filled his mouth as he pressed Gordie into the earth. Some corner of his mind which could still think knew he had waited too long ... again. He had waited till a monster awoke inside him, and now all he could do was watch impotently, as it consumed him. He hated the creature, but even more, he hated his own helplessness before it, his inability to deny the beast, fight it off and lift his head in freedom. In sunlight.

       He heard coarse cotton rip through, and felt vaguely as hands beat a tattoo on his back. 

       “Nick! Nicky, not ’ere, you madman.” Gordie was sober now. “If you want a tumble, let’s go to your place. I want it in bed, I want it nice. Not ’ere. You listening to me? I am not doin’ it in this creepy place!”

       Not here? Where? What was he talking about? Crane’s mind had spun away, far beyond coherent thought. He had no concept of where he was, nor even who writhed and kicked beneath him as he pulled the shirt off Gordie McGuire’s broad torso. Fresh sweat and the musk of a healthy male animal only excited him. As he pressed his face against the young man’s breast he fumbled for the knife he always carried, along with the dark glasses. 

       The hair grew softest and thinnest in the delve of Gordie’s breast. Nicholas’s open mouth closed over the pale skin of one slab-like pectoral muscle. It hardened as Gordie tensed against him. Nicholas nuzzled the nipple, teased it with his teeth, bit down hard enough to make Gordie moan dizzily.

       The young man did not even notice as the scalpel-like knife stroked through the softness between breast and shoulder. A wound opened, deep, blood-hot and wet, and before it could even begin to smart Crane’s mouth was over it. 

       The body beneath Nicholas heaved and struggled. Gordie panted and tried to throw him off, but Crane’s strength was terrible. Gordie was wasting his time and breath. “Nick, you fuckin’ halfwit! Nick, gerroff me, we’ll get caught! Nick!”

       The protests were smothered by Crane’s palm, and at last Gordie surrendered and sprawled in the grass. He was gasping quietly in a mix of reluctant arousal and too much alcohol, but Crane heard nothing. Blood still gushed from the wound, but not a drop spilled. Nothing was wasted. His cheeks hollowed as he took it all, drinking the stuff of life from Gordie’s body as if he might suck out his soul.

       One nerve at a time, the madness ebbed like the tide. Awareness returned, sense by sense, before thought began to trickle back. He heard the wind in the grass first, smelt the man-musk of the body beneath him ... tasted the whiskey-richness of the blood in his throat. 

       Gordie lay still now, quivering, and when Crane lifted his head at last he looked down into wide, dark eyes. “What ... what did you do to me, you bugger?” Gordie’s voice demanded  “Did you bite me? You did, goddamn it, you bloody bit me. I’ll chew you up for that ... tomorrow.”

       Crane’s thoughts were still too dulled for him to find coherent words, but the old, familiar remorse had already begun. Anguish twisted inside him, burning like acid. He had done it again. The creature had possessed him. It had crushed with his hands, bitten with his teeth, drunk with his throat. 

       He wished he could speak, to soothe Gordie’s outrage, but another hunger was stirring in him, quickening his loins, making blood pound in every extremity. Rationale dimmed away again, leaving behind only instinct. He knew only what he wanted, needed. 

       The animal was still loose, rampaging inside him. It stirred against his thigh, a sword demanding attention. His nostrils flared as he smelt his own musk, mixed with Gordie’s into a heady brew. The whiskey was in him, too, now. From Gordie’s blood to his own. He felt it, shimmering in his nerve endings, a sublime intoxication. 

       He lapped at the cut he had made, but it was already closed, half-healed. It would be no more than a faint, livid line in the morning. The pain would have been short, and in the heat of the moment Gordie had not even noticed it. Nicholas’s tongue curled about Gordie’s nipple, and heard the young man’s breath catch in his throat.

       “Oh, Nicky, for chrissakes ... let’s go to your place. Not here! Not in a bloody graveyard.”

       Thought stirred, thick as molasses, words were difficult on his tongue, and Crane heard his own rich, dark chuckle as if from a great distance. “God won’t like it?”

       “I dunno about God,” Gordie mewled. “But there’s — there’s dead people everywhere!”

       “Dead,” Crane whispered, focusing over Gordie’s tousled head on the pure, infuriating plaster face he had kicked into the grass. The angel had no nose, but its loathsome piety was undimmed. Rage simmered in Crane’s belly at the sight of it. “Dead,” he whispered hoarsely. “Too dead to see what we’re doing here, or care. Like God.”

       “Like — what?” Gordie pushed at him. “You’re not making any sense. Nicky, please!”

       “You don’t know me,” Crane rasped. With deft fingers he flicked open Gordie’s belt buckle. 

       “Don’t be daft. I’ve always known you. Stop it. Nicky! Not ’ere! Not in a — a graveyard!”

       “There’s never a better time than now, never a better place than here.” Crane took a handful of trousers and underlinen and tugged. 

       “Nicky!” Gordie wailed. 

       The twice-drunk whiskey had hit Crane’s head, as surely as it had overcome McGuire. He laughed shortly, a harsh sound, like a bark. “Come on, Gordie, you want it. You always do.”

       “Oh, Christ,” Gordie sobbed. “Oh, Christ, I’m gunna be cursed, I’m gunna be cursed, I know it, gettin’ buggered in God’s holy backyard. Oh, my —”

       But he turned onto his knees, whimpering moistly as Nicholas dropped his own clothes in an untidy pile. Slick with sweat, Crane was on him, in him, before Gordie could even complain. 

       The plaster angel watched, pious and implacable as the sphinx. Hunger and passion always ran in tandem, and they were always spent in a storm which left Nicholas limp, shaking. Like a barbarian idol, the beast inside was appeased with blood, placated with flesh. Gordie groaned under him, heaving in rhythm, and as coming exploded along every nerve, Crane collapsed on him, with his cheek on the broad, muscular shoulder.

       Consciousness hung on. He did not dare sleep, though exhaustion sucked at his mind as if it could siphon him away through the cracks in reality, into a world of dreams. Nicholas fought his eyes open. At this time of the year, true dawn was never far enough away. The sun was his jailer, the daylight hours a more secure prison than anything designed by man. 

       He took a deep breath as thought seeped back into his mind. He smelt hay and humus, and fresh earth ... and Gordie. “Sweet Christ,” Nicholas murmured against McGuire’s broad back, “what have I done?” His head spun as he took his weight on both palms and his knees, and he uncoupled them with all the care he could manage. 

       Gordie knew nothing. He was sound asleep with his head on a pillow of grass, snuffling quietly. The cut on his chest had already healed, and the quick coupling had not hurt him much, if at all — he was far from virginal, and too drunk to care.

       But there was more — and Crane knew it, though Gordie would not realize the truth for some time. He stroked the younger man’s back and arms, turned him over and charted his breast with oddly gentle caresses Gordie never felt. 

       “What have I done?” Nicholas heard the note in his own voice, part horror, part remorse, part dreadful longing. 

       He had done what he had long wanted to do in his sane hours, before the beast broke loose and consumed him. He had wanted Gordie with him more than anything, sharing his prison, the eon of captivity between the summer’s dawn and dusk. 

       Even in the madness, he had known what he wanted. The creature had only taken what it needed, done what it must, and soon Gordie would be with him. Would be like him. 

       Crane knew this. Her voice murmured in his ears, speaking out of his memory — and out of the grave.  

       For the moment, a raw sense of triumph dispelled the remorse. He struggled to his feet and was casting about for his clothes when the first bird began to chatter in the thicket beyond the church. Nicholas sucked in a breath and swore as he became aware of the sky. 

       It was brightening with the silver-gray of false dawn and a surge of panic made his hands shake. He called Gordie’s name as he dressed, but the fool was out cold, bollock-naked where he had collapsed. Fumbling, cursing himself, Crane dragged the linen and trousers onto McGuire’s long legs.

       The horse was grazing unconcernedly among the headstones. As the birds began to chorus in earnest, Nicholas lifted Gordie’s dead weight up over the mare’s shoulders and swung up behind him. 

 

 

       

Chapter One

 

The honk of an automobile horn and the rattle of an internal combustion engine drew Vincent Bantry’s attention back to the road, and he turned over on the carriage blanket to watch the vehicle whir by. 

       It was an Argyll Voiturette, and its tiller steering made it obsolete already. Man was a restless beast, he decided. In less than a single decade the horseless carriage had progressed from being a noisy novelty to an accepted, indispensable tool of society. From a carriage chassis with a tiny engine mated to it like an unhappy grafting, it had developed into a genuine automobile. The Argyll Voiturette was vastly obsolete. Renault and Napier manufactured sleeker, faster vehicles. 

       One day, Bantry decided idly, he would own one simply as a toy.  Actually owning an automobile was the privilege of the rich. A status symbol. Not that Michael Flynn would have anything to do with the machine, even supposing one was already parked in one corner of the coach house. The reek of petroleum and exhaust fumes offended him no less than the raucous din of the engine. 

       He was, as Bantry had told him many times, an anachronism in a changing world. Michael refused to change along with it; and why should he? He was too wealthy, too cherished by influential friends. And too far divorced from the realm of mankind to be very much affected by what went on around him. 

       All this was part of the allure of the night. Darkness spun a cocoon about the realm of the changeling ... and the vampyre. They flourished when the city was at its most quiet, in the hours when stillness and silence held dominion. Change encroached more slowly in their world, and not at all if they refused to permit it.

       But Bantry had admitted long ago, he was hungry for the future. Flynn was merely amused by his enthusiasm for everything new. For himself, he had seen the centuries in and out, until he had become indifferent to the pageant of time. Bantry suspected he would become equally inured after many, many years — but only twelve years had sped by since he first stumbled into Flynn’s life, and much of the human endured in him. 

       Flynn loved him for the enduring humanity, but all the same teased him a little about it. Bantry took no offense. In the eyes of Michael Flynn ... of Jean Fourier, and Chabrier himself ... he was a child.

       Twelve years had left no slightest mark of age upon him. He was forty-four years old now, according to the calendar, but the face in the mirror belonged to a young man of thirty or so. Flynn was so old, the calendar was of no consequence, save as a source of rueful humor. And Chabrier was older yet, by so many centuries, a mortal could not begin to imagine his years. 

       Bantry was content to accept the role of the youth, and determined to enjoy his long probation. Chabrier had never questioned his presence among the changelings. Fourier and the beautiful Maria had welcomed him into their household. 

       But other vampyre were reluctant to welcome young changelings, and Bantry kept his silence, kept his eyes down, for he knew he must wait out the years, however long it took. The same vampyre who refused to acknowledge him had yet to completely accept Michael, despite Chabrier’s tireless efforts.

       It was six months since they had seen Chabrier. The vampyre was at a gallery in Vienna, attending a champagne supper in honor of the debut of Flynn’s new collection. The paintings were superb, and they wooed the public, and at least some of the critics. Michael had painted the Countess von Shoenvorts, cast in the role of Hera. She was a kind and intelligent woman of seventy, and he had flattered her, disguising her immense triple-chins. He had painted a study of the town of Vinci as seen from the balcony of the LeonardoMuseum. He had rendered Chabrier, vividly in oils, in the role of Marcus Aurelius with the lightless forest of Germania as his background ... and he had finished the study of Bantry himself, as Achilles. 

       The collection was a decade in the making, thirty-two paintings Flynn was sufficiently pleased with to display. He had attended the showing but stood back, gratefully leaving the limelight to Chabrier, who had arranged it. 

       The vampyre urged journalists to study the life-sized portrait of Aurelius while photographers burned phosphorus to capture it, but he refused to pose with it. Flynn merely watched, with wide, apprehensive eyes. His fervent hope, Bantry knew, was to go unnoticed. It was not that fame repelled him; but Michael was almost phobic about photographers.

       The camera was his enemy, and Bantry’s too, for it would soon disclose their most visible secrets. The changeling simply did not age. For some time their endless youth might be explained away with the story of the disease, the phototonic mydriasis; but if the press got hold of it, the newspapers would have a feast. Flynn would be spotlighted, and unexplainable secrets would soon come to light. 

       There was no record of his birth, and no records from any school, while elderly art patrons all over Europe remembered him from the days of their youth. Bantry could imagine the furor. The first headlines would read, ‘Brilliant young painter dying of incurable disease.’ And before long it would be, ‘Young artist at least eighty years old.’ 

       Michael would be expected to surrender himself for research, experiment; and Flynn had no more stomach for this than had any other changeling. It had happened to him once. Once was enough. 

       As Bantry watched, the Argyll Voiturette passed out of sight. He turned back to his companion, and found Flynn’s eyes on him. Moonlight flooded the water meadow below them. The wind was balmy, the breeze in the rushes a rustling, companionable whisper. Flynn was sketching with charcoal and vellum-surfaced paper. The view out as far as the Thames was taking shape as Bantry looked on. Later, it would be painted in oils. 

       Flynn painted scenes of sunlight, golden tones and brilliant blue skies, as if he longed for the sun. Yet he would deny the longing, if ever Bantry broached the subject. He swore it was a simple fascination for daylight, since a sunlit landscape was something he had not seen in so many centuries. 

       He painted the colors from memory, and Bantry thought they were too golden, though he never criticized. Flynn’s memory was playing tricks, and the paintings had a flavor of the fantastic. They were piquant with a tang of unreality, a glow which Michael invested in depictions of real things, real places. 

       But it was these very gold tones that wooed the rich old art patrons. Modern critics reviewed his work poorly, calling Flynn ‘a leftover from the Classical era’. But his patrons were delighted, and they paid handsomely for his work. The Achilles fetched a little over two thousand pounds. 

       Even now, Bantry blushed rosily as he remembered the bidding. He had sat in one corner of the auction rooms, scandalized both by the asking prices and by the inescapable fact that the painting on the dais — splendid in a heavy gilt frame — was a study of himself, almost entirely naked. 

       For weeks, every evening from sundown to midnight, he had sprawled on the couch at home, a bolt of Irish linen strewn haphazardly over his hip, just enough to render him a morsel of modesty. The dogs had wandered by at whim, and Flynn painted Diana also, at the feet of Achilles. At the warrior’s right hand was his Grecian armor; beside him was a helmet with a blood-red hackle, and in the background, a pastorale interpretation of the walls of the lost city. 

       The painting was beautiful. Even Bantry could not deny it, modesty aside. It had hung for three years in their home, and for another four in Chabrier’s hall, at his house in Vienna, before Chabrier himself suggested it should be one of the pieces featured in Flynn’s offering.

            “Why don’t you buy one?” Michael said quietly. Charcoal scratched over the heavy paper as he returned to the sketch.

       “Hm?” Intent on his memories of the art auction, Bantry was at a loss.

       “An automobile,” Flynn elaborated. “Since you so obviously want one, why don’t you buy one of the damned things? It would keep you occupied, I dare say! A noisy, dirty, smelly toy for overgrown schoolboys.”

       “Overgrown schoolboys?” Bantry pretended injury. “I shall take such jibes personally, Michael, I warn you. I’m a quarter century past any of that nonsense, and I was an officer in Her Majesty’s Army. Schoolboy, indeed.”

       “Well ... boy, at any rate,” Flynn amended. He reached over to caress Bantry’s nose with a charcoal smudge. “There. Warpaint suits you.”

       “Idiot.” Bantry lifted the vellum and charcoal out of Flynn’s unprotesting hands and dumped him onto the rug. Once, Flynn’s changeling strength would have made him the victor in any mock struggle between them, but no more. Bantry was still the larger, the heavier and more muscular of the two, and when the change had come over him, his natural strength had tripled. 

       Still, Flynn was strong, even for a changeling. His body was like whipcord, his muscles as taut as those of a healthy young animal. But Bantry was his match and more, and despite the awful disparity in their ages, every protective instinct came alive in Vincent. He would try to shield Michael as if he were a child, which often annoyed Flynn as much as it amused Chabrier and Fourier. 

       For himself, Bantry had no intention of mending his ways, and over the years Flynn had learned to endure; and to tease. Tonight, they wrestled on the carriage rug until Bantry had the artist’s slender wrists captured in one of his own large hands. Flynn was helpless. 

       “Boys will be boys,” he said resignedly. “If they must.”

       “They must.” Bantry stooped to kiss, reveling in the heat of Michael’s tongue. It was difficult to remember a time when Flynn had felt cool, even his mouth; and Bantry no longer cared to recall those times. 

       He preferred to kindle Flynn’s fierce passion, unleash it and bask in its heat. They had  grown accustomed to each other’s ways and wants. For Bantry, it was the heat of his body, the heady intoxication of brandy vapors, the storm surge of Flynn’s lust. And always the gentle delirium of blood.

       He bit into Flynn’s shoulder, for he knew how the tiny pleasure-pain inspired a wicked thrill. Beneath his mouth, the great vein throbbed with the pulses of life. Just twice, he had tasted Flynn’s blood. Once, in a hotel in Fontainebleau, the first time he had fed, as every changeling must ... the second time, very drunk on the fumes of fine spirits, at Fourier’s party for the end of the century. 

       New Year’s Eve, 1899: like all of Paris, the house was a blaze of lights. Offenbach and Strauss charmed couples onto the cleared floor to dance, and Maria was a vision in white, singing like a lark with McCormack, the Irishman who had wooed and won Rome’s opera stage. John McCormack was a favorite of Melba, and Melba herself could have been at Fourier’s house that night, but she was at Covent Garden with her own circle of worshippers. 

       Would she have outsung Maria Rinaldi? Bantry doubted it. Maria — or more properly Mario — was the last of the castrati. His lungs and gullet were those of a man, no matter the pitch of his singing voice. He had a vocal power no female body could match because of his very masculinity, the depth, shape and form of his gullet and vocal cords and yet he still commanded the incredible soprano range of the boy. The castration which preserved his voice when he was ten years old, was only the first of his changes. Greater change came later, in the year when he was seventeen. The vampyre Sabatini fell in love with him that summer. 

       Sabatini was long, long dead, killed by some mob in some purge, in Bucharest’s darkest times. Bantry never asked, and Mario never spoke of those days, but his eyes remained shadowed even a century later. Like Flynn’s Dionysus, Sabatini was a memory which would always endure. 

       And Mario would always be seventeen years old.

       Lifting his head from Flynn’s mouth, Bantry looked down into the face of a young Irishman, and he marveled again at the miracle of what was called a disease. Flynn smiled up at him, tugged once at the imprisoning hand, and then capitulated with a groan of resignation when Bantry refused to release him. 

       “What’s got into you tonight?” he wanted to know. “Are you brooding, Vince? Now, why, or for what? Do you need to feed?”

       “No, to both questions,” Bantry said softly. “I’m merely restless. Like,” he added with deliberate humor, “any schoolboy.”

       “Tired of your books and studies, no doubt,” Flynn guessed. “Seeking diversion? Shall we travel again? We’ve not been abroad since Vienna. Would you like to go to Greece? If I tell you the truth, I’ve begun to long for Greece, for the islands. The past is close enough to reach out and touch it, in Myknos and Crete.”

       “I’ve never visited Greece or the islands at all,” Bantry said thoughtfully, “though I’ve been looking at the artifacts with a dealer’s eye, of course, since old Henry Archer informed me of the markets.” He reached over to remove a strand of grass from Flynn’s hair, and drew a caress about his partner’s face. “Are you sure? Would Greece not simply remind you of scenes and times you‘d rather keep in their proper place? Don’t make yourself unhappy.”

       Flynn gave him an odd look. “How could thinking of Dionysus make me unhappy?” He shook his head slowly, thoughtfully. “You took away the cold, Vince. The long years after Dion died were a vacuum, empty of life, no matter where I went, what I did, or anything I learned. Sometimes I longed for the end, but I never found the courage to take my own life.”

       “I’d say, for once  cowardice served a purpose,” Bantry said wryly.

       “Perhaps.” Flynn wore a curious frown. “And then you came. Twelve years have been like twelve weeks.”

       “And Dion’s memory?”

       “Is easier to bear,” Flynn admitted.

       “You sometimes speak of him freely, now,” Bantry said softly. “Once, it hurt you so much to speak of him at all, you wouldn’t mention his name from one year to the next.”

       “I told you once, there was a mortal cold about me,” Flynn said candidly. “It was no exaggeration. I was nearer dead than alive, and happy to be so. Lonely,” he added, “as only one of our kind can be.” He reached up to brush his knuckles over Bantry’s smooth cheek. Like any changeling, Bantry’s beard grew so slowly, it might not have been there at all. “Greece, then?”

       Bantry stooped and kissed him again. “Greece. You’ll show me everything, and if I fall in love with it, perhaps we might buy a house in the islands. They tell me no one takes much notice of two men being together there.”

       “That’s not quite true,” Flynn said ruefully. “It’s quite accepted if men make love together for the fun of it, in Greece. But there’s little affection in the wrangling. They don’t kiss, you know! Kissing is the greatest intimacy there can be between people, men or women. Coupling can be rough and impersonal, nothing in it but the sex, raw and primal. Kissing is for love, for being lovers ... and even the Greeks draw the line at men being in love.”

       “But what of their history?” Bantry protested. “Love between men is called ‘Greek love’ after all. What of that?”

       “What indeed?” Flynn sat up and gathered his drawing materials. “In centuries gone by, a grown man might love a boy with his heart and soul, this is true. But when the boy became a man, it was finished. The young man would find himself a boy to love, and the older man would find another student, to teach ... to nurture, and to love. There’s your Greek ideal of love, Vince! Men and boys. All else was frowned upon, probably in the interests of democracy.”

       “Democracy?” Bantry echoed in tones of disbelief.

       “Of course. Think about it. If society allowed men to choose men, many would do just that, and just as often women would choose to settle with their own gender. Very soon, there’d be a dire shortage of babies ... bodies,” he added darkly, “for the army.” He had sobered, letting go any vestige of humor. “The prejudice is as old as the dream of empire, and there’s the reason, if you ask me! The god-kings and emperors of the golden ages always needed fresh bodies for the army, and they weren’t likely to get them if they allowed young people to emulate the Theban Band. Of course, there were always renegades, even then.”

       “Alexander,” Bantry observed, “and that Persian of his.”

       But Flynn made negative noises. “The Persian was just a gelded boy. Beautiful, like Mario, I imagine, but ... gelded, all the same. Alexander was at liberty to love him, even when the Persian was full-grown. Even in Mario’s youth, which is not too long ago, eunuchs were discounted, considered to be in the gray margins, neither men nor women. Tragic, really.

       “No, it was Alexander’s affection for his friend, Hephaistion a man, and older than Alexander himself — that flew in the face of convention. Hephaistion was a general. Was Alexander his boy? Good gods, what a thought! And Achilles, remember. Achilles was deeply in love with his young cousin, Patroclus, at a time when Patroclus was man enough to steal the armor, and go out and convince the Myrmidons he was Achilles.” 

       “So, Patroclus was no frail little wisp of a boy,” Bantry mused. 

       “And as for the love of Achilles,” Flynn said mildly, “you know the story. Or you should. Homer had it right, according to the tale whispered by Iphigenia into Chabrier’s own ear.”

       “Achilles killed Hector,” Bantry remembered, “and then he dragged the body behind his chariot until it was unrecognizable, before he sold it back to the king, Hector’s father.”

       Flynn’s face was dark with introspection. “Now, there was the kind of rage that’s torn down empires. Born,” he added, “out of the grief of losing a great love ... and there’s no salve for such grief, save blood.” He reached over to kiss. “There have always been renegades. There always will be. To say this is the law, and that is social convention is not the same as saying no one ever broke the law, no one ever defied society!”

       “And it remains the same in Greece today,” Bantry concluded.

       “Yes, with one exception. Provided we don’t actually kiss in public, no one’ll lift an eyebrow at two men together.” Flynn chuckled earthily. “Which will suffice, I believe. Besides, we’ll see little of the people, since there’s precious little night life in the islands. Since we’ll not be abroad in the daylight hours, the locals will scarcely notice we exist.” He was putting his materials back into the wide, red leather satchel. “I have enough to go on with. I think I’ll paint this tomorrow.”

       “The beginning of a new collection?” Bantry stood, brushing grass off his jacket. “Why, you could become rich and famous one day.”

       The dry humor inspired a chuckle. “Like you?” Flynn teased. 

       In fact, Bantry’s name had been respected for years. He was known widely as a dealer in the finest antique pieces from the near and far East. His library was a treasury of rare books covering Egypt, China and India, and he had written a work on Chinese antiques which had become a common reference on the shelves of art collectors. 

       Deliberately, he had avoided any mention of his own career, and the book carried a pseudonym. His publishers still occasionally pressed him, wanting a biographical work, but he refused. With a smile, he offered them fiction instead. 

       The fiction was not his own, though he could claim to have sorted and edited it. The stories were Flynn’s, written for him during the winter they had spent in Jean Fourier’s cottage on the Camargue, and expanded episodically over the years. Flynn would write a chapter as a gift — this piece for Bantry’s birthday, and that tale for Candlemas, another for the Easter festival, or for their anniversary. 

       The stories were as lush as a richly-embroidered tapestry, filled with light and love, and it pained Bantry to go through them, systematically editing out the lust and intimacy for the sake of propriety. He was sure there were readers, even in 1905, who would have relished tales of the love between men — but no publisher would have dared to print them. 

       Not yet, Bantry thought as he pulled on his jacket and adjusted the cuffs. But times would surely change, and if it took a century, Flynn’s stories would be printed in the form he had written them, unedited, explicit — and delicious.

       Flynn was whistling for the carriage horses, which had been turned loose to graze hours before. They had not strayed, and returned for the bribe of old apples and brown sugar. Bantry stroked their bony faces fondly as he fed them. They were no longer young, and would soon be put out to grass. The carriage itself was small and light, with brass lanterns fore and aft. Its bodywork was emerald green, the leatherwork burgundy red. Bantry struck a lucifer to light the wicks as Flynn buckled harness, and as the moon began to set they headed for home.

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

The Ealing house had been redecorated from cellar to attic only a year before. New carpets covered the boards on the ground floor, Indian rugs brightened the walls, and the air was sharp with the tang of beeswax which surrounded the walnut and cherry wood furniture. 

       And there were three dogs now. Diana was very old. She slept by the hearth most of the day, ambled around the garden, arthritic in one hip and blind in one eye. She seemed content to drowse away her last years in pampered comfort. Her companion, Orion, had died in his sleep two years before. He lay buried under the pear tree behind the coach house, where the grass was deep and greenest, and two young dogs ran the property now. 

       On a whim, Flynn had called the half-bred Irish setter Tara, for the russet-red color of his coat. His mother was pure bred, and his father was a hunting dog — no one was quite sure which, but Tara’s sire must have been enormous, since Tara was almost as large as his playmate. The wolfhound bitch, adopted from Fourier’s house as a puppy, was Salome, a name inspired by her huge, liquid brown eyes. 

       Dawn was still an hour away, and Bantry lingered in the stable, brushing down the horses while the dogs chased mice in the straw. Flynn had perched on a bale of hay and was studying his charcoal sketches, planning his color scheme. He had stripped in the basic tones, using broad swathes of oil pastel, before Bantry was finished with the horses. 

       The painting would take on flesh and spirit while the daylight hours unraveled, before they were free once more. Life was uncomplicated and full, and if Bantry ever longed for the sunlight, it was only rarely.

       Their bedroom window was tightly shuttered. The bed was still rumpled, and scents of lilac and honeysuckle rose from the linen. So acute were the changeling’s senses, the slightest dankness offended him.

       Often, Bantry wondered where the folklore had arisen, the tales of vampyre who haunted misty heaths, slept in filthy cellars, and took life with impunity. Nothing could have been further from the truth. He struggled to imagine Chabrier in a dank basement which reeked of mold, but the image was too absurd even to be amusing. 

       As he pulled the bedlinen straight, Flynn appeared with a pot of chamomile tea. It would be tepid or cold before it was touched, and it would replace fluids even changelings gave up, in talking and making love. Flynn set the smoked-glass teapot aside on the dresser and went through the ritual of checking the shutter. The sun was well up by now, and he was yawning, ready for sleep. 

       A single lamp lit the room only dimly, for eyes dilated with the mydriasis needed little light. Bantry watched the shimmer of his lover’s pale body, and not for the first time he was reminded of the breast of the swan. He caught Flynn against him as Michael dropped his shirt at the bedside, and passed his hands over warm, white velvet skin. 

       It was difficult to remember, now, that to any ‘normal’ human the same skin would feel chill. Flynn had felt like ice in Bantry’s own arms, so many years ago.

       “I swear, there’s sorcery in your hands,” Flynn said huskily. “They could rouse the dead.”

       “I’d be content if they roused the living.” Bantry chuckled. “And ... I believe they have.” 

       He was fondling the rewards for his efforts, and Flynn leaned heavily on him as passive desire coiled into urgency. Musk, long familiar, prickled Bantry’s sinuses, and he pressed Flynn into the thick quilt. Flynn arched his back, stretched until his joints crackled audibly, and looked up with wide eyes, dark as those of a doe.

       With deft fingers Bantry undressed him. How different they were, he thought. He felt a certain rueful amusement as he regarded his reflection in the long cheval mirror and then looked back at his lover. Flynn, as ever, was slim to the point of thinness, with the small joints and slender hands of the artist, and a pelt of fine, silken hair in the delve of his breast. 

       Nothing about Bantry had changed with the years. He was muscular, big-shouldered, his legs stocky, his joints strong, his chest almost entirely smooth. What he saw in the mirror left him unmoved, while the body sprawled beneath him filled him with desire. He knew Flynn would have said the opposite. Michael belittled his own looks, disregarded them. He saw nothing much attractive about himself. His ideal of beauty in a man was Bantry. 

       Or Dionysus, Bantry allowed, and his willful mind turned back to that painting, the work of Jacques-Louis David, which hung in the Louvre. ‘The Intervention of The Sabine Women’ depicted Dion, very naked and very beautiful; and even Bantry’s reluctant eye saw the wealth of similarity between himself and the Greek who had been Flynn’s  first love.

       The mattress dipped as he knelt. Flynn pulled him down, wanting to feel the weight of a man on him, and the power of the slender thighs which gripped tight about Bantry inspired an eager groan. His body was already throbbing with longing, with the need to possess, and he lifted his head from Flynn’s mouth, searching for approbation.

       Flynn gave it with a smile which mocked gently. “I want you. I have always wanted you. You know me well enough.”

       “Oh, I know you ... as if I’ve always known you, all my life,” Bantry whispered. Blindly he reached over, and his square, capable fingers brought a small glass jar from the bedside. 

       The fragrance of damasc roses danced in the senses as Flynn turned over. His body was limp with relaxation, and he opened readily to Bantry’s caresses. He was eager for the long-familiar flood of pleasure as he was coupled, and the delight began with oiled fingers and the scent of Turkish oils from a blue Venetian glass phial. 

       Bantry rested heavily on him, kissed his neck and ears, bit his lobes and his shoulders, lapped at his nipples, suckled there until Flynn whimpered. 

       He was free to use his teeth, and nibble as Flynn was not. Bantry’s teeth had never been filed — if Flynn were to bite into his lover’s flesh so deliciously he would draw blood.

       Blood. Bantry felt a deep gnaw of hunger as scarlet flooded the dark spaces of his mind. He was surprised, until he remembered how long it was since he had fed. He must feed again in the afternoon, he thought, while Michael laid out his canvass. Once the sharp pain of hunger had begun it would not stop. 

       Blood was life, rich, warm, pungent, like fine wine, mulled and spiced. He felt the pulses of Flynn’s body, like a kind of music, and felt them echoed in himself. He moaned softly, and buried his face in Flynn’s supple back.

       “Vince, what is it?” Flynn’s cheek rested on his forearm. His eyes were closed and he was still waiting. 

       “Hush, now.” Bantry took a deep breath to slow the surge of desire. His shaft lay, thick and hot, in the cleft of the small buttocks, and he had only to reach down, position himself, and let his own weight carry him inside. Flynn purred like a big, pampered cat, and when Bantry had his breath back he began to work.

       Still, the images of blood preoccupied his mind, and he could feel the life in Flynn, the vital force which pulsed with every breath, every beat of his heart. He lost track of time and reality, until climax surged over him without warning, leaving him panting and surprised. 

       Beneath him, Flynn was left needing. He groaned in frustration, but still, Bantry did not move, and Flynn’s wriggles betrayed his desperation. 

       “That was quick,” he muffled against the pillow. “What spoiled it for you?”

        “My own imaginings,” Bantry confessed breathlessly. As his head cleared he took his weight on hands and knees. “It was nothing you did — not what I wanted. Here, let me ...” He dropped a biting kiss on Flynn’s nape, and released him now.

       “Imagination?” Permitted to move, Flynn rolled over. “Something very wicked, was it?” The malachite eyes glittered. “Have you dressed me in leathers and lace? Like a pirate?” He was on his back, and arched sensuously. “Have you dressed me in silk  ... or have you undressed me altogether, save for — what is it, gold rings? Tell me.”

       “Just the pulses of you,” Bantry admitted. “You’re so alive under my hands, my mouth. I felt the rush of your blood, and I’m hungry. It was too seductive to be borne.”

       “Ah.” Flynn drew Bantry’s head down to his breast, an invitation to suckle. “Years ago, when we began, I’d feel scorched as I lay with you. Do you remember? You were hot to me, as if you blazed with fevers.”

       “As if I could forget,” Bantry chided.

       “The pulse of the blood in you was stronger then,” Flynn whispered. “You were mortal, I suppose. The life force is stronger in mortals than in us, though not as strong as it is in the vampyre.”

       “Dionysus,” Bantry said softly.

       “And Chabrier.” Flynn stroked his back. “I would feel it like a drumbeat beneath your skin. You made me ravenous with hunger, and I’d madden myself with dreams of feeding from you.” He arched again as Bantry suckled his nipples, teethed them sharply. “And then it was true,” he gasped, “and I had your blood. Mortal blood, sweet and hot and rich.” A vast shiver coursed through him, magnified as Bantry’s hand slipped between his legs and under him, stroking. “Oh, destroy me,” Flynn whispered. “Finish me. Sunder me,” he begged hoarsely as Bantry’s grip tightened, and he came suddenly, as if his own words tore climax from him. 

       Bantry lay still, propped on his elbow, watching him swim back up to awareness. Flynn chuckled, mocking only himself, and yawned eloquently. “I’ll feed later, while you paint,” Bantry said when the dark, changeling eyes had cleared. “The tea should be cool by now, if you’d take a cup.”

       “We need it,” Flynn said, struggling up against the pillows. “The amount we talk would render a normal human dry as a desert, let alone one of us ... and then there’s this.” He drew his fingertips through Bantry’s palm, where his own seed was slick and salt-bitter.

       A tiny shiver coursed down Bantry’s spine, and he was aware of Flynn’s eyes on him as he left the bed. At the basin on the dresser opposite, he washed, dried, and took two cups from the mug tree. Flynn sampled the tepid liquid and yawned again, and this time Bantry echoed it. 

       The summer nights were short, but they wasted few of the daylight hours, though they were captive until dusk. As he settled to sleep Bantry heard Tara and Salome, barking — probably at the neighbor’s cat, which mocked them from the cherry tree at the bottom of the garden. 

       He barely stirred, an hour later, as the boys arrived to look to the horses and wash the carriage. An automobile rattled up the street ... a voice called from the gateway. The postman? Bantry turned over, and buried his face in a pillow. 

       As usual, Flynn stirred first. He sat and stretched, and kisses on his back roused Bantry. His watch showed noon. It had surprised him, once, that the hours between dawn and noon could pass so quickly. The sun would be below the horizon again by eight at this time of year, late in summer, and they would be free to wander. Twilight was his favorite time of day. It was not bright enough to hurt the eyes, yet daylight endured, after a fashion, until very late.

       Eager to paint, Flynn was out of bed at once. He was still yawning, stretching awake as he gathered the materials he had discarded with his clothes hours before. He did not dress. When the weather was very warm and the nights only cool, he was more comfortable and at ease naked. To changelings, even England’s climate could be bakingly hot. Flynn was physically beautiful, and he knew Bantry loved to watch him. He had reverted to the habits of a lifetime. In the company of Dionysus, he had spent much of his time modeling. Nudity had become as natural to him as it must have been to primal man.

       Less at ease with his body, Bantry put on a light silk robe before he headed downstairs to collect the day’s post. 

       A picture card from Jean Fourier and Mario Rinaldi lay on the mat inside the door. Beneath it was a business letter from his publisher, and an item he had been expecting, postmarked Alexandria, three weeks before. He tore the envelope at once. 

       Mahmoud Hamdi was writing with news of the piece that should fetch a fortune for them both, at auction in London. It was crated already and would be dispatched by ship, on Bantry’s approval. A photograph was tucked into the letter, and a sketch, at full size. The relic was a statuette of a minor Second Dynasty pharaoh, cast in gold and inset with lapis lazuli. Bantry would definitely buy it — he had made the decision as soon as he saw it.

       The day’s Times lay on the rug at his feet and, letters read, he stooped to retrieve it. Politics dominated the day’s affairs again. It seemed the whole world was in turmoil. The war between Russia and Japan was eighteen months old, and its bloodshed shocked even Bantry. In so many ways he was fortunate. If his Army career had not come to an abrupt end, by now he would have been a full colonel in a decade when war was simmering everywhere. The Greeks and Turks were fighting again on Crete; Tangier was in chaos, and trouble was simmering in Egypt. Bantry’s eyes skimmed these stories, but it was the outside column, and a domestic item, that drew his attention.

       In recent years, he could find little interest in politics. He had seen too many power games, and far too many battlefields. However, the outer column of the paper’s front page detailed an apparent murder, and though he reviled violent crime, he had lost none of the human’s morbid fascination for it.

       Two paragraphs into the story of the hapless young Annie Starr, his mouth dried and his heart skipped a beat. He took the stairs two at a time, hurrying up to Michael’s studio, which was the house’s fourth spare bedchamber. 

       “Forgive the interruption, Michael, I think you’d better look at this.”

       Some note in his voice alerted Flynn. The broad canvas was already marked out and the first oil wash was in place, establishing the color areas, but he set down his brush and cleaned his hands. The room already smelt of turpentine and linseed oil. Bantry set the newspaper down on the bench among the artist’s tools. Flynn’s eyes were skimming the text too quickly, and Bantry said grimly,  

       “No, read it properly.” 

       Weight on his palms on the newspaper’s folds, Flynn read silently, not evincing much interest in the death of a luckless twenty-year-old girl until he also came to the third paragraph. Then his brow creased and he picked up the paper. 

       It detailed the county coroner’s report. “‘The young lady’,” he read slowly, “‘was identified by her brother, Lance Corporal Benjamin Starr. She was Anne Elizabeth Starr, unmarried, twenty years of age, and known to all as ‘Annie.’ She worked as a waitress in the dining room of the Lovelace Hotel in Tiverton, until her disappearance. Miss Starr was suffering from anemia, in addition to which her skin was severely scorched by the sun; it is assumed that she had been a captive for some time, unfed and maliciously exposed to the sun; and a good deal of the time she must have been drugged. 

       “’Devonshire’s most senior coroner, Mr. Arthur T. Leadbetter, said that although he found no traces of laudanum, nor other opiates, in her blood, some drug was certainly responsible for the condition of Miss Starr’s eyes at the time of her death. The pupils were greatly dilated, as is definitely not normal in persons who have been burned by the sun immediately prior to expiration’.” Flynn looked up over the paper, his expression dark. “Good Christ, Vince. Annie Starr was a changeling. She died a changeling’s death.”

       “She must have been,” Bantry agreed. “That isn’t the worst of it, though. Like so many changelings, this Annie could have been changed years ago for all we know, and simply suicided last week out of grief or depression. How many of us have done that? Too many. But ... I doubt it, Michael. Read the next paragraph.”

       “‘The Devonshire police will mount a large-scale investigation’,” Flynn read, “‘since this is the fourth young person found dead in the county in as many months. It is believed that there is a murderer at large who preys upon young people, most often young women, though at least one young man appears to have suffered the same fate, being confined, starved and drugged before at last he was killed’.” Flynn looked up at Bantry over the paper. “Oh, my gods. Do you know what this means?”

       “There’s a changeling, a man like us, in Devon,” Bantry said bleakly, “and apparently he’s preying on young people, changing them randomly, maliciously, for the sheer wickedness of it, then abandoning them to die.” He closed his eyes for a moment, forcing his mind away from the horror and back to the facts. “You realize, the girls and youths who are dying now were changed months ago. If our murderer is still at work, the papers will be reporting more and more of his victims in the months to come.”

       “Yes.” Flynn rubbed his hands together slowly, thoughtfully. “Damn, Vince, this is bad. Who could it be? A changeling? Not one of mine! In all the world, I have only one ... and he’s with me now, wearing a horrified expression.”

       “But how many changelings do we know in this country?” Bantry pulled a chair up to the table, hands clasped on the oilcloth. “There are twenty or so, as I recall, and every one of them I know is old, content and in love. I’ve always believed I was the youngest.”

       “You are,” Michael affirmed. “None of the others we know, either personally or by reputation, would do anything like this. So ...” He bit his lip in thought. “It can only be one of their changelings, someone unknown to us, and possibly half your age, Vince.” He shook his head bitterly. “The younger they are, the more dangerous they are, unpredictable, self-destructive.”

       “Not all,” Bantry argued.

       But Flynn did not seem to hear. “This is why the vampyre distrust and even revile us. We’re a danger to ourselves and everyone else. We should never have existed, and we never would have, save for the very humanity that endures at the heart of the vampyre.” He looked into Bantry’s eyes and smiled sadly. “They fall in love as easily do we, and when they
love a human ... it comes to tragedy.” He gave the canvas, barely begun as it was, a single glance, and the lid fell back into place on the wooden box of oil paints and brushes. “I’ll find the time to paint later. For now, there are more important things, I should say.”

       A bleakness Bantry had not seen in many years had returned to the dark malachite eyes, and he knew what Flynn was thinking. The same newspaper would be circulating at Scotland Yard, and when it reached a desk in Edward Farraday’s office, the detective’s brows would certainly rise. Farraday might not make any move to investigate, since Devonshire was far from his jurisdiction; but he would watch. 

       The man was only a few years off retirement now, and Bantry had not met him in person since the Putney Slasher casebooks were closed. He had no desire to be looking into Farraday’s face now, because the explanations and excuses must begin at once. 

       Neither he nor Flynn had aged a day since the fire at the insane asylum and the explosion, the train wreck in the night. Farraday was no fool. He was the consummate detective, Bantry thought. The man must have been born suspicious, and he could smell the curious, the ‘not quite right.’ Like the changelings who had slipped through his fingers once before.

            In the back of Michael’s notebook was a short list, the telephone numbers of the changeling households scattered through the English river country. When Flynn had first come to England, he had known none, but in fact six people like himself were living between Cambridge and Portsmouth at the time. 

       Now there were more, as one household swelled — always, there was safety in numbers — hived off and became two. Daughter covens split off the main stem in the same way. In the dark, ill days when the world seemed to be trying to destroy itself, many changelings and no few vampyre had hidden themselves within the secret circles of the Craft. No few changelings were hunted down, and died as witches. 

       But the Twentieth Century was already five years old. The Golden Dawn was free to practice openly. Alistaire Crowley, ‘the Beast himself,’ had not yet been incarcerated, and latter-day Druids were at liberty to bastardize the Old Religion at midsummer, at Stonehenge. 

       There were currents, Bantry decided, a delicate ebb and flow, about time and the course of human events. He had longed to see the new century bring in perfect freedom, but how could it? And if the kind of cruelty reported in today’s Times should be ascribed to a vampyre, any freedom at all for their kind and their changelings would be in jeopardy.

       “You’ve read the paper?” Flynn was saying into the heavy, black mouthpiece of the telephone. An associate in Belgravia had answered a moment before. “Yes, a tragedy. It wouldn’t be anyone we know...? No, of course not. And I don’t suppose you have any suspicions? One of us has made a changeling ... almost certainly by accident, and probably very recently. No, of course it isn’t Vince! Good God, what a thought. To begin with, Vince is already twelve years changed, and to finish with, he’s right here beside me, wearing as troubled a look as I’ve ever seen. That was a damned cheap shot, Oliver, quite beneath you ... oh, very well, if it was in jest, I suppose I’ll have to forgive you. Look, keep your ear to the ground, will you? And give my love to Adele. Take care.” He hung up the earpiece and exhaled hard. “Damn! One down. I think I’ll try Jack Hargraves. He’s halfway out in the wilds, with that home of his in Devonshire. You can see Dartmoor from his windows. If there’s any local gossip, he ought to know it.” 

       “Not that Jack is ever there,” Bantry said dryly. “You’re more likely to get Eleyna ... and you’re right. If it’s happening in her backyard, she’ll know.”

       John William Hargraves manufactured pianos and spinets, very good instruments which were in demand all over England and on the Continent. His house in Devon was the old country mansion of Barwick Hall, but most of the year it would be closed up due to his extensive traveling, unless Eleyna was in residence.

       “I’d be pleased to talk to Eleyna,” Flynn mused, already dialing the number. “I should have called her first. Ah, it’s ringing ...” He waited, his expression becoming exasperated, and he was about to hang up when a yawning voice answered at last. “It’s Michael Flynn calling. Might I speak to Mr. Hargraves or Miss Pomeroy?”

       “It’s Pomeroy speaking.” Her caustic tone brightened at once. “You’re calling me at last, Michael? You woke me ... I’m sorry, I was working till all hours.”

       Listening, his ear close to Flynn’s head and the telephone’s earpiece, Bantry had to smile. Eleyna was much younger than Michael. She was just over a century old, and while a human woman would have been a wraith by that age, like all of her people, the vampyratrix existed outside the millrace of time.  

       She had witnessed almost every day of the Nineteenth Century, and like Flynn, she had survived against the odds. Bantry knew her story only at third or fourth hand, but it was already legend among changelings. Her parents were butchered by the soldiers of Napoleon, in the wet, dreary summer of 1812. Vladislav and Isabeau, both unthinkably ancient, were victims of superstition. Before Napoleon marched on Moscow, Eleyna was on the road west — running, hiding, like ten thousand others. 

       By her own calculations, she was twelve years old, and she survived through the wit and ingenuity of a changeling of Jean Fourier’s generation, named Stefan. Few details of their story were known, for Eleyna would never speak of her youth, but Bantry knew Stefan was also killed. Napoleon’s army had nothing to do with his death; the riding accident took place in England, many years later, and not even a changeling would survive broken neck. The ones who told this story with relish swore Stefan and Eleyna had hidden among the Russian gypsies, to whom the word wampyr was a legend, not a curse; and that Stefan stole documents off a corpse, not long after they entered England illegally, aboard a freighter. 

       That day, the Russian changeling became George Pomeroy, and the now sixteen-year-old Eleyna passed as his foreign wife, a dark eyed, voluptuous girl who spoke not a word of English.      

       Like many of her people, Eleyna was a survivor. Bantry could only imagine what she had done, and had to do, to protect herself and Stefan. If Eleyna refused to speak of it, he respected her silence. She had seen the worst side of both humans — and men; and she often seemed to despise both, only slightly less than she despised the majority of the vampyre.

       She  scorned the Old Ones for the way they used humans, and then discarded them and neglected the changelings they had made. She spurned the vampyre for the way they slunk in the shadows, when they could have influenced the whole world — not politically, not on the battlefield, nor in the way David Lockwood had wanted to change it; but on a fundamental level, where people lived, human, changeling and vampyre alike.

       Her own chosen battlefield was suffrage, and she walked delicately on a thin veneer of ice. In this summer of 1905, many hundreds of women were in prison for their activities, Bantry knew, and if Eleyna were arrested, she would soon die. At the mere hint of what must seem to the prison doctor to be a hunger strike, she would be force-fed. The pain and humiliation of a tube forced through her nose into her belly was enough to deter most women, but for the vampyre it was a sentence of death. The danger was horribly real.

       So Eleyna wrote speeches for the Votes for Women movement; and against the explicit commands of the vampyre elders she had addressed Parliament twice. Hypaetia, Cornelius and even Chabrier — who had taken her part, argued for her before the elders — were furious. But short of fetching Eleyna to Vienna, Copenhagen or Prague to face the justice of the ancients, the Old Ones were powerless to order her.  Eleyna was the daughter of two worlds by choice, not by necessity, and she scorned them both.

       The crusade driving her life was the plight of females of either race — a cause Bantry applauded without reservation, though he could not foresee her winning much success in the short term. Women certainly deserved every chance in life, yet at the same time they often seemed to hold themselves back.

       He had read a transcript of Eleyna’s address to Parliament, and he admired the courage it took to stand up in public and deliver it, while Members on both sides of the house were screaming for her to be forcibly removed. 

       ‘Women lock themselves into Queen Victoria’s bygone age,’ she wrote, ‘with their whalebone stays, and fainting fits at the drop of an expletive. Foolish garments and even more foolish prudery make sure that women labor, physically, at a grave disadvantage. The very garments demanded by the convention they themselves uphold make them mince along like the symbol of female seduction, an engraved invitation to copulation which promptly twists into the dizzy spells of shock at the first syllable of coarse language. When this nonsense is overturned, then a glimmer of equality between the sexes will be seen.’ 

       Whether she was right or wrong, Bantry did not consider himself qualified to judge. As many women as men seemed to disagree with her, and all seemed to have their reasons. But Eleyna believed she had glimpsed a future in which women worked beside men, did the same jobs for the same pay, dressed like them, sweated like them — and cussed like them. 

       For this speech she was threatened with being hauled up before a magistrate to answer indecency charges. Yet she made a strong case, Bantry thought as he listened to the deep-throated voice on the telephone line. Even now she retained some faint hint of the Russian in her accent and tones, and in her childhood she had watched Russian peasant women labor in the fields, their strength and tenacity the equal of their husbands’. 

       But how long would equality for women take? And what of equality for the black man, the Chinaman ... the man who loved others of his gender?


       And the changeling, who might be any or all of those people at once.

       With an effort, Bantry shook himself back to the present. He made himself listen as Flynn said, “I’m so sorry this isn’t a social call, Eleyna. I believe I’ve owed you one for some time. I’m afraid we’ve just had the day’s paper, and there’s a shock in it for the likes of us.”

       “You mean our poor little Annie Starr,” Eleyna guessed. She sighed heavily. “Yes, and you’re right, Michael. It’s tragic. But do you know she’s the seventh? They could only have been changelings, what else?”

       “Six?” Flynn echoed. “There were six dead changelings before this one? I assume you’re quite certain of the facts? The newspaper mentioned only three others, including one young man who seems to have died a changeling’s death. Who were they, Eleyna? So many?”

       “Why would it be in your newspaper? They were just servant girls and laborers,” the vampyre said acidly. “One was a milk maid, another was a boy who worked over on the Tresillion estate. One of them, another boy, used to come here for piano lessons. Jack likes to dabble as a teacher when he’s in residence ... which isn’t often. Annie Starr was just a young girl ... very, very pretty, but just a girl.” She paused. “In fact, all of them were beautiful, girls and boys alike. Four girls, two boys, and the lads were barely old enough to shave.” She paused and added acidly, “Which probably means our murdering rogue is a man, wouldn’t you say?”

       Reluctantly, Flynn made noises of agreement. “A man, I suppose, but not a vampyre, surely? It couldn’t be! So who, Eleyna? Think back three months, or even six months. Who was in Cornwall or Devonshire?  What happened back then that was ... well, odd? There must have been some face that was new among our kind.”

       “Quite the opposite,” Eleyna said dryly. “As a matter of fact, Michael, one of our own community vanished.”

       “A changeling vanished?” Bantry demanded, close by the phone.

       “Who is this?” Eleyna barked. “Goddamn it, Flynn, is this a party line?”

       Flynn gave an arid little chuckle. “It’s just my Vincent, listening in.”

       “I should have known. Kiss him hello for me,” Eleyna said with a trace of mockery. And then, “It’s been too long since I saw you both.”

       A trace of genuine amusement glittered in Flynn’s eyes as he held the phone away and smacked Bantry’s mouth noisily. “Consider him kissed, Eleyna. Now, about this changeling who disappeared. It was in none of the papers.”

       “No, and nor would it be,” the vampyre said dismissively. “She ... it was a girl, not unlike Jean Fourier’s daughter. She eloped, apparently. She must have. The idiot was head over heels, crazy for a man. He wasn’t one of your young colts, but oh, he was pretty. Very pretty, if you like them big and brooding. Picture ... a blond Heathcliff storming across the moor, and you have him.” She paused and rethought the situation for a moment. “He was quite charming, actually. Name of Nicholas Crane.”

       “Human?” Bantry asked. “Mortal? A changeling eloped with a human?” It was rare enough for him to search his memory, hunting vainly for the last time it had happened. It had not — unless he counted himself and Flynn. Reality inspired a tiny shiver. 

       “Mortal? Nicholas is human enough to lie naked in the sun and tan until his skin is brown as berries.” Eleyna almost spat out the words. “Oh, I know him too. In the bloody-damned biblical sense of the word, if you choose to take my meaning! Nicholas has eyes as near silver as blue or green, the color of arctic jade. And a mane of dark gold hair.
Very pretty. So, who was in the slightest surprised when Pamela vanished utterly one night, and so did Nick? They must have eloped, as I told you. And they’ve not been seen since. Good gods, who’d come back to the wilds of Dartmoor? What of it, Michael? It’s a woman’s right to fall in love. If she’s damn-fool enough.” Her tone was leaden with cynicism.

       For some time Flynn was silent, regarding Bantry as he digested all she had said. “And this Pamela left no word of where she was going? Is that usual?”

       “For Pamela Ridley, it would be,” Eleyna admitted. “She was the most absent-minded of souls. Oh, kind and generous to a fault, and as beautiful as a summer’s night, Michael. Much more beautiful than Nicholas, if you ask me; but who’d ask me? She’s pale as a swan, because she was changed about thirty years ago — she’s not much older that you, Vince, and not much younger than me — with eyes the exact shade of cornflowers. I loved her dearly, even though she wouldn’t hear a word against her ridiculous Nicholas, not even from me. The man’s an inveterate rake, and eloping with Pamela isn’t going to change him.”

       “A rake,” Flynn mused. “It bodes ill for their future, Eleyna.” 

       Bantry inched closer to the telephone stand. “You ... um ... were intimate with him?”

       The vampyre laughed, deep and throaty. “I was curious. Let’s say, Nick satisfied my curiosity and we didn’t part as enemies. Good Christ, Vincent, who knows the antics of men better than you?”

       “Should I be insulted?” Bantry wondered, amused.

       “I think she means,” Flynn guessed, “you were in the Army.”

       “Exactly,” Eleyna said acerbically. “Nicky will take a roll in the hay, night or day, with anything in skirts or trousers. The shape of the toys beneath makes no difference to him, and he’s far too old to change. He must be thirty, I should think. Pamela thinks he’s a saint. She’s a fool ... and she has a sieve for a memory, Michael. Nothing stays in her head for longer than three minutes. I used to wonder if she kept a note of her own address, fully expecting to forget it. She’ll find out about her darling Nicky the hard way, and come creeping back to any changeling or vampyre house that’ll give her shelter until she can start again.”

       “I see.” Flynn’s teeth closed on his lip, worrying it. “So you believe there’s nothing to fret about. She and her beau, this Nick Crane, will be in France or Spain, living the good life. However, this leaves us with an unsavory question.” 

       “Which of us,” Bantry said darkly, “is murdering humans ... making changelings and abandoning them to die ... and why?” 

       “Yes.” Flynn hesitated, looking sidelong at Bantry. “Eleyna, will you be at home in Devonshire for long? Is Jack at home?”

       “Jack?” she echoed. “Was that a witticism? I haven’t see Jack in two months. I’ll be here at least till Christmas. I’ve work to do, Michael, and this place is quiet enough for me to get my teeth into it. Dartmoor’s silent as a crypt, which suits me fine at the moment.”

       “Then ... I think Vince and I ought to come out there,” Flynn said slowly, “and nose around. Your local police will surely be out of their depth, and there could be real trouble if they stumble on us. You know what I mean.”

       Her voice was low, little more than a growl. As she grew angry and agitated the Russian overtones returned. “Oh, I know what you mean. Constables are nosing around already. I’ve spoken with officers from the Tiverton station twice, and I expect to see them at my door again. There’s a retired detective, an ex-Scotland Yard man, living in the area, and I do not underestimate him. Are you hearing this, Vincent?”

       “I am,” Bantry assured her. “The detective?”

       “Our sturdy local constables are taxed to their fullest with the theft of a cow and the burning of a haystack, but an old Scotland Yard hack? Now ...  Inspector Daniel Warwick, Ret.,  presents a different picture.”

       “Damn,” Bantry whispered, and his thoughts returned to Edward Farraday.

       “So I’ll have you both as house guests,” Eleyna was saying. “Excellent. I’ll open up another room, Michael. Will you take the Exeter train? Tonight? Please do. There’s a westbound express that’ll suit you, I use it myself on the way back to London. It stops at Tiverton Junction.”

       “I’ll telephone the station,” Flynn promised dutifully. “We can find a hotel, Eleyna, if you prefer.”

       “I told you, it’s quiet as a tomb out here without friends, but I want to work. Have to work. I’m writing a novel, and the damned thing is being difficult. Perhaps you can help me, you or Vincent. The both of you write so well. I read his antiques book. It should have been dust dry, and wasn’t.”

       “We’ll be on the express,” Flynn assured her. “And my thanks, Eleyna.”

       “For what? Hospitality?” she chided. “Rather, I ought to be thanking you for relieving the monotony of this bloody wasteland. Jack’s spending so much time on the Continent these days, I wonder he doesn’t buy a home in France or Austria and just stay there. If it weren’t for Maurice, I should be insane by now.” She gave a snicker. “My paramour.
Another beautiful young man, equally as gorgeous as that rat, Nicholas Crane.
Or more so.” She paused and sighed. “Why can’t I fall in love? With Maurice ... with Pamela. Love doesn’t happen to me, Michael. For godsakes, tell me why. You may be the ‘batardo changeling,’ as Hypaetia calls you when neither you nor Chabrier is around to defend the Flynn honor, but you’re older than me. You’re supposed to be wiser.”

       “Am  I? I doubt if I am,” Michael said with a little self-mockery. “Are there bigger issues on your mind than love, perhaps, at this time in your life?” he suggested charitably. “Suffrage.
Votes for Women, and the writing of rebellious novels.” He stirred. “Until tonight, then, Eleyna.” He hung up the earpiece and glared at the ugly black shape of the telephone. “I could wish Luigi and Phoebe were here. I could send a wire, Vince, ask them to come.”

       “You’d involve Phoebe?” Bantry was surprised. “After what she suffered, I don’t think I’d like to see Phoebe Scozza within a thousand miles of any business remotely associated with murder.”

       “Then perhaps she should stay in Rome, with her mother, “ Flynn agreed. “But Luigi is mortal, and our confidant.” He gave Bantry a dark look. “Even now, he’d come if I asked it of him.”

       Bantry set a hand on Flynn’s shoulder. “Even now ... he still loves you. He always will. But he’s not young, Michael. And you know he’s working. He’d have to leave the opera company to manage itself in his absence, which could be ruinous.”

       “Still, we could make good his losses,” Flynn suggested. “He’s mortal, Vince.” The green eyes were dark as night, filled with misgivings. “Our kind are so vulnerable. Luigi would go out and do for us, with no fear of the sun ... and he would keep our secrets.” 

       But Flynn was clearly far from decided that Luigi Scozza had any place in the affairs of changelings so far from home. He shook his head, a gesture of resignation, and picked up his notebook. 

       With a frown, Bantry left him to work through the other numbers in a short list at the back of the book. As he began at the top, talking to a changeling in Knightsbridge, Bantry took the stairs two at a time. He threw the robe aside and dressed swiftly in flannels and shirt, before he called the dogs into the house. 

       They answered his whistle, pushed in through their flap-door in the scullery, and they were ready to be fed. The smell of raw meat reminded Bantry of how hungry he was. When Salome was finished he called her into the downstairs parlor, and patted the settee to fetch her up beside him. 

       Eventually, he had learned the trick of lulling an animal to sleep, but it was almost seven years before he mastered it. Until then, Michael had lulled Diana for him. One afternoon he had stumbled on the skill by accident, and now Salome was in his thrall without fuss, as easily as Bantry could enthrall a deer in the woods. 

       The skill worked on most humans too; it was similar to hypnosis, though not quite the same. He smiled at the dog as her brown eyes grew heavy, closed, and her head lolled on her paws. He brought out a little pearl-handled knife, which was honed like a scalpel. 

       She felt nothing, nor had she ever, as he parted the fur behind her ear, where the skin was fine and thin, and made a small cut. She tasted rich. Her blood was like the headiest of wine, bringing to mind heather and woods, a sharp winter’s wind, the thrill of the hunt. She had been rabbiting again, he guessed. Like Tara, she liked to wriggle through any gate left open, and get into the woods.

       He had taken all he needed when the cut dried. It was already almost healed beneath his mouth as his changeling’s saliva worked its odd magic. Replete, drowsy with satisfaction, he sat back on the settee, leaned heavily into the padding, and Salome woke. She rolled over in his lap for her belly to be rubbed, and he was still playing with her when Michael appeared .


       “I’ve spoken to everyone I know in this country who can be reached by telephone, every changeling, every vampyre, every human who keeps our secrets. They have nothing to add,” he said with obvious regret. “No one we know has made a changeling. The youngest is still yourself, hence Oliver Carson’s ill-placed humor.”

       “His cheap shot at my expense? Shall I punch his nose for it?” Bantry looked down into Salome’s face, and gave her a push off his knee. “If we’re going to make the evening train, we’ll need tickets.”

       “Already booked,” Flynn told him. “The wizardry of the telephone, Vince. I rang the station last of all. All we need is a bag or two packed, and a hansom for eight o’clock. The express leaves at nine. We should arrive around midnight.” He seemed to become aware of his nakedness for the first time, looked down at himself, and swore quietly. “And perhaps I ought to dress.”

       “Don’t bother on my account,” Bantry snorted. 

       In fact, lounging in the doorway without a stitch of clothing on him, Flynn was as lovely a sight as a man could have wished to see. Limelight suited him, gilding his skin, and the early autumn day was, to them, almost uncomfortably warm. 

       “Come here and sit with me a while instead, eh?” Bantry invited.

       Flynn summoned a wry smile, and joined him on the settee. Bantry’s fingertips traced patterns through the hair between his nipples, tickled him deliberately and wooed arousal. A hopeful erection lifted below his belly. 

       “Shameless,” Vincent accused.

       “Then keep your hands to yourself,” Flynn said dryly, “or else finish what you start!” 

       They mocked each other for the wantonness, taking refuge in a moment of rueful humor before Flynn stirred deliberately. He nipped Bantry’s neck with a kiss and rolled up off the settee. 

       “I’ll go up and pack. We’ll take the dogs, I think. I’ve no idea how well Eleyna is situated for entertaining a house full of changelings, and no idea how long we might be there.”

       “And besides,” Bantry added, “the dogs will enjoy a romp in the country. I fed them already ... and you?”

       “Later. I don’t feel the need just now,” Flynn told him restlessly, and was gone.

 

 

The cab pulled up the carriageway ten minutes after sundown, when the twilight colors had just begun to settle over the Ealing woods, smoky, mauve and blue. Three bags were packed, mounded at the door, and Bantry had the dogs leashed while Michael went about the house, locking shutters, closing windows, making secure. 

       The boys who looked after the horses would take a turn around the property every day, and inform the police if anything looked out of place. Flynn locked the front door without concern as Bantry passed baggage and dogs into the cab.

       Dinner was being served in the dining car as the express pulled out of London, but they sat in the bar, inhaling the vapors of a beautiful malt whisky, and with vague remarks declined the invitation to dine. Bantry watched Flynn’s cheeks brighten with the effects of the alcohol, and smiled. 

       “I remember a time you became thoroughly intoxicated on the scent of night blooming plants in my terrarium,” he said quietly, under the chatter of the bar’s other patrons.

       “I am ... susceptible,” Michael admitted.

       “A sensualist,” Bantry purred.         

       “Merely a hedonist,” Michael corrected expansively, and gave him a wink. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, I think you should be permitted the occasional luxury. Age before beauty, and all that.”

       “Age before...?” Bantry sat back to savor the sight of him, and shook his head over Flynn’s self image. 

       His gray suit was elegant, the silk shirt no whiter than his skin. The silver-handled cane which lay across his knees, drew the eye with its odd, Egyptian design. The ape, symbolizing wisdom, winked in the lamplight. Thoth’s eyes were inlaid with tiny slivers of emerald. The cane was very old and very valuable. Bantry fancied it would have raised a small fortune if it were for sale, but Michael would not have parted with it, supposing he was down to his last farthing. It had been the gift of Eliphas Levi, not long before he died. 

       Passing the whisky to and fro beneath his nose, Flynn looked back at him, with a glint of green-eyed amusement. 

       “What?” Bantry demanded. “Have I said something humorous?”

       “No.” Flynn sat back. “But you have ... a most remarkable face, cheri. Not only is it beautiful, but it’s also uncommonly expressive. It says so much that would get us both arrested.”

       Bantry blinked in surprise. “And what does it say?”

       “It says, ‘I love you’, and ‘love me’,” Flynn whispered. “There’s something about your mouth, some light in your eyes.”

       “Only when I look at you,” Bantry insisted.

       And Flynn laughed quietly. “Only then.” He paused and frowned into the whisky. “It isn’t that I’m jealous. But I am gratified there’s only me. If you were to love others, I’d understand. We’ve been together already for so long. Twelve years. I’m too old for jealousy and possessiveness, I admit ... but I’m gratified, as I said.”

       “You could as easily have eyes for others,” Bantry said bluffly. “There’s Chabrier, and I’ve known all along, you love him, and have been lovers with him in the past.”

       “I don’t deny it.” Flynn rimmed his glass with one index finger, brought the pad of that finger to his lips and left the merest trace of raw whisky there. Not quite to Bantry’s surprise, when he spoke his voice was hoarse, as if he had tossed back the whole glass, neat. “It isn’t the same, Vince. Chabrier and I belong to the past. We’re things of the past, lost in it, like all the others of our kind. You? You’re the future.”

       Such declarations never failed to move Bantry deeply. Had they been alone, he would have had Flynn in his arms. Here, now, he could not even offer Michael his hand, and the injustice stung as keenly as Flynn’s words had given pleasure. 

       He said very softly. “You’re everything to me. Past, present, future. Yet ... it’s entirely proper if you love Chabrier, for the vampyre was the life of you, once. How much do I owe him for that? One day I’ll fathom some way to repay the debt.”

       “One day, perhaps,” Flynn murmured, and his eyes lost focus as the abyss of the centuries drew him back, and down, to places and times Bantry could not share.

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

The train pulled into Tiverton Junction Station at ten, after making a thousand stops, and they collected dogs and baggage from the guard. A cab was still at the roadside, the driver and horse both sleeping. Flynn paid the man a shilling and directed him south, toward the wides of Dartmoor. The night was balmy, the wind warm, and the country was strangely beautiful. The treeless landscape could have seemed a barren wasteland, but it was washed by blue moonlight and looked as surreal as a frozen ocean. 

       The stars were blazing to the changelings, but the cabbie had his lamps fully unshuttered. Like a normal human, he found the night impenetrably dark.

       Five miles southwest of Tiverton, isolated and remote, with a view over half of Dartmoor, stood Barwick Hall. It dated from the days of the Prince Regent and had once belonged to a minor title — a marquis distantly related to royalty. When the man was ruined at the gambling tables, and in the dawn light hanged himself from the railings outside the chancery, the house changed hands cheaply. John Hargraves picked it up for a song and moved his household there. And his mistress.


       Like Luigi Scozza and later, Phoebe Lockwood-Scozza, ‘Gentleman Jack’ Hargraves knew. 

       He was old now, but in his day he was a concert pianist whose dark good looks, as surely as his talent, drew audiences to the recital hall. It was only a matter of time before the young man attracted the admiration of the Old Ones, and he might easily have been changed. 

       Had the offer of life everlasting and the world of night been made to Jack Hargraves? Bantry did not know, and Flynn never mention it. If the invitation had been issued, it was declined. Hargraves was well past seventy years old now, a tall old man, straight-backed, dark-eyed, silver-haired ... and he knew. 

       His mistress was the vampyre Eleyna, and his house had always been a refuge for changelings. But Hargraves traveled abroad much of the time. Business often took him to France, Germany, Italy, and in his absence Eleyna Pomeroy had always lived alone. The love remained between them, but it was platonic now. They were, Bantry knew, the best of friends; but they had not shared the same bed sheets in decades. They seemed content to argue amiably over politics and art, snicker at ribald human gossip, and sneer at the vampyre, of whom they both disapproved. They shared the costs of the upkeep of Barwick Hall, supported one another in all things and commiserated in the teeth of adversity — like family. Only the lust had waned, leaving the mortal John busy with his business, and the vampyre Eleyna pursuing the suffragette movement ... and, apparently, this young man called Maurice. Bantry wondered who the ‘boy’ could be; and if he also knew.        

       In fact, it was Maurice who answered the door as the cab left them at the gates. A thin mist was coiling over the moor, clinging to the low-lying places though the sky was clear. The young man was obviously cold. He was dressed heavily in sweaters and corduroys, though the changelings noticed nothing chill about the night air. 

       Barwick Hall blazed with lights, and the tinny sound of a gramophone issued from within. Gigli was not a favorite of Flynn’s; his operatic tenor was powerful but it soon made the listener’s throat ache, as if the music were being forced from him. McCormack was the tenor Bantry would have preferred. The Irishman sang with the same range, in a sweet, effortless Irish voice which gave the music an unfettered sound. 

       Maurice ushered them inside, slammed the door behind them and held his hands to the dogs, for them to get his scent.       

       “They won’t bite,” Flynn was assuring him. “They’re harmless beasts, unless Vince or myself should be threatened. You must be Maurice. Eleyna’s ... young man.”

       He looked up with a white-toothed smile. “Aye. Maurice Lawson,” he said with the stubborn remains of a Cornish accent which he would never be able to tame. He offered his hand first to Flynn, then to Bantry. “Don’t be fretted over the hounds. I love dogs.” His face creased as he chuckled at their antics. Salome was sniffing around his legs, and Tara’s wet nose in his crotch only seemed to amuse him.

       So this was Maurice. Bantry approved of Eleyna’s taste. The man was not physically beautiful to his own eyes, but Maurice could easily have been called ‘gorgeous.’ He was well-fleshed, and dressed in brown corduroy, a pale green shirt and dark red cable-knits. He might have been a gentleman farmer. His skin was tanned brown, his face expressive, and if his features were too sharp for Bantry’s own taste, his nose too large and his jaw blue with an evening’s beard, what of it? Good humor, intelligence and compassion had molded the lines of his face over thirty years or more, and Bantry liked what he saw. His hair was dark brown, falling over his forehead. He wore it a little long, which suited him, and he had the charming habit of raking it back, which only tousled it.

       Big, gentle hands petted the dogs as Maurice stood, and the Cornish accent thickened as he said, “Will you go straight up? Eleyna tells me you’re old friends, so we’ve no need to stand on ceremony. She’s working ... and maybe you can stop her. I’ve been trying for an hour.”

       Though they were loose to roam, the dogs stuck close to Bantry’s heels, save for sweet, fat old Diana, who would not leave Michael. Often, she climbed into his lap as if for him to feed, though it was never asked of her now. Flynn would pet her extravagantly while the young dogs were making a fuss out in the yards.

       Did Maurice know the dogs were changelings’ patrons? Did he know about Eleyna? Bantry wondered and kept his silence.

       A typewriter was clattering in the study at the top of the stairs; the lady was not even aware her guests had arrived until Michael’s fingertips tapped at the open door. She looked up over the machine, abandoned the work at once, and kicked back her chair. 

       Every wall was lined with shelves to the ceiling, and every shelf was laden with books. The hearth was cold and the window stood wide open to the night air. The lamplight was too low for Maurice to have worked comfortably, but it was bright enough for Bantry to see the red-gold of Eleyna’s hair, the dark blue of her eyes, as she beckoned them in. She gave her hands to Flynn and he stooped a little to kiss her cheek. 

       In stature she was deceptively tiny, and her grip was always astonishing. The vampyratrix gave her hands to Bantry next, and as she saw Maurice in the passage outside, she called,

       “Brandy, Maurice. Let’s have the Napoleon.” 

       He winked at her and vanished downstairs to fetch it. Eleyna left her hand in Bantry’s palm as she watched Maurice out of sight. 

       “What do you think of him?”

       “He’s quite the charmer, isn’t he?” Michael said cautiously. “I liked him at once. There’s something so alive about him, in every sense of the word. But tell me, does he keep your secrets safe, Eleyna?”

       “Hmm?” She stirred, and drew her hand from Bantry’s palm.  

       She was in a white blouse and dark blue skirt, deliberately simple clothes. Her shoes were flat-heeled, her body was uncorseted, and the thick red-blonde hair was braided at her nape. Nothing about her suggested the lady of society, much less the vampyre. 

       “I said,” Flynn repeated, “does Maurice know? About ... us.”

       With a flourish, Eleyna took the last sheet out of the typewriter. It slid into a manila folder, on top of an inch-thick stack. “Of course he does. Well ... part of it, at least. He knows enough. He believes I have a rare disease. What did that awful man call it?”

       “Which awful man?” Bantry subsided into the armchair by the open window and looked out across a field of writhing mist tendrils, like mating eels.

       “Phoebe’s father,” Flynn guessed quietly. “And the label he adhered to the ‘complaint’ was phototonic mydriasis.”

       An expression of distaste thinned Eleyna’s wide mouth. “It’s as good a name as any other. Maurice knows enough. I can’t tolerate light, can’t eat solid food, nor even drink much. I haven’t told him any more. Not yet. There’s no reason he should know the rest. He’s a lovely, lovely boy who frets for me, asking constantly if I’m ill or feeling unwell, as if the condition makes me sick. He’ll doubtlessly notice the two of you are similarly ‘afflicted,’ as he would say.”

       “And when he does?” Flynn was standing with his head at an angle, reading the spines of Eleyna’s many books. 

       “Make nothing of it, Michael,” she advised. “I told him the disease is rare but by no means unknown, and those who have it tend to stick together for support. He accepted this at once. It makes sense. And — dear boy that he is — he asked if he could help.” She was listening to him coming up the stairs, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “He’s just thirty years old. It’s almost unthinkable, isn’t it?”

       The observation amused Flynn. He perched on the window ledge beside Bantry’s chair, as Maurice returned with a salver, brandy tantalus and four balloons. 

       The priceless amber spirit tantalized the senses. Bantry brought a glass to his nose to savor its vapors. “I’ve been wondering if Pamela Ridley left any message at her home before she and the young man eloped. Did anyone trouble to look?”  

       Eleyna made doubtful noises as she brought Maurice down onto the leather couch beside her. She took his hand in her lap. “Not really. I looked around the door and peered in, through the letterbox, but the house was locked up tight. Who am I to break in?”

       “Still, someone’ll have to,” Flynn mused. “Is it far?”

       “Oh, a mile or two over the hill,” Eleyna told him, and checked in amusement. “You’re going to take up housebreaking?” She was mocking acerbically. “How absolutely wonderful. May I come along and keep an eye out for the Peelers?”

       “You certainly may not!” Flynn retorted, refusing to be mocked. “None of this is a game, Eleyna. Vince must be thinking the same as myself ... and I find myself wondering if your Pamela eloped at all. It may simply be, my dear, that the Peelers never found their bodies, plural.”

       “Bodies?” Bantry echoed, but he made the connection at once. “She and this Nicholas Crane character could both be dead.”

       “It’s highly likely.” Flynn lifted a brow at Eleyna. “You hadn’t thought of this, had you?”

       “But Nick Crane could have been a rugby player! And Pamela was like ... like us,” Eleyna said carefully. Maurice was absorbing every word. “And you know what that means.”         

       It meant Pamela Ridley would be strong, Bantry thought ... if she was alive at all. A tiny vampyre woman, like Eleyna, was as at least as strong as a normal human male. In the dead of night she saw as clearly as the human saw in broad daylight, and if she were wounded, she would not bleed. But the shortcomings to the ‘disease’ offset all this, and Bantry said carefully, grimly aware of Maurice’s attention on him, 

       “Being like us also means Miss Ridley would be burned alive in the daylight, and blinded in the sun.” He glanced at Maurice, saw the concern, the compassion, in his eyes. The young man’s hands tightened on Eleyna’s. “People like us,” Bantry added, speaking to them both, “are susceptible, vulnerable.”

       Maurice’s brow settled into a frown. “Then I take it you both have Eleyna’s ailment? Aye, so did Pamela. Queer, that so many people have it, yet the medical men know so little about it.”

       “They know nothing,” Eleyna corrected sharply.

       “Because the research is rather costly and much too painful,” Flynn added softly. “And it’s people like us who pay the price, Maurice. None of us cares to submit. We prefer self-preservation.” He gave Maurice a smile. “In other words, we hide.”

       “Oh, I can see the sense of your philosophy,” he said slowly. The Cornish was thick in his voice. “Still, if nobody studies it, and nobody makes the sacrifice and lets themselves be studied, then how’ll there ever be a cure?”

       Flynn leaned forward, elbows on his knees, gazing into the brandy glass as if it were a crystal hall. “Oh, it’s been studied, Mister Lawson. Deeply and thoroughly, and for years. There’s no cure yet, and it’s very possible there will never be one. The only certainty at this time is a great deal of pain for those unfortunate enough to be captured by the medical profession.” He looked sidelong at Bantry, and his face darkened.

       Till the day he died, Bantry would remember. The marrow could still cool in his bones. David Lockwood had been mad even then. His obsession amounted to insanity, and Flynn had been reduced to a living experiment, a laboratory rat, condemned to suffer in the name of science. The scene might have been different if an end, a cure, had ever been in sight, Bantry mused. But in the first place there was — as Flynn had said — no cure; and in the second, Bantry was at a loss to understand why anyone would want to be cured. And Lockwood had never been searching for a cure. His aim was to isolate the source of the infection, identify it, to win his knighthood ... and then to employ it, deliberately.

       Utopia. A world in which no one aged, there was no sickness, no need for food. The dream was seductive, but its dangers were legion. Lockwood’s Utopia was also a world in which only the brilliant and the beautiful were permitted to live. He had envisioned a nightmare state in which the authorities were permitted to ‘weed’, to root out all that did not measure up. 

       Bantry could still shiver as he thought through Lockwood’s dream of the future. He wondered how much Eleyna Pomeroy knew of the episode — enough, he decided, if her frowns at Flynn were any indication. She had known Michael only since the London auctions of his recent works, but she was vampyre born, and he had never kept secrets. 

       The Androcles and the Icarus had passed under the auctioneer’s hammer, and without hesitation Eleyna paid a high price for the Icarus when she recognized Chabrier. She had demanded to meet the artist, rightly claiming to be a friend of a friend. Changelings and vampyre, once they met as friends, often stuck together. Bantry approved.

       “No, no, I couldn’t believe it,” Eleyna was saying. “Pamela and Nicky can’t both be dead. I won’t have it, Michael.”

       “You won’t have it,” Maurice scoffed, “because it cuts too close to home. Think, Ellie! I’ve never known another woman with a brain like yours, but like all women, you only use it when you want to.”

       “Maurice!” She was halfway to her feet.

       He pulled her back down. “You know what I mean. There’s a lot of God-fearing folk in this parish. Pamela was pushing her luck, and she knew it.” He gave Flynn and Bantry a grim look, and with a lift of his chin indicated the house across the hill. “She and Nick were living in sin, and they didn’t care who knew it. And then ... well, Nick Crane has a bit of a reputation in these parts. You, uh, know about him?”

       Reluctant amusement made Bantry chuckle. “Eleyna told us. Any port in a storm, apparently.” 

       “He’s a man of somewhat ... shall we say, eclectic tastes,” Flynn added delicately.

       Maurice turned his eyes to the heavens. “Jesus! Nick even tried it on me! I reckon he’d have humped anything in this shire over sixteen and under sixty, and he didn’t much care if it was in skirts or trousers!” His expression shadowed. “And that alone, Ellie, in the end, could have got the pair of them killed. Folks around here don’t much care for the immorality of it all ... and then, there was a lot that didn’t trust Pamela.”

       His years as a magistrate in the East had honed certain of Bantry’s senses, and he fancied he knew the truth when he began to hear it. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. 

       “People in the area didn’t trust her? In what way?”

       “Because of the ailment.” Maurice gestured vaguely. “They thought it might be catching, like leprosy or lice! I told them a dozen times over ... if it was catching, I’d have it. And I haven’t. They never cared to believe a word I said.” He looked thoughtfully into Eleyna’s face. “Get enough ale into some of them, Ellie, and ...”

       She was always pale, vampyre-fair, but a shade more color seemed to have drained from her face. “I don’t want to believe it, Michael, Vince. But denial isn’t evidence. Good Christ, I’m starting to sound like one of Arthur’s ghastly characters. I do believe I’ve read a few too many stories in The Strand.” Annoyed with herself, she fended Maurice aside and snatched up a brandy. Like any of their kind, she only inhaled the vapors, but she held the balloon to her nose for a long time.

       “I think,” Flynn said quietly, “we should take a glance over Pamela Ridley’s house.”

       “You want me to get the police in?” Maurice stood. One arm curved around Eleyna’s waist, absurdly protective. “I can have Hadrian saddled up and be up in Tiverton —” 

       “Not, yet,” Flynn interrupted. “What do you say, Vince? I don’t think it’s a good idea to involve anyone else just yet. This is ... private, personal business, wouldn’t you say?”

       Changeling business, vampyre business, was what he wanted to say. Bantry heard the unspoken words. And the police were rarely welcome. They dug too deeply, meddled too far. Still, this was dangerous, digging into the lives and property of people who had vanished off the face of the earth, and Bantry weighed up every option. 

       “Time enough to bring the constables in if we see anything extraordinary,” he said carefully. 

       “Risky business?” Eleyna wondered. The brandy roughened her voice, but she was grimly sober.

       “Only if Vincent and I are seen, and apprehended as criminals,” Flynn said dryly. “Their house is over the hill, you said?”

       “Yes ... if you must go.” Eleyna looked far from convinced.

       “We must, no question about it.” Maurice drained his own brandy in a gulp that wasted the Napoleon. “Take the bridle path and ride by the holy well ... it’s not much more than a pile of crumbling stones, but you can’t miss it. Then turn down by the fence, pass by the churchyard, and you’ll come out on the Tiverton road. Ellie? Come on, lass! You know it’s got to be done. It’s this, or I’ll go straight for the police.” 

       A muscle in her jaw twitched, betraying the clench of muscles there. “All right. They live ... lived ... at the big house. Pamela leased it just last year. The locals call it The Larches, because of the — the damned larches, I suppose, and the garden’s full of thistles. It’s become rather run down as you’d imagine. The owners are abroad, they can’t have any clue about what’s happening here. The house has been abandoned since Pamela and Nicholas eloped.” She set her glass down with a clatter. “Will you take the horses? Maurice, would you show them the way?”

       “I suppose I should,” Maurice agreed, though he put on a squeamish face. “Christ, I hadn’t thought of it. Pamela and Nick — dead. You know. All this time I’ve been thinking about how romantic the elopement was, imagining them in Paris or Rome or somewhere, not that they could be ...”

       “Dead,” Flynn said icily. “For months.”

       Maurice shuddered animatedly.  “Best to have the truth out, maybe. It’ll be the shame of the county if somebody’s done the pair of them in, for their sins.” He kissed Eleyna’s white hand and was moving a moment later. “Nick Crane’s well-born, you know,” he said to Bantry and Flynn. “He’s not quite manor folk, but not far from it. He rode to hounds, dined out with the lordships and ladies, before they found out about his antics.”

       “The ... profligate behavior,” Flynn guessed. “The girls and boys.”

       “And the drinking, and the gambling,” Eleyna added darkly. “Understand me. Nicholas Crane is very beautiful, but he’s a cad, and a waster.” She paused. “At least, he was.”

       “And now,” Maurice added, “he could be dead. I could name you two or three of the old geysers, church-goers all, who drink in the boozers between here and Tiverton, and any one of them would’ve been glad to separate Crane from his breath.”

       “And maybe,” Bantry said thoughtfully, following Maurice up, “Nicholas overstepped the mark one day. Propositioned the wrong man — or the wrong man’s wife, daughter, son — and was strangled in a ditch.”

       “My gods.” Eleyna did not have to feign a shudder, and Bantry remembered she had slept with Crane at least once, for the sake of curiosity if not the man’s sheer animal magnetism. “You realize, if Nick has been lying face-down under the rhododendrons in Pamela’s shrubbery for months, I’m the one who’s going to have the joy of informing his parents!”

       “His parents?” Flynn sounded surprised. He had been gazing out into the blue-black night, hands in his pockets, apparently ignoring the conversation, but he turned back now. The lamplight glittered in the malachite eyes. “He has parents?”

       She gave him a pained look. “No, he was hatched. Of course he has bloody parents! He’s only of an age with Maurice, here. His parents are Gilbert and Daphne Crane. And, gods help me, I know them socially. They came to see me when Nicholas vanished into thin air.”

       “Why? And you told them what, exactly?” Flynn pressed.

       The vampyre eyes were dark as night. “They came here because I’ve been friendly with Pamela for years, and it’s no secret I have the same ailment. I told them what I believed: their son had left with a woman and wouldn’t be back. Few ... people,” she said carefully with a discreet glance at Maurice, “who enter our world return.”

       Few humans who entered the world of the vampyre ever left. Few mortals were invited inside, and no one ever blundered in by chance. Then, few humans would have been allowed to leave, even if they wanted to, for they would take with them too many dangerous secrets. It took more trust to let them go, Bantry thought bleakly, than to invite them in.

       The silence lasted a heartbeat before Maurice exploded, “That’s a damned strange thing to say, Eleyna. Your world? What’s that supposed to mean? You live in the same world as we all do!”

       “Do you think so?” Eleyna touched his face. “My darling Maurice, you are so young, and so naive.”

       “And so confused,” he said acidly. “You’re doing it again, Ellie.”

       Bantry was amused, but if he had been a cat his ears would have pricked. “Doing what?”

       For a long, elastic moment if seemed the young human would make a stand, demand answers which Eleyna might not be ready to give, but at last Maurice seemed to sense the impasse, and surrendered with an eloquent shrug of his wide shoulders. 

       “If you ask me ... and nobody does! ... she’s being too mysterious by half, keeping far too many skeletons in the closet, not trusting me ... keeping me shut outside of whatever the hell is going on.” He cocked his head at Eleyna. “You think I’m stupid?”

       “I didn’t say that.”

       “You said I was naive!”

       “It doesn’t mean the same thing.”

       “Eleyna!” His voice was deep, strong, and he smothered the roar of frustration too late. Color flushed his cheeks and his teeth ground for a moment before he said, “I’m sorry. They’re your skeletons. Keep them anywhere you like. Will I get the horses, Captain Bantry?”
       “Call me Vince,” Bantry invited thoughtfully. “And yes. We’ve no time to waste if we’re to do this tonight. It’ll be dawn all too soon. Will you keep the dogs inside, Eleyna? We don’t want them following us and getting into trouble. They’re city dogs, despite their breed, and they’d doubtlessly frighten your local sheep to death.”

       “Give me ten minutes.” Stony faced, Maurice was on his way from the room, when Eleyna called his name. He stopped in the doorway but did not turn back. “Later, Ellie.”

       He marched on, heavy-footed as he made his way down the stairs.

       “Well ... shit,” Eleyna swore with feeling.

       The expletive, sounding so odd on a woman’s lips, made Bantry lift a curious brow at her. “You should tell him, you know.”

       Anger made her eyes glitter. “In my own good time, Bantry.”

       “Eleyna, for the love of ...” Michael passed both hands across his face and took a deep breath. “Hold onto your temper. It’ll be the death of you, one day.” She opened her mouth to protest but he cut her off loudly. “It’s not our place to meddle in your affairs, but if you were to ask for the advice of a changeling who’s several times your age and supposed to be wiser, as well as older ...”

       “In,” she said between obviously clenched teeth, “my own good time. Maurice is a good boy. But that’s what he is — a boy.  I want him in my world, but only he can make the decision to join me in it ... and not only does he have to know what my world is before he can make any such decision, he has to hear it in exactly the right words, at exactly the right moment.”

       Bantry inhaled brandy vapors and welcomed the faint buzz in his senses. “He’ll never know, if you don’t tell him.”

       “And if the time is never right,” she said curtly, “I never will.” She turned a glare on Flynn. “Michael? You can’t say I’m wrong.”

       “No.” Flynn’s head shook slowly. “I did everything I could to keep Vince from learning the truth. I even ran away, fled like the most abject coward.” He cocked his head at Bantry, sharing rueful memories. “She’s far from wrong, Vince. Let it take its own time.”

       And Bantry could only agree. “And Pamela Ridley?”

       “What about her?” Eleyna took Flynn’s place at  the window. “The mist is clearing. It was only a thin veil, you often see them on the moor. There’s a breeze getting up. You can almost smell the sea.”

       “Pamela Ridley,” Bantry pressed, with a twist of irritation. He reminded himself forcibly, the woman was more than twice his own age, and had seen the worst the Nineteenth Century could produce, as well as the best. She might be tiny in stature, but she openly defied Hypaetia, Cornelius and Chabrier. She could have been part of their world for the asking, yet she preferred to keep a changeling house here. 

       Her face tightened, every angle sharpening, as she turned toward him. “You’re not asking about Pamela, are you?”

       “How much did Nicholas Crane know?” Flynn asked bluntly. 

       The question had clearly been on Eleyna’s mind. Her brows knitted and she did not answer at once. “Obviously, he knew she had the same affliction as the rest of us. But I don’t think even poor, feather-headed Pamela was foolish enough to display her skeletons to that wretch.”

       Flynn’s smile was faint and crooked. “You didn’t like Nicholas.”

       “Not much,” Eleyna affirmed. “Oh, I fancied him. There’s a world of difference, Michael. He put his hand on my knee one night when Pamela was somewhere else, entertaining guests from ... I never knew where.” She glared first at Flynn, then at Bantry. “I could either break his hand off at the wrist and feed it to him, or ... I tossed him on the couch right there in the corner. I had what I wanted from him, and showed him the door. He got a good deal more than he bargained for, and I do believe he was glad to go. I didn’t see him for weeks afterward.”

       Faintly scandalized, Bantry disguised a chuckle as a cough. “Yes, well, it was probably a new experience for a lad like him — being manhandled by a slip of a girl.”

       She drew herself up to her full height, very Russian, very vampyre in the soft gaslight. Bantry had seen the same look of pride, hauteur, in Chabrier’s eyes when his kind came under threat. A tirade was brewing behind the mask of her face, but Flynn stepped quickly between them.

       “You know well enough what he’s saying, Eleyna. We know what, and who, you are, but this Nicholas boy couldn’t possibly guess what he was blundering into. You satisfied your curiosity, amused yourself with him for an hour? Fine. You are vampyre. For ten thousand years your people have made their own laws, played by their own rules. We’re just changelings, caught halfway between your heritage and the world of humans.” 

       He tried a smile, and though she was far from appeased, she relented. “Yet it was the life you chose, Michael.”

       “Some of us choose it. Some of us accept it, when the only other option is to die,” Flynn said quietly. “It’s a twilight world, Eleyna. Sunlight is our enemy, the night embraces us, yet neither humans nor your people will have us. We dwell in a curious half-light, savoring the dusk, lingering to catch a glimpse of dawn.” He held out his hand, and Bantry took it. “And sometimes, rarely, a human — a mortal — wanders into our twilight and befriends us. Cherish them, Eleyna. Drive them away once too often, and they may not return.”

       At last she looked away and had the grace to duck her head. “I know. And I’ll tell Maurice when the time is right.”

       “When the words are right,” Bantry added. “Michael? Time’s wasting, and we’ve none to spare.”

 

       

       

 

Chapter Four

 

The stables behind Barwick Hall housed four horses. Two were carriage nags, and two were retired hunters, past their best, and lounging their years away as saddle hacks. Maurice had brought out and saddled both of the old hunters and one of the carriage horses, and they turned out through the wrought iron gates in half an hour. 

       The last tendrils of mist still writhed under the trees, but Eleyna was right, the smell of the sea was on the wind, and it was freshening the air. The weather was changing, the sky clearing as the wind swung about, southwesterly. Bantry saw a scattering of stars, and if he was any judge they would enjoy fair, warm nights for the next several days. Not that Maurice would have called them warm. He had put on a leather jacket and gloves. The most trying part of his partnership with Eleyna, Bantry thought, must be the vampyre’s preference for the chill, darkness, even winter nights.  Maurice seemed to have come to terms with it.

       Twisting in the saddle, Bantry looked back at John Hargraves’s house. The moon was up now, and the hall basked in the pure white light. From the windows gaslights beckoned, and as they rode out Gigli began again. The Italian seemed to be Eleyna’s favorite. Each, Bantry thought charitably, to his own. Maurice seemed indifferent to Eleyna’s tastes in music, which was fortunate: it was he who had to live with them.

       Dartmoor swept away toward the distant sea, starkly beautiful under the half-moon. The rise and fall of the landscape could almost have been the undulating surface of an ocean, frozen in a split second and preserved forever. 

       The horses knew the area well, and picked their own way along the bridle path up to the ancient, crumbling well. From the hilltop there was a view as far as Tiverton, and down to the villages, which huddled in the lee of windbreak hills. Woodland was sparse, and on the moor’s uplands, no trees grew at all. 

       Patches of forest clung stubbornly to the sheltered slopes and the valley bottoms, following the meanders of several streams, but the moor was oddly barren, as if a giant hand had swept away every copse, every thicket, leaving great swathes of bare rock and bog. Shepherds’ cottages nestled in a few sheltered places, with yellow lights and chimney smoke marking the homes of humans, and sheep called out of the blue darkness. 

       Nothing would change here in a century, Bantry thought, and he felt an odd tug, almost of longing. By the mound of crumbling stones he drew rein and wrinkled his nose at the taint of mildew. The locals might have called this a holy well for a thousand years, but to him it reeked like a boat which had been swamped and left to dry out by itself — or like a pile of wet, forgotten oilskins. Flynn and Maurice had not stopped, and he touched his heels to the sides of the old hunter, to catch them up. 

            How long was it since he had been in Devonshire? He remembered visiting his mother’s relatives here, years before he had put on an Army uniform for the first time. Those relations would probably still be alive, and in their seventies and eighties now. Unless they had moved on, he knew where to find them. He could ride up to the door of a human house, and knock. Would they recognize him? They would remember him as a boy of fifteen, and they would expect, now, to see a man in his middle forties. Vanity aside, Bantry knew the value of his own good looks; and the face in the mirror belonged to a changeling. Time was nothing — and of necessity he had cut all ties to family.

       He recognized the steeple of Saint Margaret’s, with its ancient clock and the bronze weather vane. A great-uncle on the distaff side of the Bantry clan was buried in the cemetery, but he could not recall the man’s surname, and there was little time to spare. The horses passed by the shoulder-high wall and tall iron gates. Inside, plaster and marble angels presided over a field of headstones. 

       An owl swooped out of the sycamores inside the wall and some small creature squealed once. The hunter perched on the horizontal spar of a cross to devour its prey. Bantry’s eyes were so acute in the moonlight, he saw every tone in the bird’s plumage, and the tiny rivulet of ruby-dark liquid, before it threw back its head and the vole was gone.

       The dead preoccupied him for a moment, and he frowned at the tall stained glass windows. A brace of candles burned inside; someone was working late. Bantry had not stepped inside a church since China, a friend’s wedding, and he felt the hair rise, prickling the back of his neck. Every legend swore the changeling would be struck dead as he or she crossed the threshold, and he felt a terrible urge to test the measure of the lore — to march up to that church door, knock, and stand under the roof of God’s house.

       “There it is.” 

       Maurice’s voice interrupted the reverie and Bantry blinked back to the present to find the young man pointing into the south. “The house?”

       “See that roof?” Maurice swung his horse toward it. 

       They left the churchyard behind and rode down by the fence of a pasture. Cows slept under the trees. The bright eyes of a fox gazed out from a thicket, and then were gone. Maurice’s pointing arm drew Bantry’s eye to the road below, at the bottom of the gentle incline. 

       “That’s the roof of the Carmichael place. Pamela Ridley took out a long lease on it,” he said saying, “and she might buy it eventually ... Jesus, if she’s alive.” He gave an animated shudder. “I always liked the house. It’s very private — it’d suit one of your lot to a tee. You have to approach from the road. There’s a good, six-foot wall and no gate on this side.”

       The night was almost silent; only the breeze, whimpering restlessly across the moor, and the bark of a distant dog, broke the stillness. The road was empty. The horses’ iron-shod hooves clattered noisily as they came up to the gate in the opposite wall; and there, Flynn kicked out of the stirrups and slid to the ground. 

       The hinges had been too long without oil. They squealed as he pushed open the wood-plank gate, and a bell rang on the lintel — quickly silenced as he reached up to palm its clapper. He spoke softly. 

       “Bring the horses inside, Vince. We can do without nosy policemen, and this must be on some constable’s ... what do they call it? A beat, a patch? Maurice, will you watch over the nags while Vince and I find a way in?”

       “All right,” Maurice muttered. “I don’t like the idea of breaking in. Pamela was only renting, remember. The lease runs out in October, far as I know. I told you, this is the old Carmichael place, it belongs to ‘General George’ and his wife — and I can tell you now, they’d have the law on us like a rash if we were caught breaking and entering.”

       “They’re abroad,” Flynn said acerbically.

       “But we’ll be careful,” Bantry promised.

       It was useless trying the doors. No one in his right mind would deliberately leave them unlocked. Flynn made his way through the jungle of thistles, and passed from window to window, peering through dirty glass at the heavy, closed curtains, and trying to lift a window here and there. The search was fruitless. 

       “Michael, think!” Bantry challenged quietly. Flynn turned toward him, eyes wide in the blue-black shadows. “If there was an unlocked window,” Bantry remonstrated, “the place would have been vandalized, or inhabited by a tribe of squatters by now.”


  
       “I know,” Flynn told him sharply. “That’s the very reason I was looking for an unlocked window ... I don’t want to blunder right into a nest of squatters and find myself looking down the business end of a rifle!”

       “I ... oh.” Bantry stooped for a fist-sized stone. “No signs of life?”

       “Not even a curtain twitched aside.”

       “Stand back, then,” Bantry advised.

       The sound of breaking glass was brittle as old bones in the night air. He had smashed only the tiniest pane beside the latch of the French windows which opened into the library. Flynn watched him knock out the jagged pieces with a polished pebble, and then he slid his own hand through to hunt for the handle. 

       “It’s damned stiff,” he muttered, jiggling the catch mechanism. But changeling fingers were strong, and in a moment more it gave. The French window swung inward. “I’ll fix something over the break before we leave,” he murmured as he stepped inside and closed the window behind them. “We wouldn’t want to be taken for vandals.”

       “Perish the thought,” Bantry agreed with a certain wry humor. 

       His nose wrinkled on dust, and the musty smell of a neglected house. They found themselves in a room filled with books. Like Eleyna’s study, the walls was
lined with shelves, but these were glass-fronted, and what walls were bare of shelves were lined with cabinets. Bantry saw a lectern and two desks in addition to a pair of winged armchairs, set to either side the fireplace. 

       “You notice, the furniture isn’t covered,” Flynn whispered. “Vince?”

       “If I were going to elope, and expected to return for my belongings,” Bantry said slowly, “I should put the furniture under dustsheets, wouldn’t you?”

       “I would,” Flynn agreed. “Perhaps it’s just this room. We’ll look further.”

       But the parlor furniture was similarly bare, and dust-dredged; and the study was the same. Bantry drew a fingertip along the mantel and left a clean swathe. The dust irritated his nose and he stifled a sneeze.

       “It seems Miss Ridley left in a great hurry,” he observed as they left the study and considered the stairs.

       “Of her own volition, I wonder? Or was she given little choice?” Flynn mused. “Abduction, do you suppose? I wonder if we should expect a ransom demand.” 

       “What, this late in the day?” Bantry demanded. “Why would a kidnapper wait so long? It’s been months.”

       “Perhaps her kidnapper has been ... toying with her,” Flynn suggested. His tone was grim. “A human being makes a most diverting toy, you know.”

       “I ... know.” 

       Seldom did Bantry’s thoughts take him back to the house of pain and pleasure he had visited in his search for Flynn. The hunt through London’s gutters was twelve years in the past, but he would never forget. The Spitfire Club had granted him one glimpse into the pit. It might have been a mirror in which was reflected the darker side of Man.The ecstasy of agony, the dark pleasures of dominion, the thrill of absolute ownership, even the power of life and death, over the captive body of another human being.


       As revolted as Bantry had always been by the concept, it fascinated him, as he was fascinated by the ugly, the macabre. If Pamela Ridley had been abducted months before, she could easily have died providing her abductor amusement — especially if the kidnapper knew nothing of her ‘ailment.’  Bantry’s innards twisted uncomfortably.

       Going ahead, deeper into the moldering house, Flynn had begun to peer into cupboards, closets. He checked the kitchen while Bantry took the scullery, but there was nothing to be found. 

       The cupboards were stocked with a few packets and tins — coffee, tea, golden syrup, flour, a dozen eggs arranged in waterglass. The presence of food in a changeling’s pantry might have surprised them, but according to Maurice, everyone knew Nicholas Crane lived here. 

       “It’s as if they just got up and walked out one night.” Flynn tried the faucet over the kitchen sink. It gave a squeal, and water trickled reluctantly. 

       “Walked out, or were dragged out,” Bantry wondered quietly.

       “There’s no sign of a struggle,” Flynn observed.

       “Not that we’ve seen yet — and they might have been snatched in the grounds.” Bantry looked out through the kitchen window, where he had opened the shutters wide. “If they were snatched, it wasn’t at night. You notice ...?”

       “The drapes and shutters are all closed. Oh, I noticed,” Flynn agreed. “Pamela being a changeling, she’d have opened them at twilight ... this house seems to have been abandoned in broad daylight. Damn. It looks bad, Vince.”

       “It stinks.” Bantry stirred. “You want to look further?”

       “We’ll have to.” Flynn shook himself, and headed for the stairs.   

       Both of the bedchambers were in disarray. The wide double bed in the main bedroom was unmade, its linen strewn back, as if its last occupant had every intention of coming back, yet never did. And here, too, the drapes were closed.

       With a sense of unease, Bantry went through the personal effects in the drawers of both the dresser and the wardrobe, and he called Michael to see. The wardrobe was half-filled with clothes belonging to a man, as well as to a woman.

       “Everyone knew a man lived here too,” Flynn mused. He examined the razor which was typical of the human male, the cologne, a man’s hairbrush, collar studs, cufflinks, nail clippers. “Nicholas Crane seems to have made himself at home.” 

       “Now, the question is,” Bantry went on, “Where the hell is Crane himself? If the couple didn’t elope, he might easily be another victim. Men make toys equally as rewarding as women.”

       Flynn gave him a haunted, haunting look. “Eleyna describes Nicholas as big, strong. What did she say, a blond Heathcliff? A man like that would have put up a fight. We should be looking for some sign of a fracas.”

       “If the abduction took place on the property here,” Bantry added. “They could have been snatched anywhere, Michael. Out of a carriage on the road ... a hotel across the country.”

       “You’re right, of course,” Flynn said soberly. “And if Nicholas was as beautiful as Eleyna seems to think ... some men would rather have a beautiful young lad to taunt than a girl. Girls are too easily broken, but a man will fight like a tiger. His body’s strong enough to take a good deal of punishment, and he’ll not swell with pregnancy after the abuse, and spoil his master’s enjoyment.”

       Again, Bantry’s mind was in the Spitfire Club, seeing and hearing sights which would bedevil him as long as he lived. He shook off the dread mood with an effort and forced himself back to the present. 

       He lifted aside the curtain to look out and down. Below the bedroom window was the back garden, where a plum tree was laden with spoiling fruit. He could smell it, rotting on the branch.

       “If Nicholas Crane was as beautiful as Eleyna says, he might have been taken out and sold,” he speculated bleakly. “Unless Crane was wealthy in his own right — but Eleyna would have said so. She thrives on gossip and scandal, doesn’t she? And she knows his parents.”

       “So Crane also was taken,” Flynn concluded. “Or were they both simply killed? No bodies were ever discovered, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be face-down in a ditch!” He gave the neglected, abandoned bedchamber a bitter look. “No one elopes and leaves their home — a house under lease! — in this condition.” 

       “Pamela Ridley had no reason to elope in any case.” Bantry closed up the dresser and wardrobe. “If she wanted to take this Nicholas as her lover, what of it?  She was changeling. We don’t live by human rules.”

       “Tell that to them.” Flynn nodded in the direction of the church and, beyond it, the village of Stokeleigh, where lights shone through the canopy of the woods. “This is a God-fearing parish, remember. It’s far from impossible Nicholas offended someone so badly, it cost him his life. And Pamela’s too. They weren’t married, but if she was as besotted with him as Eleyna thinks, and a mob came for him, she would get up and fight with a changeling’s strength, Vince.” He gave Bantry a dark look. “They would have killed her to get to Nicholas, and they’d be pleased to say she deserved it, for being a ‘loose woman’ as well as a plague carrier.” He touched Bantry’s cheek fleetingly. “Any of us will fight, at the last, to keep what we hold most dear. There may come such a time for us, sweetheart. A time to fight. Even a time to die for what we believe, what we feel.”

       “Many, many years from now ... and if we fight, we win,” Bantry said emphatically. He turned his back on the bedrooms. “There’s nothing here. What now? Attic, cellars?”

       “I’d say, we take a look at the wine cellar,” Flynn agreed. “The attic is too inaccessible. Whatever took place here, it happened suddenly and in confusion. No warning, and in full daylight. In the midst of that kind of chaos, one would opt for the cellar to hide, to take refuge. Unfortunately, it’s the hiding place changelings choose all too often, and they make themselves so predictable.”

       “If Pamela’s abductor, or her killer, knew she suffered the mydriasis,” Bantry mused, on the stairs behind him, “he or they would have known exactly where to look.” 

       “I was thinking the same.” Flynn paused at the foot of the stairs and began to cast about for a door leading down. “We can only hope she was able to leave a message before she was brought to grief.”

       Bantry shivered. “I don’t know what it is about this place. But —” 

       “It has the feel of a charnel house,” Flynn finished for him. “I feel it too. I’ve been feeling it for some time. It must be the dust, the rising damp. I can’t bear these places, Vince. Shut up houses and dank corners.” He gave Bantry his hand, and squeezed the larger, stronger fingers. “Where’s that British stiff upper lip they taught you in the Army?”

       “Doing me service now,” Bantry retorted. “No one stipulated that I had to enjoy it, however. The cellar, then. I believe it’s this way.”

       The door to the wine cellar was under the stairs, behind the cupboard. Flynn had already searched the cupboard and he bypassed it now. He tried the second door, and murmured in annoyance.

       “Locked?” Bantry wondered.

       “Locked, or stuck,” Flynn muttered. He tried it again, harder. The rosewood rattled in its frame but refused to budge. “Now, why would Pamela Ridley lock up the wine cellar before they left, after she and Nicholas just abandoned the rest of the house to go to ruin?” 

       “They might do it to deter thieves,” Bantry guessed. “There could be a small fortune in wines and spirits down below.”

       “Possible,” Flynn allowed. “Now, where would they have hidden the key?”

       “We don’t have time to look,” Bantry said tersely, “and I’ve little inclination to spend one minute longer here than we must. This place is making my flesh creep.” He slithered past Flynn in the small space in the alcove. “Here, help me.” 

       As he spoke, he was going through his pockets, hunting for the little ivory-handled knife. His eyes, like Flynn’s, were accustomed to the dense gloom, and where a human would have been blind, he could see what he was doing as he unfolded the pocket knife.

       A moment later Flynn stepped back to make space, and Bantry levered the brass pins out of the hinges. The door slumped as they were removed. The old, brittle iron of the lock snapped under pressure and the door moved just enough to allow him to shoulder it aside and worm his way through. Flynn was behind him, not yet inside, but looking through. 

       The well of darkness inside was so dense, not even changelings could see. “Wait a moment,” Flynn whispered. “I saw a branch of candles a moment ago.”

       He meant the ornamental candlestick on the hallway’s sideboard. Bantry stood at the door, feeling the crawl of his nerves, the rise of his hackles, as Michael went for the candelabrum. Something was bad here. He could almost smell it.  

       A lucifer lit all three candles, and Flynn passed the candelabrum through the gap before him, into the darkness, before be stepped through. Almost at once, he recoiled from the cellar, and collided with the door. Bantry’s fingers closed on his shoulder. 

       “Michael, what is it? I know you don’t like these places. Shall I go?”

       Flynn took a grip on himself with an obvious, visible effort, loosening the stiff collar of his shirt. “There’s something ... Vince, something is dead in here. It stinks, and it feels ... I don’t know. Bad.”

       “It feels dead,” Bantry agreed. “I know. I’ve been aware of it since I stepped through. Give me the candles and go back, Michael.”

       But Flynn straightened, his knuckles white on the antique pewter candlestick. “I’m all right. It might be something we ought to report to the police, but we’d better see what happened first.” His eyes gleamed with an unholy light, reflecting the candle flames. “If it’s another changeling, or even a vampyre, there could be terrible trouble. It would be safer to put a torch to the house and destroy the evidence than bring in the police and put the rest of us at risk.”

       “And let a murderer go free?” Bantry shook his head slowly. “Michael, we can’t. If we set free the same murderer who is changing young people and leaving them to die in ignorance, we become accomplices.”

       “I can’t believe a vampyre, or a changeling, would ever do such a thing.” Flynn’s voice shook as if he were trembling. “Still, the crime of it is something we must set to rights ourselves. It’s the worst of all crimes in our world,” he said grimly. “Bring in the police, and all of us, Vince, you and me and Eleyna too, could find ourselves in a laboratory! Worse yet, if the police discover that the ‘disease’ can be communicated, and they realize how many young people have been dying in this county, the manhunt will be on, for the killer ... the plague carrier. You could forgive them for thinking their murderer and their ‘Typhoid Mary’ are one and the same. Their list of suspects would be short. Every changeling they could identify would be on it, and the mere presence of the ‘vampyre disease’ in the victims would automatically exonerate humans. They’d never get to the truth, nor drop a noose around the real murderer’s neck, but you and I could die easily for what’s happened here.” 

       He was right. Bantry closed his eyes for a moment. “Bring the police in, and we open a nasty tin of maggots. We’d all suffer for it.” He gave Flynn a hard look. “It’s not going to be pleasant work, but I’ve done it before. I was a magistrate when I was out East, if you recall.”

       “Of course I remember,” Flynn said shortly.  He paused, and his tongue flicked out over dry lips. “I have the oddest feeling ... call it an intuition ... it’s probably Nicholas Crane who’s lying dead down below.”

       And Bantry could only agree. “I was thinking the same thing. Say ... big, handsome Nicky seduced some man’s wife, or propositioned some man’s son, and the local puritans came out here, witch hunting. They cornered Crane, perhaps in the gardens. The thistles have overgrown the place, you’d never tell if a struggle took place, not now.” 

       “If her darling Nicholas was assaulted,” Flynn said softly, “you know Pamela would use every ounce of that changeling strength of hers. She’d fight for him. Changelings have the ability, and the passion.”

       “Oh, I know.” Bantry searched for Flynn’s hand, and gave it a squeeze. “And she would be hard to stop, being so strong  — and because of the element of surprise. The men who tackled Nicholas would never expect to be knocked through a hedge by a slip of a girl. Still, if she were jumped by half a dozen men at once, they would stop her. After Pamela went down, there’s every chance Nicholas fought for her.”

       “And he was killed in the struggle,” Flynn said in an odd voice, “and his body was dumped down here while Pamela was dragged away. Oh, God.” He closed his eyes for a moment and his face became a mask of resolve. “Go ahead, Vince.  I’ll be right behind you.” 

       He handed over the candelabrum, but would not leave the cellar, and they stepped into the thick darkness together. With exaggerated caution they went down the short stone stairway. Bantry’s stomach heaved dryly at the stench and the oppressive feeling of death, but he clenched his teeth and kept his eyes on the light of the candles. 

       At the bottom of the stairs Flynn stopped, casting about to left and right, peering between serried ranks of tall, dark wood wine racks, most of which were empty. Bantry saw it a split second before Michael, and then Flynn murmured in revulsion as he too saw the corpse. 

       It had been lying here for a long time. Death must have occurred several months ago, Bantry thought, for it was almost dry, not quite a mummified husk, but not far from it. The flesh had dried out, contracted back to the shape of the underlying bones, even in the chill of the cellar. As important as the temperature was the humidity of the environment in which the dead lay; without sufficient open air around it, a body would never completely dry out. Lock the unembalmed remains into a steamer trunk, seal it up tight and come back in five years, or ten, and the results — as Bantry had once discovered for himself — were far from pleasant. 

       During his Army career he had not consciously set out to make a study of murder, but as a magistrate he held the Sword of Damocles over the heads of the accused. One mistake sent the innocent to the scaffold, and he soon learned to trust no evidence but his own. 

       Nothing of the beautiful features remained, though the satin gown was quite intact and the hair was still neatly coiffured. Pamela Ridley’s body lay where it had been dumped, flat on its back, one arm outstretched, the other lying on her breast, the fingers curled as if she were holding something, though the hand was empty now. 

       And there was a hole in her middle the size of a tea cup. It was all too obviously a shotgun wound. Bantry saw this at a glance, though the body was dried and shrunken.

       They looked at it for long enough to see all they needed, and swiftly withdrew to the door at the top of the stairs. In the candlelight, Flynn was some hue between white and green, as if at any moment he might be violently ill. Bantry felt little better.

       He passed the candlestick to Michael, wedged the cellar door back into place and pushed his partner onto one side of the little Persian ottoman, which stood against the wall. 

       Flynn leaned his head back against gold flock wallpaper, eyes closed, and as Bantry watched, he forced in several deep breaths and revived. “I wish I had your stomach,” he said ruefully.

       “I was almost as sickened,” Bantry admitted, “but I’ve seen so much ... the battlefield isn’t a pretty place. One becomes hardened. Cruelly so. I’m only grateful that, despite all your years, there’s still enough about you that’s gentle for you to be overcome.” He blew out the candles and sank down onto the ottoman. “Now what, Michael?” He took Flynn’s hands in his own. For the first time in years, he felt cold, and Bantry chafed his fingers.

       “She was murdered, wasn’t she?” Flynn whispered. 

       “A single shotgun blast, right in the middle,” Bantry said grimly. “The injury — not even a changeling would recover. Did Pamela hide in the cellar when someone broke into the house?”

       “I’d say so.” Flynn’s words were slow, deliberate. “The curtains and shutters tell us, the intruders came in daylight. She couldn’t run, couldn’t get out, so she hid in the safest place she knew. She was found ... gunned down and left where she fell, rather than being buried in the fields, or even in her own shrubbery.” 

       “Which doesn’t surprise me.” Bantry made a face. “I, for one, would not like to carry about a body almost torn in two by a shotgun. True enough, we changelings don’t bleed much, but there’s a great deal about a torn body that tends to ... leak, shall we say?”

       “So someone broke in. She saw the shotgun, and like a sensible woman, she hid. However, the intruder knew exactly where to look for her. Perhaps he knew about her ‘disease?’ The attic is too hard to get into in a hurry. She retreated to the cellar out of necessity and they knew just where to look. She was cornered there, and killed where she stood.”

       “Or the intruder simply searched the whole house,” Bantry reasoned. “The cellar might have been the last place to look.”

       “Yes.” Flynn rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “What troubles me is, what became of Nicholas Crane? If he were here and if he fought, he was almost certainly killed.” 

       “Perhaps he died elsewhere. He might have been taken,” Bantry speculated, “for revenge ... to be punished for his crimes.” He stirred. “There’s another possibility.” He lifted a brow at Flynn. “Nicholas might not have been here when the intruders came either for him or for Pamela. Consider this: it wasn’t the antics of the parish’s ‘bad lad’ that put the fire into the bellies of the locals. It was Pamela’s disease. Say, blind fear brought them here, and the witch hunt wasn’t about punishing the womanizer, the profligate —”

       “It was about purging the plague carrier, driving her out of the shire,” Flynn finished. “My gods, Vince, you could be right. Remember, Eleyna says there have been seven deaths, including Annie Starr. All of them changelings.” He stood, both hands clenched into the mass of his hair. “Some local got hold of the knowledge that the condition is passable, like a contagion, and they traced it to Pamela Ridley.” His eyes widened. “Eleyna was lucky. She could have been the next on their list.”

       “They might not know about her yet. She keeps a lower profile and looks more like an eccentric, a scholar.” Bantry was eager to get out of the house, and took a step back toward the door. “Eleyna’s known, mostly, as the reclusive and probably insane Russian mistress of ‘Gentleman Jack’ Hargraves, champion of the suffragette movement. Give the locals time,” he added bleakly. “A word about her ‘ailment,’ as Maurice calls it, and she could easily be next. Christ! Maurice could be fighting for her the way Nicholas would have fought, if he were here. The mob probably chose their moment — when they knew he’d be gone for a long while, and Pamela was imprisoned by the daylight, at home and alone.” 

       “But ...” Flynn’s brow creased as he thought it through. “If Crane wasn’t here, if he returned later and found the body, why didn’t he report the murder to the police? Why is she lying dead in a locked cellar?”

       Bantry sighed. “I see two possibilities, and one is as dire as the other. I like neither of them.”

       “I’m listening,” Flynn said shrewdly, as if he were thinking along similar lines. 

       “One. Pamela had made her darling Nicholas privy to her secrets,” Bantry began. “At some point, she stopped passing herself off as the victim of a rare illness, and told him the truth. Opened a window for him into the world of the changeling, the vampyre. Then, suddenly she was dead, and Nicholas might not want to involve the police. In her memory, he’d want to keep the authorities well away from ... us. And we owe him a favor for his circumspection.”

       “All ... right,” Flynn agreed. “Second possibility?” And the look on his face was bleak. He had already made the intuitive leap. He knew what Bantry was about to say.

       “The last alternative is much worse.” He met Michael’s eyes levelly. “Nicholas Crane could be her killer. He simply murdered Pamela after a lovers’ tiff and left. He’s the one who sealed the cellar, took what he wanted from the house, locked it up and vanished in broad daylight.”

       “Damn,” Flynn murmured. “Everyone assumed the young lovers had eloped together to get away from public opinion, which was set against them for ‘living in sin.’ The local community was glad when they left, so no one came looking, nothing was ever reported.” 

       “And all the while,” Bantry said sourly, “they could both be dead. Can you stay here for a moment, Michael? I have to go back down.”

       “In the name of God, why?” Flynn demanded

       “The shotgun.” Bantry made a face. “I didn’t see the weapon.” 

       “If it’s there,” Flynn warned, “keep your hands well off it. You know the tricks the police scientists are pulling these days. Put your fingerprints on that gun, Vince, and  they’d be happy to hang you for the murder. They could name you as the man who came between the happy couple, and hang Nick Crane’s death on you as well.”

       Bantry’s face was grim. “I’ll be careful. Stay here.”

       He breathed deeply, several times, before stepping back into the cellar, and then held his breath. Shadows lurked around the walls of Pamela Ridley’s tomb, complicating his vision, but in less than a minute Bantry was sure the shotgun had been taken away. He had not told Michael, but at the same time as looking for the gun, he was also looking for a second body. 

       Most common shotguns were double-barreled. One barrel had gutted Pamela like a fish, but changeling and vampyre women were as strong as mortal men, and they bled slowly. Had the gun discharged in a struggle? Had the other barrel been fired — and, at whom?

       But the cellar offered no more information. The dried husk of the woman’s body was alone, and he saw no sign either of the gun, or of a second discharge. No wall or wine rack was peppered with buckshot.

       At last even his changeling lungs began to burn and he was glad to make his way out. He wedged the door again, rested his weight on the wall there, and dragged the dusty air to the bottom of his lungs four, five times before he could speak. 

       Flynn had not moved a muscle. “Anything?”

       But Bantry shook his head and gestured Michael toward the library, and the French windows through which they would leave. “Nothing. I’d half expected to find Nick Crane there somewhere, collapsed under one of the racks, or behind the steamer trunks. He could be anywhere. The fact is, he could be dead and buried under the rhododendrons ... he could also be living high on Pamela’s diamonds in Venice or Alexandria. How would we ever know?”

       A sigh escaped Flynn. “So we’ve happened on a double mystery. Pamela Ridley is dead and her lover has vanished; but where’s the connection between this and the girls and youths who’ve been dying changelings’ deaths?”

       “I have no idea,” Bantry admitted, shepherding Flynn into the library as he spoke. “I can see no connection whatever. Just ghastly coincidence. And you can believe me, Michael, coincidence has been enough to get men hung.” 

       “I’ve lived long enough to see it, too often.” Flynn drew his fingertips over his scalp, back and forth, rubbing away the tightness. “And I want to find Nicholas Crane ... dead or alive, Vince.” He gave the cellar door a bleak, bitter glance over one shoulder. “There are few enough of us who have learned to survive and prosper, without us being killed for our jewels after some ridiculous lovers’ row!” He was angry.

       “There’s not one scrap of evidence, much less proof, that Crane killed her,” Bantry said sharply. “More than likely, the county’s ‘bad lad’ is lying in a shallow grave within half a mile of this house.”

       “There’s also no evidence to say he didn’t murder her,” Flynn added, “and even the chance he did is too much for me to stomach. Our kind are not immune to accident, and we’re terribly vulnerable to violence.” He paused to think, and gave Bantry a shrewd look. “Would you agree with me, that if Nick Crane is the killer, he’ll have left the country?”

       “It’s a fair assumption.” Bantry took a breath of the library’s dusty air. Moonlight shafted in through the tall windows, where he had moved a curtain aside, and motes floated there like fairy dust. 

       “Then, if Crane is to be found,” Flynn went on, “we need help. A manhunt is far beyond the abilities of the changeling community.”

       “Yet the changeling community will want him hunted down.” Bantry swung open the French window and took a grateful breath of the cool, fresh air. “They’ll want him back. Revenge.”

       “Justice,” Flynn argued.

       “In the end, it’s the same ... and I’m not arguing the rightness of it.” Bantry moved aside to let Flynn step out before him, and set the lock. Only one tiny pane was broken, and it could easily be covered.

       “I think,” Flynn began, and hesitated. 

       Bantry knew what he was going to say. “If we want Nicholas Crane tracked down and fetched back to face vampyre justice, no less surely than David Lockwood, we’ve no choice. We have to report this to the local police.”

       Flynn took a deep breath. “As much as I hate to agree, yes.” His teeth closed on his lip for a moment, and he frowned at the house. “It’s become the question of a dead body now, hasn’t it? I don’t think there’s much they can learn from a body in that condition, that will involve us. Is there?” He lifted a brow at Bantry. “It’s a husk. There’d be no way to tell, surely, that Pamela had ever been a changeling. I don’t know very much about police and their methods, save that they’re getting more clever all the time. Fingerprints,” he added bitterly. “The fingerprint records will be the doom of us, Vince, if we ever let them get us on file.”

       He was right. Very deliberately, Bantry pulled a handkerchief from his inside pocket. Going back into the house with exaggerated caution, he retraced their steps, wiping any surface they might have touched. He had read the same articles in The Times, and like any changeling, his marrow had chilled. 

       Since his duty in the East, he had known the name of Sir Edward Richard Henry, who had commanded the Bengal Police for many years. For a decade before he returned to England, Henry had used fingerprints to identify criminals, and in 1901 the London Metropolitan Police opened their ‘fingerprint file.’ 

       Tens of thousands of known criminals were already on record, as were suspects, and the files mushroomed each year. Once fingerprints were recorded, there would be little chance of a changeling returning to London after an absence of twenty years, and passing himself off as his own son to explain away his agelessness. Fingerprinting was as dangerous as the art of the photographer. Changelings avoided the police now more than ever.

       Every surface they might have touched was clean, as far as Bantry knew. As he returned to Flynn he resolved to wear gloves in future, if he was to continue the career of the amateur cracksman. 

       “Done,” he said tersely. “We’ll be safe, even if the local police dust the whole house. And you know they will.”

       “They must,” Flynn said with a grim fatalism. “Still, I’m sure there’s nothing they can learn about our ‘ailment’ from Pamela Ridley’s remains. It’s simply the body a dead woman.”

       “It’s almost dried out, closer to wood than human flesh.” Bantry suppressed an involuntary shudder. “All you could tell from examining it is what we saw for ourselves, so we’d be safe to involve the law. She was gunned down and left to lie where she fell, and I’d say about three months have gone by since she died. No less.”

       “And the police,” Flynn said slowly, “will be investigating a simple murder. There’s nothing to involve our community. Just the classic case: the body with the gunshot wound ... and the missing lover.” He checked the time. The gold case of his pocketwatch winked in the moonlight. “We could go into Tiverton at twilight tomorrow. It’s already after two, and at this time of year the sun won’t be more than two hours away.”

       “Tomorrow evening,” Bantry agreed. And then, “Enough of this for one night! This whole sorry mess will keep. God knows, the poor woman won’t be going anywhere, and if Nicholas is out there somewhere ...”

       The garden had become a jungle of thistles and weeds but the honeysuckle had survived. Its night-blooming flowers gave off waves of honey-sweet, intoxicating perfume. Bantry felt the buzz of it in his ears as he inhaled deeply, wanting it to smother the smell of death which lingered in his nostrils. 

       Flynn had picked his way through the briars, back to the gate where Maurice waited with the horses. The young man passed him the reins of both hunters, and Flynn said quietly, 

       “We found her, Maurice. Pamela Ridley is in the cellar, long dead. She was shot.”

       “Good Christ.” Maurice crossed himself, an instinctual gesture. “Then, we’ll be talking to the police.”

       “Yes. We don’t have time to go into Tiverton tonight, so we’ll make a report at dusk tomorrow. Also, Maurice, could I impose on you? Just for half an hour of your time. I must write some telegrams, and they can’t wait till dusk. If you would, take them to Tiverton for me.”

       “I’d be glad to, soon as the office opens.” Maurice set boot to stirrup and swung up onto the broad back of the coach horse. “Shot dead, you say? Now, there’s a terrible shame. She was a pretty woman, was Pamela. Not as beautiful as my Eleyna, but a real pretty lass.”               “So I’ve been told.” Flynn mounted up and gathered the long reins. “Now, perhaps, we can find out what happened to Nicholas. To our thinking, Maurice, either Crane also is dead, or he was abducted by the mob which murdered Pamela, or failing that — and I shudder when I say this — he might have killed her himself.” 

       “What, Nicky Crane —?” Maurice gaped at Flynn. “Or are you trying to pull my leg? That’s too daft to laugh at, Mister Flynn. Nick may have been a bit of a lad, but he was absolutely, bloody besotted with the woman. All right, he’d hump any passing lad or lass, purely for the fun of it, but he’d always go home to her. Pamela was the only woman he’d live with. Grow old with, I suppose. The rest of them, girls and boys, were naught but dalliances. I’d stand up in court with my hand on a stack of bibles and swear to it.” He shook his head emphatically. “Kill her? No. More likely, Nick was killed trying to protect her. Aye, now that I can believe.”

       Bantry had heard all of this as he joined them at the gate and mounted up. He digested Maurice’s opinion as the horses moved off. “How well did you know Nicholas?”

       “Well enough.” Maurice glanced over at him. “We were never what you’d call social friends. We didn’t drink at the same local. Nick was born a bit higher up the ladder than me, you understand. He was county. Too good for the likes of me ... except for a bit of slap-’n-tickle. But I knew him well enough to know he thought the world of Pamela, in his own way. Oh, he’d never be faithful. He wasn’t that kind of man, and I’m sure you know what I mean. There’d always be lads and lasses on the side. It was just Nick’s way. Nothing personal to Pamela. He just ... sowed his wild oats, couldn’t pass up any opportunity to get a bit of nookie. But he always came home afterward.”

       “You’re very sure,” Bantry observed.

       “I knew him that far. I’ll tell you this, Vince,” Maurice added, “nothing on this earth short of rank-bloody-insanity would have made him do her harm. He’d have to lose his mind before he’d harm a hair on her head. Like me and Ellie. She can get me mad enough to spit, but — hurt her? I’d have to be babbling like a lunatic right out of Bedlam before I’d even think about lifting my hand to her.”

       He believed every word he said, and Bantry wanted to believe him. “And Pamela herself? How did she feel toward Nicholas?”

       Now, Maurice sighed heavily. “They were lovers, Vince. But they weren’t married, which went against the grain in this parish. There’s a lot of God-botherers around here. Five churches in as many miles! But Nicholas and Pamela were soul mates, if you know what I mean.”

       “We know it,” Flynn said quietly. 

       Bantry looked at Michael’s thoughtful face, which was outlined in the moonlight. The changeling skin was fine and clear as porcelain, almost translucent. Flynn smiled faintly at him, but it was as much an expression of regret as of sharing. 

       The changeling’s life was never easy, and for one such as Pamela Ridley —who had not only fallen in love with a mortal, but with a rake to whom both genders were equally attractive — life could be precarious indeed. 

       With a grunt of determination, Bantry hurried his horse back up the lane toward the church steeple.

 

 

 

Chapter Five     

 

The sky was steadily brightening with the blue-gray glow of predawn, but the lights of Barwick Hall were still on when they rode in. Flynn lingered in the grounds, hoping to see the first rose and gold of sunrise while Maurice dumped the tack and loosed the horses to stall themselves. It would be a beautiful day, with a fleece of high clouds and a warm wind.

       Memory taunted him only for a moment. Visions of Greece and Rome, of other centuries, places, times and faces which would never be seen again, raveled in his mind’s eye until Bantry’s hand fell lightly on his shoulder and Vincent’s deep voice drew him back to the present.

       Perhaps knowing how the web of memory had ensnared him, Bantry whispered by his ear, the kind of gentle nonsense Flynn had needed to hear. His eyes were just beginning to narrow in the gathering daylight — he knew the sun was only a few minutes under the horizon, and overhead a shutter closed with a sharp snapping sound, making him start.  

       The bang came from Eleyna’s study. She was closing up for the day, and as soon as he finished with the horses, Maurice would attend to the drapes and shutters at most of the hall’s other windows. The sky was filled with powder-pink and gold filigree, but Flynn’s eyes had already begun to water. He brought Bantry’s hand to his lips and kissed it before he headed inside. 

       They took the stairs to Eleyna’s study, and Flynn was not surprised to find the woman going through old correspondence files. She looked up at them, and the dark vampyre eyes were wide, almost accusing. Flynn searched for the right words, but any terms in which the truth could be phrased kindly were elusive. Bantry stood aside, silent, even brooding, and Flynn told what he knew in quiet tones.

       Eyes closed, face clenched, Eleyna clutched at his sleeve and seemed to sway. He pressed her into a chair, and Bantry placed the brandy glass back into her hand. Most of the spirit remained from Maurice’s pouring, and she inhaled the vapors deeply. Just then, she needed them. 

       “And what became of Nicholas?” she asked in a hoarse whisper. “Did you search the grounds, the gardens?”

       “No. We’d no tools and no time. The police are better equipped to do the job,” Bantry said bluffly. “They have the manpower, not to mention to jurisdiction! And the fact is, we’d had quite enough of that charnel house for one evening! Suffice to say, the cellar was not a parlor ... be grateful you weren’t there, Eleyna.”

       A long, painful silence answered him. Her face was a mask, her eyes focused inward on her thoughts, and at last Flynn stirred deliberately. “I want to send some telegrams, Eleyna. Where would I find your writing paper?”

       She waved him to the desk. “Top drawer, left side. Take what you need. Who are you wiring?” 

       He took out fountain pen and letter stock, and pulled up the chair. Bantry came to watch over his shoulder but Michael did not lift his head as he said, 

       “I’m sending a wire to Chabrier. He has contacts everywhere. If this Nicholas Crane of yours has appeared on the Continent, we might be able to find out where he is. The police can apprehend him in France or Italy, wherever he’s gone. Again, they have the special powers to arrest a man — we don’t. If we plucked him off the street it would be little more than common abduction. We would become offenders — and we can’t afford to run the gauntlet of the police.”

       Bantry dropped his voice to a murmur. “Don’t dismiss the notion too fast, Eleyna. Crane could have murdered her, taken a fortune in jewelry, and run.”

       “It’s far from impossible,” Flynn added, writing steadily. “But there are other possibilities we shouldn’t ignore.” He looked up at last, meeting Eleyna’s eyes levelly. “It could just as easily be that Nicholas was abducted, shipped like livestock to market for ... shall we say, unpleasant purposes.”

       “For sale,” Eleyna said sourly. “You forget, Michael, I’m more than a century old. You think there’s anything I haven’t seen?”

       “No,” Flynn said gently. “Then I’ve no need to talk in circles. An exceptionally beautiful young man would fetch a very decent price on certain auction blocks in Algiers or Constantinople.” He looked up and back at Bantry. “You must forgive me, Vince. Like Eleyna, I fear I’ve seen the worst, as well as the best, of this world.”

       “As have we all,” Bantry said bitterly. “I remember the girl children and eunuchs, sold at market in China. It was quite legal, you understand. And the whole boys, sold by their parents like sheep or old boots, to be eunuched for the service of the rich. Pretty little things.
Human toys.” He was watching Flynn write Chabrier’s current address in Avignon, and a brief accounting of the situation, and they were both surprised when Eleyna said,

       “I won’t have Chabrier here. Not in my house.”

       “You — what?” Bantry echoed, sure he had misheard. 

       “I said, not Chabrier, not here.” She had recovered enough of her wits to be in command of her face and voice, and she set the brandy aside. “I don't want any of them in my house.” 

       “Oh, for pity’s sake.” Flynn set down the pen, closed his eyes, pressed his face into his hands for a moment, and then fixed her with a glare. “Eleyna, this is not the time to stand on your principles. Get up on your soap box and beat the drum of women’s rights on your own time. But not now. There’s far too much trouble, don’t you understand? People like us are dying. Even if Pamela and Nicholas Crane have nothing to do with the deaths of changelings, innocents are still perishing on your own doorstep. You have a rogue changeling out there, or — and gods forbid this! — a vampyre, gone mad and murdering.”

       “Two hours ago,” Bantry said quietly, “I’d have been prepared to gamble on the rogue being your Pamela Ridley. She was the only very young changeling in this part of the world. She was changed thirty years ago, as a young woman of twenty or so, yes? And she was the only changeling who was living in a wild, unstable relationship with a human, without a solid foundation under her. The more I thought about it, the more I was sure she was off the rails.”

       “And then you found her body,” Eleyna said in an odd, choked voice. Her face twisted. She pressed her knuckles to her lips to stop their quivering. “I understand all that. But what do you want them here for?”

       Flynn took a long deep breath to marshal his patience. “Because it’s their business, Eleyna. It’s vampyre justice, vampyre lore. The police might be able to uncover enough to identify Pamela’s murderer ... then, no matter who it is, the killer answers to us. If it’s Crane, so be it. They’ll find him, even if they have to act on information provided by us, and track him through Europe. Then they bring him back, and —”

       “Do you know what became of David Lockwood?” Bantry asked.

       She looked briefly at him, and away. Her eyes were red but she had not yet shed a tear. “I heard the story. I met Cornelius, some time after the wreck of the train. He told me the whole thing with relish. You were the vindex populus noster. The executioner, with a knife in your hand that’s older than the pyramids.
The Osiris knife. I’ve never even seen it! Apparently the elders think highly of you.”

       “And you don’t?” Flynn demanded. “It’s foolish to set yourself against the elders at every turn, Eleyna, because when the Old Ones are right beyond any doubt, disagreeing with them on principle will only put you in the company of idiots.”

       Anger flashed in her eyes, hot but brief. “I know. But I ... I said things to Chabrier, last time he was here. He’ll not have forgotten them.”

       “Perhaps not, but he might have forgiven.” Bantry was listening to the muffled sounds of drapes and shutters closing all over the hall’s ground floor. “We need their help. We need Chabrier’s help. We can’t find Pamela Ridley’s murderer without them ... and even if we did, there’s still a rogue out there, making changelings at whim and abandoning them. God knows how many have died, and their bodies have yet to be discovered. Or how many have taken their own lives, and lie in sinners’ graves on unconsecrated ground.”

       “It became the business of the elders some time ago,” Flynn warned. “If the killing goes on long enough, who we are, what we are, will become common knowledge. There won’t be a safe place left for us.” His voice hardened. “You know a great deal, and you’ve known it for months. You kept it to yourself and let it go on, Eleyna. There are going to be questions asked of you. I hope you have the answers.”

       “Or they’ll do what to me?” She was almost sneering. “They’ll not turn the goddamned Osiris knife on me — I’m a female, and one of their own. I’m not a — a mule, like you and Vince.”

       “A hinny,” Bantry said, half amused.

       “A what?” Eleyna was distracted for a moment.

       “The female, sterile offspring of a horse and a donkey,” Bantry told her. “You’re a female, you wouldn’t be a mule.”

       “I  don’t care what it’s called!” she roared. “I’m not a mule of either gender. I’m vampyre, Vincent. I’m vampyratrix, and I’m young, even for one of them. Do you know what that means? Do you?”

       They were very close to uncovering the cause of the argument between herself and Chabrier, and with a flash of intuition Flynn thought he glimpsed her meaning. He was mildly shocked and at the same time mildly amused, and he schooled his face carefully. To show either reaction would be taken for mockery, and Eleyna was too furious to forgive. She was also one of the Old Ones, whether she wanted to accept it or not.

       “Eleyna,” he said slowly, “did Chabrier — proposition you?”

       The anger was fever-bright, blazing in her eyes again. “He did, though not in the way you mean. An invitation to bed, I would have accepted in a moment. Chabrier is delicious, as I am quite sure you’ve noticed.”

       “We’ve noticed,” Bantry admitted.

       “Did Chabrier ...” Flynn began, and stopped to reconsider his words. “Did he invite you to return with him to Vienna or Venice, Copenhagen, one of the strongholds of the Old Ones?” 

       She answered with a hot-eyed glare, as if daring him to go on. 

       Flynn cleared his throat. “Did he invite you to be —”

       “To be the mother of a new generation,” she said acidly. “The ‘mother of the future of our people,’” as he so delicately put it, but I knew what he meant. Apparently, it was Cornelius who wanted to be the patriarch of this new generation, and you know, Michael, you know without even asking, the edict came down from that damned crone! Cornelius is a pathetic wretch. He never has any thought in his head, any word in his mouth, that did not come from his mother!”

       Crone? Flynn almost recoiled. He would never have thought of, nor spoken of, Hypaetia as a ‘crone’ ... but then, he had never been so furious with Hypaetia that he was spitting, and at a loss to find anything bad enough to say of her. He had his own bone to pick with her, for she was one of the elders who refused to accept him, no matter his great age — no matter Dion’s faith in him. But Flynn was also old enough to see every side of every argument, and Hypaetia’s inability to trust any changeling merely saddened him.

       She was not the oldest of the vampyre, but she was one of the most powerful, and the most senior of those who wore the public face of the Old Ones. None of them ever showed themselves to humans, but changelings and even younger vampyre never glimpsed the most ancient of the Old Ones, nor knew their names. Chabrier himself knelt before Hypaetia, but Flynn suspected she herself took her orders from a higher, darker and more shadowy authority.

       If the edict had come down for Eleyna — and the handful of others like her — to cease playing the diva, to return to the fold and take their places, it would be a difficult order to obey. Especially for one such as Eleyna, who was very much a woman of the new century, Flynn thought.

       She would make a dangerous vampyre queen. She had the vitality to bear a hundred children, and the outrageous temperament to bear each of them to a different sire, so strengthening the new lineage. But every one of the children must be plucked from her breast before it was old enough to speak, or she would fill its mind with the politics and principles of a new age, in which women were not chattels to be ordered and owned, and bred like cattle. 

       For a woman like Eleyna, the life of the vampyre queen would be a living death. She might be pregnant for centuries, Flynn thought, yet never allowed to make the decisions which shaped the future for her offspring, because of the very youth which imprisoned her in the breeding nest.

       How many vampyre were so young that they were barely dry behind the ears? How many were female and ripe for plucking? Eleyna had only passed her first century two years before, and the vitality of youth made her rebel. Flynn almost smiled, for the trait was the same in both species, vampyre and humans alike. 

       “Don’t rail too loudly at Chabrier,” he advised. “The order was not his. He only delivered it. I don’t believe Chabrier ... nor Cornelius, come to that ... would ask this duty of you.”

       “Duty?” Eleyna echoed. Her lip curled. “I smelt the lilac and lavender stink of Hypaetia behind it.”

       “Did you?” Flynn looked up into Bantry’s thoughtful face. “I believe I smell something even older, perhaps wiser, and certainly more implacable. You know full well, Hypaetia takes her orders from elders who have never shown themselves, even to the new generation of your own people. I don’t even know their names, yet I can tell you, they make the laws we live by.”

       “But not the rules I live by,” Eleyna said nastily.  She lifted her chin. “What are they going to do, kidnap me? Haul me away in chains to Venice or Copenhagen, chain me hand and foot to the marriage bed and turn their — their stud stallions loose on me until I’m pregnant, time and again?”

       “They would never do any such thing,” Flynn said sharply.

       His denial was her triumph. “Then, they have no fangs to threaten me with. They can only send Chabrier to kiss my hand, oozing charm, and ask me to surrender to duty.  And if I choose to tell them where to go with their request, and where to shove it when they get there —”

       “Eleyna, please!” Flynn raised both hands. “I’m not your enemy, nor is Vince. And you know damned well, Chabrier is not to be blamed. Nor is Hypaetia, in all probability.”

       “You’re at odds with the ways of the past,” Bantry said thoughtfully. “This was the meaning of the word ‘queen,’ in antiquity, didn’t you know? A ‘queen’ is not a female king. There were no female pharaohs, because to be a pharaoh, one had to be a man. Only Hatshepsut broke the rule, and she was accepted as an honorary male. She wore the phallic beard, and she behaved as the king of Egypt, not the queen. The very word ‘queen’ means ‘bearer of children, married to a sovereign.’ In the past — which is the refuge and bastion of the Old Ones — to be a queen was a position of great honor.”

       “It was an honor in the past,” Eleyna growled, “when being a woman meant little more than being a ewe or a cow.”

       Bantry sighed audibly. “Perhaps. But there’s an old saying, and even here, even now, it remains a wise one. The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.”

       She took a breath to lash back at him, but closed her mouth again. “I’ll not bear them a hundred vampyre brats, no matter what they offer to bribe me with, and they’ve nothing to threaten me with.”

       “Tell that to Hypaetia,” Flynn suggested gently. “And who better to carry the message for you than Chabrier?” He gestured with the writing paper, where he had drafted the message. “Now, will you let me finish this? I have to send for him, even if you won’t have him in this house. If you prefer, I’ll make some telephone calls, have him stay with other changelings. But this is where he’ll need to be, because Pamela lived within an easy ride over the hill ... and both you and Maurice know, or knew, Nicholas better than anyone else left alive.”

       Again she seemed about to lash out, and then subsided. “Oh, very well. Send your wire, bring him here. But don’t expect me to play the perfect host.”

       “What about Maurice?” Bantry wondered. “Have you given him any more thought?” He gestured vaguely in the direction of the Carmichael house, where the cellar had become Pamela Ridley’s tomb. “Maurice will stand by you, no matter how rough the going gets. He thinks there’s no other woman like you. And I’ve a feeling the truth is going to come out, Eleyna, especially with Chabrier here.”

       “The truth,” Flynn elaborated, “about us. About the ‘ailment’ we suffer.” He turned his attention to the paper. “Maurice is going to find out soon, no matter what you might want.”

       “Then I’ll worry about it when he does,” Eleyna muttered. “Now, drop it, Flynn, because he’s on the stairs!”

       The human appeared a moment later. One thumb jerked over his shoulder. “I’ve closed the drapes and shutters, Ellie, you’re safe. Did they tell you about the, uh, the house?”

       She had a rein on her temper, and embraced him, kissed his neck. “They told me. It’s shocking, Maurice.”

       “Aye, well, the police’ll sort it out,” he said awkwardly.

       Would they? Flynn wished he could have been so certain. The local police were just as likely to jump to all the wrong conclusions, and close the case on a kneejerk. Both Eleyna and Maurice described a beautiful young man blessed with a mix of wit, charm and physical appeal, and even Flynn nursed seething misgivings, which he knew he shared with Bantry. Nicholas Crane was exactly the type of man who attracted the wrong kind of attention, stumbled headlong into trouble — and was the first suspect the police nailed down when that trouble blew up.

       He finished the wire with a few terse words and turned his attention to a second. This one was for Jean Fourier. It contained essentially the same text, and would be delivered to the house in Paris, in the event that Chabrier was there rather than in Avignon. Fourier would certainly know where he was to be found, and he would forward the message. 

       Finished, Flynn looked up to find Eleyna brooding by the cold fireplace. His expression filled with regret. “And now, we should send to the —” he was about to say ‘vampyre,’ but with a quick glance at Maurice he said instead, “Pamela Ridley’s family.” He used the word deliberately, in the sense Eleyna would understand. “Who was it?” 

       Who changed her, was the question he was asking. Was it one of the vampyre, or another changeling, like himself?

       But Eleyna shook her head sadly. “He’s dead. He died ten years ago, or more.” She closed her arms about her chest, rocking, until Maurice put down the book he had been glancing through, and came to hold her. “We are a doomed people, aren’t we? Pamela’s ... partner died a decade ago, in an ugly accident in Antwerp. Pamela grieved, she was inconsolable. We were all so pleased for her when she found Nicholas. Until we discovered what a creature Nicholas is. Was. Oh ... shit!” 

       “Shush, now, lass,” Maurice said softly against her hair. “It’s rest you need. You’ve been working all night, and things have been rough. How’s the book coming on?”

       “It’s coming on,” she said against his shoulder, “but it’s not easy. I did eight or nine pages, and it took all night to hammer them out. Read them, if you like. I think they’re complete tripe. They’ll probably end up in the bottom of a birdcage.”

       “Well, keep at it,” he suggested. “You’ll get it right.”

       Very quietly, Flynn put the paper and fountain pen back into the desk’s stationery drawer. He had folded the telegrams, and handed them to Maurice. 

       “Will you send these, first thing in the morning? The moment the office opens, if you can.” A folded pound note was tucked in among the messages. He flicked its corner to draw Maurice’s eye. “Between the efforts of the police here and our friends abroad, we’ll discover what became of Nicholas.” He paused while Maurice slid the papers into his pocket, and frowned. “Then, what about the killer of these poor young people?” He looked speculatively at Bantry. 

       “You mean, the person passing on the ailment? The same madman as shot Pamela probably did them too,” Maurice said disgustedly. “The disease drove him mad. Jesus! It’d drive me mad, if I was dying, and didn’t know what was wrong with me, and didn’t have a soul to take care of me.”

       But Bantry’s dark head shook slowly. “There’s more to this than you understand, yet, Maurice. Be patient a while longer, eh?”

       “I understand enough,” Maurice retorted. His eyes were bright with anger. “I understand there’s a pretty woman, murdered in her own home, and six other kids, dead of Ellie’s illness because they were too ignorant to stay out of the daylight. And those were the ones we know about! What, Vince, you think a nutter with Ellie’s illness suddenly forgets how to use a shotgun, just because he’s come down with a nasty case of the phototonic mydriasis?” He stroked Eleyna’s hair gently, and spoke over her head. “Do you want me to show you to your room now? You can unpack at least, make yourselves comfortable. The dogs are in the garden, if you need ’em.”

       “Show us up,” Flynn agreed. “We won’t need the dogs. And see if you can get Eleyna to rest. She won’t do a damn thing I tell her, but if you were to tuck her in, she might not bite off your hands!”

       The room was at the back of the house, and Maurice had already been in to close the drapes. Even the shutters were locked. Still, by habit Flynn checked them. He turned up one lamp as Bantry surveyed the single bed — a four-posted bed with dark green drapes and a patchwork quilt of wine red and old gold. Maurice hovered at the door, wondering if there was anything more they wanted, and Bantry accorded him a sheepish smile.

       “Then you, um, you know about us?” He gestured at  the bed and then at Flynn, who stood with his hands in his pockets, trying to disguise a similar expression.

       “Know about ...?” Maurice struggled for a moment, and then caught Bantry’s meaning. “Oh, about you two being intimate? Oh, aye. I don’t make anything much of it. What’s it got to do with me? I have a brother who’s ‘that way inclined.’ A lot of men are, especially Army types, like Vince. Why make a fuss? As long as you don’t ask me to get too friendly with a man, it’s none of my concern, is it?” He paused and then added as an afterthought, “Course, I’m not religious, though you should be warned, a lot of folks are, in this neck of the woods. Be careful over in Stokeleigh. Watch out for Vicar Massey, and for godsakes keep your hands off each other around old Mrs. Greenwood of the Temperance Guild! Either one of the buggers’d be happy to flay the hide off you for the way you feel. Maybe for your illness as well, come to that. Better if they don’t know, eh?”

       “Much better,” Bantry agreed as. “We’ll be fine now. Get back to Eleyna. Unless I’m mistaken, she’ll be needing you.” 

       With a discreet wink, Maurice closed the door.

       “That,” Bantry said in his wake, “is a very nice man. He’d make a wonderful companion, life-long, if only Eleyna would allow it.”

       Preoccupied, Flynn answered with a vague grunt. He had already begun to unpack his suitcase. Bantry hung his jacket over the back of a hand-carved ebony chair and slid one arm about his partner’s waist. He was warm and hard, his body supple, the strength of him like the power of a big cat. Flynn’s eyes closed and he pressed back into the embrace with a sound of almost guilty pleasure. 

       “Oh, how good you feel,” Bantry told him.” And you smell so fine.” He buried his nose in Flynn’s hair and inhaled. “There was never a perfume to match this.”

       “Your bias is showing,” Flynn told him affectionately, but he turned into Bantry’s embrace. “I could eat you alive, Vincent. Literally.”

       “You’re hungry?” Bantry licked across Flynn’s soft open mouth.

       “A little. I’ll probably feed tomorrow. I have to admit, that charnel house destroyed whatever appetite I might have had.” He opened his mouth, wanting Bantry’s tongue now. The kiss was searching, thorough. “Will you bed with me?”

       “It’s early yet.” Bantry looked at his pocket watch, which lay on the dresser. “It’s only five o’clock. Will you have coffee and play a little backgammon?”

       “Not today,” Flynn decided. “I’m tired, and I’m ... rather down, Vince. I just wanted to —” He gave the bed a heavy-eyed glance.

       “To lie down in my arms?” Bantry’s expression softened. His fingertips traced the young Irishman’s face, outlined his features, and Flynn kissed each pad in turn. “Then, come to bed,” Bantry purred, and bent his head to Flynn’s mouth once more.

       Flynn suckled on his tongue, swirled caresses about it with the sweet, wet glide of his own, and Bantry slipped the shirt from his shoulders.

       Tonight Flynn wanted loving, and it had been no exaggeration when he said he could eat Bantry alive. Vincent went down on the quilt and watched through hazy, slitted eyes, as he did just that. He began at Bantry’s mouth and ended at his toes, and if there was an inch between that had not been kissed, bitten, tongued, Bantry was unaware of it. He rolled onto his belly for the delicious torture to begin again and was not surprised when Flynn moved to couple him.

       With hoarse, mumbled words he stopped them for just a moment. “Wait, let me lie an my back.”

       “If you want to.” Flynn turned him over. 

       He was simmering with need. Lust and love were almost incandescent, an aura, visible about him, and Bantry gave him everything. He held his breath as his knees were bent into his chest. Folded back on himself until the tendons were stretched and taut, Bantry closed his eyes to wait. 

       The scent of damasc roses tingled in his sinuses. Fingers tickled him, making him ready, until he was simmering with the old, familiar need. His body opened, wanton, yearning to be filled, and suddenly Flynn was there. A quick, hard thrust, and he was inside, hot and urgent.

       Twelve years had made both of them comfortable, and there was no pain. Bantry hooked his legs over Flynn’s wide, bony shoulders and relaxed back into the pillows. With an eloquent groan, he surrendered to rapture. Flynn possessed him without hesitation, first gently, then hard and sure, each inward plunge searing across tender flesh until Bantry could not be silent. 

       Whimpers of delight escaped his throat. Flynn wanted his mouth also, and kissed him deeply. His tongue delved deep, echoing the rhythm of his hips until they froze, almost at the same moment,
caught in the spiral of release.

       For a long time they lay tangled in the counterpane and each other. Bantry stroked Flynn’s hair with leaden fingers, but Flynn was more than half asleep already. A little color had returned to his cheeks. 

       “You are my heart,” he said huskily, as if there was any need for it.

       “Am I?” Bantry kissed his forehead. “Then I’m content, for you’ve surely been mine since the night at Sarah Craven’s house. Do you recall that evening? The party.”


       “When I read the Tarot for you.” Flynn sighed across Bantry’s chest. “Oh, I remember! I looked up across the table, and my heart seemed to leap out of my chest ... you were there, dark as the night, and sultry, as magnificent as any of Chabrier’s kind ... you filled my eyes. I was terrified of you. I wanted you, loved you, hated you, in the same instant. God help me.” He kissed Bantry’s chest, his tongue curling about one nipple, which rucked in response though Bantry was spent. “Perhaps God did indeed help me. I got what I wanted.”

       Bantry stirred with reluctant grumbles, and with a yawn Flynn hauled himself up off the mattress to fetch a damp cloth. Heavy eyed, Bantry watched the little ritual of washing, before they slid into the bed. 

       Dawn was long past and the birds had settled down. It was a signal for them to sleep, and Flynn wriggled between the cool linen sheets, demanding Bantry’s embrace once more before he would be still. Bantry held him readily, and Flynn was happy to rest his head on the broad shoulder before he succumbed to fatigue.

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

The bang of the stable door and the rattle of the wrought iron garden gates jerked Bantry roughly out of the fathoms-deep sleep of the changeling. He was never more aware of what he was than in the moment of waking, when his conscious mind was wrenched from the ice river of his dreams. It seemed to him, then, that a few moments had gone by, yet when he groped for his pocketwatch he saw it was noon. He had slept almost seven hours — if the changeling’s slumber could actually be called ‘sleep.’ 

       Often, it seemed to Bantry more like hibernation, or even coma, as if the pulses of his life actually slowed, almost stopped, until the conscious mind stirred. Not until some changeling submitted to medical research would the facts be known; and Bantry could never imagine any changeling permitting the work. Medical science was too cruel, and the laboratory shared too much in common with the butcher’s shop.  

       The horseshoes clattering away onto the road would be Maurice, he guessed. He would have gone up to Tiverton to send the telegrams soon after dawn, and now he would be busy on some errand for Eleyna. Or perhaps the  mortal human had gone out to hunt up a little lunch. Over the hill, beyond the vast Chegwidden estates, was the village of Stokeleigh, and Bantry had vague memories of it. He recalled a tavern which served a decent ploughman’s lunch, and the local dark ale was lethal.   

       On the other side of the wide bed, Flynn lifted his head for a moment and then groaned. He pulled up the sheet and returned to sleep for a while. Bantry stroked his back, reliving their lovemaking, and was not surprised to feel the throb of wanting again. He shuffled over, blanketed Flynn’s body with his own and let him feel the sudden heat and hardness. 

       Flynn lifted his head, stretching from shoulders to toes, and yawned into the pillows as Bantry’s shaft slid in to nestle between his buttocks. “Good morning,” he said, muffled against the warm lace. “Will you have me now, or will this suffice?”

       “This ... will suffice.” Bantry’s lips were against his ear. “Do you know ...” his voice was husky, his breath short, “you grow lovelier with each year.” He closed his teeth on Flynn’s shoulder and bit down hard enough to leave a brand which would endure till evening. “I desire you
shamelessly, every time I lay eyes on you.” 

       He was humping strongly. Each thrust teased Flynn’s body deliciously and most earned a murmured endearment. Flynn wriggled his right hand beneath his belly, and Bantry lifted up a little, broke rhythm to let him find the place, and the pace. He smiled into the thick chestnut hair, and then was intent on his own pleasure.

       They bathed together, much later. Age-old piping gurgled musically as the hiptub half-filled in the corner of their room. Downstairs, the gramophone was playing again, but Gigli was replaced by the sweet, mournful strains of Tchaikovsky. Michael cocked his head, listening to the melancholy lines of melody
as Bantry rinsed. 

       “Eleyna is grieving, I suppose,” he said softly. “And rightly so. We should all grieve. As she said, there are too few of our kind, and we are a doomed people.”

       “We are certainly ill fated ... I’m not about to say doomed, not yet,” Bantry argued. “You and I are survivors, like Chabrier, Jean Fourier — and Eleyna herself. Pamela Ridley was merely unfortunate, and no more so than any other woman who is murdered. The streets of any city in the world are littered with such unfortunates. Have you forgotten the man they called the Putney Slasher? And what of the Ripper himself?”

       Flynn seemed to stir awake in the tepid water. “Who could forget?” Yet he seemed determined to, for he changed the subject swiftly. “We’ll be prisoners till this evening, so it’s as well Eleyna has a good library!”

       Toweling dry now, Bantry leaned over the tub and kissed his cheek. “Write for me again. It’ll be Christmas again before you know it, and I should like your writings for my present. As usual.”

       “As usual.” Flynn hoisted himself out of the tub and padded, dripping, to the chair where he had left his carpet bag. Bantry threw him a towel and he patted abstractly at himself before searching for a clean shirt. He gave Bantry an expression of resignation which poorly disguised his delight at the request. “What stories would you have this time?”

       “Write about the days of Leonardo,” Bantry said slowly. “Or of Paganini. Niccolo Paganini fascinates me. His music is demonic ... or is it daemonic? I marvel that you knew him, that you ran the streets and sat at the roulette table with him. Those are the stories I want ... and, if time permits, tales of Leonardo himself. The years you spent in Ferrara. Write of love, also.”    

       “All in the same pages, and by Christmas?” Flynn shook his head over Bantry. “I’ll see what I can write, but you’ve given me a tall order. Hmm.” His brow creased as he shook out the shirt. “Write of love? In Ferrara that year there were the models, Giovanni and Santino. You see them in a good many of Leonardo’s paintings, though history never recorded their names.”

       “They were lovers?” Bantry wondered.

       “They made magic for one another.” Flynn paused, one brow crooked. “I presume it is the love of men you wish to read about?”            Bantry ducked his head. “You know it is. There’s fiction aplenty about the games men play with women, but I confess, it’s the love of men and men that puts fire into me. I like women well enough, I suppose ... not that I’ve known too many. But your stories make me think of you. Want you. Write of Chabrier too, Michael. I owe him so much and there’s never enough time in his company to suit me. I could listen to him for hours.”

       “He’ll have the telegram shortly,” Flynn mused, diverted. “I’m not sure whether to hope Nicholas Crane is alive or not. If the man’s alive, he’s either a murderer, and insane ... or else he’s in dire trouble, abducted by the men who killed Pamela. They’ll have disposed of him somehow, somewhere. Perhaps in a pit where handsome young men fetch a good price, and there are too many such places. But dead, Crane will simply ... be dead. In which case, we may never know what happened in that house.” 

       “Death can be preferable to suffering,” Bantry said quietly. His memory took him back to the East, to friends he had lost and others he had known, who would have preferred death. “But it’s so terribly final,” he added, “so irrevocable.” 

       “As you say.” Flynn stirred, deliberately throwing off the bitter mood. “Chabrier will make discreet inquiries. We’ll soon know if Crane appeared anywhere, either as a prize on the auction block ... or in the Continent’s underground society, where a murderer might hide. He’s sure to be in one place or the other, either rich off the theft of Pamela’s jewelry, or in chains.”

       “You’ve been there, haven’t you?” Bantry prompted, troubled by Flynn’s sudden introversion.

       “Not quite in chains,” Flynn corrected, “though I’ve whored, I don’t deny it. I told you that tale, Vince, a long time ago. At the time it was a necessity, I assure you, and I wouldn’t recommend it as a career! Nor would one wish to be a male courtesan, though it’s not quite the same. Your owner might starve you to keep you slender, if bones are what he likes, and your body might be used vigorously and often, yet the courtesan’s rewards are rich.” 

       “Clothes, palaces, wine.” Bantry was thinking of Peking and Shanghai. “Music and dance, silk sheets and a life of sheer idleness.” He gave Flynn a wry look. “Many boys faced with a lifetime of ditch digging would say the courtesan’s pleasures are enough to recompense him for the hunger, and the rough games played with his body.”

       Flynn only shrugged. “When all’s said and done, the games are brief. And there’s hunger everywhere in the world, Vince, not merely in the belly of one who’s deliberately kept hungry to remain like a reed for his or her master.”

       “You’ve traveled widely,” Bantry said thoughtfully. “Perhaps too widely for your own peace of mind, I think.”

       But Michael smiled faintly. “Mud only clings if it’s allowed to. It sluices off, if it’s not.” He gave Bantry his hands. “Amuse me, then, since we have the whole afternoon to while away. I’ll grow bored soon.”

       But the afternoon passed swiftly. They investigated Eleyna’s library and played chess as they listened to Melba, Ysayë and Gigli. In the late afternoon Maurice returned, and from the kitchen came the smells of fresh bread, cheese, bacon, mushrooms, onions — his dinner. The human took on the responsibility to feed the dogs, and in the late afternoon Michael, feeling the stirrings of need, called for Tara. 

       Bantry looked up from a book of woodcuts and engravings to watch as Flynn lulled the hound and fed very gently. The dog wagged his tail as Flynn woke him, and the little knife that had done the cutting was already cleaned on a silk kerchief and put away. Bantry never saw a drop of blood. 

       They had not been aware of Maurice, in the passage outside the library, until the dog trotted out, and Bantry watched a flush of color rise in Flynn’s cheeks as he realized he had been watched. 

       But Maurice only shook his head slowly, and Bantry saw no accusation in his eyes. He looked after the dog, and seemed about to speak for some time, but the words were too difficult to frame.

       At last Flynn said very quietly, “It doesn’t hurt them, Maurice. It does them no harm, and to people like us, it’s life.”

       “I saw.” Maurice gestured vaguely after the dog. “I know when a dog’s hurt, and when he’s pissed enough to bite.” He gave Bantry and Flynn an apologetic look. “I shouldn’t have watched.”

       “You’re Eleyna’s companion,” Bantry argued. “You’d marry her, wouldn’t you, if you could?”

       “Aye.” Maurice sighed. “She won’t hear of it. And why should she? She and me ... we’re not in the same class.”

       “The same what?” Bantry echoed.

       “Well, she’s gentry,” Maurice said awkwardly.

       “Is that what she is, now?” Flynn sank into the padding of an armchair and closed his eyes. “And what are you?”

       “I’m sure as hell not gentry,” Maurice scoffed. “The only thing I have to be grateful for is, I wasn’t born on the wrong side of the sheet! I know who my father was, and I own my name.” 

       “And you think Eleyna’s too high and mighty to have you for a husband?” Flynn’s tone was sad. “It’s not true, Maurice. The facts are much more complicated. And you’ve nothing to be ashamed of.”

       A frown creased Maurice’s brow, and he followed the dog out into the early evening sun. He was far from satisfied at the situation between himself and Eleyna, and Bantry mourned. Until or unless Eleyna chose to tell him the truth, he would never know where he stood, and why. There was nothing Bantry could do or say to help. It was not his place to speak for Eleyna, nor to tell the changeling’s secrets, which Maurice might not be ready to hear.

       For the moment, Bantry let the problem rest and concentrated on his partner. From the look of Flynn, he might have just finished a seven-course banquet, and Bantry marveled again at the effects of a little blood on the delicate, virgin system of the changeling. 

       Blood was alive, and the changeling, the vampyre, were unsullied by ‘gross’ foods. Bantry had often wondered if this contributed to their longevity, but the question was too dangerous. It opened the way to research, the laboratory ... the dungeon and the morgue. 

       The sun was almost down when an automobile rattled up to the hall and an errand boy from Tiverton stepped out. The bell at the gate rang, and Maurice went to the door. Enough bright sunlight remained to blind the others. 

       As Bantry had expected, it was a telegram. Maurice brought it into the library and without ceremony gave it to Flynn, who had sent the messages. 

       “From Jean Fourier,” Michael told Bantry and Maurice as he opened it. His eyes scanned the brief lines of text and his brows rose. “We’re in luck for once! Chabrier is at Jean’s house — apparently he’s staying there since he is staging a ballet. SwanLake, I imagine, probably for that little ballerina of his ... now, what was her name? Camilla, yes. She reminds one of a swan, don’t you think? Jean says Chabrier is coming over at once, on the boat train. He’ll be here before morning.” He folded the telegram and handed it to Bantry. “Thank gods. If anyone can make sense of this chaos, Chabrier can.”

       “And find Nicholas Crane,” Maurice wondered.

       “We hope so.” Flynn rubbed his arms as if he were chilled, though the evening was pleasantly warm. “Crane may be beyond our reach, you realize this.”

       Bantry read the message, and he acknowledged a certain shiver deep in his insides as he thought of Chabrier, of the vampyre’s liquid, velvet eyes, the dark silk of his voice. But Maurice was speaking again and he forced himself to listen. 

       “Who’s this Chabrier, then? Not the composer of the same name, surely? I thought he died a few years back.”

       “About ten years ago ... and he was a Frenchman.” Flynn smiled. “Our Chabrier is an art dealer, a Spaniard by nationality, a patron of many arts, including the opera and ballet. An extremely wealthy man, influential on the Continent ... and a friend of ours.”

       And vampyre, Bantry added silently. He said aloud, “If he’ll be on the boat train, he should be here by the early hours, if he can find a cab at the station.”

       “I’ll drive up and fetch him if you like,” Maurice offered. “Why would the man travel at night, for God’s sake?” And then his brows knitted. “Oh, not another one of you!”

       “Another of us,” Flynn affirmed. “There’s quite a lot of us, Maurice, but we hide ourselves adeptly, of necessity — and we stick together. There’s safety in numbers, as you’d suppose. You stumbled into our world purely by chance, but you chose to stay in it when you fell for Eleyna. Since you’re staying, you can expect to meet a good many like Vince and me. Does it trouble you?”

       But Maurice shook his head. “The ailment’s not catching, is it? At least, Eleyna says it’s bloody hard to get, and she wouldn’t lie to me, not about a thing like this. And this ‘world’ of yours, as you call it ... it’s a world I like, if I tell you the truth. It’s elegant, if you take my meaning.” He smiled, an impish expression that dimpled his cheeks and made his eyes sparkle. Suddenly Maurice was beautiful, bewitching. “Rich, as well,” he added with a wink at Bantry.

       “And are you digging for gold?” Bantry teased.

       But Maurice seemed unconcerned. “I might be ... and I might not.”

       “So, would you marry Eleyna if she asked you?” Flynn prompted.

       Maurice pulled up short, opened his mouth to speak and then closed it again and thought the question through. “Part of me wants to say ‘aye, in a heartbeat’ ... and then again, maybe I wouldn’t. Oh, I could love her, if she’d ever let me. But she won’t.” His lips compressed. “And she’s got other men,” he added grimly. “I’m not the only one, and I know it. This is ‘Gentleman Jack’ Hargraves’s house, for a start. I’m ...” He shrugged philosophically. “I’m Eleyna’s companion, and that’ll do me, for the moment. Besides, Jack Hargraves doesn’t seem to mind, and there’s nothing much between him and Eleyna these days — since he got old, if you know what I’m saying. I’m welcome here, I’ve got the library, and my lady love. I’m living high. What else is there?”

       “You’re quite the pragmatist,” Flynn accused. “And you’re young. Time is on your side. But what happens, Maurice, when time passes you by and you become as middle aged as, say, your father?”

       In answer, Maurice went to the glass-fronted bookcase by the windows, and lifted out several thick volumes. “I’ve got plans, Mister Flynn.”

       “For heaven’s sake, call me Michael!”

       “I can read,” Maurice went on, “and I’ve got a good bit of money put by. I’m going to Africa to study.” He handed Flynn the books. “There’s apes and there’s men ... and somewhere in between the two, well, there’s a link, so they say, and it’s missing. There’s places in East Africa, and diggings. They’ll find something, someday soon, and I want to be there when they do.” He caressed the leather cover of one of the books. “If it wasn’t for Eleyna, I’d never have read anything but the newspaper, and I’d have been a laborer like my father all my life.  Now, here, I don’t have to spend more than the odd copper, and I’ve got this.” He nodded at the room, which was lined with shelves. “I’m living in a bloody library! If you call that digging for gold, be my guest.”

       Taken aback, Bantry lifted an eyebrow at Flynn. “If you need it, you have our approval,” Michael said honestly. “What of a scholarship, Maurice?”

       But Maurice shrugged the offer away. “I’d sooner be at the diggings. I’ve done my reading. I can work as easy there as here. One thing a laborer can’t run out of is work for his two hands — and I’m not frightened of working.” He took back the books, and returned them to the shelves. “So, will I go up to Tiverton and fetch your Mister Chabrier, then?”

       “Since we’d best go there ourselves directly,” Bantry mused, “to make our report to the police, I think we can kill a few hours there and fetch him back with us. Tell me, is there a little night life in Tiverton?”

       The question inspired a rude laugh. “You mean, young girls in frilly knickers, kicking up their legs?” He shook his head. “Not in this parish! But there’s a boxing booth, and a card school where a few bob’s been known to change hands. There’s a theater that can put on a decent show now and again ... and a pub where the beer’s strong as paint and a young lass sings till chucking-out time. She’s got a voice like a bloody steam organ, but she’s in tune, she’s loud and she’s got a nice smile, and that’s all the buggers seem to want when they’ve had a skin-full.”

       Bantry had his eye on the time. The sun had been down for minutes already, and he stirred Flynn with a hand on his shoulder. “We should dress and get moving.”

       The van from the Chinese laundry service in Tiverton was on the carriageway as Maurice backed the horses into the traces. A vast wicker hamper of linen was taken up to the town and returned the following week. Two women came over from Stokeleigh each afternoon to dust and polish, make up the beds and beat the rugs. Barwick Hall kept no kitchen staff, nor live-in servants, and Maurice took care of the grounds in the morning, while Eleyna slept. 

       The maids were finished for the day, and loitering in the garden as Maurice buckled harness, and Eleyna appeared from her study. She was in a foul mood this evening, and Bantry smelt brandy on her breath. The village girls gave her all the space they could manage, and she handed them the keys and a florin apiece for their trouble. Bantry took a deep breath to summon his patience as she came out into the warm twilight, waiting for the carriage. 

       She had her reasons for fuming. He tried to put himself into her position, tried to imaging being kept pregnant for a century. His imagination would not stretch so far. 

       Flynn was already out on the road, enjoying the freedom of the evening. He had turned his face to the sky, where the first stars were appearing, and he was looking south across the moor, toward the sea. A human might not have noticed it, but the fresh wind carried, very faintly, the ozone tang of the ocean. 

       To Bantry’s eyes, the sky was still blue, with Cygnus and Lyra faintly visible. The evening would be beautiful, but Eleyna did not seem to see it, or care. She was in pearl gray satin tonight, with her red-blonde hair coiled about her head. She toyed with a pair of white gloves, as if trying to strangle them, and glared at the stars as if they were responsible for Fate.

       Finished with the horses, Maurice shrugged into his jacket and fastened his collar studs. He offered her his arm, and she took it. Shrewdly, Bantry watched them together, and kept his teeth clenched with an effort. 

       No less than Jack Hargraves and Luigi Scozza, Maurice deserved to know. He was elegant tonight, and undeniably handsome. They made a lovely couple, Bantry decided. But Eleyna was a woman of ‘tomorrow,’ uninterested in romance. She was neither ready nor willing to admit love for anyone, no matter Maurice’s obvious infatuation, and his charm. Bantry might have mourned.

       For himself, he had eyes only for his own partner. Flynn wore a russet brown cape over a dark suit, and the wind was stirring in his hair. As always, the old silver-handled cane was his sole affectation. Thoth’s emerald green eyes winked in the carriage lamps as Maurice struck a lucifer and lit the wicks. 

       “I keep telling Eleyna,” he quipped, closing up the lanterns, “she ought to buy an automobile. It’d be cheaper than the horses in the long run. Autos eat no hay.”

       “But they do drink a lot of petrol,” Bantry amended. “You’d be running to the chemist’s for fuel every day.”

       “They’re planning to put in pumps along the road,” Maurice argued, “at pubs and hotels, and such.” 

       He handed the lady into the carriage and took up the long coachman’s whip. As Flynn settled himself beside Bantry the whip flicked out with a crack, and the horses moved off.

       Tiverton was a parish town, small and tight-knit, a closed community which belonged strictly to itself, like any rural town. The railway bisected it, connecting it to London, Exeter and Southampton, and the carriage drove some distance beside the lines. 

       A loco was chugging up from the southeast even then. It was a goods train, heavily loaded, with gouts of fire belching from its belly, a dragon’s breath of steam and coal smoke gushing from its nose. Bantry made a face at the noise and reek, but Flynn only laughed quietly. Industrialization was as much a curse as a blessing, he swore. Often, he told stories of the quiet, the clean air and the unsullied skies of Leonardo’s age, before it all began; and he had bleak speculations of where it would end. But such fortunes were to be made on the back of industry — coal mines, iron ore, copper smelters, steel mills ... shipyards, railways, bridges — and Bantry doubted if a rich man with his eye on even greater riches would care a fig for the sky or the air.

       Calling out to the horses, Maurice brought the carriage to a halt before the blue lamp of the police station. Bantry stepped down and held the door for Flynn. 

       “I’ll take Eleyna to the theater,” Maurice offered, “and come back for you at ten. The peelers’ll keep you that long, or longer. Mister Chabrier’s train won’t be in till long after, so we’ve plenty of time.”

       “The peelers,” Eleyna said sourly, “are almost certainly going to want to interrogate me. Not tonight, Michael, you understand? Tell them to come to the house tomorrow. I’ll talk to them at Barwick Hall. Go on, Maurice.”

       With that the carriage rolled away, and Bantry gave Flynn a grim look. Like any changeling, neither of them relished policemen. Flynn seemed to grit his teeth, and with a soft curse stepped into the polished wood and cream plaster interior of the building. 

       Bantry remained in the street a moment longer, watching the people go by. He smelt the vinegar tang of a fish-and-chip shop, and the beery odor of a nearby pub. The thin, ‘tinny’ music of a gramophone from a nearby window battled vainly to overcome the roar of a motor bus. 

       An elderly sergeant was on desk-duty. He was on the telephone, bawling into the mouthpiece as if he thought he must cover the distance with volume, if not invective. Bantry smiled. Old folk adjusted so slowly to any change. The sergeant waved them to the straight-backed chairs against the wall, and they waited until he had hung up the earpiece. 

       Cautious about every word, Flynn approached the high, chipped walnut desk and set down his cane. “Some time ago a local lady by the name of Pamela Ridley disappeared, along with her male companion, Mister Nicholas Crane. I presume they were reported missing?”

       The man’s Devonshire burr was thick. “Not as I can remember, but the gossip was about, that they’d eloped for love. Village gossip, sir.”

       “And incorrect village gossip at that,” Flynn said gravely. “Miss Ridley has been murdered, Sergeant. If you’d be so good as to send your men to her home and search the wine cellar ... well, I’m afraid you’ll find she’s been dead a long time indeed.”

       “Jesus, Mary and Joseph.” The old man crossed himself. 

       “Quite,” Flynn whispered. “The body is little more than a husk now, but the shotgun wound which killed her is still visible.”

       “Dear God.” The policeman seemed overwhelmed, and Bantry wondered it this might be the first cold-blooded murder he had ever witnessed. Violence was as rare in the shires as it was commonplace in the city.

       “Pamela Ridley had a mutual friend,” Flynn pressed on. “Your local Women’s Votes campaigner, Miss Eleyna Pomeroy, from Barwick Hall, do you know her?”

       “I know of her.” Shock was beginning to dissipate. The old man was reaching for the telephone. 

       “Miss Pomeroy grew worried about her friend, and asked Captain Bantry and myself to take a look at her home. We were searching for a letter she might have left before the elopement, you understand. Alas, we found the lady’s dead body instead.” He gave Bantry a dark glance. “I assume you’ll need a formal report from us?”

       The simple report took two hours to make. It was written out with triplicate carbon copies, and before it was dispatched by overnight courier to London, a van was on its way from Tiverton’s tiny cottage hospital. It carried the doctor who worked with the local police. Bantry did not envy them the task of getting the body into a sack, but at least a post mortem was unnecessary. The shotgun wound was grievous; there could be no mistake about the cause of death. 

       Flynn was restless, waiting to be given leave to go, but Bantry knew better. They were detained, waiting now for the constable to run down to the theater and fetch ‘the gaffer.’

       “What gaffer would that be?” Flynn demanded tersely. His patience had begun to wear thin.

       Sergeant Bayldon had his wire rimmed spectacles in one hand and a kerchief in the other, and peered at the younger men like a myopic owl. “He’s not really our gaffer, but I guarantee, he’s the best in the shire. Inspector Warwick. He’s a detective from London ... well, he used to be. He retired a few months back, bought a house out this way. He used to be married to a Tiverton girl, and she’s buried in the churchyard here, so ... aye, well, it’d make sense to end your days here in Tiverton when your lass is here to stay.”

       “Very touching,” Bantry said levelly. “I assume Mister Warwick gives you benefit of his experience, when you find yourselves up against the unusual, the unexpected?”

       “Nothing much ever happens out here,” Bayldon admitted, cleaning the glasses and returning them to the thin beak of his nose. “I’ve been a copper in this town since ’76, and I’ve never seen the likes of this.”

       “The likes of —?” Flynn echoed.

       “Murder,” Bantry finished. “Nothing ever happens here.”

       “Well, I’ll admit, that’s changed lately.” Bayldon gestured vaguely in the direction of the town. “All these dead lads and lasses.”

       “A spate of unusual deaths would put the police on their toes,” Bantry mused, and pretended not to notice the glare he received from Bayldon.

       “Look, sit you down,” Bayldon said stiffly. “What’s your hurry? You can have a cuppa. I’ve got coffee, if you prefer.”

       “No, we —” Bantry began

       “In fact, coffee would be pleasant,” Flynn said in deliberately smooth tones. “Black, if you please. And no sugar.”

       Bayldon made a face. “One mug o’ tar, coming up.”

       “Make it two ... mugs of tar.” Bantry pinned on a smile and tried to nurture his dwindling patience.

       Flushed and panting, the constable hurried back into the station fifteen minutes later. The ’gaffer’ was a pace behind him — not so flushed, nor so out of breath as the boy. Bantry liked the man at once. 

       He had the forthright quality Vincent had come to value highly during his years in the military, where self-interest and ambition inspired men to connivance, deceit, even violence. And the ex-Inspector from Scotland Yard had obviously kept himself in trim. His forehead was receding and his scalp was tanned, but what remained of his hair was still dark. He was dressed for a night at the theater, and as he hung up his hat with one hand, he loosened both the dark blue tie and the starched collar at his throat with the other. 

       His name was Warwick, but even the old sergeant called him Danny. He took his coffee with generous amounts of milk and four spoons of sugar, and he liked to dunk ginger snaps with his thick fingers. The knuckles were knobbled with arthritis, Bantry saw; and the decades-old wedding ring was deeply embedded.

       In the office behind the front desk, Warwick pulled up a chair and read through the top copy of Bayldon’s pedantic, exhaustive report. Bantry lost count of the ginger snaps which were immersed and swallowed whole before the detective tapped the papers back into place and sat back. 

       His face was thick, the cheeks full, the neck roped with tendons. Time had caught up with Danny Warwick, but it had not yet passed him by. His mind was still sharp, his eyes bright. The lines seemed to engrave themselves more deeply around those eyes as he read through the report, which Flynn and Bantry had given between them, in scrupulous detail.

       “You’re not local,” he began.

       “Visiting at Barwick Hall,” Bantry told him.

       “We know the owners,” Flynn added.

       “Friends of Jack Hargraves, are you?” Warwick cradled a third cup of coffee. “I’ve known Jack for years. Since he used to perform in fact. He wasn’t half bad on the ivories, was old Jack ... that’s a few years back, now.”

       Bantry felt the stir of Flynn’s impatience and pinned on a smile. “We didn’t get to know Jack until he’d retired. It was his ... lady who introduced us.”

       “His lady,” Warwick echoed in round tones. “Madame Pomeroy. The Russian.”

       “There’s something wrong with being Russian?” Flynn asked with a baffled expression. “I understood it to be an accident of birth.”

       The detective chuckled. “Miss Pomeroy’s not popular hereabouts.”

       “She campaigns for women’s rights,” Flynn said darkly.

       “And she isn’t married to Jack,” Warwick added, “but she’s lived with him at Barwick Hall for years that even I know of ... and from what I’ve heard, she’s got another man up there with her now.”

       With a silent groan, Bantry settled himself for a long evening. “There’s no law against being a man’s mistress, Inspector.”

       The older man made dismissive gestures. “No law at all, Captain. And call me Danny.”

       “Call me Vince,” Bantry invited. “So what’s your problem with Miss Pomeroy?”

       “My problem?”
Warwick shook his head. “It’s not my problem, Vince. She’s a beautiful woman, is Miss Pomeroy ... Eleyna. Jack thinks very highly of her. And let’s face it, she’s not the kind he’d marry, after all.”

       “Not the kind —?” Flynn’s voice rose through half an octave.

       “What he means,” Bantry said quickly, trying to smooth ruffled feathers, “is ... Eleyna suffers from a rare ailment which means she couldn’t have children by Jack, and secure the Hargraves inheritance. Also, she’s involved with the suffragette movement. All of which makes her socially unacceptable, at least in these parts. Yet at the same time she remains the beautiful woman, for whom Jack fell head over heels, some years ago.” He raised a brow at Warwick, wondering if he was close enough. “Jack would want legal heirs to inherit his estate, and he certainly wouldn’t want their mother being a — a suffragette!”

       “Exactly.”
Warwick dropped his voice and leaned closer. “Now, I’ve got nothing against the suffragette movement, Vince. A lot of women have the intelligence to be given the power to vote, and work, accept responsibility and know what to do with it. But the way they’re going about winning the vote—?” He shook his head. “You won’t woo the old fogeys of Whitehall with indecent behavior and acting like hooligans.”

       “I assume you mean half-deranged women chaining themselves to railings,” Flynn said bitterly, “and throwing themselves in front of the King’s horse on the racetrack. Inspector, Eleyna has done none of those things, nor shown any desire to go out and immolate herself.”

       The detective rummaged through his inside pockets and produced a battered silver case of cheroots. Bantry and Flynn refuse the offer, and Warwick had lit up when he said carefully, 

       “I’ve heard all the station house gossip since I retired to Tiverton. They made me welcome here, and I’ve got nothing better to do. What Miss Pomeroy’s doing could land her in a prison cell just as surely as the antics of her friends ... I won’t dignify them with the word colleagues.” He plumed gray smoke through both nostrils. “She’s had the official warning. The next time she prints and circulates indecent writings, or gets up in public and reads them aloud, it’ll be the magistrate for her — and this strange disease of hers won’t keep her out of a cell.”

       The smoke irritated Bantry’s sinuses. He leaned back in the chair to put a few feet between himself and Warwick. “Eleyna knows all this. She was just ... pushing, I think, to see how far she could go. Having found the limits of what polite county society will permit, she’ll work within them. And Eleyna,” he added, “is the not issue! Pamela Ridley is.”

       A pained expression settled on Warwick’s face. “Another of her suffragette friends, with the ague ... and a most unfortunate boyfriend.”


       Flynn’s brows rose. “Then you know about Nicholas Crane? You should know he’s vanished. The village gossip was, he and Pamela had run away together, but since Pamela is dead, it’s hardly likely Nicholas would have eloped on his own.”

       “Mister Flynn—”

       “By all means, call me Michael,” Flynn said with mock civility. The leaden cynicism seemed to be wasted on Warwick.

        “Nicholas Crane,” the detective was saying sourly, “was the boil on the arse of society, pardon my French. According to Bobby Bayldon and his lads, they had more complaints about Mister Crane in six months than they’d receive about the rest of the population in six years. He was after anything in a skirt, and quite partial to what arrives wearing trousers. Men’s wives? Why not? Grieving widows? Fair game. Strapping lads? Bring ’em on, the more, the merrier.” Warwick’s thick fingers drummed on the report, which he had set aside. “Strictly between you and me, if Miss Ridley’s turned up dead, I’d be inclined to drag the boozers and whore houses between Plymouth and Weymouth till I found the mongrel, and then slam the cuffs on him.”

       Bantry was not even surprised. “Come on, Danny, you know better than this. A rake and a murderer are two different animals.”

       And Warwick chuckled. “I know it. I also know what a pig of a job it’s going to be tracking him down. And I can tell you right now what the prosecution’s case is going to be. No bugger in this county, Vince, is going to speak up for Crane.”

       “No matter if he’s innocent?” Flynn’s voice was bitter. “He’s a rake, a rambler, a gambler. A profligate with a far from unusual taste for handsome young men ... come now, Danny, you’re a man of the world! ... so, automatically Crane’s a murderer? You don’t believe that.”

       Gray smoke plumed again, and for some moments Warwick glared at the glowing tip of the cheroot. “I’m a ‘man of the world,’ as you say, and I’ve seen more than I care to remember. I wish I could tell you Crane would get a fair trial in these parts, but ...” He took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly. “I’ve been a copper since I was thirty-eight years old, just back from India, out of the Army. I did my twenty years for Queen and country. I’ve seen how justice pans out, too often. You can beat your head on a wall till you can’t see nothing for the blood, and in the end the jury votes with their hearts, not their brains. And the judge will pass down sentence the same way. Decent men have been hung. Good men are rotting in prison right now, Michael, doing sentences they don’t deserve. Fact.”

       “So we’ve read,” Bantry said quietly. “For what it’s worth, we don’t believe Nicholas Crane murdered her.”

       A brow rose, creasing Warwick’s forehead, and the tip of the cheroot glowed as he inhaled. “What makes you so sure? In this county, there’s not many people would defend Crane.”

       “We never knew the man, so we’re not biased,” Flynn said thoughtfully, “but we’ve spoken at length to Eleyna and her associate, Maurice Lawson, both of whom were well acquainted with Pamela and Nicholas. Their belief is, Pamela Ridley was besotted with Crane ... and the feeling was very mutual. There’s no chance he would have done her harm.”

       “Well, now.” Warwick coughed on his own smoke and stubbed out the cheroot. “Well, now, indeed. That might change the picture — though I’m going to give you fair warning. Crane could be innocent as a cherub, and nobody in this town would believe a word he said. He’d go to the gallows pleading his innocence.”

       “And you’d hang an innocent man,” Bantry observed.

       Warwick looked levelly at him. “Not me, Vince. I’m only a copper ... and a retired one, at that. All I do is find ’em, bring ’em in, and put the evidence together. I don’t decide what happens in the courtroom. All I can do is stand up and say my piece. “’Yes, Your Honor, I spoke to this lady and that gentleman, and they said the accused loved the deceased.’ Then a barrister from London tears my little pile of he-say, she-say to bloody tatters. He builds a case against Nicholas Crane that paints him black as the ace of spades. His story makes the decent people of the jury shrivel up in dread, pissing-scared for their children, who’re at the mercy of the profligate, the hooligan, the homosexual. Have you heard the term, Vince? That’s what they’re called now.”

       “There’s a wise old saying about sticks and stones,” Flynn said indifferently, and stood. “May I suggest you at least perform some form of investigation before you pronounce Crane guilty?”

       “Of course I will,” Warwick sighed, “and for what it’s worth, I shouldn’t think Crane killed her. Not if he felt so strongly for her ... though it’s not impossible she killed him, after he tried to come home from one of his bloody silly escapades with other men’s wives and daughters. And sons, goddamn it. You want another wise old saying? ‘Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned’. That’s one’s out of The Bible.”

       The thought that Pamela had killed Nicholas — and perhaps Crane inflicted the shotgun wound which eventually killed her, while defending himself — had not occurred to Bantry, and he smothered a wry chuckle. 

       “Forgive me, Inspector. I’m obviously not devious enough! Then, if Crane killed her in sheer self defense during an assault, and he also is dead, you’ll be looking for his body.”

       “I will,” Warwick said grimly. “In fact, we’ll start off with that assumption. Here’s the picture in my mind: Miss Ridley’s genuinely in love with the bastard, though God alone knows why. He takes off across the shire on a binge. Drinking, gambling, tumbling anything that takes his fancy. She finds out ... maybe she’s known about his shenanigans all along, and this is one time too many? Today, she can’t take it. She grabs a shotgun and threatens him. She’s out of her mind with grief and shame, poor lass, and who could blame her? He takes umbrage at having a shotgun waved in his face — and why wouldn’t he? They struggle for the gun ... one barrel goes off. He takes it in the gut, and he’ll die, and he knows it. He’s mad enough, frightened enough, to get the gun off her, and he turns it on her.  Second barrel goes off, she collapses in the wine cellar, which I’ll admit is a strange place to have the fight, but ... maybe he was still on a bender, and headed down there for a bottle, soon as he got home. She’s dead, he’s mortally wounded. He drags himself out of the house, trying to find help, and dies in the woods.”

       Flynn looked sidelong at Bantry. “It’s — possible.”

       And Bantry could only shrug. “It’s more than possible. You have quite a mystery on your hands, Danny. And not one I’d care to delve into. The whole thing is too close to people’s sense of ... propriety.”

       “Propriety!”
Warwick’s face creased deeply. “I’ve met tarts of both sexes on the streets of Soho who have more kindness and compassion in their left hands than some of these county squires could muster in their whole bodies.” He was so disgusted, he seemed to be looking for a spittoon. “But justice is not for me to decide, Captain. I’ll find the stupid young bugger, if I can. If he’s alive. The fact is, if Crane’s as innocent as you seem to think, he’ll be better off if we don’t find him. You’ve got to realize, if we lay our hands on him, he’ll only be hung for nothing. And it happens too often.”

       “Dear God,” Flynn murmured. “I’m beginning to wish we’d never come here. We should have left well alone.” 

       “It’s your duty to report it,” Warwick argued. “If you don’t, the law sees you as accomplices.” He pushed back his chair and hooked his thumbs into his waistcoat pockets. “Can you wait a while longer? I’ll need to get a call through to London. I’m retired, remember! They’ll probably want to send somebody to handle this. Although they might leave it to me and Bobby Bayldon’s lads ... won’t know till I ask. If they’ll leave it to me, I can get a proper report written and typed up, and have you sign it before you go.”

       “All right,” Bantry agreed after a glance at his pocket watch. “We’ll be in town until the train gets in.”

       “You’re leaving Tiverton?” Warwick’s eyes narrowed a little.

       “Inspector Warwick, suspicion is as catching as a dose of influenza,” Bantry said with an acid, biting humor. “No, we’re not leaving. We’re staying at Barwick Hall, we’ll be there for some time. A friend is coming in on the early morning train. You’ll meet him tomorrow, if you want to begin your investigation with Eleyna and her associate, Maurice Lawson.”

       “Her associate,” Warwick echoed, and shook his head minutely. “It’ll not make her any more popular with the local folk, this living in sin with another man, in her old man’s absence. People’ll disapprove, like they did of the late Miss Pamela, and Crane.” 

       “Living in sin.” Flynn rolled the words on his tongue. “What a curious expression. One’s private life should not be a matter for the law, I would have thought.” 

       “Perhaps not,” Warwick agreed. “But when your private life rubs people the wrong way, and those people draw jury duty, and one day you land in the dock in front of them ... you’ll look the buggers in the eyeballs, and you won’t need to guess what they’re thinking.” He tugged straight his jacket and jerked a thumb over his shoulder, in the direction of the front desk. “You can wait here. Send for tea, if you like. I’ll see if I can get a call through to London.”

       He waited ten minutes for a line, and another five until the call was accepted by someone with the authority to file a piece of paper. From what Bantry could hear, it was an old comrade at Scotland Yard who answered, and he groaned silently as Warwick launched into a version of the story. He kept it mercifully brief, and three times repeated a description of Nicholas Crane, whom he described simply as ‘missing, feared dead.’

       All this, Bantry heard with closed eyes as he sat beside Flynn with his head leaned back against the wall. Flynn was playing with the silver-handled cane, and the ferrule tapped on the floor and a chair leg now and then, with the sound of irritation and frustration. Warwick held the line as his colleague conferred with his superiors, and minutes dragged before the retired detective said sharply,

       “Aye, I’m still here, lad ... yep, I can ... no, I’d be glad to!” He chuckled fatly. “Give the old warhorse a sniff of the gunpowder and stand back, eh? All right, Wallace, send the paperwork through, I’ll keep it straight ... aye, and your constables! Now, don’t let me keep you.”

       He was back in the office a moment later, wearing a self-satisfied grin and rubbing his palms together. “They put you in charge,” Bantry guessed.

       “They did,” Warwick affirmed. “There’s some trouble up in town — when is there not? They’re short-handed in London, and I may be out to pasture, but I haven’t been shipped off to the knacker’s yard just yet.” He stepped aside to clear the doorway. “I’ll get a report down, gents. You might like to step out for a breath of air while I write it up. Give me twenty minutes, then come back and sign it, and you’re done for the moment.”

       “For the moment?” Flynn echoed. 

       “We’ll have to appear in court,” Bantry warned. “We found the body ... if any case ever gets into court.” He gave Warwick a hard look. “You’ll have to have somebody to prosecute first. Meaning, Nicholas Crane has to be out there somewhere, and alive. If he’s dead, and if he and Pamela killed each other — case closed.”

       “Soon as we have some daylight,” Warwick said bleakly, “we’ll be taking on as many laborers as we can find, and supplying spades, for the purpose of turning over the house’s gardens, and the woods nearby. I’ll find out what didn’t happen, Vince. Then we’ll find out what did. If Crane’s dead, the body’ll be there somewhere. If she shot him, he won’t have dragged himself far. If somebody else killed him, same time as the scene you describe in the cellar, well, one thing murderers don’t do is carry dead bodies very far. Especially if they’re leaking, which they invariably do. In fact, it’s a wonder the neighborhood dogs haven’t dug it up already.” 

       Flynn shuddered visibly and took a step toward the door. “I believe I’ll take you up on the offer of a breath of air, Inspector.”

       “Twenty minutes,” Warwick called after them. “I’ll keep it as brief as I can. One last thing, Vince.”


       Bantry turned back for a moment. 

       “Any sign of the weapon?” Warwick wanted to know.

       “Not that I saw. Mind you,” Bantry warned, “I wasn’t about to turn the cellar upside down looking for it. I took a quick recce and got out.” He inclined his head in a rueful half-bow before the Inspector. “The rest is your job, Inspector, and I don’t envy you it.”

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

It was twenty minutes before midnight when they left Tiverton Station for the last time, and Eleyna’s carriage was parked down the road. They heard quiet conversation from within, and found Maurice sitting with her. Her hands were in his, in his lap, and she was in better spirits. She produced a smile as she saw Bantry’s face. 

       “It’s a good review,” she offered, “with a wonderful conjurer, and a troupe of rather good acrobats. You should have seen them.”

       “Perhaps we’ll have the chance before we leave,” Michael muttered, “but for now, let me just get some fresh air into my lungs after the cigar smoke in that place! It was like a London peasoup fog! I wonder how Inspector Warwick has survived so long, with lungs that must be like the inside of a factory chimney.” He coughed animatedly as Maurice took charge of the horses. “Smoking is such a filthy habit. I said as much to Niccolo —”

       “Michael,” Bantry whispered sharply, for he suspected Flynn was about to say Paganini, and this was neither the time nor the place. Maurice had lived at Barwick Hall for long enough to know that name. Eleyna’s gramophone ran for hours every day.

       But Maurice did not seem to even notice Flynn had spoken. He had jumped down and was turning the carriage about, ready to take them north out of Tiverton. The train would not be in for two hours, and after the noise and smoke of the theater, Eleyna was grumbling about quiet and peace.

       Her eyes were bright, dark, sharp as a crow’s. “You’ve been talking to Danny Warwick?”

       “The desk sergeant sent a constable to fetch him. He was at the same performance as yourself.” Flynn sat in the seat opposite and tilted his head curiously at her. “Did you know, you’re infamous? He knew all about you.”

       “Inspector Warwick knows Jack,” she said bleakly. “And I’m afraid he takes a very dim view of me.”

       “He doesn’t, though you may not believe it,” Bantry argued. “He’s known Jack Hargraves for years, though he didn’t say where they met. He knows Jack loves you ... he just doesn’t know how many years you and Jack have been together. He also knows about your ‘ailment,’ as Maurice calls it. ‘Gentleman Jack’ is a rich old man, and even polite society allows rich old men to have mistresses.”

       Her vampyre eyes closed, and her brow creased. “His mistress, am I? Good Christ, is that what they think?”

       “Hush, now,” Michael warned. “Maurice isn’t deaf. You should tell him. Keeping secrets is not wise.”

       “In my own good time,” she said on a rasping note.  

       The carriage moved off just then, and Flynn let go the argument. Maurice was up on the high seat, driving away from the town, leaving behind houses and railway, and in minutes they were out beyond the last straggling cottages, in the white moonlight. 

       There, he pulled off the road into the deep grass of a mown verge, and jumped down to see to the horses. Bantry looked out across the midnight landscape. The wind was barely moving; the scent of the sea had diminished as they passed by Tiverton, and now he smelt only woodland, and a faint trace of chimney smoke.

       “This whole business is bad,” Flynn was saying quietly as Maurice lifted himself back up into the carriage and settled beside Eleyna. She accepted his arm about her, and Flynn offered Bantry his hand. 

       “Will you walk with me?” Bantry suggested, and when Flynn glanced at him, he nodded at the others: they need to be alone.

       Also needing solitude and quiet, Bantry followed the main road for only a short distance, and then turned up the back road. It ran parallel with the town, and cut a line up over the hill to serve several farms. Though lights flickered through the trees the night was quiet enough for him to hear the pad of a fox, the wings of an owl, over the crunch of his own boots in the gravel. 

       A church stood on the brow of the slight hill; the square, keep-like Saxon tower was outlined against the stars, and a lamp was still alight over the rectory door. Bantry tried vainly to remember how long it was since he had been inside a house of worship. A long time. He had attended a friend’s wedding in Peking, with a whole company of comrades who togged out in full regimentals, to see young Lieutenant Price ‘turned off.’

       A harmonium was playing softly in the church. The plodding, pedestrian melody of an Anglican hymn drifted down from the hill, though midnight had gone by. Flynn’s fingers tightened about Bantry’s hand, and his voice was a bare whisper. 

       “What is it, Vince? You feel the tug of the God of your fathers?”

       “Hm? Good heavens, no.” Bantry actually laughed. “I’m just remembering my service days. They were good days, Michael, but they can never be again. I don’t think I ever belonged under a church roof, though I was a chorister when I was seven, and Saint Peter didn’t actually have me tossed out! Do I count myself among the faithful? How could I, after the atrocities I’ve seen? Where is God hiding on the day of battle, when children are bayoneted? There has been so much anguish, often in the name of the church. Cruel priests, and archaic laws. How could I believe?”

       “There’s a thousand paths to heaven,” Flynn said, just as quietly, “and older religions than the Hanged God. Do you ...”

       He stopped, broke stride and turned off the road as they  neared the top of the hill, close to the Saxon church with its ancient, haphazard graveyard. A marble angel pointed heavenward, and Michael appeared to be listening to it. Bantry strained his ears to sort through the rush of the breeze in the tall grass, the toss of the trees, and at last he heard a voice.

       “Bow down thine ear, O Lord, hear me, for I am poor and needy.” It was a boy’s voice, thick with tears. “Preserve my soul, for I am holy. O thou, my God, save thy servant that trusteth in thee.”

       Michael stood stock still, hardly breathing. “Be merciful unto me, O Lord,” he whispered in unison with the boy, who knelt in the lee of the marble angel, “for I cry unto thee daily, rejoice the soul of thy servant, for unto thee, O Lord, I do lift up my soul, for thou art good and ready to forgive.” He drew his hand out of Bantry’s palm, went ahead of him through the open iron gates of Saint John’s, and into the old graveyard. “Child, whatever is wrong?”

       The boy was half-hidden in the dense dappling of moon shadows under the sycamores. He tried to flinch away as Bantry stepped into the graveyard. Flynn went down to one knee beside him, and turned his hands palm up, perhaps to show that they were empty. Bantry stood back lest he frighten the boy any further. Inarticulate with grief and fear, the lad could not speak. 

       “I heard you praying,” Flynn said softly. “It was the 86th Psalm. One of David’s, isn’t it? I know it well. Won’t you tell me what’s wrong?” He was very young, very blond, emaciated, pale, his hair a wild tangle, his face smeared with grime. Flynn held out a hand. “Won’t you let me help you? Has someone hurt you?”

       How often he repeated the words, Bantry did not know, and none of them reached the boy. He might have been deaf. At last Flynn abandoned spoken language, and Bantry watched him lull the youth as he had mesmerized the wild deer, and the house dogs, so many times. 

        The  whimpers stilled, and Flynn sat in the grass beside the boy. With gentle hands he began to search for injuries. “He isn’t bruised, not that I can see,” he told Bantry. “If he’s been assaulted, he certainly didn’t fight back.” He picked up the lad’s hands. “His knuckles aren’t broken, so he didn’t punch. There’s no blood under his nails, so he could not even have scratched.” 

       Bantry came closer. He knelt as Michael turned the boy’s grubby face to the moonlight, so as to look into his eyes. He was not quite so young, Bantry saw. He could have been seventeen, eighteen, but the thinness gave the impression of a boy much younger.  

       An indrawn breath, a half-formed curse, and Flynn let go the boy’s chin. “Oh, so that’s it.”

       “What?” Bantry leaned closer, to see.

       “He’s a changeling, Vince. Don’t you see his eyes? He came here to die, I think, and he would have perished at dawn ... the time has come for him. He’s starved, emaciated. Damn, look at him, he’s nothing but skin and bone under these rags! And he’s filthy, probably lousy. He’s been living rough for weeks at least. Help me.”

       He had his arms under the wraith, lifting him as he spoke, and Bantry fended him off. He picked the lad up bodily. “Do you want to take him to the vicar?”

       “What good would it do?” Flynn retorted. “Give him to the vicar, so he can be passed along to the surgeons, and spend the rest of his life in the misery of a laboratory. I’ve suffered that way, and I wouldn’t wish it on a rat. We take him home, and quickly. Maurice can come back for Chabrier. There’s time, if we’re swift, and if Chabrier has to wait a few minutes ... it’s with good reason. He’ll understand.”

       The boy weighed no more than a child, and without effort Bantry carried him back down the hill. He was no more than pale skin stretched over seemingly hollow bird-bones, and he was still lulled as Michael opened the carriage door. The frail body settled against the cushioning. Eleyna’s voice called up from the stream, and Flynn beckoned. 

       “I said,” she repeated as she came up through the grass a pace ahead of Maurice, “are we taking on passengers?”

       “In this case, we are,” Flynn said tersely, “and we must be moving at once, Eleyna. We walked up the back road to the old church. What is it, Saint John’s? I forget. And see what we found in the cemetery.”

       The vampyre had already seen for herself, and Maurice knew enough by now to guess. “Jesus God,” he whispered. “Another one.”

       “The next of your abandoned changelings,” Bantry said grimly, “about to die with sunrise. Only this one will have the chance to survive. I suppose he went to the church to die, and didn’t dare go inside.”

       “But, why?” Maurice demanded. “Why would this poor scrap of skin and bones make it all the way to the church door, and then not ask for help? Christ! I can hear the organ from here!”

       “You don’t understand,” Flynn began.

       “I bloody know I don’t!” Maurice’s voice was rising along with his temper. “I know there’s a whole ocean I don’t understand about the likes of you people, and Pamela, and how in the frigging hell am I ever going to understand if nobody’ll tell me what’s going on!”

       “Maurice, calm down,” Eleyna said with commendable restraint. 

       He glared at her, but subsided. “What is it, lass? What’s so terrible that you can’t tell me?” He gestured up the hill, toward the church. “It’s something to do with that, isn’t it?”

       “Something,” Bantry said quietly, “but it’s so complicated, Maurice, we’ll be hours in the telling, when Eleyna’s decided to begin ... and now is not the time. We want to get this boy home, and then I’ll ask you to come back to the station for Chabrier.”

       “Well ... shit,” Maurice hissed under his breath. He yanked out his watch, popped open the brass cover and held the face to the moon. “Aye, there’s just about time to get there and back, I suppose. If we don’t stand around here talking!”

       And he turned his back on Eleyna, not offering the old world courtesy of handing her up into the carriage. Flynn was already inside, examining the boy as best he could, and Bantry slid in beside him, leaving Eleyna in the road. The lightless vampyre eyes were hot on Maurice’s back. 

       “Are you going to get in, Ellie,” the human growled, “or do I leave you in the road? It’s a long walk home, five mile or more, and you’re two hours off sunup, and you don’t even have your walking shoes on.”

       Without a word, Eleyna stepped up into the carriage, and the long whip cracked as Bantry closed the door. Her face was a pale mask, but Bantry saw the clench of its muscles, the tight press of her lips. 

       “You’re going to have to tell him,” he whispered.

       “And lose him,” she murmured, “after the telling.”

       “Perhaps,” Flynn said, under the noise of horseshoes and wheels, “but right now you’re only using him, Eleyna. You’re duping him, to keep him beside you and working for you.”

       “I —” she began, too fast, and fell silent again.

       “You don’t have the right to use him,” Flynn added. “Maurice loves you. Does he love you enough to stay with you, even knowing the truth?” He shook his head sadly. “There’s no way to know, save to tell him and let him make the decision for himself.”

       “I know.” Eleyna hugged herself. “I’ve always known.”

       “You care for him,” Bantry whispered. “Don’t you? You’ve said, why doesn’t love happen for you — with Maurice, with Pamela. I think it has happened for you, but you won’t let yourself see it.”

        She turned her face away and the vampyre hauteur, bred into her species through untold millennia, furled about her like a cloak or a shield. Bantry said no more. He looked across at Flynn, and saw the pain of memory in his face. Michael would always be haunted by the past, but Bantry knew which specters troubled him now. 

       A cottage on the Camargue ... the winter snows, an unmarked grave in which a dog lay buried ... the stars of Christmas, and the dark seduction of blood. Bantry also felt a shiver, and he reached out with one hand. Flynn took it and laced their fingers tightly, as if he must hold on, and perhaps convince himself that he had not made a terrible mistake that night. 

       At last Eleyna set aside her own ghosts and leaned over to peer at the waif who was curled up on the seat opposite. Vampyre eyes saw perfectly in the gloom beneath the trees, and as she saw the pinched, bony face she was shocked. 

       “I know this boy! It’s Eddie ...” She was fishing for the family name. “Eddie Morse. He disappeared from the farm across the moor last month. He’d been a stage-struck young fool for years, since a backwoods ballet company brought a production of Giselle here. It was ludicrously bad, but the local yokels were spellbound, and this idiot was twirling about, any time he thought no one was looking. There’s a teacher somewhere up here in Tiverton, Pamela used to go to her. I got the story, gossip-wise, at third-hand. Every shilling Eddie earned, he took to the dancing school, and when he vanished, everyone thought he must have gone to London to get onto the boards.”

       “He ran away when the changing became too much to hide from his family,” Bantry said bitterly. “He’s starved, Eleyna, and his eyes are so wide, he must have been blind in daylight for weeks now.” He gave Michael a grim glance, and called up to the driver’s high seat. “Home, Maurice, as fast as the horses will take us. Will you come back out for Chabrier after the animals have been fed and watered? I’ll come back, if you can’t. I’m sorry to impose, but there’s little else to do.”

       “It’s no imposition,” Maurice said dismissively, and shook out the reins. He called to the horses, and their pace picked up. “Another one with the illness?” He twisted on the seat and looked down into the carriage. From there, he could not see much of Eddie Morse or Eleyna, but he told the vampyre flatly, “One day, lass, and soon, you’re going to explain to me how this happens. If I’m not catching it from you, how are they getting it? Or am I catching it? Am I going to change too? If I am, I want to know.”

       “Maurice, please, later,” Flynn begged. “It’s Eleyna’s decision, but when the time comes ... Vince or I will tell you the facts of our life. Being a lady, Eleyna might be a little embarrassed about certain aspects of the contagion. It’s very difficult for a man to catch it from a lady, if the lady doesn’t actually bite him in the throes of rapture!” And as Maurice opened his mouth to demand more, Flynn added loudly, “No.
Hush for now. Take us home. This little one, this Eddie Morse, comes first. There’ll be time for explanations later.

       “I’m going to hold you to that,” Maurice warned darkly. 

       He set the horses’ pace at a brisk trot, and at twenty minutes after one o’clock, the still barely conscious Eddie Morse was lowered into a tepid bath in a spare bedroom at the back of Barwick Hall. Bantry stood frowning at the pathetic bag of bones. Eleyna had opened the windows, and sat on the ledge in the moonlight, watching as Flynn rolled up his sleeves and scrubbed the pale skin with lilac soap. 

       A month’s accumulated grime dissolved away. Through the open window, they heard Maurice talking to the horses, the clatter of the stable door, the rattle of a pail as he fetched out oats, bran, treacle. He had pulled the carriage up to the horse trough, but the animals must go out again, and at once. 

       Dawn was two hours away, and very soon an elder vampyre would be standing on the platform at Tiverton station, watching the gray of the predawn gather in the east, over Yeovil and Sherborne. Bantry was acutely aware of the time, and even Maurice —who had never dreamed the word ‘vampyre’ yet — understood that Chabrier must be guarded from the sun. He was making haste, and Bantry was grateful. Maurice carried a quick note, scrawled in Flynn’s hand, in French. Chabrier would trust him. 

       With no way to help Michael, Bantry stood back and considered young Eddie Morse with the harsh rationale which had been so familiar when he had been Captain Bantry. The same icy reason was strange enough, now, to be uncomfortable. 

       “He’ll have to feed, you realize, and at once. And he has no idea how to help himself, not if he went to a church to die. All he knows is, he can’t stomach food or drink. Even the smell of food makes him sick.”

       “The question is,” Eleyna said grimly, “will the notion of taking blood make him even sicker? It might settle his belly, put flesh on his limbs, and plunge his mind into the abyss.” She gave Bantry a hard look. “I’ve seen it happen. Remember, he went to Saint John’s, but he wouldn’t go inside. Wouldn’t knock on the door and ask for help, even though you could hear the harmonium halfway across the parish.” She frowned deeply at the boy. “He’s good, strong peasant stock, salt of the earth ...  which probably means he’s as superstitious as the rest of his kind. I’d give you short odds, Vince. He’s already guessed the very truth that a man with Maurice’s brains would never even think of. Vampyre. I’ve seen this before, too.” She tapped her temple with one fingertip. “They go mad, often as not.”

       “We’ve all seen it, Eleyna,” Flynn remonstrated. “It doesn’t mean you abandon them.”

       “Yet it might be kinder,” Eleyna mused, “to make him comfortable and let nature take her course. He’s near the end now.” 

       “Let him die in peace,” Flynn whispered.

       “You can’t mean that!” Bantry began.

       “Vince, think about it,” Flynn said just as softly. “There’s the matter of the child’s faith. If Eddie has guessed — and he might have, easily! — then, if he believes he’s evil he’ll never know a moment of peace, living with what he’s become.” Michael looked up over his shoulder, and Bantry saw the regret etched deeply into his face, like lines of pain. “Still, it’s a decision best made sanely, and Eddie won’t be sane enough to make it until after he’s been fed.”

       “And how,” Bantry demanded, “do you propose to manage that?”

       “I’ll lull one of the horses and fill a brandy glass,” Flynn told him sadly. “I’ll take the last run of the blood myself so as to close the cut, unless Eleyna needs to feed...?”

       The woman made negative gestures, not looking up from the wet, tousled blond head, which Flynn was searching thoroughly for lice. “No, I fed yesterday,” she said distractedly. “Morgana was my patron, as always. She has a sweet tooth, she loves toffees and treacle, and her blood is the sweeter for it, bless her.” 

       Morgana was the smallest of the hacks. Flynn had ridden her last night, when they found Pamela Ridley’s body.

       “Then I’ll lull the gelding,” Flynn decided. “And I’d better do it now, I think, before Eddie starts to wake properly.” He finger-combed the yellow hair back into place and reached for a towel. “He’s clean enough, Eleyna, and starting to chill. Put him to bed, Vince. I’ll fetch a glass while Maurice goes back for Chabrier.”

       “Leave him to me.” Bantry plucked the towel out of Flynn’s hands. He leaned over and dropped a kiss on the corner of his mouth. “Go now. He’s stirring, see? I’m perfectly capable of tucking a boy into bed ... as well you know.”

       With a mock grimace, Flynn stepped out. He went to the library first, for a brandy balloon. The shutters were still open and the sky was showing the first faint lightening of dawn. Like any old changeling, he was aware of the clench of his belly, a prickling in his skin, but the sun was still ninety minutes away— and Chabrier’s train was due in at any moment. On his way out he plucked Eleyna’s dark green glasses from the sideboard. 

       As he met Maurice on the carriage way, where he was clearing away the feed pails, Flynn gestured with the glasses, artfully diverting Maurice’s attention from the brandy balloon. He had no idea how comfortable Maurice was with the idea of letting blood, much less drinking it. Knowing the clinical facts of Eleyna’s ‘ailment,’ and disregarding them, were not the same.  He dropped the glasses into the man’s palm.

       “These’d be for Mister Chabrier,” Maurice guessed, pocketing them. He stooped for the pails, and never saw the brandy glass. “Dark lenses, in case the sun’s coming up when I get him back here. Eleyna does the same. Those eyes of hers ... this Chabrier will be the same?”

       “Of course. He’ll have a hooded cloak and gloves,” Flynn said darkly. “He should have his own glasses, but ... you can’t be too careful.” He forced a smile. “You look after Eleyna this way, don’t you?”

       “Of course I do.” Maurice stacked the empty pails out of the way and dusted down the corduroy trousers. “I met her at a society meeting. I saw her from clear across the hall, same as she saw me. I would never have had the nerve to walk up and talk, so she came to me. She asked me to get her a drink of water, and I did ... we talked for hours.” He stooped for the driving whip, which he had set down by the wheels.

       “Which society?” Flynn wondered.             

       Maurice gestured vaguely, frowning over the memory. “The literary society ... Ellie’s a writer, and a good ’un,” he told Flynn. “At the time, I was still trying to pull myself up by the bootstraps. I still am, but back then I didn’t think I was good enough to be seen talking to the likes of Eleyna. You know. A real lady, gentry, and well-schooled.”

       The bald observation was an unpleasant jerk back to reality. “That was never true, Maurice. I don’t happen to subscribe to the class system. I know it governs this country, and many others, but before you let it suffocate you, you should consider moving to America, Canada, Australia. They won’t have a bar of any class system over there, and rightly so.”

       “Aye, I’ll be moving,” Maurice said in a regretful tone. “I can’t stay on here for much longer. Ellie won’t look at me as a husband, and I’ve got enough pride left that it bothers me, being a ‘kept man.’” He mocked himself with a wry chuckle. “Look, let me get back to Tiverton and fetch Mister Chabrier ... how’s the lad? What’s his name?”

       “Eddie.” Flynn stirred. The brandy glass was still artfully hidden by the line of his body, out of Maurice’s sight. “He’s one of us, and he’s starving to death, because he knew no one who could tell him how to survive. Not even the person who — infected him.” His voice caught on the word.

       Maurice’s face twisted. “Christ, I wish she’d tell me about it.”

       “She will.” Flynn touched his arm. “She’s only been trying to find the right time and the right words. Well, the time has certainly arrived! But the right words are ... difficult. Eleyna is afraid of offending you, driving you away.”

       “So you tell me,” Maurice challenged. His chin lifted. “You think I’m squeamish? You think I’m not man enough to stand up and face what a woman’s had to live with all her life?”

       “Go for Chabrier first,” Flynn said evasively. “Time’s much too short to stand here chatting, Maurice. Any mishap on the road — if you lose a wheel, if one of the horses lames! — and Chabrier could be very badly injured.”

       “Aye, you’re right.” Maurice tossed up the whip, and lifted himself onto the driver’s seat. He gave Flynn a glare as he gathered the reins, and the horses tossed their heads. “But one way or another, you’re going to tell me, or—” 

       “Or?” Flynn echoed.

       “Or,” Maurice said with a humorless grin, “I’ll be the next one who gets chained to a bloody wall in the nut house!”

       He was out through the gates, turning right onto the Tiverton road, before Flynn stepped into the stable. The smell was ancient: hay, straw, horse, harness, polish. Across the centuries, the smell of a stable had never changed, and if Flynn closed his eyes he could be back in Ferrara, in Padua or Naples. For a moment he felt the tendrils of memory reach out of their dark corners in an effort to snare him with visions of sinuous limbs, lustrous eyes — snatches of age-old melody, voices he had not heard since before he was changed. 

       And then the thin, scratchy sound of the gramophone in Eleyna’s study intruded. The window was almost directly above. The sense of dislocation was an ache, or an itch, deep inside him. He stepped into the stable and spoke softly to the drowsing horses. Morgana’s ears twitched, but he only stroked her face and passed on to the gelding, whose name was Hadrian.

       Like any animal — and like Eddie Morse — the horse was soon lulled. The little knife, sharp as a scalpel, nicked the chestnut skin, but the gelding felt nothing. Flynn held the glass to the cut, and when it had half-filled with the rich thickness of blood, and the flow had just begun to stop of its own accord, he closed his mouth over the nick. 

       He took the last blood, pressing changeling saliva into the wound, so it would quickly close. The glass felt hot in his palm, and he held it as if it were filled with a fine liqueur brandy. The blood was full of the vitality and strength of the animal. It was the gift of life for Eddie Morse.

       Just before Flynn stepped back into the house he saw the first colors of sunrise. He rarely lingered to watch, but often he imagined looking through thick red glasses, from beneath the hood of a heavy cloak. The sun would soon find him, but he might see the dawn. 

       The vampyre had no fascination for it. To them, the day was nothing. Everything it offered, they could enjoy in paintings and, more recently, in photographs, even the moving pictures of the Lumière brothers. Chabrier, Hypaetia, Eleyna herself, never entertained the fantasy of watching the sunrise, but even now enough of the human remained in Flynn for him to dream of the daylight hours, savor them in imagination, and paint them.

       Did Eddie Morse ache for the silence and seduction of the night? Which vampyre or changeling had chosen him — and having been plucked like a bud just before it could bloom, why had young Morse been abandoned?

       The youth was limp between the crisp linen sheets, lying in a single bed beneath a window where the shutters had already been closed. One lamp burned. In its light, his eyes were glassy, his mouth lax. Bantry had put a nightshirt on him, toweled the fair hair and combed it. A gaunt face looked blankly up as Flynn appeared. Eddie was drifting back to awareness as the lulling wore off. Flynn lifted a brow at Bantry, but it was Eleyna who said,

       “He’s a heartbeat short of raving, Michael. He doesn’t know where he is, and I imagine he’s in pain.”

       “He’s feral,” Bantry corrected. “If he knew what he needed — blood, for God’s sake, it’s that simple! — he would have been hunting an hour ago. Do you remember, Michael?”

       “The Camargue,” Flynn murmured. He squeezed shut his eyes, for he remembered all too well, and then he set the memories into their proper place and sat on the bedside.

       Wild eyes blinked up at him, and he took Eddie’s hand. “Can you hear me?” There was no answer in words, but the changeling pupils dilated and the nostrils flared. Eddie had smelt the fresh blood. Flynn sighed. “Vince, help me.” 

       Bantry was at the bedside. “Tell me how.”

       “Take the glass.” Flynn handed it to him, and with the changeling’s strength, he lifted the boy’s frail body in the crook of his left arm. Eddie tried to struggle, but Flynn’s hands tightened like manacles. “Be still!” The bark of command reached some part of his mind and he froze like a creature trying to hide. “Vince?” Flynn reached for the glass, and brought it to the boy’s lips. “Drink this, drink all of it. Then you’ll rest,” he crooned. 

       He tipped the glass and Eddie swallowed once, twice, hungrily. His body knew what it needed although his mind was in rebellion. Sanity had dissolved but, freed to nourish itself, the body took over. The boy gulped every drop. Flynn let him fall back onto the pillow, and the dark changeling eyes were already closing. 

       “He’ll sleep now,” Eleyna said thoughtfully. 

       “But someone ought to stay with him,” Flynn added. “He’ll wake clear-headed, remember, and the fear will take command as soon as he remembers what happened to him.”

       “But the hunger will be gone,” Bantry whispered.

       “I’ll sit with him,” Eleyna offered. “Christ knows, I’ve nothing better to do ... my novel is being a bitch. And I have a lot to think about.”

       “Maurice,” Flynn guessed, “and what to tell him.
And how to tell him.” He slipped an arm through Bantry’s and urged him to the door.

       “Call us, when the boy starts to wake,” Bantry told Eleyna.

       She gave him an almost amused look. “This is the first changing you’ve ever seen, isn’t it?”

       “It happens so rarely,” Flynn said sharply, “who sees it more than once or twice in a century?”

       “Save that it’s been happening right across this county,” Bantry added, “and this lad would have made eight dead, that we know of, if we hadn’t heard him.” He frowned deeply at Eddie Morse, who was sound asleep now, pale as death, with blue-veined, translucent skin and sunken, shadowed eyes. “Will he be sane when he wakes?”

       “I don’t know,” Flynn admitted. “This is far from the normal changing. Usually, it’s done with affection, and when the time comes to feed — well, do you remember Fontainebleu?”

       “I’m unlikely to forget,” Bantry said dryly. “But, if Eddie’s sane —”

       Flynn knew what he was thinking. “He might be able to tell us who it was. The vampyre or the changeling who bit into him, or cut him, or coupled him roughly enough to make him bleed.”  

       “He might have been assaulted,” Eleyna warned. “He might never have seen the wretch’s face. If you believe what you read the papers, it happens to women all the time. God! Let me get my hands on the man, and I swear, he won’t live to tell the story.”

       But Bantry was not ready to think so negatively. “Eddie might also have been seduced,” he suggested. His brows arched at Eleyna. “We can hope.” He and Flynn drew out of the room and Eleyna made herself comfortable in an armchair. The door closed, and he dropped his voice to a murmur. “I remember the first time you fed from me. I remember the first time I fed, myself. I wasn’t starved, like the boy, but I’d waited till the hunger was a pain ... a madness inside me. The little you gave me eased the pain and restored my reason.”

       On the landing above the stairs, Flynn turned into his arms, needing to be held. “It’s possible Eddie knows what’s wrong with him. Eleyna’s right. Simple country people are superstitious, the world over. They believe in goblins and elves, as well as angels and demons. It’s not a great stretch of the credulity to believe in the vampyre.”

       “You’re thinking of Luigi, aren’t you?” Bantry asked against his cheek. His arms tightened about Flynn. 

       “You know I am!” Flynn hunted for a kiss. “Like Luigi, a boy like Eddie might easily guess the truth while someone with Maurice’s brains and education is still fretting, confused and angry. Speaking of whom, it’s long past time Maurice was given the cold, hard facts.”

       “Past time,” Bantry corrected. “He’s intelligent, kind and forgiving. He knows we’re lovers, you and I, and there’s no prejudice in him; he and Eleyna have been lovers for months, without the blessing of the church ... and his interests lie in anthropology, of all things.” 

       “I think,” Flynn mused, “Maurice could accept the truth. After all,” he was hunting for levity, and almost managing it, “if Eleyna hasn’t savaged him and torn out his throat in the night by now, it’s safe to assume she never will.”

       “Unfunny, Michael,” Bantry said bleakly. “But you’re right. Christ, I’ll be glad when Chabrier arrives.” He kissed Flynn’s cheek and released him. “And if Eddie wakes up comfortable and lucid, he ought to be rational enough to remember, and speak.”

       Flynn turned down the stairs, walking slowly. “Speak, and say what? Eleyna’s right! Eddie could have been assaulted. Any of the dead changelings could have been jumped in the dark, raped and bitten. How long ago? Five months, six?” Flynn stopped at the foot of the stairs, one hand on the banister. “Six months ago takes us back to the long winter nights. One of us was out there, running wild.”

       “And might still be,” Bantry added. “Eddie’s a victim from months ago. It takes so long to change. There could be a hundred more in Tiverton and the villages, as far afield as Exeter, all waiting to change, one by one, week by week.” 

       The enormity of the situation was settling on Flynn like a sodden blanket. “Oh, I know. The victim of an assault or a seduction last night won’t destroy himself till February or March. My gods, Vince, it can’t be a vampyre! They’re ages old, and ages wise.” 

       They had turned into the library, where the shutters were still open. The sky had grown bright enough to hurt Bantry’s eyes, and he leaned out for the latch, gave it a tug. The shutter closed smartly. “And most of the vampyre don’t approve of changelings,” he reasoned, “so if one of them were to be responsible ... it’s just malicious cruelty, wholesale slaughter.”

       “As surely as if these youths, like Eddie, like Annie Starr, were murdered like Pamela,” Flynn agreed, “and dumped at the roadside.” 

       “Revenge, do you think?” Bantry wondered. “Could these changelings be made just to die, for vengeance ... the price for some crime, exacted from humans as a species?” 

       “It’s a bleak thought. But, changeling or vampyre, and no matter the reason,” Flynn said quietly, rubbing his arms, “he’ll die for this. The elders will surely order it, and if they asked me to be the vindex, I would use the Osiris knife with my own hands.”

       “You, who’s never killed anything, nor hurt any creature,” Bantry said softly, caressing Flynn’s cheek. “You would kill ...?”

       Flynn lifted his chin defiantly. “To be rid of vermin, I would. Am I wrong? David Lockwood was under the executioner’s knife. The weapon is more ancient than the sphinx — and you held it!”

       “You mean, would I call it murder?” Bantry asked. 

       Flynn nodded, waiting for his judgment. In his years in China, as a magistrate in the outlying hill districts, Bantry had often interpreted and dispensed the law. Flynn could respect his authority and experience, while he was suspicious of Eleyna’s passion, though Eleyna was vampyre, and twice Bantry’s age.

       “I would call it execution,” Vincent said slowly. “And I’d load the gun for you, pull the hammer and set the weapon into your hand for you to do it. It’s ... fitting, I think.” He looked into Flynn’s eyes and managed the ghost of a smile. “Fitting, that a rogue changeling should be judged and executed by his own kind.” He drew Flynn back into his arms and nuzzled his neck. “The better question is, can you put the will to live into that boy? Can you, or Chabrier, make him see the beauty of our world?”

       “I honestly don’t know,” Flynn admitted. “And I won’t know until he wakes, which will be hours. He could sleep for a day, perhaps longer. Then ... so much depends on Eddie’s schooling. If he loves God, church, heaven, before all else, he’ll probably choose to die.”

       This was where the legend had began, of vampyre who feared the sign of the cross, who would not step onto holy ground, and perished in the sunlight, red-eyed and insane.  

       “Eddie will believe himself the devil’s vessel, if this is what he has been taught,” Flynn said sadly. “He’s only a farm lad, as Eleyna said. What education could he have?”

       “But Maurice Lawson is only a laborer — or, he was,” Bantry argued. “Education shouldn’t be confused with intelligence. The two are vastly different! Maurice is educating himself because he has the brains for it. If Eleyna won’t have him, he’ll be out in East Africa with a spade in his hand, searching for the link between mankind and the great apes. Give Eddie Morse a chance.” He tucked Flynn beneath his arm. “Will you take a brandy now? I think we need it, and there’s no more to be done or said till Chabrier gets here.”

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

They were still savoring the Napoleon when they heard wheels on the road, a rasp at the gate. Flynn opened the shutter at the parlor window to watch, with protesting eyes, as the carriage rolled in. A few minutes before he had closed the shutter and most of the house’s drapes, when the sky became bright enough to make changeling eyes water. The carriage’s top was up, its clamshell roof folded over and locked down, and he glimpsed a dark shape within, cloaked and hooded.

       Maurice would stable the nags and feed them, but Chabrier must come into the house at once. Michael went directly to the front door. He opened it only a crack, and called softly over his shoulder as he saw two figures step down from the carriage. 

       “Vince, are you there?”

       Bantry had been in the library, and shielded his eyes from the dawn light as he joined Flynn in the hall. Footsteps crunched over the gravel, and as the door closed over he blinked his vision clear with surprise. A smaller figure was behind the tall, cloaked Chabrier, and as he lifted down his hood, Flynn murmured a greeting.

       The vampyre was unchanged and unchanging, as circumfused with youth and dark beauty as he had been in the months when Flynn had painted him as Icarus. As always when he saw the man, Bantry’s breath caught. Chabrier’s skin was some shade of pale gold, his hair black as jet, thick and silken. His eyes were as dark as the night, and a thousand years deep. 

       He swung off the cloak and dropped it by the door. Beneath it, he was in a dark suit of an old fashioned, elegant cut. Without hesitation, he took Flynn in his arms and they kissed deeply for a moment. Long fingers ran through the changeling’s hair, swept it back from his forehead, and Chabrier touched his face in an odd, almost ritual gesture.

       “Michel.” He used the French pronunciation, which Bantry reserved, now, for the bedchamber. It shivered in the nerve endings. “It’s been too long,” the vampyre said. “We must not let six months pass without a word to one another. And Vincent.”


       Formally, Bantry offered his hand, only to find himself taken in an embrace and pressed to Chabrier’s chest before the vampyre kissed his cheek. “I’m grateful to you for coming,” he said as he was released. “There’s trouble, Chabrier, much more than could possibly be committed to a telegraph.”

       “I guessed as much.” Chabrier stepped into the house’s spilling gaslight, and held out his hand to his traveling companion. “Mario?” 

       A young woman had just swung off a heavy, hooded cloak and dropped it with Chabrier’s. She stood back against the closed door, small and slender, pale as the swan, with the eyes of night. She was dressed for the road, in dark colors, plain skirts, a green jacket and gloves. Mario Rinaldi smiled at Flynn and spoke easily in Italian. 

       “Jean would have come too, but business wouldn’t grant him the time, and you know we’d never allow Chabrier to travel alone. So ... what I can do for you, I can’t imagine, but here I am.” He opened his arms, inviting an embrace.

       “It’s wonderful to see you here,” Flynn told him, also in Italian, as he swung the boy around. “You’re traveling as Madame Fourier?”

       “It’s a matter of papers, documents, when one leaves the country.” Mario made a face. “It’s not so easy now. Once, I could come and go as I chose, but the humans are becoming odd, as if they have a mortal fear of strangers in their midst. Cornelius had papers made for all of us, and since I never imagined traveling without Jean, of course I told him to have them made for Maria Fourier.”

       “I don’t count the cost, as long as you’re safe.” Flynn was looking at Chabrier. “How was the journey?”

       “Like all journeys, a challenge,” Chabrier said with a faint smile which seemed to mock himself. “As Mario said, the world of humans is becoming more complex, and we are sadly out of place in it.” He took Flynn’s face between his hands and looked deeply into his eyes. “You are full of pain, little one. I’ve not seen such anguish in you since before you found Vincent. What bruises you now?”

       Bantry watched with a familiar catch in his throat. How many years had these two shared, before Vincent himself would be born? One day, Chabrier would invite Michael into his bed again. One day, Bantry would follow them, bewitched, beguiled, seduced into the vampyre’s dark sensuality, never to recover. 

       “As Vince said, trouble,” Flynn was saying, “and that’s a dreadful understatement. I didn’t expect you to come so soon, but I’m glad you did.” He gave his hand to Mario. “And I’m grateful you didn’t let him make the journey alone.”

            “It’s a long time since I was in England.” Mario patted the ruffles of his lace, adjusted his hair, which was curled about his ears and brow in the woman’s style, very chic in Paris. “And after the newspapers, I thought one of us should come. Jean is too busy, so it can only be me. You’re pleased to have me, though the journey is of necessity?”

       “Silly question.” Flynn tipped up Mario’s chin, pretended to search his face vainly, and pecked his cheek. “I’ll ruin your paint and powder if I kiss you anywhere else.” He linked one arm through Mario’s to escort him into the house, and the other through Bantry’s. Chabrier had been in this house quite recently, but Mario had never seen it before. “But tell me,” Flynn wanted to know, “what newspapers have you read?” 

       Chabrier had gone ahead of them into the parlor, where he and Eleyna had stood toe to toe, according to Maurice, and fought like wildcats. “Foreign newspapers, Michel. Jean has them delivered. We can also read most of the British newspapers, in a cafe in Paris that’s open till dawn. Jean and I go there sometimes in the hours after midnight.”

       “You’re staying the whole season with Jean and Mario?” Bantry wondered. 

       “For convenience.” Chabrier took off the elegant black jacket, loosened his collar and cuffs, and stretched out his back, his only acknowledgment to the rigors of the train journey. “I’ll be in Paris until Christmas. I’m staging a ballet there, for a human child, a little elf by the name of Camille Dupre, who dances like a feather. You’ll hear of her, soon enough. Artistic tempers flared red-hot a day or two ago. I took my choreographer out of the rehearsal hall to calm him down after a particularly bad session. We drank a little coffee and I leafed through the English papers. I saw a column in the previous day’s Times.”

       “We saw it too,” Bantry said bleakly. “A few paragraphs about youths and girls, dying here in the westcountry.” 

       “Changelings,” Flynn said darkly, “who have no clue about what ails them.” He paused, glancing at Bantry’s bitter expression. While Vincent spoke, he poured brandy and passed around four glasses.

       “We were out walking, Michael and I,” Bantry said softly. “Just a few hours ago. We stumbled over one of them in a churchyard north of the town. This one might live, if he wants to. We have him in bed upstairs, Chabrier. He’s just an emaciated child. It’s bad, but at least this little one has the chance to survive, and we’re praying he can tell us what we need to know.”

       “Who the rogue is,” Chabrier agreed. “Changeling ... vampyre. I’d been about to come over when I received your telegram As you say, Vincent, it’s very bad.” He inhaled the brandy vapors, his eyes dark on Bantry’s face. “May I see the boy?”

       “Of course.” Flynn stood aside, motioning him to the stairs. “Eleyna is sitting with him. His name is Eddie Morse, by the way. Eleyna actually recognized him. He’s been bathed and fed, and I put him to sleep.”

       “He fed?” Chabrier lifted a brow at Flynn as they left the room. Bantry was on their heels and Mario hovered at the foot of the stairs. “You let him have you, Michael? Or Vincent?”

       “Of course not. I gave him the blood of one of the horses in a brandy glass, just enough to assuage the pains. He should wake clear-headed, and he’ll find himself in a beautiful room, in a clean bed, with nothing to hurt his eyes. He’ll be rested and at peace for the first time in Christ alone knows how long.” On the landing, he turned back to Chabrier. “It can’t be a vampyre, can it? A rogue changeling, do you think, killing for the sport of it? Vince wondered if this whole thing could be about revenge.”

       “Against humans as a people,” Bantry added. “Imagine a changeling who’s been abused by mortals. Perhaps he buried his partner after a murder, and he feels only hatred for humans.”

       “Perhaps.” Chabrier went ahead of them into the guest room. “I have also known vampyre to run wild, but not since Charlemagne strutted like a peacock.”

       The bedchamber was lit by one gaslamp, turned very low. In its soft light, Eleyna leapt out of the chair as she saw Chabrier, and her fists were clenched. At a single word from him, she was ready to pick up the battle where they had left it. But Chabrier lifted both hands as if she had him at gunpoint, and his tone was amused.

       “Peace, Eleyna. Pax. Let it all rest for the moment. I bring you greetings from the elders.”

       “And orders?” Her eyes narrowed on him.


       “No orders,” Chabrier said levelly. “Not yet. They will leave the matter for you to decide, in the fullness of time.”

       She focused over his shoulder on Flynn and Bantry, who were a pace behind Chabrier, in the doorway. “You see? Nothing has been resolved. I said no. I said, get out of my life. I said, I despise the Old Ones, and I refuse to yield to their dominion. Does Hypaetia understand even a syllable of what I said?”

       “She understands the words.” Chabrier’s voice was dark, soft, hypnotic. “She will never understand the sentiment.”

       “Sentiment,” Eleyna spat. “I’ll not be their vampyre queen, Chabrier, not if you offered to fluff my pillows and sire the new generation yourself, and you’re the only one of their entire geriatric company who tempts me.”

       “Peace,” Chabrier repeated. “I didn’t make the journey to fight with you again. There are greater troubles than yours and Hypaetia’s. Your fight is with the elders, not with me. I told you that, on your doorstep, as I left you last time.”

       For a moment it seemed Eleyna would lash out, and then she subsided into the chair and merely glared at him. “Then take greetings to them, from me. Tell them, if they leave the matter to me, it has already been decided.”

       “You’re so young.” Chabrier  reached out, almost but not quite touching her face. “In a century or so, they believe you’ll come to recognize duty, and the elders’ summons will be more welcome. They can wait.”

       “Can they, now?” Eleyna’s eyes glittered with fury. “Then, perhaps when they’ve waited through a millennium, they will ... rethink the matter in the fullness of  their own time.”

       Chabrier accorded her a supple bow. “I shall certainly convey the message. Do I also convey your good wishes?”

       “You do not!”

       “Then, let me look at the little one.” He gestured at the bed, where Eddie Morse was sleeping.

       By all accounts it should have been the sleep of the dead, but it was only a shallow slumber. He would stir, half waken and slide back into twisted dreams. Eddie’s brow was creased even then, and Bantry said quietly, 

       “He’s suffering nightmares. It might be better to waken him early, Michael. He’s getting no proper rest this way, and we can either exorcise these shades or drug him. We can burn a little opium like incense, but I’d sooner set his mind at ease. Even so, he’ll have bad dreams, but time heals.”

       “Until at last it heals all,” Flynn finished. “You’re right, of course. Chabrier?”

       “Go ahead.” The vampyre stood at the foot of the bed, arms crossed on his breast, intent on the boy.

       Flynn sat on the bedside and set one light hand on Eddie’s thin forearm. “Eddie? Eddie Morse, can you hear me?”

       He woke slowly, swimming up out of the trance at the call of his name. He yawned and turned his head on the pillow. “Aye,” he said in a thick Devon accent. “I can ’ear, course I can ’ear. Where is this?”

       “You’re safe,” Flynn said. “Are you in pain, child?”

       “No,” he sighed. “It feels nice ’ere.” His lashes fluttered on cheeks that were less pale than pallid, and when his eyes opened he saw Michael’s face. “I don’t know you, do I?”

       “No, but you will,” Flynn smiled faintly. “Are you comfortable? You’re safe now. Is there anything you need?”

       His brow creased in puzzlement. “I isn’t hungry no more. I thought I’d die of sickness afore. ’As I eaten somethin’, then?”

       “Yes, you’ve ... fed.” Flynn took the boy’s hand in his own, chafing warmth into the bony fingers. “Now, you know you’ve been ill. The light hurts your eyes and food makes you sick, and your skin has been hurting in the sun. Did you hide?”

       His eyes widened as memory rolled back in like the tide. “Aye ... ’ow did you know?”

       “It’s a condition you’ve developed,” Flynn said gently. “I suffer the same condition, and so do the lady, and the gentlemen by the door. You see? You’re not alone. Many people have the ailment. Why did you run away from home? Where did you hide?”

       Eddie Morse took a deep breath. “In cellars and places ... I ’ad to run. I couldn’t stand the light no more, and me da would’ve taken the strap to me for shirkin’ me work. And I dream.” He bit his lip hard enough to raise a bead of blood. “Terrible things. Awful.”

       Flynn looked up at Bantry briefly. “Tell me, now. Truthfully. Do you dream of blood, Eddie?”          

       Disbelief widened his eyes again, and he nodded. 

       “Would you believe me if I told you,” Flynn went on, “for a person with our condition, it’s natural to dream of blood? To want it.”

       The youth’s face crumpled. “But I dream about drinkin’ it, and it’s wicked!”

       “It isn’t wicked at all.” Again, Flynn chafed the boy’s hands. “Blood is a living thing. It’s the stuff of all life, Eddie. Without it we all die, you, me, all of us. You want to drink it? Why is that wicked? If you ate a steak, the raw meat had been full of blood. Some people like their  meat so ‘rare,’ when they cut into it, it runs red. That’s blood. There’s nothing wicked about it.”

       “I ... suppose.” In his terrible confusion, Eddie had never clearly thought it through. “But why do I dream about it? Wantin’ to drink it?”

       “Because your body knows what it needs,” Flynn said calmly. “It’s sugar and fat you can’t stomach. Any food you can think of will make you ill. I know. Your body knows what it must have ... and you’ve guessed by now, haven’t you? Hush, child. It’s the same for all of us. You’re not alone.”

       “You —” Eddie gasped in a breath. “You drink blood?”

       Flynn took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he searched for words. “Each of us has a patron who loves us. The blood is given freely, warm, fresh and alive, rich with life, just a little at a time, every few days. My patron is very big and red and shaggy. His name is Tara.” Eddie was listening but not understanding. “Tara,” Flynn went on, “is half Irish setter, half hunting dog, and he weighs a great deal more than you do at the moment. He can spare me a little blood now and then. There, what’s wicked about it? He’s a silly great hound, big and playful. He comes to me with love ... I go to him with gratitude. Blood is a gift of nature, Eddie. Put wickedness out of your mind.”

       The others were silent now, listening to Flynn’s gentle litany. Bantry looked up to see Chabrier wearing a deeply thoughtful face, while Eleyna wore an expression of pity. What none of them saw was Maurice Lawson, silent as a statue, just outside the door. 

       “Am I going to die?” Eddie asked hoarsely. “Felt like I were, afore.”

       “I imagine you did.” Flynn stroked his cheek. “You were starving and the light hurt your eyes. The condition we all have is called phototonic mydriasis. And yes, it’s a mouthful! You’re not alone. Remember this, no matter what happens. We all became like you, years ago.”

       “But, am I going to die?” he repeated, a husky little whimper, as if the answer terrified him.

       Flynn chuckled quietly, and touched Eddie’s mouth with the tip of one finger. “Quite the opposite, my dear! There are many more sides to the condition than you know about yet. You won’t be able to go out in the daylight again, nor eat normal food. But since you don’t like being sick, and in pain, you wouldn’t want to. Have you noticed how strong you are lately? No, perhaps not, since you’re so starved. My poor child. How old are you?”

       “Just gone nineteen,” Eddie told him shyly. “I were going to go to London next year, but I can’t do nothin’ like that now, can I?”

       Sobering, Flynn could only shrug. “Some doors will certainly be closed to you, but a lot of others will open. And you’ll have many years to experience more than you can yet even imagine. Look at the men in this room, Eddie. Do you see Captain Bantry, who is my good companion?” He drew Bantry to the bedside, into the light. “And Mister Chabrier, the Spanish gentleman at the foot of your bed. Mister Chabrier is not quite like us. He didn’t ‘catch’ this condition, as you and I did. He was born with it.”

       “Born with it?” Eddie was gazing up at Chabrier and Bantry in the soft gaslight. 

       Flynn followed the line of his sight, and gave Bantry a look of cautious optimism. Bantry winked one blue eye.

       “True, sir?” Eddie whispered.

       “Born with it,” Flynn repeated. “And where would you see two more handsome devils? And healthy. There’s not an invalid among us, Eddie, and nor will you be ill, when we’ve put some flesh back on these bones! Now, that’s all you need to know for the moment. There’s much more, but it can wait. You’ll get well now. Soon you’ll be stronger in your limbs than you ever thought possible. And if I told you, Eddie, you’ll be young forever, would you believe me? Look at my face, my dear. I’m very old. So is Mister Chabrier.” 

       Eddie was gaping blankly at him now, unable to absorb any more. Flynn merely touched his cheek and stood. He joined the others, standing between Bantry and Chabrier. “Now, you must sleep. Do you think you can, or do you need a little help?” He lifted a brow at Eleyna. “A little opium, an incense burner...?”

       “I’ll fetch it.” Eleyna pushed up out of the chair. As she turned to the door she saw Maurice, and swore in a harsh undertone. “How long have you been standing there?”

       “The whole time,” Maurice said quietly. His eyes were wide, shifting between Eleyna and Chabrier. 

       For the moment ignoring them, Flynn lingered at the bedside. “We have one final question, Eddie. It would be useful to us if we knew where you ... caught the condition, do you understand?” 

       This much, the boy grasped at once, but he was tiring rapidly. The torpor of exhaustion stupefied him without the need for opium. 

       “It had to be several months ago,” Flynn coaxed. “You met a young man, didn’t you?” 

       A blush stained Eddie’s cheeks. “I ... well, there was a man. You don’t mind about ... that?” 

       “Of course not. The seductive young rascal showed you a wonderful time?” Flynn guessed.

       But Eddie’s head had sagged back on the pillow. He was exhausted. “Kind of.
But it ’urt me, and ’e said it ’ad to ’urt, because it were me first time.” He looked away, eyes closed. “I were a virgin, and it ’urt me somethin’ awful, but  ’e  said all virgins ’ave it that way, so ...”

       Flynn looked up at Bantry. His face was grave. “You bled?”

       The boy’s blush deepened. “Something chronic.”

       “He ... the man left you, afterward?” Bantry asked gently.

       “Not then.” Eddie rubbed his eyes with one frail hand. “We were together an ’ole week, and ’e took care of me. Then I ’ad to go ’ome, and I didn’t see ’im no more.” His shoulders scrunched in embarrassment. “It weren’t like we were married, or nothin’! I went me way and ’e went ’is, and ... I didn’t start feelin’ funny for ages.”

       It had been gentler for Eddie than Flynn had feared, but still he sighed. “It must have been awful for you, when the change began. Did you see a doctor?” 

       Eddie nodded drowsily and murmured something incoherent. 

       “What did the doctor tell you?” Bantry asked, in the same gentle tone.

       The boy seemed to blink awake. “I told ’im me eyes were sore, and ’e said it were the spring fever, you know, where you sneeze and snort because you can’t breathe. I told ’im I were feeling sick, every time I looked at food, and ’e told me to swill less ale.”

       “Doubtlessly, it was good advice from the physician’s point of view,” Bantry said tartly. 

       “Vince,” Flynn warned. Eddie was not ready to face a challenge of any kind, and Flynn doubted he could tell the difference between the acid of criticism aimed at a lame country doctor, or at himself. Bantry stepped back away from the bed, out of Eddie’s line of sight, and Flynn said very softly, holding Eddie’s hand, “And did you know the young man who seduced you?” His voice was lilting, soft, mellifluous; how could the boy resist?

       “Oh, aye, course I knew ‘im, otherwise I’d never ’ave gone with ‘im.” At last Eddie smiled, though the expression looked closer to grimace on the thin face. The bones of his skull showed through. “I’ve known ‘im for years, ’andsome and charmin’  ...” He closed his eyes, unable to look at Flynn, and his cheeks were scarlet. “It were that big, lovely bastard, Nick Crane.”

       The silence was thick as a blanket, and stretched like elastic. Into it, at last, Eleyna rasped, “Jesus Christ, she changed him. She changed him!”

       Flynn knew he should have been shocked, but he found he could not even be surprised. “Don’t jump to conclusions, Eleyna,” he warned. “Eddie could have taken his tumble with Nick Crane just before, or just after the event.” He tightened his grip on the boy’s thin hands. “Were there other men, Eddie?” And then he held his breath, part of him hop ing Nicholas Crane was innocent — but a larger part of him hoped Crane was not

       “No, sir,” Eddie mumbled. “No other men. Nick were me first, and after that, well, there weren’t nobody else! You don’t find too many ... like us ... in the farms. You know what I mean?”

       “Women?” Flynn pressed. 

       But Eddie’s head shook weakly. “I don’t much care for women, and ... they won’t let you lay ’ands on ’em anyway, in case they get a baby. You ’ave to be married for that, don’t you? And who’d ’ave me? And then, when I was startin’ to think about goin’ and lookin’ for Nick, ’e eloped with Miss Ridley.”

       “Hush now, Eddie.” Flynn stroked the boy’s hair. “Can you sleep? You need your rest. Then you’ll feed again.”

       “Blood,” Eddie murmured, already on the brink of sleep. “Blood.”

       “Blood,” Flynn echoed in a whisper, and let the boy’s lax fingers slip through his own. 

       Very carefully, he stood and gestured the others out of the room. Eleyna stepped out with them, and closed the door behind her. Maurice was still in the passage there, immovable, as if he had put down roots and would not be moved save with the truth. Bantry lifted a brow at him, and he said tersely,

       “I heard every word, Vince. I know, now, you people share the ailment around like passing on clap.” He glared at Eleyna.

       “It’s not so easy to pass it on,” Bantry said quickly. “It’s almost impossible for a man to be ... infected — and my God, I hate that word! — by a woman, during normal relations.”

       “Ellie?” Maurice was still glaring at her, hot-eyed and angry.

       “He’s telling you the truth,” she said acidly.

       “Then how,” Maurice demanded, his voice rising sharply, “how in the hell did you get infected?”

       She swung on him. “I told you the truth, damn you! I’m like Chabrier. I was born this way, you bastard. Am I a liar, too, because I was born with a condition you people like to call a disease?”

       “We ... people?” Maurice echoed. “What in sweet Christ does that mean?”

       “It means,” Eleyna said, harsh and rasping, “I’m not like you. I’ve never been like you. I’m like him.” She flung a pointing finger at Chabrier, who stood by the sideboard, in the soft glow of the gaslight, listening without comment. “And you want to know what he is?”

       “Eleyna.” The vampyre’s voice was velvet soft, yet it probed like a knife. “Not like this. Not here, and not yet.”

       She took a breath as if to scream the truth at Maurice, but some instinct silenced her. A vein in her temple throbbed as she visibly willed herself to subside, and her mouth became a thin, compressed line. “Nicholas Crane. He was Pamela’s changeling. I can barely believe it! I can’t believe she was insane enough to do it to him.”

       “She must have,” Bantry said bleakly. “She was so besotted with him, she couldn’t live without him. She changed him, whether he wanted it or not.”

       “And you know he didn’t want it, he’d never have wanted it.” Eleyna hugged herself and looked at Maurice out of vast, lightless eyes. “Nicholas was one of them. Like Maurice, like Jack. He loved to lie in the sun, and ride to hounds. He had a little yacht up on one of the lakes, and he spent hours on the beach. The night was for working his way up to a hangover, or humping anything, anyone. My gods ... Pamela.”


       “Love,” Chabrier said quietly, “sees not with heart, but with the mind. Therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.”

       “Is that from a poem?” Bantry wondered. It was familiar.

       “Shakespeare,” Flynn told him. “A Midsummer Night’s Dream ... and Chabrier’s right. Pamela was a fool, so blinded by love that she believed she could change Nicholas’s mind, as well as his heart.”

       “She was always an imbecile,” Eleyna said raggedly. “She was so beautiful, she was changed when she was just twenty years old, and I don’t think her mind ever grew up past that age. Changelings!” She turned her back on Flynn and Bantry as if, in that moment, she could not bear to look at any changeling, and hugged herself more tightly. 

       For once Maurice did not offer her a gesture of comfort, and it was Chabrier who stroked her shoulder with long, brown fingers, gave her a companionable squeeze there. “Yet they are what we make them, Eleyna.”

       “I’ve never made a changeling! I never will,” she said fiercely.

       “I said the same thing,” Chabrier confessed. “Many times. We all do. Even Dionysus swore it to me, when some poor creature had killed himself or herself. A thousand years later, Eleyna, and I can’t even remember if we were mourning a boy or a girl. But love overwhelms us all, one day. We make fools of ourselves, even we, who should know better after ten and twenty centuries.” 

       She looked up at him, hollow-eyed. “Even you.”

       “Even me. Don’t blame changelings for being what they are,” Chabrier counseled. “And never blame yourself for being born one of us. The world of humans is different. It is ... transitory, beautiful, and ever-changing. A few of them glimpse into our world and they desire it for its sensuality, the richness of its wisdom ... and perhaps because, like us, it doesn’t change.” He held out his left hand, and Flynn took it. “A very few of them belong in our world, Eleyna. A handful of them in any century belong with us more than they ever belonged in the world of humans. We bring them in and make them welcome.”

       “And — when it’s been a hideous mistake?” Eleyna demanded. “When an idiot like Pamela has done something so mad as to change a man like Nicholas without his consent, what do you do with them?”

       “With Pamela, or her changeling?” Bantry asked. “Pamela’s already paid the price. No matter the crime, you can only be executed once for it. And I’m beginning to wonder if this is what we saw in the cellar at her house.”

       “She changed Nicholas without his approbation,” Flynn said grimly, “and when the changes started to settle in ... when he began to hurt in the daylight, and sicken at the smell of food, he woke up to what was happening to him, and he —”

       “Lost his mind,” Chabrier finished sadly. “A kind of madness can come over them, in those months. Such a changeling won’t survive more than a few years, before they inevitably take their own lives, but before they do, they can wreak havoc, as if they’re paying out the rest of us, all of us, my kind and yours, Michael, for what’s happened to them. Vengeance, Vincent, as you speculated.”

       “You’ve seen it before,” Bantry guessed.

       And Chabrier’s dark head nodded minutely. His eyes seemed to lose focus as he looked inward at a world of memory. “Mistakes happen. Not often, thank our old gods, and seldom is there any breath of malice in them ... but this means nothing to the victims.”

       “Pamela,” Eleyna said.

       “Nicholas,” Chabrier corrected. “And Eddie, and all the others. Pamela was the predator, not the prey, and as Vincent said a moment ago, her price is paid.”

       Eleyna scrubbed her eyes. “I still can’t believe it — of either of them. I can’t believe even Pamela would have been fool enough to try to drag a man like Nicholas Crane into our world by the scruff of his neck ... and after the wickedness was done, when there was no reversing it, I can’t believe Nicholas would put one barrel of a shotgun into her and then go out and spread the misery around. He isn’t like that. He’s strong, the way most humans aren’t.”

       “Is he strong enough to come to grips with being one of us?” Flynn shared a level glance with Bantry. “Be sure, Eleyna. Because we’re about to hunt him down, not just for one murder, but for the deaths of seven changelings we know about — and there could be scores who died alone, and scores more who’re only changing right now, like Eddie.”

       She pressed her face into her hands, summoning her wits, forcing her mind back into perspective. “I never knew Nicholas very well, but he made an impression on you, even the first time you saw him. It wasn’t just his looks. He was tall and big through the shoulders, but there was more. You couldn’t not notice the muscles in his arms and his back, but ...” She could only shrug. “The greater part of what you felt about him came from inside. He was —”

       “Alive,” Maurice said in a bitter tone. “He had more vitality than any five other men I know. Crane was so full of living, he had energy and passion to burn. Me? Unlike my brother Ron, I never fancied men, but I can tell you, there’s a lot more blokes that do, between Tiverton and Exeter, than young Eddie knows about! Sooner or later Ron seems to find them all ... or they find him. But even I could feel the pull of Nick Crane.”

       “Magnetism.” Flynn lifted a brow at Maurice. “That’s what they’re calling it now. Animal magnetism.”

       “Sounds about right.” Maurice thrust both hands into the depths of his trouser pockets. “And Nick Crane was full of it. Like your Alexander the Great, or your William Wallace, he drew people to him, moths to his flame, even though it might be the death of them.”

       Bantry and Flynn shared a frown. “That’s not the kind of man who preys on others,” Bantry mused. “Seducing them is one thing. But if he wanted to prey, with that power of magnetism and the physical strength Eleyna described, he could have been a predator all along.” He cocked his head curiously at Maurice. “Nicholas tried to seduce you?”

       “He made me the offer,” Maurice said bluffly. “He probably knew I wouldn’t break his nose for it, because my bother’s like you. You know.” He nodded at Bantry and Flynn. “Homosexual. Whatever you call it in polite company these days.”

       “And what makes you think this is polite company?” Eleyna demanded. “Don’t pussyfoot, Maurice.”

       He ignored her pointedly. “So, Nicholas buys me a beer one night last year, down in the Hare and Hounds. He’d been hunting — by which I mean foxes, not females or the other — he was still in most of the bloody silly fancy dress you seem to have to wear if you want to go out and kill a helpless fox. Red suits him, and he knows it. He buys me a beer or two, and tells me, I have nice eyes. Nice skin. Long eyelashes, or some other horseshit. While I’m still trying to get my beer-fuddled brain to take in what he’s saying, he puts his hand on my knee and gives me this sly grin, and a wink.”

       “And that was it?” Bantry almost chuckled. 

       “That was it.” Maurice gave an eloquent shrug. “There was nothing of the predator about Nicholas. Like Eleyna said, I can’t even picture him going out there, picking up girls and boys left and right, and deliberately passing on this disease of yours, knowing what it does to people.”

       An expression of dread passed over Flynn’s face, and his eyes closed. “My gods, Vince. You know what this means.”

       They were digging their way closer to the truth, but Bantry remained rational, skeptical. “I can think of two things it might mean, and we won’t know the truth until or unless we find Nicholas.”

       “One,” Chabrier said slowly, “Nicholas was changed accidentally. Pamela Ridley had no intention of doing it deliberately, didn’t even know it had happened ... but the accident certainly took place, and Nicholas was ... infected.”

       “But, how?” Maurice’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “I mean —”

       “Not in bed, if that’s what you’re thinking. And don’t be a bastard,” Eleyna snapped. “It would have to be an accident involving carving knives, tools, open wounds, both of them bleeding. A crash, on the road. Bloody automobiles, they should be banned right now, before they go any faster and people get killed!”

       “I’m sorry, Ellie,” Maurice apologized stiffly. “But you have to know what it looks like. This disease of yours is passed on like a case of clap, goddamn it!”

       They were going to fight, and Bantry physically stepped between them, like the referee in a boxing booth. “Not now! Keep it for later, both of you. And it’s extremely unlikely any such accident took place. Just bear it in mind, because there could easily be no guilty parties whatsoever.”

       “Two,” Chabrier went on as if the others had not interrupted, “Pamela changed him — possibly through an accident I can’t even imagine! — and then she was too frightened to tell him what she had done, or what had happened by chance. She took months to work up her courage ... months in which the change came over Nicholas only slowly, which is normal. And in that time he continued to be every bit the rake, the profligate. The seven young people who have perished, as Eddie Morse almost did, were accidental victims. Nicholas had no idea what he was doing. He’s as innocent as any one of us.”

       “But somebody,” Bantry said darkly, “emptied one barrel of a shotgun into Pamela’s belly. And if Nicholas didn’t do it, who did?”

       The vampyre’s face was a mask of introspection. “A good question. And one to which we must find the answer before the police do.”

       “Oh, Christ.” Bantry passed a hand before his eyes. “We dragged them into it last night.”

       “You did what?” A flicker of irritation brightened Chabrier’s eyes and then was gone. “But, why?”

       “Because we need to find Nicholas, or his dead body,” Eleyna said with  brutal objectivity. “He was as much a victim as Eddie. If he didn’t go off the rails, Chabrier, lose his mind and start killing, he is still a victim ... and he’s dangerous. He’s your Typhoid Mary. Nicholas hasn’t shown his face in the changeling community in this country. If he had, I’d know about it. What of France?”

          But Chabrier made negative noises. “No one knows him there. If he’s as attractive, as magnetic, as you say, the changeling community in France and Italy would have illuminated the moment he appeared. They’re very bored, hungry for any new amusement. I’d know if he were there.”

       The millrace of Bantry’s thoughts focused on one point. “Then, I’d gamble that he’s still in this area, dead or alive. The facts of the changeling’s life make traveling damned difficult, even hazardous. Crane wouldn’t go far. The Continent, at most ... and he didn’t. You’re sure, Chabrier?”

       “Perfectly sure.” Chabrier studied Bantry with a perplexed expression. “You were an officer of the law, I believe?”

       Bantry puffed out his cheeks. “Not really. I was just a wet-behind-the-ears lieutenant in Her Majesty’s Army, dragooned into the office of magistrate in the highlands south of Peking. I held the power of life and death over the accused who came under my hand, and as I told Michael many years ago, when you’ve hanged the wrong man, you learn quickly not to rely on the ‘evidence’ of testimony that’s too often driven by spite. You go out and find your own proofs.”

       “As I said.
An officer of the law.” A rueful smile touched one corner of the vampyre’s mouth. “Vindex populus noster.”

       “There was a time  for it, and a place.” Bantry looked intently at Flynn.

       “It may come again,” Chabrier warned. 

       A jolt like electricity rushed through Bantry. “You want me to kill Nicholas Crane? I’ve been your executioner, Chabrier. But I’ll not pick up the Osiris knife without proof ... and I’ll need a better reason to use it than resolving the situation conveniently for the elders.”

            Eleyna’s face drew into hawkish lines. “What of duty, Vince? The elders don’t ask you to do something, they tell you. Then, you’ve had your orders, and if you disobey, you can be punished.”

       “Jesus, Mary and bloody Joseph!” Maurice exploded. “What are you people talking about? I’ll have no part of killing Nick. Elders? What elders? You’re not in some bloody secret society, are you? The Freemasons, is it?”

       “I’ll have nothing to do with taking Nicholas’s life,” Eleyna said icily. “He’s as much a victim as that starved wretch of a boy in there. I didn’t even like the man, but I won’t stand by and watch the elders murder him too, to neatly tie up their loose ends, and have the gall to call it execution, ritual, because they sent the Osiris knife to do it with. It’s not good enough, Chabrier. The Old Ones scorn changelings, spurn them, but if I can help it, they’re not going to get away with killing humans — people —I know.”

       “Besides which,” Bantry said with deceptive mildness, “there’s no evidence Nicholas did anything other than be his usual profligate self.”

       “Bravo, Eleyna, and calm yourself,” Chabrier applauded. “No one will be executed without cause. And as for Nicholas Crane, you must face the probability that he is already dead.” 

       “Because, if he didn’t kill Pamela,” Flynn whispered, “the man, or men, who came for her would have settled with him too. We’ve been through all this, Eleyna. There’s no need to reopen old wounds. The only necessity is, to find Nicholas, or his body.”

       “And if we find a body,” Bantry added, “we find out who killed Nicholas, and why ... and settle with him.” He frowned at Chabrier. “This is why we gave what we knew to the Tiverton police last night. We’ve no resources to track him down, nor to search the woods for a body. The police do have their uses, Chabrier.” He consulted his watch and looked sidelong at Flynn. “About now, they’ll be hiring on all the labor they can recruit, and issuing picks and shovels. Inspector Danny Warwick fully expects to find Nicholas face-down under six inches of dirt in that jungle of thistles that calls itself a garden. Let him do his job.”

       “He’ll also want to talk to you and Maurice,” Flynn warned Eleyna. “You can expect him to call today.”

       “I do,” Eleyna said sourly, and without a word stalked away. 

       Maurice glared after her but did not follow. Instead, he fixed Chabrier with a hard look and said to Bantry. “Eddie might know.”

       “Know what?” Bantry was still thinking about Warwick and a gang of laborers, turning over the grounds at The Larches before they tackled the woods. He did not envy them.

       “The lad might know the places Nick haunts ... or do I mean hunts?” Maurice grinned without a skerrick of humor. “He’s like you, Vince, you and my brother Ron. There’s places men go to be alone. Places they meet, to be safe from the likes of Vicar Massey and old Ethel Greenwood, the dragon from the Temperance Guild. You’d be burned at the stake, the lot of you, if Vicar Tom and Ethel get their hooks into you, aye, and lads like Eddie know it.” He nodded at the bedroom door. “Talk to him. Ask him what he knows. It’s a place to start.”

       Bantry could only agree. “A good place to start, especially since I have the strongest intuition, Chabrier ... if Crane’s alive, he’s still here. Think about it! If he hasn’t appeared on the Continent, and he hasn’t shown himself in the changeling community in this country, where could he be? He needs to keep the proverbial low profile, because he’s hiding, from everyone. Police, preachers, busy-bodies, other changelings.”

       “Why?” Flynn’s brow furrowed. “Why would he hide?”

       “I don’t know,” Bantry admitted. “But if I were a gambling man, I’d put money on it. If he’s not dead and buried within shouting distance of The Larches ... he’s here somewhere. The safest place to hide is in an area you know like own backyard. Try to hide in a strange place, and you’ll not last long. Where’s he from?”

       “He grew up in Exeter,” Maurice told him. “Would he have gone back to the town?”

       But Flynn was emphatic. “No. There are ... special needs, Maurice, which no changeling can ignore. They’re difficult for a person alone, much less on the run, to conceal in a town, because there’s a pattern which soon emerges, and normal people notice. A panic begins — needlessly, of course, but there you have it. People are easily frightened when they begin to fret about —” he broke off with awkward gestures, unable to find words which would suffice in Maurice’s hearing.

       “Enough,” Maurice  barked. “You think I’m deaf? I’ve heard some damned queer twaddle in my time, but this here, today, beats all. You’re involved in some secret society, aren’t you? Is it the Freemasons? But you’re talking about killing people! The Masons don’t murder, do they? Oh, God, it’s something like that old cult from India, isn’t it? And who,” he added to Chabrier, “in the hell are you? And what in sweet Christ’s name is an Osiris knife?”

       “You’re starting to make guesses, aren’t you?” Flynn asked shrewdly. “And probably all the wrong ones. Do you want to talk?”

            “I only want the truth,” Maurice said candidly. “It’s high time I knew what in blazes is going on in this madhouse. If I’m going to be any use to you, I’ve got to know.”

       “Then, come with me,” Bantry invited. “I’ll tell you what I know.”

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

He  followed Bantry into the library, and Vincent closed the door behind them to ensure their privacy. Maurice fixed him with a hard look, as if daring Bantry to be evasive, or to lie. 

       A magnificent fury sat handsomely on him. “Well? What’s this about the whole lot of you drinking blood? It’s not just something Ellie has to do, then? And what did she mean, Nicholas Crane was Pamela’s ... what did she say? Her changeling? What’s she mean by that? The only changeling I know about is when the bloody pixies who live at the bottom of your garden steal your baby and leave one of theirs in its place!”

       Bantry laughed out loud. “Pixies? What, you believe in fairies?”

       “I didn’t say that,” Maurice growled. “All I said was, I know the legend. Folk lore. It’s the only meaning of ‘changeling’ I know. But I don’t think Nick Crane was ever exchanged for a pixie child.”

       “Good God, no.” Waving the young man at a chair, Bantry stood by the cold fireplace, studying the split logs in the grate. “Come on, Maurice, work it out for yourself. You already have every piece of the puzzle. Put them together! Call yourself an anthropologist?” He glanced at Maurice over his shoulder, and saw a stubborn face, a clenched jaw. “You’ve blundered into a small group of people who can’t live in the sunlight, who don’t eat food but who drink blood.”

            “Aye, you lot and bloody Dracula,” Maurice retorted. “I read the book.”

       “We all did. It was the talk of London, very shocking.” Bantry turned back toward him, hands clasped behind his back. 

       Bram Stoker’s book had stood the world of literature in general on end, and it had both outraged and amused the changeling community. It was published in ’97 and had never been out of print since. Bantry was far from surprised to find a copy on Eleyna’s shelves. 

       “What is this sickness you and Ellie suffer?” Maurice demanded.

            “Us and ... bloody Dracula,” Bantry echoed in acid tones. “You already know, and there’s precious little I can tell you that you haven’t seen with your own eyes. So?”

       Now Maurice shook his head animatedly. “If you’re tryin’ to make a monkey out of Maurice Lawson, try again, Captain. I may never have seen the inside of a schoolroom after I was ten, but I could read by then, and I’ve read everything, ever since. Including Stoker’s stupid book!”

       But Bantry shook his head. “I’m not trying to make a fool of you.”

       “Then, let’s have the facts.” Maurice was getting angry. “If this secret society of yours isn’t the Freemasons’ Guild, what is it? If you and Ellie have got yourselves mixed up with some killing cult, like the Kali cult from India, I’ll be out of here so fast, I’ll leave a vacuum where I was standing.” His voice rose almost to a shout. “I love Ellie, but you don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell that I’ll help you ‘execute’ anybody, much less Nick Crane, and then cover it up for you.” He thrust his chin at Bantry. “Call it what you like. The bottom line is, it’s murder.”

       “Maurice, calm down.” Bantry gestured at the sideboard. “Get a brandy.  Take a deep breath — in fact, take several.”

       “I don’t want a brandy, goddamn it!”

       “Then settle for the deep breaths,” Bantry barked. The tone of command, a legacy of a long Army career, set Maurice back a pace. Bantry dropped his voice again. “It has nothing to do with Kali, nor any Indian cult, much less any murder cult. But you’re right ... or at least on the right track ... when you ask about a secret society. Secret community would be closer to the mark. And it’s many a thousand years older than the Freemasons’ Guild.”

       With a stubborn glare, Maurice settled in the armchair by the hearth. He crossed his legs at the ankles, folded his hands on his belly, and gave Bantry his undivided attention. Bantry almost chuckled. Maurice would be there until he had heard it all. 

       “All right.” Vincent summoned his patience. “Let’s approach it as if it’s a disease. It isn’t, but the assumption gives you a frame of reference, which you obviously need, since you’re determined to ignore your intuition. I’ll tell you the symptoms and the effects ... make up your own mind.” 

       He paced slowly between the fireplace and the window, hunting carefully for the right words and very much aware that Eleyna’s future with Maurice pivoted on what he said right now. The responsibility settled on his shoulders like a burden.

       “Those of us who are ‘infected’ at a point in our young adult lives — like me, like Michael Flynn — are born quite normal, and we remain normal till the day comes when someone bites us or has intercourse with us, in the intimate sense of the word ... humps us, if you want it in barnyard terms! ... so roughly, he tears us inside, where the skin is thin as tissue. His saliva or semen, or both, get into our blood, and we’re infected. As you said, rather like catching one of the nastier social diseases. The similarities end right there.

       “Nothing happens right away, but after some time we start to notice changes. This is why we refer to ourselves as ‘changelings,’ because almost everything changes, Maurice. Our body temperature drops. You already know Eleyna is chilly to the touch. Her body temperature and blood pressure are very low, by your understanding. By hers, they’re quite normal. There’s more. 

       “Our pupils expand, which is called mydriasis. Now, certain drugs can bring this about in anyone, but our pupils never contract properly again. Daylight blinds us. However, as a balance to that, in twilight or moonlight we’re as sighted as you are in the afternoon, and in pitch-darkness, when you’re blinder than a cave bat, we can see as well as you do in poor light.  We don’t skulk in the darkness, Maurice. We rejoice in it, for it’s not dark to our eyes.

       “As the changes set in, our bones absorb enormous amounts of calcium. We become extremely heavy, and very strong. Have you ever lifted Eleyna? Has she ever held you, perhaps during lovemaking, and almost crushed you with the strength of a man? Oh, I see she has. Take a word of warning, Maurice: she’s stronger than you are. Pamela Ridley was much stronger than Nick Crane. You look disbelieving, but if you want the proof ... go and challenge Eleyna to arm-wrestle. Be prepared to lose the match. She’ll easily break your arm if you persist.  

       “Yet, close to the end, when we’re almost changed, the normal food we’ve enjoyed all our lives begins to sicken us. There’s only one thing we can stomach, Maurice. Nothing else will be digested, and we’ll vomit it back if we’re force-fed. 

       “We can only use fresh, living blood. Usually it’s taken from a donor, whom we call the patron — it might be a dog, a horse, a deer. Very occasionally another human being, with whom we’re in love, will be our patron. You’ve always known Eleyna can’t eat. Has she shared her secrets? You know she can only stomach fresh blood, and you must know how she gets it. You know this, and you’ve already accepted it.

       “There’s more. Changelings are infertile, Maurice, like mules. Michael and I, and the young woman, Maria — and incidentally, you’ll soon discover it’s a young man! Ask me about Mario Rinaldi later — all of us are sterile as mules. There’s no way for us to sire a child. A doctor once examined our semen under the microscope, and reported that the spermatozoa are ‘incomplete,’ whatever he meant by that.

       “But we’ve no need to make babies, Maurice, to carry our names and faces into the future. We don’t age, my boy. Never. From the time of changing, we just go on, and on, forever.” Bantry was looking down into a stunned face, and summoned a wry, crooked smile. “Believe what you will. I’ve told you the truth about changelings. 

       “Now, your Ellie is different. She’s like Chabrier, and they were born like this. They belong to a race of people who live among normal humans and pass by in the night, unnoticed. You heard them refer to ‘their people,’ and ‘them’ and ‘us’ ...? Those who are born to their race are fertile, of course, or their species would be as extinct as the dinosaur! But their kind and ours can’t interbreed,” he added. “You’ll never be the father of Eleyna’s child, so if having a family with her has been on your mind, Maurice, choose another.

       “For myself, I’m Michael Flynn’s changeling. Michael was the changeling of a Greek ‘full-blood,’ or ‘natural born,’ called Dionysus. Chabrier had a changeling called Christopher. It seems your Pamela Ridley changed Nicholas, either wittingly or not; and if it was done wittingly, she made the worst choice possible for herself and Nicholas. 

       “You see, Chabrier, Eleyna, Dionysus and the others who were born in this way, are vampyre. And before you explode — put Stoker’s book out of your mind! Forget ‘bloody Dracula,’ and the undead, and the animated corpses. It’s a novel, written to chill the bone marrow and earn money in exchange for frightening readers. And it succeeds handsomely!

       “But Chabrier and Eleyna are the reality. Look at them: ageless, timeless, creatures of the night, cherishing life and love ... and blood. If Michael and I, and Nicholas Crane, have contracted a disease, it certainly has its shortcomings as well as its rewards. I’ll never father a child nor watch a sunrise, nor eat an apple. 

       “But,” Bantry finished, “I’ll see the centuries out, watch mankind strive for the stars in this wonderful new century which has just begun, and perhaps reach them. I’ll never die, save at my own hand or that of a murderer, like that poor woman, Pamela.”

       There, he fell silent. Maurice was gaping, slack jawed, but he could not deny what he knew. Eleyna was strong as a man, as cold as a winter wind, with vast, dark eyes, and the maturity of a woman much older than she seemed, while her face and body belonged to a mere girl. 

       Silent, vigilant, Bantry watched Maurice’s face as he thrashed through the puzzle. Maurice had always known Eleyna could not eat, nor tolerate daylight, and Bantry guessed she had never permitted him to watch her feed. He must have known, vaguely, that the source of her nourishment was blood; and this was the key piece in the Chinese puzzle.  

       At last Maurice slumped forward in the winged leather armchair and put his face into his hands. “Jesus Christ. And how old are you, then? How old’s Eleyna?”

       “Me? Not very,” Bantry admitted. “I’m forty-four, though you’d never believe it. Michael changed me only twelve years ago. But Dionysus changed him four centuries before we met. Chabrier was born so long ago, it makes you dizzy, but Eleyna is just over a century old.”

       “Ellie?” he murmured, face clenching in an attempt at denial.

       “As far as I know,” Bantry told him quietly, “she was orphaned when her parents were killed by Napoleon’s soldiers, and she survived by a whisker. She’s sixty years my elder, for what it matters. Miss Rinaldi ... Mario, in fact ... who arrived with Chabrier, is older than Eleyna, younger than Michael. Pamela Ridley was a few years older than me, in her early fifties. Her changeling, Nicholas Crane, is thirty ... and his changeling, Eddie Morse, is nineteen years old. 

       “If Eddie chooses life,” Bantry finished thoughtfully, “time will mean nothing to him. But first he must choose life, and not all changelings do.”

       “I’m going mad,” Maurice whispered, “I must be, for believing you.”

       “Call me a liar if you like,” Bantry said blandly. “But you already know the truth. You’ve lived with Eleyna for long enough to know. She’s vampyre, bred and born. Michael and I are only changelings. Like their poor relations, in fact. But we’re people, like anyone else. With,” he admitted, “a few minor exceptions! What is it, Maurice? What torments you? That we draw our nourishment from blood? You were willing to permit Eleyna her little eccentricity, but when it’s a whole community of us, it’s not so pretty?”

       Surprisingly, he shook his head. “No. Blood’s ... blood, and I’ve eaten many a pound of black pudding in my time, fried up with bacon and tomatoes! There’s aboriginal tribes right around the world who use blood for food. In Africa, for a start. Have you heard of a tribe called the Maasai? They bleed their cattle for milk and blood, it’s normal there.”

       “I’ve read about them.” Bantry was intrigued by Maurice’s train of thought. Eleyna was right — the man was unusual. “Just last year the government began to relocate them, I believe. Something to do with the spread of that cattle disease. I don’t remember what it’s called.”

       “They call it Rinderpest,” Maurice said, preoccupied. “And the government’s sending the poor Maasai buggers halfway across the country more because they stood up and fought when we arrived in their territory as invaders. And, yes, they live on blood and milk. And did you know, the Hun crossed Asia and invaded the Continent by bleeding their horses when there was nothing to eat. It’s in the history books.” He gestured at the shelves to his left. “Blood doesn’t bother me. It’s not that.”

       “Then what?” Bantry asked quietly. “Let me help you understand. Don’t let this destroy everything for you and Eleyna. Don’t let the word vampyre get you flustered. Bram Stoker writes a damned good story, but that’s all it is, Maurice. A novel. Get past it, to the reality.” 

       For some time the human would not speak, and when he allowed Bantry to see his face again, Vincent saw tears. “I’d always hoped...” Maurice mocked himself with a merciless, humorless bark of laughter. “I hoped she’d marry me. Christ! I wanted to look after her. How stupid that that? I wanted to grow old with her. Except, if you’re telling me the truth, she’s not going to grow old, and I am. I’ll be fat and bald and decrepit, and she’ll be just the same as she ever was. I wanted ...” He shook his head, unable to go on.

       “There’s a way,” Bantry said quietly. Maurice looked up at him. “Become like her. Like us. Like Miss Rinaldi, and Michael, and Eddie. I don’t say there are no prices to be paid. There are, and you’ll pay them in spades, if you choose this path. But if you want Eleyna enough you’ll agree to pay them.” 

       Maurice’s face was taut; he was hurting, Bantry knew, and he offered the comfort of his hand, on the younger man’s shoulder. Maurice was tense, but did not flinch away from him. 

       “Look, you’ve got years yet,” Bantry reasoned. “I was thirty-two before Michael and I even met. You’ve got a good few years before you have to make any kind of decision. Look after your body, it won’t run to seed so fast. Fresh air, good food, exercise, and for heaven’s sake, boy, don’t smoke yourself like a kipper with cigars, and pickle yourself in booze! Five years, then decide. By then you’ll either have tired of Eleyna, and she of you, or the pair of you will be inseparable. In the meantime, love her when and as you will ... because she’s vampyre. You can’t sire a child on her. Good enough?”

       A faint, wan smile replaced Maurice’s grief. “Good enough. And she doesn’t need looking after, really, does she? I’ve always known, she’s as strong as I am. And if she’s not ill, and not going to get ill, she doesn’t need me for a nurse.”

       “Quite right.” Bantry allowed himself a wry chuckle. “We don’t get ill any more than we age. Think about it, Maurice. Strength, youth, health, forever. All the time you need to study. Music, theater, the ballet, the opera. The city comes alive after dark, and to us it’s never really dark. If you were like Eleyna, she’d feel warm in your hands, and your own strength would triple, until she’d seem like an ordinary girl to you. As time goes by, the fact she’s much older means less and less. Michael is unthinkably old. Centuries. It doesn’t matter. He has his experiences, I have mine, there are always things we can teach one another.” He stirred deliberately. “Questions?”

       “A thousand,” Maurice said hoarsely, “and I can’t think of any one of them. I’ll find you later, Vince.”

       “You’re quite welcome,” Bantry told him. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m tired. If you’ll permit me, I’ll retire. I should say you have a lot to think about.” At the door he turned back for a moment. “Talk to Chabrier. Talk to Eleyna. You’ll find her relieved that you know everything now, and you’re not taking to your heels.”

       Maurice had not stirred, and likely would not move for an hour. His head would be whirling, and even now he would be fighting a lifetime of rationale, every instinct trying to deny what he knew to be true. 

       In the hall, Bantry heard Flynn’s, Eleyna’s and Chabrier’s voices. They had settled in the parlor, and he had made a move to join them when his ears picked up noises from outside. 

       An automobile was coming up the carriage way. A moment later the dogs began to bark in the yards, and the library door opened. Maurice was still pale, his face a grim mask, but he gestured at the intrusion.

       “I can hear ’em, Vince. Get out of the light, now. I’ll answer the door, if they knock. If it’s the grocer or the butcher boy, he might just leave the parcel at the kitchen door, ’round the side, and go.”

       “It’s very decent of you, Maurice,” Bantry observed.

       But Maurice only shook his head. “I’ve been with Ellie for long enough ... and I know now, of course, why she wouldn’t tell me.”

       “Couldn’t,” Bantry corrected. “She would be too afraid that you’d take fright at the word ‘vampyre’ and leave. And you may not believe it, but I think she loves you. Certainly, she needs you. In the end, there’s not an ocean of difference between the two.” 

       He cocked an ear to the noise as the automobile pulled up with a squeal of brakes, and the engine stopped, right outside the front door. Not the grocer or the butcher boy, then. 

       Boots crunched in the gravel, and the dogs barked more furiously. The big, bronze door-knocker rapped a dozen times. Bantry had an intuition as to who would be calling.

       “I’ll get it.” Maurice jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the parlor. “Are you ‘at home’ to callers?”

       “I think we’d better be,” Bantry said soberly, “all of us, you and Eleyna in particular.”

       Maurice raised a brow at the remark, and as Bantry stepped into the parlor he heard the front door open. Sure enough, a voice he knew greeted Maurice, and he gave Eleyna a speculative look. In the chair by the parlor’s shuttered window, she looked furious enough to spit. 

       “You knew Inspector Warwick would be here today,” Flynn observed. “We made our statement last night, and in Nicholas’s defense we told Warwick you and Maurice could never believe Crane could hurt Pamela. He’ll want the same story from you both, on paper, with your signature attached. When this sorry mess goes into court, it could mean the difference between execution and a life sentence for Nicholas.”

       But all of them knew, since Nicholas had been changed, prison was impossible. Any sentence could only mean solitary confinement in the dark, until his mind turned; and then it would be the asylum, for as long as he lived. Incarceration would be worse than execution, Bantry thought, especially for a man like Crane. 

       In the corner, by the hearth, Chabrier and Mario sat together on a mock-Roman couch. Mario was still Maria, pert and very beautiful — and more than a little afraid, Bantry saw, as the front door snicked shut, and Warwick’s voice seemed too loud, too intrusive in the hall. He was a policeman, and changelings feared them. 

       With a bleak resolve, Bantry tugged his jacket straight and was waiting for the man as Maurice showed him into the parlor. “Good morning, Inspector. We’ve been expecting you. I don’t suppose there’s any news of Nicholas Crane yet? It’s too early, surely.”

       Warwick took off his hat and nodded to Eleyna and Maria. “I apologize for the intrusion, Miss Pomeroy. I didn’t know you had guests.”

       “We told you last night,” Flynn said tartly, “we were going to meet the train. Inspector Daniel Warwick, this is Chabrier, the well-known entrepreneur and patron of the arts. And with him is Madame Maria Fourier, who is the wife of Monsieur Jean Fourier, the art and antique dealer.  They are here on business, of course.”

       “Madame Fourier.” Warwick had the grace to incline his head before the young woman on the couch. “Mister Chabrier. You’ve arrived at a bad time. I assume you’re aware of our troubles?”

       Chabrier stood and offered his hand. He was a little taller than Warwick, unfathomably older, yet like a man thirty years the detective’s junior. “It’s a vile business, Inspector. We’ve been speculating that the local community may not have been comfortable with Pamela Ridley’s presence ... perhaps they feared her ailment.”

       “More than likely.”
Warwick was still frowning over the apparent chill of Chabrier’s hand. “And it seems their fears are not unfounded.”

       “I beg your pardon?” Flynn’s voice was sharp.

       “There’s half a dozen young lads and lasses that’ve died in these parts, lately,” Warwick said levelly. “I read the death certificates and other documents, last night. Every one of them was fairly burned to a crisp by the sun, some of them in weather that’d nither an Eskimo! And they had strange eyes, with the pupils opened wide, as if they’d been kept in pitch-darkness, even though they died in the full sun of dawn. You realize, after the exact moment of death, the eyes don’t  react to light any more. So we know these poor little tykes died of the sun, but their eyes say they died in the dark.”

       A mail glove seemed to reach down inside of Bantry, grasp him by the innards and squeeze. “You’ve been talking to the county coroner,” he guessed. “What’s his name — Leadbetter? We read about him in the newspaper only a few days ago.”

       “When the report on Annie Starr was published. I read it, too.” Warwick set his homburg on the sideboard. “And ... forgive me, Vince, but I’ve known Jack Hargraves for a long time. He told me, discreetly of course, and in confidence, about Miss Pomeroy’s ailment when she came to live at Barwick Hall.”

       “He did what?” Eleyna breathed.

       “Forgive him, Madame Pomeroy. Jack only shared your secrets to protect you, when I started to notice how very strange you are. I’m a detective, after all.” Warwick paused, head tilted, looking into the night-dark eyes of the vampyre who stood at his left hand, waiting, expecting the question. “So, it’s catching, isn’t it? This time, you’ll have to forgive me. As I said, I’m a policeman, Mister Chabrier. I’m trained to notice things ... and put two and two together. You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

       “Not quite,” Chabrier said in low voice, soft with the lilt of Iberia. “I was born ... this way. So was Eleyna. But you’re quite right, Inspector. It can be passed between people. However, it’s extremely difficult to pass it on. Not quite like catching influenza.”

       “So Jack told me,” Warwick said thoughtfully, “when I’d asked him if he wasn’t sweating about catching it from Eleyna. He told me, he didn’t have to worry, it was damn’ hard to catch.” He hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his waistcoat and studied Eleyna and Chabrier by turn. “Then, you can confirm to me that it was your ailment that killed the lads and lasses Arthur Leadbetter’s been examining? It’s a terminal disease, then, and that’s odd. Jack Hargraves never said anything about it being terminal.” His eyes were on Eleyna, glittering in the gaslight with unholy curiosity.

       She was out of the armchair in one fluid movement. “Oh, for God’s sake, Danny Warwick, use the brain you’re so proud of! Of course it isn’t terminal, but if we deliberately go against every rule of survival, we’ll die, quickly and painfully. Jack told you people like me have to stay out of the sun. It’s as simple as that. The ‘lads and lasses’ who died were too ignorant of their condition to know how to stay alive. That’s all there is to it.”

       Warwick’s mouth twisted into a wry grin. “Not quite that simple, is it? Artie Leadbetter was mystified enough about your ailment to do his homework. He telephoned a colleague in London, and some documents came to light. Copies were brought out by courier.” He was looking at Bantry and Flynn now. “I remember your names. I was a working up in Manchester at the time, but every young copper in the country kept abreast of the Putney Slasher case. For a while we all thought the Ripper was back. Jolly Jack himself. It was Ed Farraday’s case, and he turned the city inside out, looking for you.”

       “Fortunately for us,” Bantry said in acid tones, “he didn’t find us, or we’d have paid the ultimate price for another man’s crime. You already know we suffer the ailment, Danny. With the exception of Maurice Lawson and yourself, everyone in this room shares Eleyna’s condition. Safety in numbers. And just as Jack Hargraves told you how hard it is to catch, Maurice will tell you the same thing. He’s lived at Barwick Hall for ... how long is it now, Maurice?”

       “Five months,” Maurice said quietly. “Trust me, Inspector. You can’t just come down with a case of the mydriasis. It’s not like getting the mumps.”

       “But before you jump to conclusions about malice of forethought,” Flynn said very quietly, “the mydriasis can be passed unwittingly. The person spreading the ailment, unfortunately like a plague carrier, has no idea what they’re doing. There are certain ... sensual acts, shall we say, that must be handled with the utmost care and respect, when one suffers this condition. And for months after a person is exposed, he or she will be completely ignorant of their delicate condition. In those months, before the ailment makes itself felt, one is contagious.”

       “So.”
Warwick stroked his chin. “That’d explain what happened to Annie Starr and the others. From what I know about Nicholas Crane, he was out there sowing his wild oats as usual, never realizing he was going to come down with the vampyre disease.”

       “The what?” Bantry demanded.

       “Sorry.” Warwick made apologetic gestures. “That’s what they’re calling it, ’round the station house. “A bunch of the young constables started calling it that. Only joking, mind you, they didn’t mean anything by it. You’ll have to forgive the term. It’s just too obvious.”

       “After the whole country read Bram Stoker’s novel,” Flynn said bitterly, “I’m afraid it is. And speaking of Nicholas, is there news?”

       But Warwick shook his head. “Not yet. We’ve starting tearing up the grounds at The Larches. If he’s buried in the area, it may not be inside the walls. We’ll go through the woods, of course, and drag the river. He’ll turn up.”

       “Oh, Christ.” Eleyna’s voice choked off. “You’re certain he’s dead?”

       “It makes sense, ma’am,” Warwick said regretfully. “Mister Chabrier made a good point. I can tell you for a fact, the locals were far from happy to have Miss Ridley living in their midst. She was everything they didn’t want. A stranger with a bloody nasty disease, living in sin with the most notorious bastard in the county.” He shrugged expressively. “You might not have heard it, Miss Pomeroy, but there’s been gossip in the village, about just how catching this disease of yours is. Art Leadbetter’s a coroner, and a good one, but he’s not able to tell much from operating on dead bodies. He’s having a look at Miss Ridley today, and I can’t say I’m jealous of his job! He told me, you have to study the living to learn anything much.” 

       He was looking at Flynn with a deep curiosity which said, he knew that story. It must have been the talk of London, a dozen years before. Bantry felt a tightness in his chest and throat and forced his face to an expressionless facade. They had one advantage: photographs of himself and Flynn had never been placed on file. Warwick was frowning at them, obviously trying to gauge their age. He could only guess they were ‘wearing well,’ and must have been very young at the time of Farraday’s manhunt. Twelve years, Bantry thought. If the time had been any longer, Warwick would have been suspicious.  

       “Still,” the policeman went on, “it doesn’t take a great brain to put it all together. And the last thing your local halfwits will be worried about is little things like proof, and evidence. He-say, she-say and folklore is more than enough for the likes of them.” He paused, turning the deep, thoughtful frown on the woman now. “If I were you, Miss, I’m afraid I’d be thinking about moving out of the area, for my own safety. If you have friends in the north, or better yet, abroad, this would be a good time to take a very long holiday.”

       “Police protection,” she said hoarsely.

       He took a deep breath, as if courting forbearance. “We can’t protect you twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week for the rest of your life. And if we tried, it would just make you stand out even more from the rest of the locals. I’ve just spent an hour talking to the men down in the village.” He gave Bantry a bitter look. “There was a lot of bad feeling about Miss Ridley. It’s all over the parish today, that she’s lying in the morgue at TivertonHospital, looking more like a sack of roasted peanuts than a woman, and a lady. Nobody in the village was shocked. A few of the buggers came right out and said they were grateful she’s dead and gone. I asked why, and they looked at me like I’d gone mad.”

       A sodden silence lay over the room, like old, rotten snow. Into it, Flynn said quietly, “So the mob came for her, not for Nicholas, and they came in the daylight. They were shrewd. They picked their time, and cornered her in the cellar.”

       “It’s starting to look that way,” Warwick agreed. “Now, I have to talk to you ma’am,” he told Eleyna, “and to Mister Lawson. I was given to understand, last night, Miss Ridley and Crane were closer than man and wife. If this is true, well, it’s why I’ll be having the river dragged by the end of the week, after we’ve finished in the woods.”

       Eleyna’s eyes closed. She pressed a hand to her mouth, and at once Maurice was at her side. “Here, Ellie, sit back down. I’ll get you a brandy.” He gave Warwick a hard look. “Make it quick. There’s nothing Eleyna can tell you about Nick than I can’t, so what you’ve got to ask about him, ask me.”

       “All right, then.” Warwick produced a notebook and fountain pen, and helped himself to a chair. “Tell me about this Nicholas Crane.”

       For almost half an hour, Maurice and Eleyna spoke by turns, telling what they knew at first hand of both Nicholas and Pamela. Warwick took fewer notes than Bantry would have expected, as if he already knew most of the answers to most of the questions. 

       One deliberate question he asked of Eleyna, and of Maurice: did they believe Nicholas could be deeply in love with Pamela Ridley, and at the same time continue to be the rake, the profligate whose tastes in lovers were nothing if not eclectic? 

       Both Maurice and Eleyna agreed emphatically. Nicholas Crane had never understood what monogamy meant. But both agreed there was no ‘badness’ in him. You took Nick Crane as you found him, loved or loathed him on his own terms. Pamela was either unaware of his profligate adventures or she did not care about them. 

       Either way, he always came home to roost, and when the mob came for her, he would have fought for her. If, Bantry added — though he said nothing — he was at the house when the mob arrived. And some instinct, down deep, whispered to him, Nicholas was not. 

       It was better if Warwick believed Crane had been there, and was dead, his body weighted with bricks and dropped into the bottom of the deepest part of the river. Because if Nicholas were alive, the scene changed and too many sour questions arose.


       One question in particular was too complex, too filled with dark emotion, for a jury of normal humans to grapple with: had Nicholas killed her, when he discovered himself infected? 

       Put this question to a court of law, and Bantry was sure Crane would be judged guilty in an instant, even though he was innocent of any crime save profligacy and the bittersweet ‘sin’ of loving men as well as women.

       At last Warwick was satisfied. The notebook flipped shut and he withdrew to the hall, with Maurice. He looked around at the soft gaslight, and asked of no one in particular,

       “You live like this? Always the limelight?”

       “Or starlight,” Chabrier added, “moonlight, twilight.” He smiled ruefully. “Our eyes are not the same, Mister Warwick. If you could see what my eyes have seen, since birth, you would have few misgivings about ... our kind.”

       For a moment it seemed Warwick would pursue the question, and then he let it go and gestured at the door. “I’ll be in touch.”

       The automobile engine gargled into life as he stepped out, and Bantry listened to the crunch of gravel. The auto turned right out of the gate — Warwick was headed back to Tiverton. 

       “They know,” Eleyna whispered.

       Maurice sat on the arm of her chair and hung an arm across her shoulders. “Who knows what?”

       It was Flynn who said, “She means, the local community ... and they’ve guessed. The mydriasis is communicable. My gods, Maurice, this is how changelings are made! We’ve always known. But we’ve always been so careful.” He gave his hand to Bantry. “I think Pamela was foolish enough to deliberately change Nicholas, and then couldn’t find the courage to tell him what she’d done, till it was too late.”

       “Yes,” Chabrier said sadly, “I believe you’re right, Michel.” He stirred, and brought Mario to his feet. “However, she is no longer a problem. Executed by the mob. The problem now is Nicholas.”

       “Warwick might find him in the river,” Maurice began.

       “Very possibly,” Chabrier agreed, “and the hunt for the body will keep the local police occupied for several days or a week. Long enough for us to think through what we can do, and act upon it.”

        “Eddie,” Flynn said darkly. He looked hollowly at Chabrier. “If anyone in this county knows where Nicholas would hide ... or hunt, it’s going to be Eddie.”

       “Let the child get his rest,” Eleyna said irritably.

       “He can rest for weeks, after this is all finished.” Bantry lifted a brow at Flynn. “Look into his room, Michael. If he’s awake, he can tell you what he knows in moments. And if he is awake, I’d be recommending the opium. He should be sound asleep, but you know where his dreams will be taking him.”

       “I’ll go up,” Flynn agreed.

       “Let me come with you.” Bantry was behind him as he left the parlor.

       The bedroom was quiet, with a single gaslamp left burning on its lowest setting. Only the scents of lilac and rose issued from the room; Eddie’s clothes had been thrown away, and Bantry had been thorough in the bathing of him. The door opened without a sound, yet still Eddie stirred. His head rolled on the pillow and heavy eyes blinked at Flynn, who was a step ahead of Bantry.  

       “Just making sure you’re all right,” Flynn told him. “Is there anything you need? You should be asleep! Bad dreams, Eddie?”


       The shaggy blond head wagged an affirmative. “I’m still dreamin’ about blood.”

       “You’re starved, almost to death. You’ll dream of blood until you’re healthy,” Michael assured him.

       “But ... I’m dreamin’ about ... with me teeth,” Eddie murmured. “You know? And drawin’ blood, and ... drinkin’.” He shuddered. “I can’t do it, I never could.”

       “You’ll never have to.” Flynn sat carefully on the bedside. “I wonder if you can help us, Eddie. We’re worried about Nicholas. If you’ve become so ill, Nicholas must be as unwell, because he was infected before you. I know it’s a long time since you saw him last, but — what do you remember?”

       “S’not a long time,” Eddie mumbled.

       Bantry came closer and dropped a hand on Flynn’s shoulder. “You haven’t been Nick’s lover since winter.”

       “S’right,” Eddie agreed wearily, “but I seen him just a couple of weeks back.”

            Bantry’s hand tightened on Michael’s shoulder. “You did? Eddie, we know he went away several months ago. It was all over the parish, that he eloped with Miss Ridley.”

            “But ’e came back,” Eddie said, slurred with exhaustion. “They both did, I suppose. They must ’ave come back, ’cause I seen Nick just last week.”

       A prickle of something — it might have been excitement, or might have been foreboding — rushed through Bantry, making his hackles stir.

       “Where?” Michael asked gently. “Where did you see him?” 

       No need to tell the boy that they had searched the Ridley house from attic to cellars, and found a body. What Eddie did not know could not hurt him yet.

       “Nick were out at the old Gutherie farm,” Eddie was slurring. “It was like ’e must be livin’ at the croft. I’d been wanderin’ about, see ... I ’ad nowhere to go. I were watchin’ folks. Proper folks, not ... like me.”                      “There’s nothing much wrong with you which rest and nourishment won’t cure,” Bantry told him. “You’re just tired, Eddie, and probably still hungry.” 

       “He’s right.” Flynn gave the boy’s bony hand a careful squeeze. “Are you’re absolutely certain it was Nicholas you saw at the farm?”

            His thin face twisted. “Not likely to forget ‘im, am I? Nick were the only one, see? The only lover I ever ’ad. Course I’m sure it were ’im! There’s not likely to be another one for me, is there?”

            “The future is another question,” Flynn whispered soothingly. “Your struggles are all in the past, boy. Sleep now. Sleep and get well.”

       He was on his feet as he spoke, and ushered Bantry out of the room before him. “We were right. Crane went to ground right here, in a place where he knows every bolthole, where he can escape from the sun, every tavern and whore house where he can take what he needs, even if he won’t have the blood of a horse, a cow — and God knows, there are plenty of those in this area. The Gutherie Farm.”

       “Maurice’ll know it,” Bantry guessed.

       Movement on the stairs below announced Maurice’s presence. He was just coming up, and called ahead, “Who’s taking my name in vain?”

       “The boy’s seen Nicholas,” Flynn told him grimly.

       “You’re kidding.” Maurice stopped, halfway up. “When?
Where?”

       “Inside the last couple of weeks.” Bantry came to a halt at the top of the stairs when Chabrier and Mario appeared behind Maurice. “Eddie saw him one night, at the old Gutherie Farm. Do you know it?”

       “Everybody between here and Exeter knows it.” A frown knitted Maurice’s brows. “It’s been standing empty for years. It’s about forty acres, with a big, rambling old house, walls three-foot-thick, and a shepherd’s croft on the path. It’d be the perfect place for Nick to hide, if he’s ... well, like you, I suppose.” He was puzzled, curious — but he was neither afraid not horrified.

        “If Eddie knows, without doubt, he was there,” Chabrier said thoughtfully, “it gives us a place to begin. Crane may have many hiding places, many roosts, but we can at least watch the farm, and be ready, when he returns.” He stirred, taking Mario’s arm. “A room, Maurice.  Mario and I want to bathe, and we’re both tired.”

       “Sorry. What happened to my manners?” Maurice chastised himself. “This way. Will it be one room, Mister Chabrier, or two?”

       “One will suffice.” The vampyre slipped his arm about Mario’s slim waist. “Your hospitality is most appreciated.” He gave Flynn a nod as they passed by, following Maurice up. “Get some rest, Michel. You’re looking careworn. And the problem of Crane will keep for a few hours at least. He’s probably been a changeling since Christmas, another day won’t make any difference.”

       “Sleep well,” Flynn said as Chabrier passed by. “Do you need ...?”

       But the vampyre declined with a murmur of thanks. “We fed just before we left. The journey was merely tiresome, not arduous. Mario?”

       A vast yawn ambushed Mario, before he pulled the ivory clasp from his hair and shook it out in a thick, black cape about his shoulders. “I’m sorry for Nicholas. For Miss Ridley also ... but, did she change him without asking his consent, or telling him what she had done? It was shameful.” He gave his hand to Chabrier. “Sleep, Michael. You look almost as ragged as that poor waif.”

       The same thought was on Bantry’s mind, and he shepherded Flynn to their own room. The summer day was warm. Standing at the shuttered window, he put the flat of his palm on the glass and felt heat. The sun was already high, and part of Bantry still felt the call of daylight, of blue skies and sunlight. Like a siren song, it lured him occasionally, and today he was aware of a pang, sharp, almost a physical pain, as he pulled over the drapes. 

       The gaslight was low, and Flynn was already in bed. For once he was too preoccupied to notice Bantry’s expression. He punched the pillow vengefully and, still sitting, swathed himself in the bedding. He was shadowed with fatigue, but Bantry knew him well enough by now to know Michael would not get much rest. His mind would not let him sleep for long, if at all.

       From the next room, they heard movement. Chabrier and Mario had retired. Eleyna would have lit enough opium in Eddie’s room to keep him out all day. Until twilight, they could do no more, and Bantry slid into the bed with the determination to rest, if sleep was impossible. 

       “You spoke to Maurice?” Flynn said quietly. “I had no idea he was there, at the door. Had I known, my words would have been more guarded!”

            But Bantry disagreed. “No, it was a good thing. It’s long past time Maurice had the truth. Eleyna’s been putting it off too long.” He reached for Flynn, pulled him close and nuzzled his smooth jaw. “I told him everything.”

            Flynn closed his eyes. “It can be so ugly at times. Changelings can be hateful, spiteful people. Petty and vengeful. I’m sure this is where Stoker’s grim tales were gathered! There’s more than a germ of truth in his novel, though our real lives, our world, are not as spectacular. Still, I have to wonder if some incident like this business of Pamela and Nicholas took place at Whitby, when Stoker was young. Did someone’s rashly-made changeling go rogue? He or she spread the ‘vampyre disease,’ and then died in the dawn, burned to a husk at the very door of God’s house.”

            “Let it be, now.” Bantry covered his mouth with a long, deep kiss. “Nicholas Crane is our responsibility. Mad, do you think?”

       “More than likely. Pamela’s price is paid, but how many innocents have died? If he’s been in this county all along, where are his other victims? There could be so many.” He was hoarse with dread. “We could never hope to find them all.”

       “First we stop Crane,” Bantry said grimly. “Confine him ... find out where he’s been, who he’s been with, and when. Surely, Chabrier will know something we can do! He must. This must have happened before.”

       “It’s not unknown, but it’s rare.” Flynn kissed his shoulder, licking along his collar bone. “I saw it happen once. We were in Constantinople — oh, long ago, Dion and myself. Many died, it was boys that time. It was a girl, believe it or not. She was running in the gutter like a harlot, her teeth filed like any cannibal, her mind rotted by madness.”

       “What happened?” Bantry held him tightly.

       “The mob caught her in the end. They tied her to a stake, whipped and raped for vengeance. They intended to burn her for a witch after the priests had finished exorcising her soul, but the sun came up and ended it before they could make so merry. She was dead before they could fetch the wood.” He pressed his face to Bantry’s chest. “Did you know that in years gone by, love between men was taken as evidence of witchcraft? We could have been burned for what we feel.” Bantry’s grip on him tightened, and Flynn pulled the larger, heavier man over on top of him. “For Christ’s sake, don’t let go of me.”

       They were not aroused when Bantry began to rock against him, and after the day’s troubles it took a long time for arousal to begin. Bantry would not have been surprised to find his body uninterested for the first time in many years. It was very slow, very gentle, and when at last they were spent Flynn was dead asleep where he lay, with his head on Bantry’s thigh, his mouth still filled with the salt-sweetness of his lover’s seed.  With a sigh, Bantry lifted his head from Flynn’s belly. He dropped a last kiss on the lax, spent shaft and sat up on the rumpled linen. 

       His vision misted as he looked long at his partner’s face. Careworn, Chabrier had said. Michael was growing ragged around the edges with fatigue and fretting. How he had survived was as much a mystery as a miracle — a miracle to which Chabrier had contributed, Bantry was certain. 

       Crows were bickering on the moor as he settled to rest. He did not expect to sleep, and was taken unawares by a dream of deep indigo, cold and turbid waters into which he was tugged down by tentacles he never saw, and drowned.

 

 

 

Chapter Ten 

 

Flynn was still asleep when Bantry rose. Chabrier was up before him, in the parlor and talking quietly in an odd mixture of French, Italian, Spanish with Mario. Today Mario was a young man, his hair roped back in a thick black ponytail, the rouge and mascara absent, his long limbs in plain white linen slacks and a pale blue shirt, which complimented the vampyre’s black silk and burgundy. Mario was amusing himself with a tuning fork and a screwdriver, idly tuning Eleyna’s piano. He swore it was in dire need of the work, though Bantry’s ear had discerned nothing amiss. The boy had perfect pitch; Bantry was not about to argue. 

       The shutters were open. The sun was just down, the sky was still flushed scarlet and gold over Devon and, far away, the Atlantic Ocean. His eyes watered for a moment until they could contract the little they must, and then he sat on the window seat to enjoy the twilight. At this time of year it would last long.

       Abandoning the piano for a moment as Bantry appeared, Mario came to peck his cheek in greeting, and Chabrier gestured a greeting with a demitasse cup from which rose the scent of Turkish coffee. 

            “Where is Michael?” Mario returned to the piano at once. 

       He was, Bantry thought, even more beautiful as a boy than as a girl. He had known Eleyna for several years now, but  Bantry was unsure if Maurice had guessed what Mario was, beyond being a changeling. His voice was rich, strong, but pitched several notes too high to be entirely normal for a male. Bantry wondered what Eleyna had told Maurice, or how long it would take Maurice to guess.

       “Michael’s still asleep,” Bantry told him. “He spent half the afternoon tossing and turning, there was little rest for either of us. Bad dreams, I should think ... I had a few myself.” He frowned at Chabrier. “He told me this debacle has happened before. Have you heard of it? A changeling girl in Constantinople. She was about to be burned for a witch.”

       Vampyre and castrato shared a bleak glance, and Chabrier sighed. His eyes, so much more sensitive even than Bantry’s, were actually slitted as he looked out into the early twilight. “I wasn’t in Constantinople then, but I heard about it from Dion. We all did, vampyre and changelings alike. Her name was Mirabelle, she was a changeling of the vampyre Cassandra.” He gave Bantry an odd look, level and hard. “If you utter the name of Cassandra, Vincent, our elders will pretend they have not heard.”

       “She was disgraced?” Bantry guessed.

       But Chabrier’s dark head shook slowly. “She left behind the world of humans in 1687, after Mirabelle tried to kill her.” He laid his hand over his chest, and his eyes closed. “Mirabelle was a mistake. She was another changeling made out of the infatuation which can blind any of us. And Cassandra discovered, too late, her precious Mirabelle was driven mad by the loss of ...” 

       He gestured through the open window, where water fowl were crying in flight, on their way to the marshes across Dartmoor. The sky was still bright enough to be called blue, and filled with the hues of blood and gold, and angels’ wings of high cirrus. 

       “The loss,” Chabrier said softly, “of everything humans hold most dear. All that is alien to our kind. Grief can madden any intelligent creature, Vincent. None of it was Mirabelle’s fault. The guilt lay with Cassandra, and she accepted it all.”

       “So bad?” Bantry looked at Mario, but the boy was either intent on his work with the piano, or studiously staying out of the discussion.

       “Eleven boys died that winter,” Chabrier said quietly, “when Mirabelle haunted the taverns and brothels. She commanded a beauty quite equal to Helen and Hera. Young men went to her blindly, and with her filed teeth she opened their throats. Many of those boys did not live to see the dawn. Some did, and perished later, as your Eddie Morse was about to.”

       “But surely,” Bantry said, hardly recognizing his own voice, “didn’t Cassandra stop her?”

       Night-dark eyes studied Bantry for a moment, as if Chabrier was unsure how much he should say. “She tried,” he said at last. “She confronted her darling Mirabelle and tried to restrain her, and for her trouble she almost died. A vampyre as old as time, who stood at the gates of Rome and watched the advance of Barbarossa, almost gasped out her life in a crypt when a little harlot of a changeling drove a stake of wood into her breast.”

       “It is the legend,” Mario said quietly. “The wampyr. In the mountains north of Greece, the legend says they can become smoke, did you know? The wampyr can become wolves, and bats, and they are dead, Vincent. Each night they rise from the grave, and they can be killed —” Tears glistened on his lashes.

       “Hush, now.” Chabrier went to him and took him in an embrace. Mario hung on as if his life depended on it. “These things are but the legend, Vincent, as he said. Peasants believe all kinds of nonsense ... and I admit, it makes a good novel.” A spark of improbable humor lifted one corner of Chabrier’s mouth as he looked over Mario’s head at Bantry.  “Stoker’s book was almost required reading in Copenhagen in ’97. You can still pack a room with younger vampyre and changelings, when someone with a flair for the dramatic offers to read the best chapters.”

       “But, Cassandra,” Bantry began.

       Chabrier held up a hand to stop him. “She lived. We’re ... hard to kill, as you know. Mirabelle struck too high, too wide, to impale her heart. Her left lung flooded with blood, and if Cassandra had been human, she would have died on the floor of the crypt where she had been left. She dragged herself into one of the annexes and pulled the gate closed. She lay there for days, barely breathing, every breath foaming, but at last she could stand. 

       “Weak and half-crazed with hunger and thirst, she waited for night, and she went to a vampyre house she knew, and begged for succor. Cassandra, who had watched the barbarians sack the EternalCity — who had sung praises to the gods of night in Memphis and Thebes, before Rome was even dreamed of — she knelt on the threshold of a vampyre house and begged for comfort.”

       “Mirabelle,” Mario said bitterly, “was already dead. It was over, but when Cassandra arrived at the vampyre house it was not a place of refuge. They were packing, making ready to fly in the night, before they would be dragged away by the mob. The house sheltered two ancient vampyre and eight changelings, not one of them under a century old, and they fled west into Greece, where they knew of a changeling house in Salonica. They survived.”

       “Cassandra,” Chabrier added, “renounced the world of humans. She will neither speak to nor deal with changelings.” He gave Bantry a look of grave compassion. “Her half-sister is Hypaetia. Their mother was Aegina, who was once said to be the beloved of Zeus, and for whom the whole population of an island was slain. And now you know why not even Michael Flynn has, yet, been accepted by the elders. Their trust is rarely granted, if ever.”

       Eyes closed to the twilight colors, Bantry swallowed hard. The suffering through which Cassandra had struggled, and the guilt, would take many a century to wear away, and until it did she was — phobic, he thought. Cassandra was probably more frightened of changelings than humans were of the vampyre; and hers was the vote which shut even Flynn out of the company of the Old Ones.

       “It’s unfair,” he murmured.

       “It’s far from fair,” Chabrier agreed, “but I warn you, Vincent: this business with Pamela and Nicholas will only strengthen Cassandra’s argument against changelings. Lately, Hypaetia has begun to waver. A new century has begun, an age of enlightenment, reason, science, even for us! Cornelius, who is Hypaetia’s eldest surviving son, is seduced by the science of lenses and light, the study of the stars. For myself, I admit to a certain fascination for the Cinématographe, though I fear it, too, for it surely spells doom for our kind.” 

       He tilted up Mario’s chin and dropped a light kiss in the corner of his mouth. Mario slid out of his arms and returned to the piano, toying absently with the screwdriver and tuning fork. 

       “So,” Chabrier mused, “Hypaetia is wavering, but Cassandra bears a scar on her breast the size of your palm, which will never diminish, and she may never trust changelings.” 

       “Worse yet,” Bantry said sourly, “I can understand her misgivings.” With an effort he dragged his thoughts back to the present. “The same has been happening locally, Chabrier. Seven are already dead, Eddie would have made eight. I’d have to guess there are four or five bodies lost somewhere on the moor, they may never be found — and probably the same number of boys and girls who’ll be changing now, and in the weeks ahead. What of them?”

       “We find them, or they die,” Chabrier said bluntly. “There is a way to find them, but it’ll require strategy, cunning, and first we must find Crane, confine him, stop him. Mario and I have discussed the whole thing, and he agrees.”

       A chill shivered Bantry’s spine. “He agrees to what?” 

       “He will be the tethered goat.” Chabrier was looking at Mario as he spoke, and the boy nodded mutely.  

       “The what?” Bantry shot a startled glare at him, and Mario smiled grimly over the piano. “You mean, you’re going to bait a trap?”

            The vampyre spread his elegant hands. “What else? Crane’s tastes run to beautiful youths of either gender, whom he seduces.  Remember, Nicholas is more than likely ignorant of what he’s doing. I’m not quick to assign blame, Vincent. How much did Pamela Ridley tell him? Anything at all?
Enough just to stay alive?
Enough not to share the contagion?”

       Aware of the chill spreading into his extremities, Bantry looked away. “We may never know.”

       “As you say.” Chabrier gazed out into the gathering mauve gloom of the night. “Mario is a changeling, and obviously strong because of it, but Crane won’t know this till it’s too late. Mario can become no more changed even if he’s actually bitten before we can capture Nicholas ... and he’s much hardier than any human girl, in the event that it comes to violence.”

            “And if should come to rape?” Bantry murmured. “Mario’s going to go out there and make the offer, is he? If Crane takes the bait, and Mario can’t overpower him, and Crane is enraged enough to simply knock him senseless and take what was offered? Chabrier, no. The risks are too great.”

            “I’ve been a man’s victim before,” Mario said quietly, in French. “It was very painful and humiliating, but it       could not possibly kill me, nor even injure me for long ... me, being what I am. I’ll do it, Vincent. I must, and I want to.”

       “It’s too dangerous,” Bantry warned.

       The boy only shrugged. “I’ll be prepared, expecting a struggle, so I’ll take little harm. Last time I was surprised, unprepared, and I confess, I was overwhelmed. I was alone and on the street, after my companion perished. It was almost dawn, and more than anything I needed shelter. A man offered to help me. He gave me a little room with shuttered windows. I was so tired, I went to sleep and woke with a start, a short time later. What could I do but let him have his way and pretend to enjoy it? I needed the room. I could hardly flee — it was daylight outside!” He paused and glanced at Chabrier. “It was a day I wouldn’t repeat for a king’s ransom. But it was just a day, Vincent, and necessary.”

       “As it is necessary to bait a trap for Nicholas Crane,” Chabrier added. He gave Bantry a curious look. “You want to be the bait yourself? Nicholas might rise to it, though his taste, as a rule, runs to younger blood. You were thirty-two when you were changed. Michael’s fancy was always for the maturity of grown men, rarely for boys. But Pamela Ridley looked to be no more than twenty, Annie Starr was just a girl and Master Morse is nineteen! Still, you possess a great deal of ... charm, Vincent. If I knew beyond doubt that Nicholas would have an appetite for a flirtation with an equal, I’d have asked you to do it. But his preference is most often for young blood. Do you want to ask Michael to do it? Maurice is too much at risk, he’s human. Eddie is much too ill, and too frightened. Eleyna knows Nicholas — he’d recognize her. She might get away with it. But she’s a woman, Vincent, and as strong as she is, in the changing Nicholas has become three times as strong.”

       Reluctantly, Bantry yielded to the logic. “I can see you’ve planned the whole thing. And the ploy?”

       It was Mario who set it out for him. “We’ll go out to the Gutherie farm. Maurice knows where it is. If Crane is there, we’ll see some sign of activity. A lamp, perhaps, his belongings strewn about. If he’s not there ...” He shrugged. “Then we must search for him, or watch the farm and wait, for as many nights as it takes.”

       “Mario will dress for riding,” Chabrier went on. “He’ll go to the croft belonging to the farm when we have the place well under observation. He’ll say his horse bolted, he was unseated and is hurt, looking for help, and he saw a light.”

       “I’ll make sure it’s Nicholas at the croft,” Mario said wryly. “It would be unforgivable to assault an innocent in this damned witch-hunt. I’ll signal from the window as soon as I’m sure who it is. We’ll simply ‘overpower’ Crane, as you put it.”

       “And then?” Bantry wondered.

       “I don’t yet know,” Chabrier admitted. “Give Crane your pity, Vincent. He didn’t ask to fall in love with Pamela Ridley, and he certainly never begged to become one of us! Unlike yourself. The change was foisted on him. It could have challenged his sanity and uprooted his faith. It happens too often.”

       “Your own Christopher?” Bantry asked very softly.

       “Perhaps.” Chabrier smiled sadly. “He begged to be changed, and he was happy for many years. They were good years, Vincent. Then his parents died, succumbing to simple old age. His siblings grew old. He felt alone, and desolate. He turned back to the church, and God haunted his dreams. How could he reconcile what he was, what I had made him, with his dreams of heaven and the teachings of childhood? It is the way of changelings.”

       “But not all.” Mario stepped back into Chabrier’s arms and kissed the vampyre’s lips. “Some of us are content. I lost my faith when I was cut. They took away my manhood one night, when they thought they had made me too drunk to know what was happening. My teacher had sold me. I knew nothing of this until later. Eight years on, my patron took me out of the cathedral choir and gave me back life. He taught me that a castrato can love, that his body has enough left to stir to passion and respond ... not quite like a man, but like himself.” He paused and Chabrier touched his face with a caress.

       “Tonight then,” the vampyre said quietly, looking over Mario’s raven head at Bantry. “You, Michael, Maurice and I will be outside. This brave lad will be alone, inside. If he comes to harm, I shall probably kill Nicholas Crane with my own two hands and relish every second, but ... no one has yet said a word of Nicholas being cruel. Don’t be too swift to judge, Vincent.”

       “I think,” Bantry said bleakly, “I’d best tell Michael and Maurice about this scheme. They won’t like it any more than I do. But we do what we must.”

       They were quiet for some time, a brooding, oppressive silence which Mario broke forcibly. “Enough of this!” He pulled the stool up to the piano and struck a vast major chord. Bantry had never heard The Road to Mandalay sung by a sweet, powerful soprano, but it was as lovely as everything Mario touched, and when he was done a patter of applause issued from the doorway, where Maurice had listened. Mario dropped his audience a half bow.

       “Signore Rinaldi — or is it Signorina?” Maurice grinned sheepishly. “I’m sorry. Eleyna told me, I hope you don’t mind. Why are you not on the operatic stage? Melba sounds like an out-of-tune steam organ compared to yourself.”

       “I was on the stage, once,” Mario told him. “I retired.”

       “And retired too young,” Maurice began, before he remembered and stopped. “Or am I mistaken?”

       “In this case, very.” Mario smoothed the silk across his chest, eyes dancing as he looked at Bantry. “I am much older than you think. You don’t know very much about us, yet! One day, perhaps I’ll tell my secrets, when you’ll be less scandalized.”

       The atmosphere of gloom had lifted, and Bantry returned to the bedchamber to find Flynn awake, though still in bed. He was yawning and his hair was on end, as if he had just raked his fingers through it. Vincent sat on the side of the mattress and pulled down the linen and counterpane, to enjoy the sight of the body he knew so well. 

       “Chabrier and Mario have a scheme.” He dropped a kiss in the delve between Flynn’s breasts. “They’ve planned a trap for Crane. The bait is Mario, of course.”

       “Damn,” Flynn whispered. “I thought it would come to something like this.” 

       “According to the plan, you and I, Chabrier and Maurice, will be at a discreet distance, out at Gutherie’s farm.” Bantry bent over Flynn, taking one nipple between his teeth. Flynn arched his spine, supple and sighing. “There’s a good deal of risk, but Mario accepts it.”

       “When?” Flynn murmured.

       “We begin tonight. Very late, when we have proper darkness.” Bantry paused. “There’s no guarantee Crane will be at the farm, but it gives us a place to start. We can at least look for all the signs that he’s been living there. A shuttered room, a bed, a book, a lamp, clothes, a jug of water.”

       “If he’s not there ...” Flynn’s arms went around Bantry. “If we’ve found his bolthole, we only need to watch it, and we’ll have him before long.”

       “That’s the scheme.” Bantry bit down on Flynn’s nipple, inspiring a soft gasp. “Chabrier said there’s a way to find the rest of Crane’s changelings,” He closed his teeth about the other nipple, tugging at it, deliberately trying to rouse the quick, notorious changeling passion. “I don’t know, yet, what he means,” he muffled against Flynn’s breast, “but if I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s that I trust him.”

       “I’ve trusted him for centuries. And now, enough about Chabrier ... and Nicholas Crane!” Flynn kicked the bedding out of the way and wrapped Bantry’s hands about hot, erect flesh. 

       If nothing else, Bantry had succeeded in diverting him for a while, which had been his intention. He pleasured Flynn languidly, brought him every satisfaction he knew, and kissed his mouth gently as they lay together afterward. 

       His own body was reluctant tonight: for the first time in years the soldier had stirred awake in him, and both mind and muscles had other priorities. They did not talk, but clung to a few moments of peace, until the sounds of industry from downstairs intruded. 

       “All nights should begin that way.” Flynn leaned over and indulged in a kiss until Bantry could barely breathe. And then he sat up, stretched, and slid away to fill a basin with water from the tall white ewer on the dresser.

       Dressed in corduroys, a fresh shirt, and a cricket pullover, he led Bantry downstairs. Eleyna was in the parlor. Maurice had brewed a pot of the weak, tepid black tea favored by changelings, and both Bantry and Flynn accepted a cup. Bantry gave Flynn a wink, a silent acknowledgment of their need for fluids; Mario snorted with ribald laughter, but Chabrier was too preoccupied to notice.

       He was deep in conversation with Eleyna, who was to remain at Barwick Hall, and Maurice, who was to show them the way to the Gutherie farm and then remain with the horses and provide a rearguard. They had exhausted any arguments about the scheme and were thrashing out the fine points of another. Bantry’s ears pricked as he realized what they were talking about, and he shot a glance at Flynn. Michael had heard too.

       “Someone,” Chabrier was saying, “will masquerade as a doctor. A physician traveling the shires, working for some charity, to promote the health of the common people. This ‘doctor’ merely takes the temperature by mouth of anyone who would be attractive to Crane. He looks into their eyes with a bright light.”

       “One who has begun to change,” Flynn said slowly, “will cringe at the light and be cold, by quite a margin.”

       “You have it.” Still, Chabrier wore a frown. “Word could be sent ahead, via the churches: a physician will be in the parish on some certain date. His specialty is the eyes, and the chills. Those people who have begun to change, and who have no idea what’s happening to them, would quickly seek him out.”

       Bantry was less optimistic. “You’ll also find a lot of anxious people coming looking for free medicine. Our man had better actually be a doctor, Chabrier. He’ll see many a hundred aching backs, boils and miner’s lungs for every changeling he finds.”

       Eleyna agreed with an eloquent grunt. “A good point.  And this doctor must return to the area every few weeks, and check them all again, with some sound excuse and his patients’ cooperation. Or the new changelings will slip through the net.” 

       “Perhaps ...” Bantry sampled the tea. “This doctor might be researching for a paper ... for a university study, perhaps?”

       The vampyre actually chuckled, though the humor was dark. “Oh, you innocents! You’ve missed the very bait which would lure the locals by the thousand.”

       “Our doctor would tell them,” Flynn whispered, “he’s following up the case of Annie Starr, and the others. He’s looking for any signs, in the parish’s young people, of ... what did that policeman call it? Vampyre disease.
God, what a term.”

       “Twelve years ago David Lockwood was pilloried as ‘the vampyre doctor,’” Bantry mused. “You knew the term humans would use for our condition. And Chabrier’s right. People would flock to be examined, out of fear, and especially if our doctor offered treatment, if not a cure.”  

       Flynn made a face. “Treatment! Keep them out of the daylight and feed them what they can digest.” He raised a brow at Chabrier. “They’ll be looking for a cure.”

       “Then they’ll be sorely disappointed,” Eleyna said tersely. “Offer them a copper or two each for their participation, as patients. They might consider it an honor to front up and suck a thermometer in the name of medical science.”

       “Claim the whole exercise is in the interests of healthy offspring and long, healthy old age,” Bantry suggested. “What of that, Michael? You know the English well enough.”

       “It’ll do,” Michael mused. “But who’s going to pose as this doctor? It can’t be one of us. Jean Fourier?”

       “He’s too busy,” Chabrier said doubtfully, “and in any case, it has to be a human. Someone who can go about in daylight, and seem like one of ... them.
My apologies, Maurice. I intended no insult.”

       “None taken,” Maurice said levelly. He gestured vaguely. “I spent half the day talking to Ellie. She told me about Luigi and Phoebe Scozza. And then there’s me. So I know how humans sometimes befriend the oddest people, and stand by ’em through thick and thin.” He gave Eleyna a wink. 

       “Cornelius would find someone to undertake the duty,” Chabrier mused. “He’s very rich, very idle and terminally bored. This is just the kind of challenge he’d relish, and he knows every changeling house, every human amante who is not yet changed. And those amigos who, like Scozza, will never be changed, but will always ... stand by us, as you said. I’d be surprised if there isn’t a human doctor among them.” He nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll send him a wire in the morning.”

       “Oh, excellent,” Eleyna said scathingly. “Perfect. And what’s next, Chabrier, when we actually find a whole gaggle of these wretched creatures, like Eddie? Having found them, we’re responsible for them. We can’t ‘cure’ them, and letting them perish is no better than cold-blooded euthanasia.” She accorded the vampyre a glare.

       Chabrier’s patience was clearly wearing thin, and he allowed his face to show the gathering anger. “As you can imagine, we can only take them out of their homes, when they begin to sicken. Their families surely understand the need for treatment. There will be terror, that a sufferer of the ‘vampyre disease’ will infect the whole house. We’ll be applauded for giving them a refuge.”

       “Like lepers,” Eleyna growled.

       “Call it what you will.” Chabrier reined back on his temper. “You reject your own people, Eleyna, and profess to prefer the company of humans and changelings for their honesty. Yet when you’re confronted by another aspect of that honesty, you turn your shoulder on them. Ignorance, dread and superstition are common maladies, endemic to our kind as well as to humans. It’s the same brand of unreasoning dread which will send Crane’s changelings to us, as makes Cassandra refuse to even grant an audience to Michael Flynn.” He lifted a brow at Mario. “What do you think, Mario, a sanitarium, a special hospital of isolation, which cares for delicate invalids, in the mountains?”

       “Austria or Switzerland,” Bantry suggested. “Mountain air, spring water, a special diet. Call it a convalescent home, which aims to help people recover — or at least to learn to cope with this condition. Like the soldier returning from the battlefield with missing limbs.”

       “And have it funded privately,” Flynn added. “Accept Nicholas’s changelings as guests of a philanthropist. Say, an extraordinarily rich and reclusive man, whose only child has been infected.”

       “To quote Eleyna, a moment ago ... excellent.” Chabrier gave her back glare for glare.

       At last Eleyna threw up her hands in frustration and turned her back on them. “You have the answer to every question, haven’t you?”

       “No,” Flynn said gently, “but at least we’re willing to hunt for answers. Eleyna!” He took her shoulders, turner her toward him and kissed her forehead. “What would you have us do? Leave Crane’s changelings at large, spreading the contagion?  The wider it’s spread, the more attention it’s going to attract, and how long did it take Danny Warwick to ‘put two and two together,’ as he calls it?”

       “Not long enough.” Eleyna held out her hand, and Maurice took it. He laced their fingers together, and Eleyna said huskily, “I’m probably going to have to leave, before the locals come for me.”

       “I know.” Maurice’s voice caught. “Where?”

       But Eleyna only sighed. “I have no idea. It won’t be to Copenhagen or Vienna! I am not running to Hypaetia’s side like a lapdog. Christ! A full-blood bitch for the breeding kennels. But I have friends, a changeling house in Lisbon. I suppose I can go there, and start again.”

       “So far?” Maurice demanded. “I was thinking, perhaps Scotland?”

       “I have no friends in Scotland.”

       “No, but I have,” Maurice said wryly. Eleyna’s eyed widened on him, unblinking, until he seemed uncomfortable. “We’ll talk later, Ellie. You’re right, it won’t be safe in these parts for you. It already seems peculiar to the likes of Warwick — so many people sickening in one small area. The authorities have got to be watching. Arthur Leadbetter, to name just one.”

       “All very true,” Chabrier agreed. “So the local authorities must be either wooed or duped. It’s this, Vincent,” he went on sharply as Bantry opened his mouth to protest, “or else Nicholas Crane’s changelings must be abandoned utterly. And when they perish, as they must ... the sin will be on our hands. I won’t have it. Not when I know which strings to pull, to make men ... even policemen! ... dance like puppets to a tune they cannot even hear.”

       Bantry gave a soft whistle. “Pulling strings in high places, to make the local authorities dance a jig.” His brows arched at Flynn, and Michael shook his head minutely.

       “You were about to say,” Chabrier guessed, “it’s a dangerous game, trying to dupe the law? You’re right. But legal jiggery-pokery happens all the time, and only the fools, and the greedy, are caught. Crime is usually about money, you see. But not this time. There’s been only one actual crime — the murder of Pamela Ridley — and it was a human crime of passion. Don’t mistake it: terror is also a kind of passion, and to resort to murder, your neighbors must have been frightened indeed.”

       “Out of their minds, I’d say,” Maurice said sourly. “They’re usually such a placid crowd. Stolid, not an ounce of imagination among them. Christened, married, buried, three kids along the way, work six days a week and off to church on Sunday. They’re not the kind you’d think of as murderers.”

       “Until they work themselves up into a passion,” Chabrier added. “Let the police take care of their own. We can only do the same. Crane’s changelings are our responsibility, not theirs. The changelings, like Eddie Morse, are our own, yours and mine, Eleyna.” He sipped the weak black tea, but he was watching Mario, who sat with a book in his hands. “Tonight, we begin.”

       Mario set down the book. “I’d better get dressed. Dressed for riding, is it? And ... attractively.” He gave a small nervous laugh. “It’s the first time in many a year I’ve set out deliberately to seduce someone of either gender. I don’t think I’ve forgotten how.” 

       He was on his way out, in the direction of the stairs, when Eleyna caught him up. “I believe you’d better come with me, Mario. I have something for you.”

       A lucky piece? A rabbit’s foot, or something peculiarly Russian? Bantry wondered. He wore a thoughtful face as he turned to Flynn. “We’d also better get dressed. We’ll need to approach the Gutherie farm by stealth, and it’ll make for slow going.”

       Without a word Flynn headed for their room, and Bantry gave Chabrier a level look, bleak and filled with misgivings. Chabrier shook his head minutely, and Bantry knew he was right: one step at a time.

       First, Nicholas Crane.
All else, including the fate of his changelings, rested precariously on him.

        

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

The last tones of sunset were still visible to eyes like Bantry’s when they left the house. He rode beside Michael, while Maurice drove the carriage; in it were Chabrier and Mario — not Maria, but a young man with long, thick hair  worn in a braid with a velvet ribbon, slender legs and fine hands. 

       Dark eyed and cynical, Eleyna had remained behind to watch over Eddie Morse, and at Chabrier’s insistence, to stay well out of danger. No one could guess how Nicholas Crane would respond to the challenge, and if he fought, the scene could become ugly.  

       At a slow pace, the carriage rolled south across Dartmoor. Maurice knew the safe, passable tracks, the best ways between and around the bogs and wetlands, but still there was an element of danger. At eleven, when the moon had set an hour before and the stars were blazing, he brought the vehicle to a stop, a quarter mile from a white-stone crofter’s cottage.

        It had been the home of Herbert Gutherie’s tenant for decades, but like the rest of the farm it had been abandoned for years, and Bantry thought it looked derelict. The Gutherie family had run sheep across the moor, but Herb’s three sons were killed in the African campaigns, and when he became infirm with age he went to live with his daughter in Exeter. The cottage must have been lovely in its day. Now, it looked little more than a shell.  

       It was Michael who first saw the signs of life, and habitation. Fresh footprints scarred the muddy bridle path — a man’s boots. Someone was certainly using the place, and had been for some time. A moment later Bantry pointed out the offcuts of timber planking which lay scattered in the gorse by the path. 

       “See there? Planks. I’m only guessing, but I’d say he’s boarded up the windows, both to keep out the sun and keep in his candlelight in the afternoon. It’s a miserable existence Crane’s living. If  a man wasn’t mad to begin with, this would drive him straight into an asylum.”

       They left the carriage behind, out of sight of the farm house and on the far side of a rare copse of alder which clung to the lee side of a knoll, and made their way along the bridle path. 

       Three hundred yards out from the cottage, Mario stopped them. His face was pale in the starlight. “This is close enough, or you’ll spoil our own deception.”

       “It’s still too far away for us to reach you in a hurry,” Flynn warned.

       “Hide yourselves,” Mario argued. “I’ll signal from the door. If we’re wrong, and it’s someone else, this is the — what do you say, the goose chase? And if there’s no one there, there’s no danger. If Crane is living here, but isn’t at home tonight, again there’s no danger. If he’s there ... well, I’ll flutter my eyelashes and beg for help.”

       “He’s not an idiot,” Maurice warned. “The Nick Crane I remember is sharp as a barrel of tacks. You watch yourself.”

       “I’ll distract him,” Mario promised, “and you can get closer while he’s intent on me. Have I fallen off a horse? He’ll call me a fool for being out so late, no doubt, but if Nicholas Crane is the man you think he is, he’ll be seduced.”

       Maurice looked him up and down with a wry, crooked smile. “He’ll be that all right. And you,” he warned, “could get a bloody sight more than you bargained for.”

       “Still, I believe I can manage him,” Mario said bleakly. “I’ve dealt with oafs, buffoons and performing bears all my life. I’ll come to the door for a breath of air, and laugh loudly at some jest I’ve made ... let it be your cue.”

       “The odds are, he isn’t even there,” Flynn said irritably. “If I’d endured captivity in a derelict cottage since dawn, I’d fly the coop as soon as the sun was down.”

       “Hence, we will set a trap, and — I’m to be the tethered goat,” Mario said dryly. He gave Flynn his hand. “My darling Michael, if there were no doubts, you strong men could have snatched him without the need for this intrigue! If Crane is out, I’ll wait and seduce him when he returns. If it takes till dawn, then it takes till dawn.”

       “We’d truss him like a goose and shelter in the house till sundown,” Bantry mused, “while Maurice took a message to Eleyna.”

       “There could be others in the house,” Chabrier warned. “Prisoners, even confidants. More innocents could die if we blunder in and panic Crane. Remember, he was already tall and strong as a human. As a changeling, he’ll be formidable. Stealth and cunning are our best weapons.” He cupped Mario’s soft cheek. “I like nothing about this, but it’s the best way. You have a great heart, boy. See that you signal quickly. We’ll not be far away.”

       “But not you,” Mario insisted. “Stay with the carriage, Chabrier. We could never bear to have you injured.”

       “Me?” The vampyre cocked his head at Mario, almost teasing.

       “One of the few Old Ones,” Mario murmured, “who stand by changelings through the bad times.” He smiled nervously, leaned over to kiss Chabrier’s hand, and left them. 

       Bantry watched him pick his way through the muddy, treacherous surface. No rain had fallen in the last week, but this part of the moor was always boggy. Only during a drought would it be completely dry, and even in late summer the hollows were only an inch crusted-over with mosses. Hooves and foot traffic soon worked the ground up to mud. 

       The night was a rich peacock blue, the stars brilliant. The breeze out of the east was light and, to all but Maurice, it was balmy. For a second, outlined against the sky, Mario looked back toward them from the knoll to the side of the bridle path, but he did not wave. 

       Moments later he slithered down onto the path, in order to come up on the cottage from the south, as if he had been walking for some time. Stepping carefully over the mud and divots, he worked his way to the crooked gate in an old, dry-stone wall.

       The sound of old iron squealing carried clearly, and the crunch of boots on gravel. With narrowed eyes, Bantry could just see him. He stood at the door, head down, listening intently to sounds from inside for some moments, and then he knocked. 

       For almost a minute there was no response, and Flynn had just begun to mutter about a wild goose chase, when the door opened a crack. The faintest wash of yellow candlelight escaped from inside. Words were bartered, but the exchange was well under Bantry’s hearing, and then Mario was inside and the door closed. 

       Now, they dared to move closer. They crept up the knoll, bent-backed to keep as low a profile as possible, and came to rest again opposite the gateway. Two distinct voices murmured from the cottage, but both were too muffled to be recognizable. Bantry would not even have known Mario’s light voice, and when he glanced at Maurice, wondering if he could hear and recognize Nicholas, the man only shrugged. 

       Wisely cautious, Chabrier had gone down to one knee, a pace behind Maurice. He had scorned to remain with the carriage, but at least he had let the others go ahead. His head was canted as he listened, and his eyes were closed. Like every other sense, the vampyre’s hearing was much more acute. Chabrier’s people were bred and born for the night, where hearing and smell were often the most valuable faculties. 

       Both Eleyna and Michael had described Nicholas Crane to Mario: the uncut blond hair, the arresting good looks, the physical stature. Mario would certainly have known him at once. If any other man had come to the door — perhaps a tramp taking shelter for a night — Mario might have spun some story and returned in a few minutes.

       But had Nicholas Crane changed, Bantry wondered. Madness, hardship, even starvation, could have made him such a stranger, Eleyna might have passed him on the streets of Tiverton and not known him. For Mario to be sure, he would have to play the hussy, seduce the man into showing his colors. Or perhaps Mario wanted to get into the cottage and make sure no others were held captive inside. Bantry’s mouth tightened in foreboding and he looked at his pocketwatch. 

       His voice was a bare murmur. “How long will we wait?”

       “As Mario said, we wait as long as it takes,” Flynn said just as quietly, as if his throat were taut. “He’s no fool, Vince, and he’s been badly handled several times before this. He makes light of it because they’re not scenes he likes to talk about, but Mario has his ghosts, as have we all.” He looked over his shoulder at Maurice, who was listening. Even now there was so much Maurice did not, could not, know. “Trust him. Mario is very old, despite his looks.”

       Trusting him was one thing, and Bantry knew Mario Rinaldi enough to give him his head, let him work alone. But stilling the barbed-wire twist of his insides was something else, and Vincent felt as if a bear trap had closed on his guts as minutes became a half hour. For the first time in years, his skin was prickling with a faint sheen of sweat when at last they heard Mario’s voice, pitched high, and sharp. 

       It had taken too long, and they all knew it. Even Chabrier was openly fretted, and Flynn’s mouth was a compressed line. If they rushed down and burst into the cottage, they might shock Nicholas Crane into a kneejerk of violence — or they could find an already sundered body. 

       The sweat prickled in Bantry’s palms now, and he was on his feet when Mario’s voice sharpened again. He was not shouting yet, but his tone was loud, strident, and the soprano pitch came through like a scalpel. He was either furious, or he was trying to sound as if he was. Bantry never forgot that Mario had performed on the opera stage, and his skills had been called outstanding.

       He had silently placed a time limit on the waiting, and it had nearly expired when they heard the first real shout. With Mario it was difficult to tell — his voice was so light, pitched so high, a cry, a scream, a shout of anger, could sound very much alike, and this one was muffled by walls and distance. 

       The pulses raced in Bantry’s temples. Not prepared to wait and see, he was already moving. It had been almost forty minutes since the cottage door had closed behind Mario, and it might have been as many years.

       A pace ahead of the others, he launched himself at the cottage. Flynn was at his shoulder and Maurice a few yards behind. Chabrier was following — stubbornly, probably foolishly, and Bantry wished he would stay back. Mario was right. If they allowed the vampyre to be hurt, much less killed, the elders would never forgive them. They might easily fall beneath the hand of the Vindex noster populae, in which was the double-fanged blade of the Osiris knife; and who would speak up in their defense? Bantry himself would have judged them guilty, and for the death of Chabrier, some price should be paid, even if he paid it himself.

       No light showed from the windows. They had all been boarded up, or shuttered from the inside. Bantry was at the gate when  Mario’s voice came again, and this time a razor’s edge was in it, sharp with very real fear. Bantry felt the fury knot up in his belly, and he had gathered his strength to launch himself at the door when a single gunshot roared out of the cottage.

       Shock rushed through him, making his heart pound. Flynn swore, spun, and pushed Chabrier physically. “Get out of the way! Get back to the carriage! Not you, Chabrier, not in there! Get away!”

       “Mother of God,” Maurice said hoarsely, and he was right beside Bantry as they went for the door.

       It was bolted, but it gave before the double impact as both Vincent and Maurice slammed into timbers that had seen better days. It burst inward as old latch pins tore clean out of ant-eaten wood. 

       And then they were looking into the face of desperation. Crackling eyes blazed under a shock of unruly yellow hair, hands clawed toward them, his throat made a sound like that of a wild beast on the rampage.

       But Nicholas Crane was on the floor of the cottage’s tiny parlor, tossed onto his back with blood welling out of a wound in his shoulder, and as Bantry dragged in a breath of the cordite-heavy air, the blue eyes began to glaze over. 

       He sagged back onto the cracked old linoleum, fighting just to breathe. As he fought through pain, Crane’s throat made words at last. “Help me. For pity’s sake, help me.”

       Pale-faced and trembling, Mario stepped out of the kitchen, which comprised the cottage’s only other room. He came into the light of four smoking candles. In his right hand was an old .30 caliber pepperbox pistol, and Bantry had see it before, though he had thought the gun was only a display item. He stepped over Crane’s prone body and gently took the weapon from Mario’s hand.

       “She gave it to me,” Mario said haltingly. “She loaded it, and ...”

       “I hadn’t realized it actually worked,” Bantry admitted.  He turned it, showing it to Flynn. “The last time you saw this, is was mounted on the wall in Eleyna’s study.”

       “Oh, it works,” Maurice said sourly. His eyes were on Nicholas, who had drifted into shallow unconsciousness. “As it turns out, Jack Hargraves made bloody sure it worked. He’d go off and leave Ellie alone for weeks and months on end, and I think he’s only ever been waiting for the local Stokeleigh yokels to work themselves up into a mob.” He knelt at Crane’s side and lifted an eyelid. “Nick’s a lucky boy, as usual. The pepperboxes are no good over any distance at all  — you can’t aim the damned things — but close up, when you’re backed up against the wall ... well, see for yourself. It’s made a mess of him, but Mario’s aim was off.” He looked up at Bantry. “The bugger’s still alive.”

       Flynn was kneeling on Crane’s other side, and had torn the shirt away from his chest as Maurice spoke. “He’ll not be dying, Maurice. At least, not tonight, and not from this wound. Mario shot high and wide ... as you say, with a pepperbox, you don’t have much luxury of aiming. The bullet’s in his shoulder, not his lung. He’ll recover faster than Jean did, the time David Lockwood ...”

       “Mother of God.” Mario seemed about to cross himself out of the ingrained habits of childhood, and stopped himself at the last moment. He rested a clenched fist against his forehead instead, and subsided against Bantry. Vincent put an arm about him. 

       Movement at the door announced Chabrier, and a moment later the vampyre was kneeling beside Flynn, peering at the entry wound. Bleeding had already stopped — Crane was a changeling, no doubt about it. Bantry held his breath, watching in terrible fascination, as Chabrier produced a little knife with a mother-of-pearl handle, folded it open, and slid it directly into the wound.

       The .30 caliber slug popped out, like a pip popped out of a grape. Fresh blood gushed only for a moment before the flow slowed and stopped. Chabrier stood and held the bullet to the candlelight. “Nicholas Crane will live to give account of himself, but we’d best get him back to the Hall.” He gave Bantry a hard look. “I want him restrained.”

       “He’s not —” Mario began.

       “And you,” Chabrier said firmly to him, “will smoke a little opium and rest before you say one word or answer one question.” He held up a hand to silence Mario. “You’re white as a wraith, child, and shaking like a leaf. If Captain Bantry were to let go of you, you’d be on the floor, wouldn’t you?” He pocketed the bullet and held out his hands. “Give him to me, Vincent.”

       With a certain gratitude, Bantry let Chabrier take him. With a strength beyond even that of the changeling, Chabrier swept the boy up in his arms, and Mario might indeed have been a child as he was carried out of the cottage. Bantry watched Chabrier as far as the gate, where he crossed over the bridle path directly, and started up the knoll.

       So this was Nicholas Crane. Bantry stooped beside Flynn, looking into the face of the young man who had infatuated Pamela Ridley, seduced Eddie Morse, Annie Starr — and even Eleyna. Six months of hardship had left certain marks on Crane. He was thin, the lines of his body lean and hard, the angles of his face almost predatory, but since the changing had stopped his aging, privation had not lined his face. 

       Still, his eye sockets were hollow, his skin grown lily-pale, and even in his sleep, his brow was creased in a frown of distress. Bantry looked up over the prone body at Flynn. “If you ever wondered if he’s been living the rich life on Pamela’s diamonds, forget it.”

       “I’ll go’n get the carriage,” Maurice growled. “I know Nick Crane. He was always a big lad, and if he got heavier after the changing, like Ellie ... it’ll be your hernia, Vince! I don’t want to be carrying him.” 

       He was gone, running out into the wash of moonlight, when Flynn said, “That’s a very nice man. He’s in love with Eleyna, if I’m not mistaken. I could wish he were one of us.”

       Bantry was watching through the open door, as Maurice made his way over the knoll. The carriage was on the looping bridle path, three hundred yards further on. “One day I should think he will be. The decision is Eleyna’s as much as Maurice’s. She’ll not have a husband, but if she’d make space in her life for a — what would you call it? A good companion? If Eleyna would allow him the space, Maurice would surely take it.”

       “And what of Jack Hargraves?” Flynn asked wryly. He wrinkled his nose at the dank, musty smell of the cottage. It was dry inside, but it was too-long abandoned.

       “Jack would be the first to admit, he’s getting along in years,” Bantry said thoughtfully. “And he’s still busy with his own life, his business, most of which seems to be done on the Continent these days. He and Eleyna are still closer than kin, but they’re not in love any longer.”

       “And there’s a world of difference.” Flynn thrust both hands into his pockets and was silent for a long time, glaring at Nicholas Crane, who had plunged into an abyss, far from consciousness. 

       For himself, Bantry studied Michael. His face was almost as white as Mario’s had been, and Bantry was unsure what troubled him. “What bedevils you, Michael?” he asked at last. “Crane will get the chance to speak for himself, and he can’t lie to Chabrier. He’ll be tranced, and he’ll speak the truth, even  if he dies for it.”

       “I know,” Flynn said levelly. 

       “Then, is it the tangled web of Eleyna and Maurice and Jack?” Bantry wondered. “Love ends, just as life itself ends. It’s a fact, and we live with it.” Flynn was frowning at him, and he offered his hand. Michael took it tightly. “What you and I share could last forever, and I pray it does,” Bantry said in an undertone, “but we both know, if we keep what we have so long, we’ll be ... most fortunate. Often as not, love does last a lifetime —”

       “But to a changeling, a human’s life is an eyeblink. Forever, to us,” Flynn whispered, “is a very long time indeed.” He looked up into Bantry’s dark eyes. “Before you ask, I’m all right.”

       “No,” Bantry argued, “but with a whisky under your nose, you soon will be.” He looked at Flynn searchingly; Michael merely shook his head, and stepped out of the derelict cottage.

       Before Bantry could call after him, the carriage appeared on the bridle path, rolling on the wide leather slings of its suspension. With a curse, Bantry wadded Crane’s ripped shirt into the wound to protect his own jacket, before he slung the inert body over his shoulder.

       He was heavy, even for a changeling. Bantry was uncomfortably aware of the weight as he followed his partner. Flynn had gone ahead, and opened the carriage door. Inside, Chabrier had settled Mario with a rug over his knees. He moved aside to make space, and with a grunt of intense effort, Bantry dumped Crane on the floor at their feet.

       But when the vampyre slid over on the sueded leather seat to make room, Michael shook his head. “I want to walk back, Chabrier. I remember the way, the safe trails, and  — forgive me, but I need the air.”

       “So do I,” Bantry said mildly, closing the door. “We’ll be an hour behind you at most, and it’s a beautiful night.”

       “Crane will sleep that long,” Chabrier guessed. “I’ll make sure he’s restrained before he wakes. And then ...”

       “Then,” Flynn whispered, “we’ll have the truth at last. Go on, Maurice. Don’t fret for us.”

       When the yellow glare of the carriage lamps had dimmed into the background blue of the moor, Bantry offered his arms and Flynn accepted them. They embraced in silence for a long time, before Bantry drew a caress about Flynn’s face and looked into his eyes.  

       “What is it, Michael? Mario gave himself a shock, but he came to no physical harm. It’s always a shock when you pull a trigger for the first time and see a living thing drop to the ground in front of you.”

       “You?” Flynn asked softly.

       “Of course. I shot a deer when I was twelve. I saw a living thing perish, and I felt like hell.” Bantry took a breath. “But Nicholas is hardly about to die, and he’s safely in custody. There’ll be no more changelings. The police are investigating Pamela Ridley’s murder with a pipeline straight to Scotland Yard, it’s no longer our responsibility.” 

       “Crane’s changelings are.” 

       “But Cornelius will relish the challenge of finding them,” Bantry added. “What will it be, a few thousand pounds to set up a clinic in Denmark or Switzerland? Crane’s changelings are not going to perish any more than Nicholas himself will. God knows, we could take a gaggle of raw country bumpkins and make ladies and gentlemen of them. They might take the Continent by storm and have their revenge that way. Many have died, but no more. So?”

       For some moments Flynn would not, or could not, speak. He cleared his throat painfully. “He ... if Crane is mad, he’ll be executed.” A  shiver coursed through him. “I’ve never killed anything before.”

       “Nor will you now.” Bantry brought him close and held him. “I was a soldier, trained for the battlefield. When the time comes, if it does, they’ll ask me do it. I’m probably the only old soldier among the whole company of us, changelings and vampyre alike. The truth, Michael? I killed so many, I lost count of them.”

       “Where?” Flynn wondered hoarsely.

       “In the hills south and west of Peking.
Bandits, raiders. Rebels, I suppose,” Bantry allowed. “They would prey on travelers, on wagon convoys, even on cavalry columns. Periodically, Colonel Greenwich would get a memo: stop the raiding, haul the bandit leaders back in chains, and hang them as an object lesson to the restless young bucks who were itching to make trouble. They resented the British presence in China, and I can’t say I blame them! I turned a blind eye to the young pups as often as I could, and get away with it. 

       “But the wicked old warlords, the bandit chiefs, preyed mostly on the peasants of their own race. They held their own people under the gun, and farmers, fisherman, carpenters, ordinary folk, died in droves. I never felt guilty for hunting down warlords and their henchmen.”

       “You were a soldier,” Flynn said quickly, as if defending him.

       “And a good soldier,” Bantry agreed. “A year later I was a magistrate in other hills, not far away and equally as lawless. When I was twenty-three, I consigned a man to the gallows. He was a baby-raping drunkard, a private soldier in my own column of cavalry. He ravaged a girl less than half Eddie Morse’s age, and killed her brother when the boy tried to stop him. And I hanged the man for it, after a military court convened in the wilds, almost twenty years ago. I didn’t feel him die beneath my own hands, but I held the child while an Army doctor hurt her all over again to affirm what had been done, and I didn’t hesitate. Did I murder my own Private Short?”

       Anger at the crime banished pity and without hesitation Flynn said, “No. Your men probably drew lots for who would tie the noose.”

       “As we might still draw lots for who’ll make a quick, clean end of Nicholas Crane, if we find it’s richly deserved,” Bantry said with grim resolve. “I don’t hold with killing, but there comes a time for justice. I’d warrant, if we learn that Crane shot Pamela and deliberately left a trail of suffering across Dartmoor, Eleyna would see justice done with her own beautiful hands, and her own pepperbox pistol, if we men were too squeamish.”

       Flynn’s brows arched. “She has the spirit to do it.”

       “She burns with the fire of ancient kings, and is too young to realize it.” Bantry touched Flynn’s face with a caress. “But you know they’ll hand the Osiris knife to the soldier in your midst. Guns, swords, the bayonet. They were second nature to me once. You’ve seen me hold the Osiris knife. It might have been designed to fit my hand. I ended David Lockwood’s madness ... I can end Nicholas Crane’s insanity too — if he’s mad. And we don’t yet know that. What troubles you?”

       “I don’t know.” Flynn’s fingers gripped tightly, digging into the sinews of Bantry’s arms. “If Nicholas is mad, he’ll die for his crimes. Yet he was never responsible for anything that happened.”

       “Let it be,” Bantry advised. “Nicholas will have to heal a little and then wake, clear-headed enough to understand what’s being asked of him. To understand,” he added bitterly, “that he’s arguing for his right to live.” He shook himself as he began to catch Flynn’s bleak mood. “Come on, walk with me. You needed air, as you said, and so do I.”

            Flynn drew a deep breath, and fell into step beside him. “There are places in the world where a boy must go out and kill a lion to prove his manhood. I have the oddest feeling, Vince ... I’ve not yet suffered any kind of manhood right.”

       Bantry chuckled quietly. “Then your rites are long overdue. Good God, the Army put a rifle in my hands, and I marched to battle before I was twenty. I was under orders, and I confess, I felt very little for the warlord’s lieutenant I put down that day.” 

       They had crested a wavelike rise, and before them the wides of Dartmoor stretched away, mauve and violet under the glitter of the early autumn stars. Bantry surveyed the magnificent view and then turned his back on it, wanting to kiss. 

       “Nicholas is alive,” he said against Flynn’s mouth, “and he’s not been judged yet. I’m ready to listen to his case — and I can’t think of a better judge than Chabrier. A trance on him, and Crane couldn’t frame a lie if he wanted to ... and this is England, not France. Under our law a man is innocent until proven guilty. Give Crane his chance to speak.”

       “I’ll listen,” Flynn said readily. “And then — if it comes to the Osiris knife, well, if there is a life after this, Nicholas will have to face sterner judgment than ours.”

       “God, or gods?” Bantry demanded, “I didn’t think you believed.”

       “In the gods?” Flynn echoed. “Who said anything about gods? I was talking about Pamela! She’ll be waiting for him, and she’ll deal with him far more harshly than any god ... always supposing you have a shred of faith in this kind of thing.” 

       “I think,” Bantry said slowly, “I shall wait and see, when the time comes. If it comes,” he added, and kissed Flynn’s mouth, first softly and then bruisingly hard. “Since you sank those teeth of yours into me, I’ll have an extremely long wait.” He released Flynn, stepped back and slipped his arm through Michael’s. “Shall we walk?”

       Once again Flynn fell into step with him, headed across the moor and cutting an almost straight path for Barwick Hall.

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Mario’s voice greeted them as they stepped into the house. He was in an upstairs room, and apparently shouting in indignation. Fearing trouble with Crane, Bantry took the stairs two at a time and found the boy sitting in the middle of the wide bed, wrapped in a bathrobe two sizes too large for him. Chabrier was sitting on the bedside, listening to a tirade in French and Italian which only seemed to amuse him.

       “I am not an invalid!” Mario was saying for the third time Bantry was aware of. “Half the night is left, Chabrier. Let me up! I endured the bath, the opium, the rub with olive oil ... there is nothing wrong with me. Oh, please!” 

       He was still wheedling as he saw Bantry and Flynn at the door, and he beckoned them in. Chabrier lifted a brow at Flynn, and Mario shifted into his native Italian. 

       “My darling Michael, will you tell him I am not an invalid?”

       “It wasn’t rough, then?” Flynn wanted to know. “It didn’t come to a fight? If it degenerated into a wrestling match, Mario —”

       “It might have, in another moment,” Mario admitted. “Nicholas was furious enough to stand there with his fists clenched and his nostrils flaring, like a bull about to charge. But ...” He shrugged. “He never knew I had the pistol, but I had my hand on it every moment, in my pocket.”       

       “Thank heavens,” Bantry observed, “for Eleyna’s presence of mind. You didn’t tell us you had it, Mario.”

       “I chose to conceal it,” he said awkwardly. “It would only have made the scene seem more filled with risk, and — I wanted to do it. I didn’t want you forbidding me, as if I’m a child. I’m not any kind of child! Call it a duty.”        

       “A duty?” Chabrier stood, both hands perched on his slender, dancer’s hips. He had hung his jacket over the back of a chair and rolled his sleeves above the elbows, exposing smooth, honey-brown forearms. His hands still smelt of neroli and olive oil. “Still, Crane would have hurt you,” he observed with a frown at Mario’s girl-slender limbs.

       “I made him so angry, he probably wanted to ... what is it the English say?” Mario’s eyes glittered with unholy amusement. “Knock off my block, or is it blocks? I was frightened, Chabrier, for he had a knife, like any of us, and he’s strong.” His pale olive skin lost a shade of color. “In the end, I’m sure he would have hit me, and I wasn’t about to let him. Oh, Chabrier, I’m all right. I didn’t think it would come to a bare-knuckle match! I suppose I should have known.”

       Echoes of an old military court whispered in a dusty corner of Bantry’s mind, scenes he had not recalled in twenty years. “You said you made him angry,” he prompted. “By doing what?”

       The question was a fair one, but Mario tussled with it. He lifted his head and pulled the back of his hand across his eyes. Loose on his shoulders, his hair was soft and tousled, inviting Chabrier’s caresses as Mario said, slowly and in his native Italian,

       “To begin with, I’d duped him. I knocked at his door and pretended to be a helpless, hopeless young idiot who’d lost his horse on the moor and didn’t know his own way home. I said I’d hurt myself in a fall, and walked more then a mile. Nicholas gave me coffee and I asked him to look at my ankle.” Mario made a face at his own behavior. “I seduced the poor boy, and I had him wound around my finger.”

       “The poor boy?” Flynn echoed.

       “He’s so young,” Chabrier reminded. “Thirty years. How old are you, Mario? Best not to answer that, eh?”

       “Best not to even ask,” Mario argued. “So I’d shamelessly duped Nicholas, and then I had to stop him. I couldn’t let him get close enough to me to know ... what I am.”

       For a moment Bantry assumed he meant changeling, and then he realized Mario had been afraid Crane would discover he had a eunuch in his hands. Even a century ago, finding a eunuch on Dartmoor would have been rare;  in 1905, Mario was the last of the castrati. His kind had died out of the world fifty years before, as far as the Continent and England and the Americas knew. Bantry had seen many young boys ‘cut’ in the East, where they could aspire to great heights, grow rich, even as eunuchs. The practice might endure another century. 

       But in the West it had vanished — no more
boys would be castrated for the great choirs, or for the opera stage. In Mario’s youth, no self-respecting woman would have set foot on the boards, but the world had turned. The castrati like Mario were the lucky ones, for their bodies remained youthful and they could still rise to desire, though they would never be made like men. Mario might never satisfy a woman, though he could respond to a man — but in this century, how could he explain himself to a casual lover? He must have known he was on dangerously thin ice when he seduced Nicholas. 

       “You ‘led him on’ and then rejected him,” Flynn was saying. “This made him furious, no doubt.”

       “No.” Mario summoned a rueful smile. “Nicholas was most understanding when I changed my mind about a quick tumble. He offered to help me get back on the right path, or even take me as far as the village. He said I could room there for a night and make my way in the morning, with a nag hired from the livery.”

       “Then, his fury was for what?” Bantry wondered.

       And Mario sagged back into the pillows, chastising himself with a grimace. “He was so reasonable, so helpful. He seemed so ready to listen. So I told him I’d come to help him. I said we were associates of Pamela’s, and we knew what was wrong with him, we knew what he needed, and what he could do about ... everything.”

       The confession did not surprise Bantry. “And this enraged him?”

       “He didn’t believe you,” Flynn observed.

       The boy shook his head. “He convinced himself I was from the police. Do I look like a policeman? Good gods! He railed on about being betrayed, and demanded to know who’d sold him out. And then he glared at me as if he’d have liked to strangle me where I stood. He was very frightened. He swore he’d never let himself be arrested.”

       “Which was when he jumped you,” Bantry guessed.

        “When he tried to.” Mario reached out for Chabrier’s hand, and the vampyre gave him both. “I’m sorry. I thought I could talk him around, bring him out of that dilapidated wreck of a cottage. I thought he’d be desperate for help, or comfort, or at least a shoulder to cry on! Instead, he was just terrified — this is why he was angry, Chabrier. I saw the fear in his face before fury overrode it.”

       “Hush, now.” Chabrier leaned over and kissed his forehead. “All fury is rooted in fear. The dread of loss, or of shame, or the fear that injustice will go unpunished and might strike again, closer to home.”

       “But he’s not insane,” Flynn said pointedly. “You never got the impression, Mario, of a madman?”

       “Not for a moment.” Mario’s brow creased in thought. “He was very charming at first. He was quite delicate about seduction, which surprised me. I’d been ready to endure an oafish creature, but Nicholas was ... civil about it.” He paused. “And sane. Whatever’s going on, Chabrier, whatever happened to Pamela, and however his lovers were changed, months ago, Nicholas is sane.”

       “Sane enough to answer for his crimes,” Flynn murmured.

       But Bantry lifted a brow at him. “And what of the presumption of innocence? This is England, after all.”

       “And it will be a vampyre court,” Chabrier said grimly. “If Nicholas is as sane as Mario thinks, then he knew exactly what he was doing, which makes him culpable.”

       “What’s to be done with him?” Mario asked softly.


       It was a question which had haunted Bantry, but Flynn put it into words. “Much depends on the degree of his guilt — or his innocence, come to that! If we don’t find him terribly guilty, there’s the question of what Crane himself wants, and needs. From what Eleyna and Maurice have said of him, he’s not the kind of man who would embrace the night. The changeling life could be a torment to him.” 

       “It might be kinder,” Bantry said slowly, “to put him out of his agony, than to chain him somewhere in the dark and force him to live the changeling’s life, forever.”

       Flynn looked up at Bantry with deep regret. “I saw Dion help a girl, once. She was an innocent who wished only to die gently. There are ways. Chabrier will know them, and if he doesn’t ... I do. Nicholas’s troubles can soon be over, and without any pain.” He looked from Bantry to Chabrier. 

       “Oblivion would be kindest,” Chabrier mused, “if he has no desire to live as one of us, for there’s no alternative. Damn. If the woman, Ridley, changed him without his consent, little wonder Crane has become what he is.”

       “An outcast, living a life he hates, and perhaps even growing to despise himself more each day,” Flynn said quietly. 

       “And to despise Pamela for destroying him,” Bantry added. “Eddie Morse might survive, Chabrier. He was seduced by a handsome bastard and doesn’t deserve to die. We can salvage one of them at least.”

       “The choice is his own,” Chabrier said darkly. “He was unlucky, to catch Crane’s eye. If he chooses death, the act of passion which changed him could easily be deemed murder of a kind, albeit not cold blooded.”

       “It’s a hard line to draw,” Bantry observed. “I had to draw it several times, as a magistrate. On any streets, any city, many girls are murdered deliberately by their seducers. London is less infamous than commonplace! Eddie would certainly never have asked to be made like us, but he was willingly seduced by a handsome, conniving cad who did him no other harm. But if I had a penny for every girl ever murdered by the boy who seduced her, I’d be rich.”

       “Time will tell,” Flynn decided, “for them both. Is there anything you need, Mario? You have some color back in your cheeks, so you’re not quite the invalid.”

       “I’m all right,” Mario agreed. “It was just a shock. I’ve never used a gun before, and as for seeing a man fall like a stone, and not knowing whether I’d killed him — it’s not every day this happens.”

       “You look well enough,” Chabrier allowed, “but do you need to feed? It might be wise. Would you like...?“ He opened his shirt.

       “To ... from you?” The offer astonished Mario into silence.

       The vampyre looked up at Flynn, and Bantry saw a stricken expression. “I find myself filled with terrible guilt over what I allowed to happen. I brought an angel to these moors in a foreign land, and sent him into terrible danger. He could be dead now, and I ...” Chabrier mocked himself with a grimace. “I cannot forgive myself.” He opened his shirt wide now, and sat beside Mario. “We both fed before we left Fourier’s house. I’m quite equal to feeding you, child. Let me make amends. I’ll sleep easier if you do.”

       For a moment Mario merely gazed at Chabrier’s smooth, velvet breast, unable even to move. It was Flynn who brought his own knife, which was always in his pocket — a changeling’s life-long habit — and pressed it into the boy’s hand. 

       “The goblins of his own mind are at his heels, Mario. Do it to please him, if not yourself ... though, you know as well as I do, not one in a hundred of us is ever granted such an honor.” 

       He stroked Chabrier’s hair as he spoke. The vampyre looked up at him, and Bantry saw the gleam of lamplight in eyes which were darker than midnight, deep as the abyss of time. Flynn bent his head and kissed the Spaniard’s lush mouth, before he withdrew to the door where Bantry stood.

       Feeding helped a changeling heal with dizzying speed, as Bantry was well aware. Mario had fed Jean Fourier several times in the few days after Jean was shot, and he took great pride in the service. Nicholas Crane had not hurt him physically, but the encounter would have unsettled anyone short of a soldier. 

       Mario considered Flynn’s knife with an exasperated smile. “There’s no need, querido.” 

       But the vampyre came closer, enfolding him. Kisses and caresses became almost intimate as Chabrier settled against the pillow beside him. Bantry never saw the tiny cut, but he watched Mario’s cheek hollow as he suckled at Chabrier’s breast. 

       He took only a little, a mere token. Chabrier’s eyes closed and his mouth softened with the pleasure of giving as he held the boy’s head to him. Bantry felt an upwelling of emotion, in that moment needing Flynn fiercely. And somehow Flynn knew. 

       The door closed quietly on Chabrier and Mario, and Flynn drew Bantry into the sanctuary of their own bedchamber. Bantry’s arms punished with their embrace till he was gasping, but his hands shook as he stripped them both. On the rug by the bed, Flynn held his weight on his palms and spread, accepting the wild need to possess, and gloried in his own submission. 

       Was it absolution of some kind? Bantry wondered hazily as he sheathed himself to the root in hot, moist flesh.  He closed his arms about Flynn, took everything he offered, everything he had to give, and gave back what he could. Murmurs and whimpers of passion, pleasure, a moment of fleeting pain, whispered on Flynn’s lips as delight spiraled away into rapture.

       The next Bantry knew, he was lying on the rug. Flynn was curled at his side, one slender leg flung over his hip. The gramophone was on in Eleyna’s study, and Nellie Melba was trilling something from Faust. Bantry dimly recognized the Jewel Song.

       And then Mario’s voice cut across the gramophone, sweeter than Melba, richer. His voice rose over the woman’s with a power the sopranos could only dream about — he was still a man, despite the changing, and the castration. His voice thrilled Bantry as he soared effortlessly over Melba. 

       He was singing for Chabrier. Warm breaths gusted over Bantry’s smooth chest as Flynn returned to reality, and Vincent lifted him, held him, until Flynn had turned around and stretched out, shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip. The gaslight gleamed in the malachite rims of midnight green eyes. 

       “I love you,” Bantry whispered.

       “You imagine me in any doubt?” Flynn tongued across Bantry’s mouth. “That was wonderful, and I needed it. To banish my own shades, perhaps.”

       “Are they gone?” Bantry asked as Flynn sat up and surveyed his own body with a faint grimace. 

       “I need to bathe ... and yes, my personal demons fled on the four winds.” He stood, and gave Bantry his hands to pull him to his feet. He slopped water from ewer into basin and mopped sketchily at his belly and buttocks. “Nicholas will be waking soon, changeling that he is. We’re not so easy to kill, Vince.” He tossed the wash cloth into Bantry’s hands and reached for his clothes.

       “A drop of the Irish,” Bantry decided. “Something to fortify the inner man before the battle.”

       Flynn was sorting underlinen from shirt. “It’s not going to be a battle. Nicholas is no fool. When he wakes and discovers himself a captive, he’ll suffer no delusions. He could die in this house, and no one the wiser. No one ever knew he was here. Or he can live. The only thing he can’t do is lie.” He shrugged into the shirt and regarded Bantry with a speculative look. “He’d be innocent until proven guilty, under English law. But Crane isn’t about to be tried under any law of this country. The vampyre law is much more Gallic.”

       “Napoleonic law,” Bantry observed, “guilty until proven innocent.” He looked Flynn up and down, appreciating the sight of the long, lean body clad only in an unbuttoned shirt. “Will you dress, or are you intending to seduce me again?”
       “Hm?” Flynn returned to the present with a start. “Keep that thought in mind! But for the moment ...” He nodded in the direction of the gramophone. 

       As they stepped out, Caruso had just begun to sing. Bantry was reminded a little of Luigi Scozza. He fancied, Scozza had the better voice, though he had never made a recording in his youth, and he was almost sixty years old now. His voice was past its best. 

       Eleyna was in the passageway which led from the bedrooms at the back of the house to her study at the front. As she saw them she gestured toward Eddie Morse’s room with an empty brandy glass. She was in a kaftan, something Egyptian or Persian, a weave of emerald green, blood red and gold, and her hair was loose. She had the look of the gypsies with whom she and Stefan, her guardian, had escaped from Russia — how many years ago? Bantry approved.

       “The child has fed again.” The sides of the glass were coated with a viscous red. Eleyna held it to the gaslight and looked through it at the flame. “He’s still troubled, but he’s interested. You should talk to him.”

       “Us?
Why us?” Flynn wondered  

       She set the glass on the passageway’s sideboard, beside a bronze of Apollo cast in Manchester last year and a ruby-glass vase blown in Venice two centuries before. “Like a duckling, he seems to have taken to you, Michael. Yours was the first face he saw when he was reborn. You held the glass that first fed him. He’ll listen to you as a child listens to its father, whereas he’ll hardly say a word to me, between the ‘yes, ma’am’ and the ‘no, ma’am’ and ... damnit, you know me, Flynn. I don’t have the patience to deal with nonsense for long and keep a civil tongue in my head.”

       “We’ll talk to him,” Bantry promised. “As soon as we’ve spoken with Crane.”

       “Then see Eddie first,” Eleyna said tersely. “Nicholas isn’t making any sense yet. He hasn’t even realized he’s strapped down.” She tapped her temple with one long forefinger. “He’ll be away with the pixies for a while yet. Mario ...?”

       “Insists he’s fine,” Flynn told her, “and I’m inclined to believe him.” He gave Eleyna a wry smile. “He gave himself a shock with the pepperbox, but I’m glad he had it. You did the right thing.”

       Her eyes were almost contemplative. “When I loaded a gun and put it into a boy’s hand? You know, Jack gave the damned thing to me, for the specific purpose of shooting the townspeople when they came out here to drive a stake through my chest. I wasn’t about to let Mario step across my threshold unarmed. I know he’s not a woman, but the buggers who cut him for a cathedral choir left him not far from it, and you have no idea how strong Nicholas is.”

       “And you do?” Bantry hazarded.

       She shot him a look filled with daggers, and dropped her voice. “I slept with the bastard, just once, when he was human and mortal, before the changing. I am what I am, Vincent ... and still it was like wrestling a stud stallion. Underestimate him, get him angry, and we could all die, Chabrier included. Jack will return home to a cold, silent house full of dead bodies. Another juicy mystery for Inspector Warwick!” She stirred, swiping up the empty glass with a quick, angry gesture. “And speaking of darling Jack, goddamn it, Chabrier wrote him a wire, as well as Cornelius. Maurice will ride up to Tiverton with them at first light. This is Jack’s house, after all, he has a right to know what’s going on in it. If we don’t keep him informed, bloody Danny Warwick will — and rightly so. But I’d rather it came from me.” 

       “You can expect Jack to come back like a homing pigeon, at the first breath  of trouble — in fact, we should probably have wired him when we sent to Chabrier.” Flynn gave Bantry a rueful look. “Jack might not be so young any longer, but he’s a good man.”

       “He was one of the best. He still is, in his own way,” Eleyna said darkly. Her brow creased as she studied Bantry and Flynn. “You know, I made him the offer. My gods, was it forty years ago?”

       The offer of changing? Bantry was surprised. “I didn’t know. Then, he turned you down.”

       “Jack’s very human,” Eleyna said easily, “and he wanted to stay that way. At the time, I was devastated. I’d come to love him, and I thought I’d never again find anyone like him.”

       “You never will, because Jack is unique, like any human soul.” Flynn took Vincent’s hand, laced their fingers and brought the knuckles to his lips, though he was looking at Eleyna. “You’ll love Jack Hargraves, a thousand years after he’s passed away, the way I’ll always love Dionysus. But you’ll find someone else — as I found Vincent — when you’ve surrendered your last hope of finding love.”


       “Except,” Bantry said pointedly, “I think you’ve already found him.” He nodded toward the stairs, and by extension, the ground floor, where Maurice Lawson had been busy in the kitchen. The smell of frying bacon wafted up, betraying some very human activities. “You’re luckier than most of us, Eleyna. Maurice came along for you while Jack is still on this earth. Don’t lose him.”

       For some time she regarded Bantry and Flynn with an expression of introspection, and when she spoke at last it was to say only, “Talk to Eddie. I’ll keep looking in on Nicholas, and when he starts to make sense I’ll send for you.”

       She was gone then, and moments later they heard her typewriter begin to clack. Against the odds, her muse must be whispering to her. Bantry had read a few pages of her manuscript. She wrote well, but the narrative was filled with anger. Her characters were women on the mission of winning freedom and rights for their gender, which was laudable enough. The novel included just a few men, all of whom were diametrically opposed. One was the personification of evil, and Bantry had found the stereotype hard to accept. Another was almost the personification of good, a defrocked priest who devoted his life to charitable works and the plight of young women. Again, Bantry found the man difficult to accept. Eleyna wrote well in a clinical sense, but her fiction was stilted. Her forte was speech-writing, rabble-rousing, and if he could ever find the terms, he wanted to tell her to concentrate on political writing. She had the ability to rival Shaw in that field, and she could publish through the Continental free press, if British society refused to touch her material.  

            The bedroom door was open a crack, and Flynn pushed it open. Eddie was out of bed and dressed, and Eleyna had brought the gramophone into his room. He was listening, staring fixedly at the turntable, as if he had never even seen one before. Maurice’s voice called up from the foot of the stairs, shouting Eleyna’s name, and she bawled back from the study. Bantry closed the door over for peace and privacy.

       She must have shown Eddie how to change the Bakelite records on the gramophone, wind it up and set down the needle. He was turning the crank as Michael tapped on the door and entered, and he switched the machine off. He was dressed in a robe that surely belonged to Maurice, coffee brown and vastly too large. He had girdled it to hold it secure, and folded up the sleeves, and still he was tripping over it as he made his way to a chair and sat.

       The boy was exhausted, but the gaunt face was calm now. He was thinking properly, even if his eyes were filled with ghosts. Eddie would put on flesh as he got well, and he would be a passably good looking young man. For now, there were suggestions of color in his cheeks, and it was a beginning.

       “You’re better,” Flynn observed. “You slept well? No bad dreams?”

       “I still get the dreams of blood,” Eddie said sheepishly, “but if it’s normal to ... the mistress said the same, an’ all. She said I’ll be workin’ for ’er now, even if she goes abroad. I’ll take care o’ the luggage, and the ’orses and carriages, and ... I always wanted to work in a big ’ouse, if I couldn’t —” He shook his head, looked away, and color washed into his cheeks. “I wanted to dance,” he mumbled, “proper, on the stage.”

       Bantry gave Flynn a sidelong look of amusement. “And can you dance, Eddie?”

       “I reckon I can,” Eddie said honestly. “I had lessons and everything. Up in Tiverton. I paid five shillin’s apiece for ’em. Me teacher told me, I could be on the stage, and I were gunna go to London next year.” He paused, teeth nibbling anxiously on his lower lip. “The lady who arrived wi’ Mister Chabrier sings like a bloomin’ lark, don’t she? Were she on the stage? In the opera, was it?”

       He must have seen Maria before the transformation into Mario, and Bantry wondered how Eddie would cope with the truth. For the moment, the deception was easiest. “She was, a very long time ago. Miss Rinaldi is much older than she seems. Michael?”

       “You remember any of what I was telling you, Eddie?” Flynn pulled up a footstool and sat beside the boy’s chair “You’ll be young now, no matter how much time passes by.”

       “I didn’t dream it, then?” Eddie seemed unconvinced.

       “Don’t believe me if you don’t want to,” Flynn said easily, “but watch the years go by, and watch the face in the mirror. In twenty years, or thirty, you’ll see the same face you see today, and then you’ll know I told you the truth.”  

       “Miss Rinaldi is like us,” Bantry added. “Her whole career was brilliant, but it’s many years ago now. She lives in retirement with a French art dealer, in Paris.” 

       The boy’s face was wistful. “Some folks ’as all the luck.”

       “As have you,” Flynn told him. “If you hadn’t, you’d have perished in that cemetery where we found you. Now, you want to be on the stage?” Eddie’s eyes were vast on him. “Listen to me, Eddie. Miss Pomeroy will pay you fairly for your services, either here or in France or Austria, wherever you’re going.”

       “France or — where?” Eddie echoed.

       “Why don’t you save your wages and find a teacher, a good one, for lessons? Learn to dance properly, and when your teacher says you’re ready, then ask Miss Pomeroy to wire her associates. If you’re good ... and you just might be ... Chabrier will approve of you, and who knows?  He’s a patron of the arts. At this moment he is producing a ballet for a young lady who should be the darling of Paris in a month. The same future could be waiting for you.”

       Eddie’s jaw had slackened. “You lot are all stinkin’ rich, then?”

       “Stinking to high heaven,” Bantry affirmed. “Why don’t you ask Maurice to show you the library? I’m sure the lady of the house would let you use it, if you’re careful with the books. Do you read, Eddie?”

       “Course,” Eddie said in a baffled tone of voice. “I went to school, every Sunday. Readin’, writin’, maps and sums and ...”

       “Learn to read well, Eddie,” Bantry advised. “Speak well, and dress well. You can be the master of your own house. You can become almost anything you desire, make anything you wish of your life. You don’t realize it yet, but the night Nicholas seduced you could be the luckiest of your life.” He smiled faintly at Eddie’s astonished expression. “Wait and see, boy. Time will tell.”

       Flynn stood and pushed the footstool away under the chair. “Now, you ought to be in bed.”

       “Oh, please!” Eddie’s thin face twisted. “I feel better.”

       “Rest while you’ve got the chance,” Bantry said wryly, “because soon enough you’ll be working again!” He pointed at the bed. “Orders, young man.”

       “Yessir, General,” Eddie muttered as he hoisted himself out of the chair and plodded to the bed.

       “It’s Captain, actually,” Bantry corrected, and before Eddie could want to know more, he stepped out and beckoned Flynn after him. “This one might just survive,” he said quietly. “He’s accepted what’s happened to him. I don’t see any morbid appetite for self-destruction. Could he dance professionally? Is it possible?”

       “With the patronage of someone like Chabrier,” Flynn mused, “and for a few years. But he shouldn’t stay in the limelight too long, or people would begin to notice. It’s so dangerous these days, Vince. The camera, the Cinématographe. The more talented Eddie is, the greater the likelihood he’ll be noticed by photographers, and ... immortalized.”

       “Cross that bridge when the time comes,” Bantry said philosophically. “For the moment —”

       As he spoke, the door at the end of the passageway, furthest from Eleyna’s study, opened wide and Maurice appeared. Nicholas Crane was in that room, and Bantry’s nostrils could pick up the faintest tendrils of the opium which had been used to calm Crane, two hours before.  Maurice’s face was set in taut lines, and he beckoned Bantry and Flynn closer before they spoke in undertones. 

       “He’s awake,” Flynn guessed.

       “He’s lucid,” Maurice added. “He looked at me less than one minute ago, and he knew me. I’ll give him five more minutes, and he’s going to know he’s tied down tight. Then, if I know anything about Nicky Crane, he’s going to be pissed off.”

       Bantry gestured over his shoulder. “Get Chabrier — and Eleyna. Crane knows her. He might respond to a familiar face.”

       “Has he said anything?” Flynn was a step into the dim bedroom. 

       “He just spoke my name,” Maurice said, “and he asked if I’d seen somebody by the name of Gordie. The only Gordie I know is the young McGuire lad who works at the mill. Worked,” he added. “He up and quit the village a few weeks ago, left his work half-done. Josh Barnaby, the miller, was mad enough to spit, but what can you do when a lad gets itchy feet? There’s not much excitement in grinding flour.”

       “He up and quit the village.” Bantry echoed. His face was cynical. “Now, why am I not surprised?”

       “We have at least one more out there,” Flynn said quietly. 

       “I’ll get Chabrier and Eleyna.” Maurice was moving as he spoke.

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

The bedchamber was in almost complete darkness. The heavy scent of opium clung to the furniture and drapes, but the incense itself had been extinguished. The shutters were already locked as the dawn light began to show. Moments before, Bantry had heard a blackbird in the trees in the gardens, and as he stepped into Crane’s room a dozen other birds echoed it. 

       An armchair, a writing desk and a narrow single bed best suited to a child were arranged in the small space, and Nicholas Crane looked very large in it. He was awake. His eyes were heavy, but they were open and blinking at Bantry as he came to the foot of the bed. 

       He was clean, Bantry saw. The first bloodied bandages had been changed, and the wound had been padded thickly, and swathed in yards of white linen. The smell of iodine prickled Bantry’s nose as he came closer. And Crane was held down to the steel frame of the bed by stout leather straps around his wrists and upper arms, his ankles, and also his neck. 

       They were stirrup straps, Bantry noticed, and he guessed Maurice had improvised. They were a clever solution to the problem of Crane’s strength: the leather bands should be strong enough to hold him, but unless he deliberately wrenched at them he would not be hurt. 

       Yet Bantry was conscious of being on his guard as he looked down into Nicholas’s face. And Eleyna was right. Crane was too handsome for his own good, with a strong nose, a full, sensual mouth which was inclined to pout, wide eyes and long lashes, and the thick yellow-blond hair which would have been the envy of many women. His skin had grown pale since the changing. His chest was hairless, the muscles there like slabs, and his belly was flat. 

       As Bantry watched, the big muscles in arms and shoulders began to flex, and for a moment Crane’s eyes widened. All at once he was aware of the confinement, and now Bantry held his breath to watch, for he had been an observer at a scene like this before. 

       A warlord, young and arrogant, was captured in a battle in the hills above the burned-out ruin of an ancient Daoist monastery. Bantry could no longer recall the man’s name, but when he came to and found himself bound hand and foot, he fought like a wild animal till his throat and wrists bled.

       But Nicholas Crane only tried the bonds once, twice, with all the strength he possessed, and then he deliberately relaxed. He was looking up levelly at Bantry, and a moment later he cleared his throat and said, low and husky, 

       “Do I know you?”

       “No.” Bantry came closer, and Flynn turned up the gaslight. “We haven’t met. I wish I could shake your hand, Mister Crane, but ... not yet. Soon, perhaps, when we can release you.”

       “So I’m your prisoner.” Crane looked down the length of his body, past the bandages, to the stirrup leathers. “Who the hell tied me?”

       “I did — and thoroughly.” Maurice was at the door. 

       The blond head twisted on the pillow. “Morrie?”

       “One and the same.” Maurice stepped into the gaslight. 

       “I haven’t seen hide or hair of you since before Christmas,” Crane said acidly, “and the first time we meet, you have me tied to a bed.” He arched a brow at Maurice. “Some kind of game you want to play?”

       Framed in the doorway, Chabrier paused to study the man before Nicholas Crane could see him. “It’s no game you’re playing, Mister Crane, when so many young people have died, and a beautiful woman, one of us, has been butchered.”

       Crane twisted against the strap around his neck, but he could not move far enough to see the vampyre properly. “Who are you?”

       “My name is Chabrier. You may have heard of me. Pamela Ridley knew me, though not socially.” 

       He stepped into the room, and as Eleyna appeared at the door Flynn moved aside to make space. The room was suddenly full, close, and Chabrier joined Bantry at the foot of the bed. Crane’s face was pale in the full wash of the light, and the vampyre studied him feature by feature. 

       “I don’t know you,” Crane said tersely. “Another goddamned changeling, are you? Another one like her.”

       “Not like Pamela,” Eleyna said, low and rasping. “Like me. You know what I am, Nick? Can you guess what I am?”

       “What you are, Ellie? A fine looking woman ... and a bloody good hump,” Crane told her. 

       He could not have been expecting Eleyna’s fist to smack into the side of his face, just below his right eye.  His head snapped over on the pillow and when he blinked up again the eyeball was bloodshot, starting to swell.

       “Eleyna, please,” Chabrier said softly. “If you knock him senseless we’ll only have to wait for him to wake again.”

       She leaned down over Crane, and Bantry held his breath as he watched her draw back her lips to bare her teeth. The canines, like Chabrier’s, were just a little large. The difference was subtle, unnoticeable until they were pointed out, and then impossible to ignore. 

       “Vampyratrix,” she hissed into his face. “Do you hear me, bastard? Do you understand me?”

       He blinked owlishly at her. “You’re trying to scare me, Ellie? You’re about six months too late for that. You know what I am? I’m like her.” His voice broke on the words and his face contorted. “She made me like her!”  

       “And you killed her for it,” Bantry said levelly.

       “No!” Crane threw his weight against the straps. “No, for godsake, I’d never — no! Not even for that.”

       Chabrier dropped a hand on Eleyna’s shoulder and she moved aside to make space for him at the bedside. “Crane, look at me. Nicholas!” 

       The blue eyes were opium-dark as well as changeling dark, almost focused, soft as a doe’s. Crane blinked repeatedly at Chabrier, trying to see him clearly. He took a quick breath; was he afraid? The soft Spanish voice was low, hypnotic.

       “Eleyna told you what we are. Vampyre. You’re unafraid? This is good. Being unafraid, you’ll understand what I’m about to tell you. You speak for your life, Nicholas ... and you cannot tell me less than the truth.” 

       He formed both hands about Crane’s face like a sculptor working clay, and made Nicholas look into his eyes. For several minutes neither Chabrier nor Crane moved or spoke, and when Chabrier straightened at last, Nicholas was deeply tranced. His face was at peace, his eyes unblinking. Bantry was reminded of the deer Michael had lulled in the woods of Norfolk, so long ago.

       “Nicholas, can you hear me?” Chabrier spoke softly.

       “Yes.” Crane seemed to gaze blindly at the ceiling.

       “What did you know about Pamela Ridley, when you became her companion?” Chabrier asked.

       He took a long, deep breath. “Beautiful, beautiful woman.
Strange ... from a different world. I’d never met anyone like her. She was the only woman I’d ever have had for a wife, but ...”

       “Do you know the word, the term, for what she was?” Chabrier asked, almost crooning into Nicholas’s trance.

       “Changeling.” His voice was oddly clear, not at all slurred.

       “When did you discover that she was a changeling? How?”

       “Last year ... saw her drinking,” Nicholas whispered. “Thought it was port wine, or burgundy, or ... but it was blood. She’d bled a horse for a glass full of it. Drank it down like it was milk stout.”

       “Were you shocked?” Chabrier murmured.

       “Yes. No. Not really ... but curious.” The trance was a fathom deep over Nicholas’s mind. “She’d never wanted to let me see, let me know ... she was beside herself when I found out, but I wouldn’t’ve left her. She thought I’d hurt her, but I wouldn’t have hurt her for the world. Not her. Not my woman.”

       The story was all too familiar to Bantry. He looked up into Flynn’s face and saw the same shades there. Michael sighed soundlessly, and Bantry forced his ears to hear, his mind to understand, as Chabrier went on with the odd interrogation.

       “Knowing what she was did not drive you away?”

       “I fell in love with her, didn’t I?” Nicholas sighed. “She was the only woman for me ... never been another one I cared to stay with. Could have stayed with her forever.”

       “You told her this?” Chabrier looked up at Bantry and Flynn.

       “I must have.” Nicholas’s voice wavered.

       “Then ...” Chabrier paused. “Nicholas, do you know where you are now?”

       “Tied down to a bed in a dark room,” Crane said easily.

       “But, where? Which house?” Chabrier asked.

       “I don’t know.”

       “Do you know what day it is? What month?”

       “August,” Nicholas sighed. “I think it’s early August. The nights are getting longer.”

       Chabrier paused. “Do you know what’s happened to you?”

       The man’s eyes had been blue, but they were so dark now, the irises were mere rims of sapphire around lightless pupils. “She made me like her,” he whispered. 

       “You know the word, the term. Use it.”

       “Changeling.” Even in the grip of the trance, the word seemed to be forced out of him.

       The pain and reluctance were easily heard in his voice, and Flynn swore softly. Chabrier held up his hand for absolute quiet. Any sound in the room would influence Nicholas while his mind was in this condition.

       “You loved her, even though you had discovered she was a changeling?”

       “Of course. She was ... what she was. Couldn’t alter it.”

       “But you scorn to be like her,” Chabrier crooned.

       “Didn’t want to be like her ... wanted to live with her,” Nicholas groaned. “I just wanted to be in love with her, not ... not ...”

       “You don’t care for the night?” The vampyre asked slowly.

       “It’s all right.”

       “But you didn’t choose it. Why not?”

“Can’t do the things I want to do.” Nicholas’s voice was curiously without inflection. “Hunting, sailing, sleeping in the sun.”

       Chabrier lifted a brow at Bantry and Flynn. “Then, you would never have asked Pamela to change you.”

       “Never would have asked,” Nicholas sighed.

       “But she changed you anyway. How?” Chabrier prompted, close to Crane’s mask-like, blind-eyed face.

       “How ...?” Nicholas echoed. 

       “Did you know, when she changed you?” Chabrier rephrased the question. “Were you aware of what she had done?”

       “Not then. Not till ... later. A long time ... later.”

       The words were out before Bantry could stop them. “Oh, my God. He didn’t know what she’d done to him.”

       “Hush,” Chabrier said soundlessly, with a sharp gesture in his direction. And then, “Nicholas, do you know how a changeling is made?”

       “Blood,” he murmured. “Got to bite ... got to bite flesh.”

       “And what of sexual relations?” The vampyre  shot a glance up and back at Flynn.

       “Sex...?” Nicholas echoed. “Don’t know anything about changing and ... that. Sex is ... sex.”

       Another piece of the puzzle dropped into place. Bantry licked lips which had become parchment dry as Chabrier went on, “Nicholas, when did Pamela tell you what she had done to you? And how she’d done it?”

       “She never did.” Nicholas’s voice wavered. “I realized what was happening later, when ... I got sick when I ate, got burned by the day, light burned the eyes out of me. Changeling. Like her. Never knew how she did it to me.”

       “She never bit you?” 

       “No. Well ... I don’t know, I supposed. Got drunk a few times ... might have been then, I wouldn’t’ve known.” Crane said with a curious, painful honesty. “You have to be bitten.”

       Was this what he believed? Bram Stoker and his best-selling novel, Bantry decided, had a lot to answer for. The explosion in folklore had only contributed to ignorance, and the deaths of innocents.

       “But when you realized the truth of what had happened to you,” Chabrier whispered, “you confronted Pamela?”  

       “Confronted?”

       “You pinned her down,” Chabrier suggested quietly. “You must have demanded to know how it had happened, why Pamela had done it to you?”

       “Wouldn’t’ve been much point,” Nicholas groaned.

       “Because you had accepted what she’d done?”

       “Because she was lying dead on the ground in the cellar.” Nicholas’s voice broke. “She was dead ... oh, Christ. I wasn’t even there when she died, not even to hold her hand or kiss goodbye.”

       “How?” Chabrier asked gently. “Do you know how she died?”

       “Shotgun.”

       “Whose shotgun? Who shot her?”

       “I don’t know,” Nicholas murmured, and a thread of grief made its way through the trance. “I wasn’t there. I wasn’t there!”

       “You didn’t see anyone at the house?” The vampyre looked up into Eleyna’s face now. 

       She was mute, standing with a clenched fist pressed to her mouth as if to hold back a tide of emotion. It could have been herself who had been the victim, and she was too intelligent to place much  optimism in safety. And, Bantry remembered, Eleyna had nursed personal feelings for Pamela.

       “I was out. Horses ... gypsy horse traders ... the big fare at Exeter,” Nicholas said slowly, in low tones. “I went to buy a horse.”

       “When you got home ...?”

       “The house was quiet. I called, shouted. Nothing. I searched. I knew she was inside ... it was daylight. I searched everywhere.”

       “You found the cellar.”

       “I found ...” Grief choked off his voice. 

       “All right, Nicholas.” Chabrier rested his right hand over Crane’s face again. “You’ve answered everything. We’ll talk again later, when you’re feeling better. Till then, you’re going to sleep.”

       The word ‘sleep’ was dark, so beguiling, even Bantry felt the ghost of a yawn gather in his own throat. He swallowed it as Eleyna turned down the gaslight and Chabrier stood up at the bedside. Nicholas’s eyes had closed. His muscles were lax, he was deeply asleep, and Chabrier withdrew to the door.

       “When will he wake?” Eleyna was already in the passageway, and rubbing her arms as if she were chilled. 

       “Tonight ... and unless I’m mistaken, it’s dawn already.” Chabrier stopped, halfway out of the room, and studied Crane with an expression of regret. “He’ll remember talking to me, answering a great many questions. He’ll wake, knowing we know everything. So he has nothing left to hide ... and he has a terrible decision to make.” He looked sidelong at Michael Flynn. “To live or ... not. He’s not a natural changeling, like yourself and Vincent.”

       “You can say that again,” Eleyna scoffed. “Nick cut a fine figure in the ‘hunting pinks,’ those ridiculous red jackets they wear when a rabble of humans rides to hounds. Fox hunting! What did Oscar Wilde call it? ‘The unspeakable in pursuit of the inedible.’ And gods have mercy on the fox. Nicholas spent half the summer on any beach he could find, and the rest on a boat, with a line in the water. Him, a changeling? It could be a bad joke.”

       “Yet he’s survived this long,” Bantry mused, “and he’s done it alone ... never realizing that one can make changelings just as easily — in bed. My apologies, Eleyna.”

       “For what?” Eleyna gave him a withering look. “Don’t be concerned about bruising my delicate female sensibilities, Vincent. I don’t have any.”

       “Evidently,” Bantry observed. “And we may have a greater problem than we’d thought. Nicholas’s changelings could be everywhere.”

       Perhaps it took a human to put the question into perspective. “Ask him, when he wakes,” Maurice said bluntly. “It’s a strange kind of man who forgets who he enjoyed a bit of nookie with, because life’s so short for the likes of us! Nicholas may be changed, but it’s so recent he’s still almost one of us.
Human in his thinking, if you follow me. Human enough to remember where his wild oats were sowed. It could be easier than you think to clean up the mess.” He stepped aside to allow Chabrier to go ahead of them. “I’m going to take an hour’s nap, Ellie, and then I’ll take the telegrams up to town. Is there anything you want brought back from Tiverton?”

       Bantry had stopped listening. He found it difficult to grapple with the crimes which had  been committed — there were just two, that he knew of, but they were equally terrible. 

       A mob from the village had murdered a woman, out of the fear of the vampyre ... and knowingly, wittingly, deliberately, the same woman had let loose the contagion.

       In a stroke, Pamela Ridley had broken every rule by which the changeling lived. Death followed on the coattails of her crime, and the Pandora’s box she had jimmied open issued suffering which far exceeded a single murder. Perhaps the mob from Stokeleigh and the nearby villages about the fringes of Dartmoor were justified in their terror. The ‘vampyre disease’ was on the loose, and the county’s young people were perishing. 

       If Ridley had not already perished, she would answer to the elders. In the last months of her life she must have known what lay ahead. She must have agonized every day, Bantry thought, over what she had done, and struggled to rationalize it while she sought the impossible words to tell her precious Nicholas, he was doomed.

       And then it was too late. One day in April the mob came. Not with pitch torches and crucifixes, as they would have in centuries gone by, but with a twelve-bore, in broad daylight. It would have been brutal to hide in the cellar, knowing there was no escape, and then to look into the barrel of a gun and realize she had brought it on herself. Pamela’s debt was cleared that day. 

       Changeling that she was, she would not have died at once. The bleeding would have stopped, but the organs were too badly damaged to even begin to mend. So she lay on the ground, Bantry thought, engulfed by darkness, listening as they locked the cellar up like a tomb. Did she pray for Nicholas to return before she died? If she did, the prayer was unanswered. Or perhaps it was heard, and refused.

       The same images must have haunted Flynn, for his face was pinched. Bantry followed him to the library, and watched him pour himself a whisky. Michael inhaled the vapors for several minutes and his voice was husky as he opened his arms, searching for an embrace. 

       “Where do you assign guilt? How do you apportion blame?”

       With a sigh of frustration, Bantry held him tightly. “You’re asking me? And why not? I was the magistrate! I don’t know, Michael. Honestly. If anyone was guilty, it was Pamela ... and even if she’d been hauled up before the elders to answer for her sins, she could only give her life once for the crime. And the Osiris knife,” he added bitterly, “would have been much kinder.”

       They were silent for a long time. Bantry heard birds in the garden, an automobile on the road. The daylight world of humans was busy just outside these walls. Did Nicholas feel like a prisoner? Bantry imagined, he must. If he searched his own heart, stirred up old memories, he could bring the daylight world to mind.

       The images haunting him then were bittersweet — the blue of the midmorning sky, and the gold of a half-mown field of hay, where reapers were still at work ...  the heavy airs and silver skies of the late afternoon before a storm broke in the evening ... the blue-green of the sea, just offshore, beyond a white froth of breakers, and the bleached white wings of mew gulls, hovering on the wind over sand like pale gold. 

       This was the world for which Nicholas Crane longed. Pamela had taken everything from him, Bantry thought, and she would have prayed to any god who would listen that Nicholas was infatuated enough for love to replace all else. She must have sunk her filed teeth into the skin of his back one day, one night, when he had drunk too much to know what she was doing.

       Needing to occupy his hands, Flynn rambled around the library, rearranging the books as if their disorder annoyed him. Bantry left him to himself. Michael had to lay his own ghosts to rest, and in fact Vincent had enough of his own shades to contend with.

       He took a brandy for himself, pulled a volume from the top shelf and settled in the armchair by the hearth to read the myths and legends of the Babylonians. 

       In an hour the strains of Brahms issued from the gramophone in Eddie’s room, and on a whim Bantry closed the book and went up. He knocked, and Eddie’s face appeared. He was in his robe, but it was loose, unsashed about his emaciated frame. 

       “Do you feel up to tackling a small job?” Bantry asked. “Nothing physical. There’s a friend of yours in the house, and he’s been injured. Would you like to sit with him?”

       “Who is it?” Eddie was astonished. “What, a friend of mine?”

       “Rather more than a friend,” Bantry said dryly. “Do you have a book to read? He’s sound asleep, but someone ought to be with him in case he wakes too soon. He shouldn’t be alone.”

       “But, who?”
Eddie  belted the robe and produced a leather-bound book. “Mister Lawson gave me this.”

       The spine was imprinted with the title in gold foil, The Wonders of the Natural World. Bantry thumbed through a few pages and saw meticulous engravings of badgers, oak trees, the crocus, the magpie. The book was an astute choice. Even if a lot of the text was beyond Eddie, the illustrations would fascinate him. Make him want to read more, even if it meant learning how to read properly.

       “Bring your book,” he invited. “You’ll see in a moment who it is.”

       He was waiting for the exclamation as Eddie recognized the sleeping face, and he was not disappointed. Eddie  swore quietly and looked up at Bantry with a sheepish face. 

       “I never thought I’d see ’im again,” he admitted. “I never thought ’e and the lady would come back, then I seen ’im up at the Gutherie place, and ... what, did ’e leave the lady?”

       “Not quite. She — died,” Bantry said evasively. “Nicholas is like you, Eddie, like me. Changeling. You understand what I mean?”

       His eyes widened. “You mean ...”

       “It was Nicholas.” Bantry discovered a wry smile. “You don’t ‘catch’ it quite like the mumps or the measles, but there it is. Will you sit with him for a while, in case he wakes? As you can see, we have him trussed like a turkey. Don’t release the straps, Eddie, do you hear me? He’s likely to hurt someone, or himself, before he realizes what’s happening.”

       Eddie angled an odd look at Bantry. “You mean, you trust me not to wring ’is neck in ’is sleep?”

       “I imagine you’d like to. Would it help if I told you, it was never his intention to change you? At the time you were intimate with him, Nicholas had no idea of what he was, nor how dangerous he could be.” Bantry watched the pageant of expressions cross Eddie’s thin face.

       “I suppose,” the youth said at last. “It were a good while back. I’s been sick meself for a long time, you know?” He shrugged with the kind of healthy fatalism which was likely to keep him alive while other changelings, more beautiful and talented than himself, perished. “What about Gordie, then? Does ’e know?”

       “Gordie?” Bantry echoed, and then his memory jogged. Maurice had been sitting with Nicholas when he half-woke, and as he swam back up to consciousness he had been asking for someone by that name. The only ‘Gordie’ Maurice knew was a young man from the village. “You mean, McGuire?” Bantry asked of Eddie.

       “S’right. Gordie walked out of ’is  job a while back and everybody thought he were gunna join the Army and go to Africa, or somethin’, like ’e’d been talkin’ about doin’ for a year. But he didn’t go.”

       “You know he didn’t? Be sure, Eddie,” Bantry insisted.

       The boy blinked up at him. “Well, Gordie’s easy enough to recognize. Near-on as good-lookin’ as Nick, ’e is, with them shoulders and ...” He caught himself before the monologue became too salacious, and blushed. “Course I’d know Gordie McGuire. I’s been livin’ in the night for ... a long time, Captain. I see folks comin’ and goin’ when maybe they don’t wanna be seen, and don’t expect to be.”

       “And you’ve seen Gordie McGuire lately,” Bantry said levelly. “That’s a good thing, Eddie. He’s in the area.”

       “So what if ’e is?” Eddie wondered.

       “Wake up, boy!” Bantry dealt him a gentle cuff. “We’ll need to go out and collect him,  as we brought you in.”

       For a moment Eddie struggled to follow his meaning, and then he swore again, not so quietly. “You mean, Gordie an’ Nick —? Well, damn! Gordie an’ Nick are fuckin’?” He chuckled gleefully. “I thought they might be, but then I thought, nah, don’t be so daft ... Nick wouldn’t, not when ’e ’ad a fine lady in a big ’ouse.”

       “Oh yes, Nick would,” Bantry said acidly. “You don’t know him as well as you think you do. Do you know Gordie McGuire?”

       But Eddie only shrugged. “Only ’is name, and to watch him from a distance ... you know. Gordie’s real good to look at.”

       “Is he, indeed?” Bantry was not quite amused. “And would you know where we’d find him?”

       “Sorry, Captain. I just seen ’im on the road, few days back.” Eddie was intent on Crane, and his gaunt face softened visibly with memories which must still be precious.

       “Sit with him, watch him for me. Which road did you see McGuire on?” Bantry wondered as Eddie pulled the room’s only chair up to the bedside. 

       He gestured vaguely to the east. “You know the church? Saint Maggie’s. Saint Margaret’s, that is, with the old well on the ‘ill beside it? I seen Gordie goin’ up to the church. Least, I was sure that’s where ’e were goin’. A bit religious on the quiet, is Gordie. Mind you, not religious enough to say no to a bucket of pale ale ... or a swift one up the khyber, by the sounds of it!”

       Now Bantry did chuckle, though the humor was short lived. “We’ll find him. If Nicholas wakes, call for someone. Anyone in the house, it doesn’t matter, but Nick actually knows Maurice and Eleyna, and he might be glad to see a familiar face.”

       “He’ll know mine,” Eddie muttered. “Least, I think he will. Or maybe I’d better drop me drawers and show ’im me bum. Now, that, the old bugger’d have to recognize.”

       Now Bantry laughed aloud. Eddie Morse was a survivor — he was also quite a character, which might have been the quality which had attracted a man like Crane. “By all accounts your darling Nicholas should sleep till tonight,” he told the lad, “but if we’re wrong and he stirs early, don’t wait. Call out at the top of your lungs. And don’t you dare,” he insisted, “release those straps! Understand?” 

       The lad’s head bobbed on its frail stalk of a neck, and as Bantry closed the door over he saw Eddie open the book in his lap. 

       Nicholas Crane slept on. 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

The asthmatic splutter of an automobile on the road intruded on the quiet, and Bantry looked up from the notes he was making. He was writing on his lap, copying a brief passage from an article by Wallis Budge, devoted to translating Egyptian hieroglyphs of the Ramasside era. Artifacts of that period were easy to fake, but poor forgeries could be identified by a specialist — so long as he could read the dead language. Bantry had only recently committed to study it. Eleyna bought books by the case, from a London catalog; her shelves were loaded with the unusual, the arcane, and the merely dense.

       The shutters were open at the library window, the curtains were flung back. The scent of flowers from the beds right outside was heady, and the gramophone was playing on the lawn there. Not Melba or Gigli, Tchaikovsky or Brahms, but Scott Joplin tonight. The sounds of ragtime issued from the machine, but Maurice switched it off as the auto turned in through the gates. 

       He and Eleyna were sitting on the lawn, drinking coffee in the moonlight — and, Bantry hoped they were making their peace. Maurice had a lot to think about, not least of which was the bittersweet siren song of immortality.  For every benefit of the phototonic mydriasis there was a detraction, and Maurice was bright enough to be aware of them all.

       The long-hooded, green Daimler automobile was familiar. Bantry had seen it parked in the street outside the Tiverton Police Station when he and Michael left the building after talking to Warwick. He closed the book, with his notes marking his place, and was at the open window when Daniel Warwick stepped out. A constable remained behind the wheel while Warwick seemed to stretch the knots out of his spine.

       The night was warm to changelings, but the detective wore jacket and waistcoat. Bantry was in shirtsleeves, elbows on the window ledge as he watched Eleyna come to her feet. She and Maurice were on a tartan rug in the moonlight, with the gramophone to one side of them and a cheese board, a basket of apples, beside Maurice. He was still eating as Warwick left the car, and he threw an apple core into the bed of geranium and marigold.

       “Inspector Warwick ... what an unpleasant surprise,” Eleyna said acidly. “Still, I ought to thank you for coming at a civilized hour.”

       He gave her a withering look. “I was going to call in the afternoon, Madame Pomeroy, but I remembered at the last minute, you’d probably be asleep, you being a night owl.”

       “Very considerate.” Eleyna gestured at the blanket. “I’d invite you to sit, but ... no chairs.”

       “I’d offer you a drink, since you must be off duty by now,” Maurice added, “but the best I can do is an apple.” He tossed one to Warwick.

       The older man fielded it deftly. “I don’t mind if I do. Keeps the doctor away, and all that.” He polished it absently on his waistcoat. “I thought you’d like to know, we turned the grounds at The Larches inside out and upside down, dug the lot up. Then we did a skirmish line through the woods ... nothing. So it’s the river, dawn tomorrow, with cables and nets, but I’ll tell you, Mister Lawson, if I were trying to lose a dead body in these parts, I’d —”

       “Weight it with chains,” Eleyna said darkly, “and dump it into one of the bogs.” She gave Warwick a bleak look. “Throckmorton Mere is said to be bottomless. Things come to the surface, sometimes, that have been down there since Bloody Mary’s day.”

       “You’re a hard woman, Miss Pomeroy,” Warwick observed.

            A soft footfall at the library door announced Flynn, and Bantry beckoned him in but held one finger to his lips for quiet. Warwick’s human eyes had not yet seen him in the window, and there was a chance Warwick might speak more freely if he did not know he was overheard. Flynn came to his side, one hand on his arm, listening intently.

       “You said you found nothing at The Larches,” Maurice was saying.

       “We found plenty,” Warwick said with an odd, black humor. “There’s a pet cemetery in the back. Two dogs and half a dozen moggies buried under the old peach tree. Apparently General George and Mrs. Carmichael were quite sentimental. But if we were looking for a finger bone belonging to Nicholas Crane we were disappointed. He could still be in the river, Mister Lawson. The bog would be a safer place to be rid of him, but Throckmorton Mere is an eight-mile drive, and nobody in Stokeleigh has an automobile.” He nodded an affirmation of his own thoughts. “It’ll be the river, for the sheer convenience.”

       “You ... sound very sure,” Eleyna said carefully.

       The policeman bit into the apple and chewed thoughtfully. “The shotgun that more than likely killed Miss Ridley belonged to a local sheep farmer, name of Brookes. You know him?”

       “I know of him.” Eleyna looked at her partner. “Maurice?” 

       “Fifty, bald, big belly, wounded in the Zulu wars, came back limping. And he’s a God-bothering Bible-thumper,” Maurice said acidly. 

       Warwick actually laughed. “That just about pegs him. I went back through the station’s paperwork and found his report of the theft. The shotgun stolen out of his house was described a twelve-bore ... the buckshot Art Leadbetter took out of Miss Ridley’s body just this morning was also twelve-gauge. 

       “Today, I found cartridges filled with the exact same shot, in the tack room at Brookes’s farm — all of which proves nothing, because it’s common ammunition for a common gun. There’s thousands of them out in the counties. It’s a neat enough coincidence to satisfy me, but it’d be water off a duck’s back in a courtroom.

       “Now, take a word of advice from me, Miss Pomeroy. Eleyna. And understand, I’m saying this to you because I’ve known your Jack long enough to care what happens to him — and losing a beautiful woman like yourself would be enough to send any man ’round the bend.”

       “I’m listening, Danny.” For once, Eleyna bit her tongue to silence and actually was listening.

       He tossed the remains of the apple into the geraniums. “I can’t pin one damned thing on George Brookes, nor any of his churchgoing brethren. The shotgun was reported stolen about the same time Art Leadbetter names as the day Pamela Ridley was shot dead. Maybe I’ll dredge the gun up in the river tomorrow, even if I don’t find whatever’s left of Crane’s body, but it still won’t prove anything. I can’t fingerprint something that’s been polished clean or drowned in river muck for three months, and as for Brookes and his mates — Will Hawthorne and a right bastard by the name of Fred Fowler —” His mouth compressed and he shook his head. “They’re sticking close together, each one covering the other’s arse, pardon the French, and they have three things in common, Eleyna.”

       A groan whispered from her lips, just audible to Bantry and Flynn, and Bantry would have sworn she muttered in Russian before Warwick went on, counting off items on his fingers. 

       “One, they’re thick as thieves with the Reverend Thomas Massey, who’s one of your local doctors of divinity. Two, they’d be more likely to spit on Pamela Ridley’s grave than leave a posy there. Apparently, and I’m quoting, she was ‘due what she got’ ... though whether it was for living in sin with Crane, or for having a bloody strange disease that was starting to pop up like weeds all over the parish, I can’t tell you.”

       “And three,” Maurice guessed grimly, “they’ve noticed Ellie. And me,” he added after a pause the length of a heartbeat.

       Warwick sounded saddened, even disgusted. “Eleyna hasn’t exactly been a shrinking violet. She’s been outspoken about Votes for Women, about the two-faced morality of English society, the rights of women to choose when and if they have children, when they’ll divorce ... and when they’ll set up house, shall we say politely, with others of their unquestionably fair sex.”

       “And every word of it true, Danny Warwick!” Eleyna snarled.

       He raised both hands as if she had pulled a pistol on him. “I’m not one of your enemies, Eleyna. In fact, I ought to tell you, I sent Jack a wire this morning, told him to get himself back here before he’s putting on his best blacks and standing beside a hole in the ground. So if you need to ...” He gave Maurice a sidelong glance. “If you need to make arrangements, do it, sharpish. If I know Jack, he be on the next boat train.”

       “We also sent him a wire, Mister Warwick,” Maurice said stiffly. “And don’t excite yourself on my account. Jack knows all about me.”

       Warwick put a hand to his head. “This is all getting too weird for the likes of me. I expect you draw lots for who gets  —”

       “Don’t you dare!” Eleyna could thunder when she wanted to. “Get your nose out, Danny. You know bloody well, Jack and I are good friends. There’s been nothing romantic between us since he was seventy years old.”

       He gave her an odd look. “Whatever you say. But listen to me, Eleyna. You’re not making friends in these parts, not with anything you say, nor anything you do, and people have noticed.”

       “That we’re not wed?” Maurice wondered. “That she’s got a brain in her head, and knows how to use it? That we don’t go to church? That she has the same ailment as Pamela Ridley?”

       “All of the above,” Warwick said curtly. “You people do what you like ... but remember what happened to Miss Ridley. The local police can’t protect you, and though I can promise you we’d try, we may or may not be able to prove who came in here and  did the pair of you, like they did Ridley and Crane. I’ve got the strongest suspicions about Farmer Brookes and his boys, but I’m not daft enough to think any jury in this land would agree with me.”

       Silence hung between them, sodden and heavy. Bantry took a long breath, shared a bleak glance with Flynn, and at last Eleyna said, “Time to go, I think.”

       “Aye, lass.” Maurice slipped an arm about her waist, but addressed Warwick. “Thanks for coming over, Mister Warwick. I ... we appreciate it. The news, and the warning.”

       “Forewarned, forearmed, and all that.” Warwick sighed. “Look, for what it’s worth, I’ll have the river dragged. I can make life damned uncomfortable for Brookes and company — even for the vicar, for encouraging the men of his parish to be such bastards that at least one of them took it into his head to murder. But if you’ll take a word of advice from an old Scotland Yard hack, you’ll find somewhere else to roost for a while.”

       For a while? Bantry leaned against the window frame and looked into Flynn’s watchful face. The locals who were making trouble were no longer young. Eleyna could come back to this house in twenty years, and never be recognized as the young Russian harlot. But what of Maurice? In the same two decades, he would be of an age with the farmer he had described in such unflattering terms. 

       The same thoughts must have haunted Eleyna. Her face set into preoccupied lines as the automobile pulled out, and she came up to the house. She was looking for brandy, and even for one of her kind, she was pale. Maurice hovered behind her as if he thought she might fall, but Bantry had seen the steel in Eleyna’s eyes. 

       Footsteps from the back of the house announced Chabrier, and before Bantry could begin, he said quietly, “I heard everything. And the policeman is right, Eleyna. This is how it always begins. The purge, the pogrom. The storm comes in with a gust of air, a drop of rain.”

       “But a single breath of air,” Flynn said pointedly, “is enough to tell you which way the wind is blowing.”

       “As I said to Danny,” Eleyna said bitterly, “time to leave. Damnit, he wired Jack!”

       “So did we.” Maurice chuckled without a thread of humor. “And he’s right: Jack’ll be making his way home right now, for what it’s worth. He can’t do anything to change the way the locals think, much less protect you, Ellie.”

       Chabrier had joined them in the library, and Eleyna looked hauntedly at him. “It’s always like this for us, isn’t it?” 

       Very gently, he touched her hair. “For changelings. You don’t have to suffer beside them, Eleyna. Not now. Come with me.”

       “To Copenhagen or Vienna?” Eleyna’s eyes closed. “To Hypaetia’s inner circle, and Cassandra’s sanctum?” 

       “It’s safe there,” Chabrier murmured. “And you’re too valuable to be alone in the wilds.”

       She gave him a half-hearted glare. “Too valuable?”

       “Vampyre,” Flynn said on a quiet, intense note, “and so young. You are the future of their people, Eleyna, and you’re well aware of it.”

       The glare turned on Flynn, but it was feeble, like a storm that had blown itself out. 

       “Be safe,” Bantry told her, but he was looking at Maurice. The human’s face was wooden as a kabuki mask, hiding his desolation. Bantry’s heart went out to him, and on a whim he said, only half-joking, “Have you ever been to Copenhagen, Maurice, or Vienna?”

       “Me?” Maurice was startled out of his mask.

       “You.” Bantry lifted a brow at Flynn, and Michael nodded. “If I were you,” Bantry said mildly, “I’d be looking at the price of tickets.”

       Eleyna’s eyes had brightened, sharp and glittering as a raven’s. “Forget looking at the price. We travel first class, in style, nothing less will do.” She lifted her  chin, almost thrust it at Chabrier. “You want me in Copenhagen? I’ll not go there on Hypaetia’s terms, or Cassandra’s. I’ll join their inner circle on my terms, or not at all.”

       It was Flynn who said doubtfully, “Then it’ll be not at all, Ellie. They wouldn’t accept me, the last time Chabrier tried to sponsor me.”

       “You,” Eleyna observed tartly, “are the poor changeling, not the vampyre born ... much less the youngest, the female, the one they want for their queen.” She spat the word. “Their breeding ewe, their thoroughbred bitch, bred like a mare to any stud sire among their elders, to secure their future.”

       “Your future too,” Chabrier added softly.

       “Ellie, for godsakes,” Maurice  remonstrated.

       “No, Maurice, she’s right,” Flynn sighed. “That is why they want her in their midst — it’s also why they’ll meet her halfway, do what she asks, give her more leeway than Vince or I could ever hope to earn.” He summoned a smile. “And Vince is also right. You should go with her. See for yourself what our world ... their world,” he corrected with a slight catch in his voice, “is all about.”

       “Decide,” Bantry added quietly, “if you want it for yourself.” He looked from Michael to Chabrier and back again. “I caught a bare glimpse of it and wanted it. Michael denied me for so long, it was only an accident of fate that gave me what I wanted, and in the end he almost killed himself to prevent the changing. One day I might tell you the story of it. But I got what I desired.”

       “And have never regretted it?” Maurice whispered.

       “Not for a moment,” Bantry told him.

       Eddie Morse chose that moment to bellow from the top of the stairs. “Captain? Mister Flynn? Miss Eleyna? Is anybody there? Please come quick — Nicholas is awake.”

       “He, however,” Bantry said darkly, “will tell you another story. His changing has brought him nothing but regret.”

       “Crane’s is a voice you should heed, Maurice.” Chabrier was intent on Eleyna. “Vincent and Michael are the exceptions to a long and painful rule. Changelings are far from the monsters of Bram Stoker’s writings, but they can be pitiful creatures, longing for escape.”

       Yet with the uncanny irony of immortality, the only escape, Bantry thought, was death. He took the stairs two at a time and Michael was right behind him. Eddie was at the top, fidgeting and anxious, and from the last of the bedchambers, at the furthest end of the passage, they heard Nicholas Crane’s deep voice.

       He was awake and lucid; and he was angry. The wound would have healed enough by now for him to shrug it off, and the straps binding him to the bedframe would be infuriating him. Bantry put himself in the man’s place, asked himself how he would react. But Crane had never been a soldier, had never seen at firsthand the barbarism one man could inflict on another. He might not realize he was lucky to still be alive, and in no position to threaten.

       The shouting grew in volume as Bantry came to the top of the stairs. Eddie had begun to flinch at the rising roars. He dropped a pat on the boy’s bony shoulder and called ahead, “All right, Crane, we hear you! Hold your horses, man.”

       “Get in here!” Nicholas roared. “And you can start by telling me, who the hell are you? What are you? What right do you think you have to hold me here? By Christ, when I get loose —”

       “You’ll what?” Bantry was at the door now. The drapes and shutters were open, and the blue of the night sky flooded the room with silver. “You’ll run amok and murder the very people who can help you?” He shook his head over Crane. “They’ve told me about you. I thought you had more intelligence.”  

       The tension on the straps did not release by an ounce, and Nicholas’s face clenched as he focused on Bantry. “What do you want from me?”

       “Me? Nothing.” Bantry came to the foot of the bed and surveyed the taut, prone body. He was big, broad, muscular — both dangerous, and delicious at one time. “You already gave us what we wanted.”

       “I what?” Nicholas wrenched at the stirrup leathers.

       “You’re only going to hurt yourself,” Bantry warned. “What we wanted from you was the truth, and you gave it to us. Do you recall talking to Chabrier? You were deeply tranced, but you should remember answering a lot of questions.”

       “I was — bloody hypnotized!” Nicholas erupted, and he tore at the straps again. Blood welled around his wrists and across his throat, where the tendons stood out in his neck like steel cables.

       “Not quite hypnotized.” Chabrier was just inside the room, well in Nicholas’s sight. “It’s a much older technique than hypnosis. And we heard everything we needed to hear from you ... how Pamela Ridley died, and what became of you, and how you were duped. We have news, Nicholas. Good news, from your point of view.”

       Hot eyed, furious, Crane was glaring up at the vampyre, but at least he was listening.

       “The local police,” Chabrier went on, “firmly believe you to be dead. They’ve dug up the grounds at your house, searched the woods, and are about to drag the river, in search of your remains. The detective in charge of the Ridley case is quite satisfied you also were a victim, and if they don’t find your body they will conclude it was disposed of in one of the moor’s bottomless bogs. Being local to the area, I’m sure you know of them.”

       Bantry had been watching Crane’s face. He saw the animal fury retreat, replaced by reason and even relief. “The shotgun which killed Pamela hasn’t turned up,” he told Crane, “and it isn’t likely to, but the police think they know who it belonged to ... and maybe who came for Pamela.”

       Fever-bright, Nicholas’s eyes fixed on him. “Who?”

       “Not a chance in hell.” Bantry gave him a crooked grin. “Now, here, tonight, you’re still innocent. If you think I’ll name the men the police think murdered Pamela, so you can go out and exact revenge, make a murderer of yourself in the eyes of the law — think again.”

       “Jesus wept,” Nicholas groaned. “Let me loose!” And he tore at the straps, raising fresh welts at wrists and gullet.

       Blood oozed, dark ruby red, and at the sight of it Bantry felt a twist of hunger. The last time he fed was the afternoon before they caught the train, and he could smell the richness of Nicholas, almost taste the unique flavor of him. He forced his mind away, made himself listen as Chabrier said,

       “You can be at liberty soon enough, Crane.” He spoke with deceptive softness, while a webwork of steel laced through his voice. “First, we must decide what’s to become of you ... and what you want.” 

       The threshing stilled and Nicholas’s eyes narrowed on Chabrier’s face. “What I want?”

       The vampire studied him with a curiously dispassionate expression. “You can live. You can die. The choice is yours.”

       “The choice?” Nicholas barked a laugh. “What choice did she leave me? Christ! You know what I am, what she made me. What’s left for me? Skulking in the dark, living like an animal.”

       “Oh, for pity’s sake, Nick, drop it. Stop your whining and use the brains you were born with — you sound like a rank bloody imbecile.”

       The voice belonged to Maurice. He had been standing in the doorway behind Flynn, content at first to watch and listen. The whipcrack of his voice, the sting of his words, seemed to jolt Crane out of the depths of a pit. He twisted his neck to see as Maurice strode into the room and stood, fists on his hips.

       “Morrie. I thought I’d seen you here before.”

       “You know damned well, you saw me.” Maurice was not about to give Nicholas an inch of wriggling space. “You’re at Barwick Hall. You’ve been here since you tried to duff-up the Italian lad.”

       Crane’s face twisted in anger. “He tried to make a fool of me.”

       “You don’t need any help for that! The lad tried to tell you the truth, get you to come with him, for the help you do need.” Maurice’s voice rose sharply. “Don’t be a bastard. Nick. You were always many things, but you were never a bastard to your friends. To your women and your pretty boys, yes — you’ve two-timed one after another for fifteen years that I know of! But with your friends, you were always somebody a man could trust.” 

       He had captured Crane’s attention, and again, Nicholas was at least listening. “You’re with them, are you?”

       “Just the same as you were ‘with’ Pamela,” Maurice told him. “And you were with her long enough to know how she lived, so don’t give me any of this horseshit about skulking in the dark and living like an animal. If you’ve been living like a badger or a mole, it’s because you wanted to, not because anybody made you.”

       “That’s what you think?” Nicholas growled, and he gave his bonds a ruthless tug. “And what do you think shot through my mind, Morrie, when I came home from Exeter with the beautiful pony I’d bought for Pam, so we could ride together in the moonlight, and I —” His voice choked off and he squeezed shut his eyes.

       “And you called her name,” Maurice said gently, “and when you got no answer you searched the house. You found her in the cellar.”

       Tears leaked from Nicholas’s sealed eyelids. “She’d been dead for hours when I got there. In her hand, she had the kerchief I’d given her for her birthday, embroidered with red roses and her initials. She held it in her hand while she lay there and died, and I — I knew, I had to get out, I had to hide. Jesus! The police would think I did it. They’d hang me for it. But if I dropped out of sight I’d find out, sooner or later, who killed her, and when I did, I —”

       “If you could get your hands on the bastards who murdered her,” Maurice said quietly, “you’d send them to hell.” He paused and went to one knee at the bedside. “Don’t do it, Nick. The local police have already told us, they have no proof. There’s nothing to go into court with, and you know what that means. If you strangled the bloody lot of them, you’d never prove it was for revenge. They’d only hang you.”

       “Who cares?” Nicholas’s eyes were open now, bloodshot, filled with pain. “Who the hell would care if I lived or died? Not even me, Morrie. So I’m hung, I’m dead. Let it happen.”

       “Don’t do this to yourself.” Maurice looked up and back at Chabrier and Bantry. “Look, I’m going to take the straps off his neck and hands. He’s bleeding. All right?”

       The vampyre nodded, but Bantry warned in a deceptively quiet voice, “You’re strong, Crane, but you’re well outnumbered. Try it on, and there’s three of us in this room who have the strength and the reason to knock you on your arse while Maurice stands back and watches.”

       “And if you do try it on,” Maurice warned, “you might not get another chance at freedom. It’s like Chabrier told you: live or die, it’s your choice. You have to forget the drivel about skulking in the dark. Those days are over. You don’t need to hide anymore. The police believe you’re dead, and nobody’s as free as a dead man, Nick. You know what they call it?”

       It was Bantry who said, “They call it the freedom of the grave. Let his hands loose, Maurice. We’re trusting you, Crane. Don’t make us regret it. You can have a good life, start all over again ... if you want to.”

       The straps had bitten deeply into his skin, but the bleeding had stopped already. Crane was a changeling in every way. Free to move, he sat up, flexed his shoulders, and tugged the bandages off the wound. Only a red place remained to show where Mario had put a bullet in him, but Nicholas scowled at it.

       “Where’s the little tyke who shot me? The Italian lad?”

       “You want to know, so you can give him a good hiding?” Maurice shook his head. “Think again, Nick. Lay one finger on that boy, and you’ll be dog meat. He put you down, and you had it coming ... but you’re already healed. You’re a changeling, like Captain Bantry and Michael Flynn.” His tone hardened. “You’re a man, for godsake, as well as a changeling. Live with it ... or die with it.”

       Nicholas’s eyes were full of daggers as he looked at Maurice, and he said tersely, “Back off, Morrie. You know nothing about it.”

       “I don’t?” Maurice’s brows rose, creasing his forehead. “I’ve been made the offer, Nicholas. I’m thinking it over right now. Be like them.” He nodded at Bantry and Flynn. “Or be like Jack Hargraves and Danny Warwick and the rest of them. Watch time go by, watch myself in the mirror, getting old and slack and raddled, and at the end of it, what? A hole in the ground, a marble headstone, and somebody to put flowers on my grave for a few months, if I’m lucky.”

       “At least,” Nicholas said bitterly, “you’ve been given the option. Me? I never even knew it’d happened till I was burning red in the sun on rainy days, and throwing up at the smell of frying onions, and getting struck blind by a bloody gaslight, if it was too bright!” He rubbed his wrists hard, which chafed open the new scabs. Fresh blood trickled, and he mouthed the wounds hungrily. 

       Curious, frowning, Chabrier pulled up the chair and sat. “How much do you know about your condition, Nicholas?”

       “My condition?” Nicholas echoed. “They’re calling it ‘vampyre disease.’ I can read, you know. I’ve seen the local fish-wrapper.”

       “Call it what you will,” Chabrier said shortly. “The name is unimportant. I didn’t ask you what it was called, but how much you know about it.”

       Sullen, reluctant, Nicholas shrugged. “Can’t stand daylight, can’t stomach anything but fresh blood. Oh yes, and God’ll strike me dead on the spot if I step inside a church — so it’s a bloody good thing I’ve never been anywhere near a church since I was ten years old.”

       “Why?” Flynn asked quietly. “Why would God strike you dead?”

       “I ... don’t really know,” Crane muttered awkwardly. “I’ve got Pamela’s disease, haven’t I? Well, God never struck anybody dead for having rheumatics or being blind, or getting miner’s lungs. Why would anybody get struck down for having a disease?”

       “They wouldn’t,” Flynn told him. “You’ve found half of the answer for yourself, Nicholas.” He stepped forward and offered his hand. “I’m Michael Flynn. I’m like you. I was changed almost four hundred years ago.”

       Nicholas had been reaching for Flynn’s hand, but he pulled his own hand back as if he had been scalded. “You — what? You’re joshing me.”

       “He’s not,” Maurice said with grim satisfaction. “Nick, use your head! You know your Pamela was fifty years old. She must have told you, Eleyna was orphaned when Napoleon was rampaging through Russia. She was lucky to get out with her life.” 

       “She ... I thought Pam was pulling my leg,” Nicholas confessed. “She liked to have a laugh, and she had soap bubbles for brains.” He gaped at Flynn, and then at Bantry. “And I suppose you’re going to tell me, you’re a thousand years old.”

       “No,” Bantry said mildly. He nodded at Chabrier. “But he is.”

       “Rather older, in fact,” Chabrier corrected. “It’s of no consequence, Nicholas. Do you long for heaven? Do you dream of angels?”

       The blue changeling eyes closed and Nicholas cupped his skull in both large hands. “You’re making me dizzy.” 

       “Nicholas, take a deep breath.” Flynn offered his hand once more. “’There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in our philosophy’ ... Shakespeare said that, many years after I was changed.” Crane blinked stupidly at him, and Flynn sighed. “What I’m trying to say is, the future is a place, just as surely as France and Spain. It’s a place where you can be. If you want to live ... and there’s no law which says you must. If you would rather make an end — here, tonight, without pain — your struggles can be over. Now, take my hand, let me be your friend, if only for a few hours.”

       Hesitantly, Crane took his offered hand and shook it. “I’m not ready to die. I’ve been hiding out on the moor because I’m not ready to let them take me out and hang me for something I didn’t bloody do. I’d like to find the man who did that to Pam, and gut him like fish ... but like Morrie said, if there’s no proof, I’d be the next one on the gallows.” 

       “And you’d prefer to try your hand at living,” Bantry approved. “Well, that’s a good sign. You should know, Nicholas, you’re a victim, and everyone in this room feels responsible for you. One of us, Pamela, did something which is so far against our code ... our law, if you like ... that it almost never happens. She changed you without your consent, and didn’t have the courage to confess what she’d done.”

       “I know.” Crane subsided on himself. The broad shoulders rounded, his chin slumped onto his chest. “It wouldn’t’ve been so bad if she’d told me. But she never did. I was starting to change when she ... died. I was feeling it. Coming back from Exeter, that last day, I had the dark glasses and the long sleeves, and I was still red, and the day was cold, dim, stormy. Stupid me, it never even occurred to me what was happening. It took another three or four weeks before I was blind in the daylight, throwing up a pale ale. Then I guessed. I dunno, Morrie. Maybe I’m just slow. But Pam’d told me it wasn’t easy to catch. I believed her.”

       An awkward silence hovered over the room until Chabrier broke it with wry humor. “She didn’t quite lie to you, Nicholas, but she told you far less than the truth.”

       He grimaced at the vampyre. “Then, how about me having the truth from some bugger in this room, before I go spare?” 

       In soft tones, full of the lyricism of other lands, other centuries, Chabrier told him the bare facts, and Bantry watched Nicholas Crane’s jaw slacken. Five thousand years of heritage were poised behind the vampyre’s words, but Crane did not seem to hear them. He focused on the plain-speaking descriptions of how the ‘disease’ was passed between changeling and human, and his face lost color.

       The truth he had demanded had sunk its fangs into him. He had just begun to glimpse what he had done, and his skin was the color of old candle wax. “Do you mean —?” He swallowed hard.

       “Yes,” Flynn said gently, “you’ve made a number of changelings of your own. Quite by accident, we know. Many are dead, but one is alive. Eddie Morse has decided to live as part of our odd world, our community, though he was near to death when we found him.”

       “Oh, Christ.” Nicholas pressed his face into his hands.

       “You read about them,” Maurice said, probably more harshly than he had intended. “Annie Starr was the last one to turn up her toes. By that time, the county coroner had got hold of it. Too many cases of the phototonic mydriasis turning up in too small a place, in too short a time. We knew some bastard was out there, making changelings.”

       “Some bastard,” Nicholas echoed hoarsely. “Well put, Morrie.”

       “Yes, well ... you know. And I’m sorry, all right?” Maurice grumbled. “It comes to the same thing, though. A lot of mothers’ sons and daughters are dead, and the local God-botherers have woken up to where it’s coming from. Eleyna’s going to be next, and me. So we’re leaving.”

       The tone of his voice was accusatory, Bantry thought. Maurice believed that if Nicholas Crane had not been the profligate, if he had been faithful to the woman who swore she loved him, none of this would have happened. Bantry was by no means so sure, but he got between the two of them before a fresh argument could erupt.

       “We’ll start pointing fingers later, Maurice. For the moment, we have bigger concerns.” He fixed Crane with a hard look and demanded bluntly, “Who have you been with since the Starr girl, and young Eddie Morse?”

       But Nicholas shook his head stupidly. “I never meant to kill them. I never ...” He shook himself hard. “There’s been a couple of lads and a girl.”

       “Names, times,” Maurice said, insisting as gently as may be. “We need to find them, Nicholas, before they perish. The Morse lad was a whisker away, a few days ago.”

       “I know who they were, goddamn it!” Nicholas was lashing out because he was afraid, and feeling the unaccustomed burden of guilt. “You think I’m such a bastard, I don’t even know who I’ve slept with?”

       If looks could have killed, Maurice would have dropped dead at Bantry’s feet. “All right. Give the names to us, we’ll find them,” he said reasonably. “It’s the best you can do, Nick.”

       “And try not to blame yourself for the others’ deaths,” Flynn suggested. “Pamela Ridley is the one who should be answering for it ... and in fact, she already has. Keep this in mind: you never made a changeling knowingly.”

       Nicholas looked up at him out of vast, troubled eyes. “I did. Just one. He’ll be changing any day now, but he knows what’s happening. I told him. I changed him, meant to change him, wanted to. Needed to have somebody with me, or I’d go insane.” He dragged both hands over his face and peered at his wrists, where the lacerations had begun to close again. “Go and get him, Maurice. How long was I asleep after your bloody magician fucking hypnotized me? Get my lad here, quick, before he’s like the rest of them.”

       “Who?” Chabrier wondered.

       But Maurice knew. “When you came to, you were asking for Gordie. Would that be Gordie McGuire, the big, good looking lad who works for the miller in Stokeleigh?”

       “That’s him.” Nicholas blinked at him. “How long was I asleep? Please, Morrie.”

       “Just a day,” Bantry told him. “How close was Gordie to changing?”

       “Close enough,” Nicholas fretted. “Let me loose. Let me loose!”

       Far from sure, Maurice looked first at Bantry and then at Chabrier, and the vampyre had decided to take the risk. With a minute nod, he released Crane. Maurice stooped over Nicholas’s bare feet to unbuckle the leathers, and both Bantry and Flynn took a step closer.

       “You think I’m going to assault you?” Nicholas mocked himself with a crooked, mirthless grin. “I don’t even know what day it is.”

       Done with the straps, Maurice stood back, shoulder to shoulder with Bantry. “It’s Sunday, if it means anything to you. And I can’t just go and ‘get’  Gordie McGuire. He vanished, weeks ago.”

       “When he started to change,” Nicholas groaned. He sat on the side of the bed, hunched over, face in his hands. “I told him I’d look after him. I’d told him he would get sick, and why, and how. He came to me. I promised him I’d be there when it happened, he wouldn’t be alone, like I’d been.” His face was haunted as he looked up at Bantry and Flynn, whose hand he had taken as a friend. “Nobody should have to go through it alone.”

       “Like your bum-boys and tarts did,” Maurice growled.

       “Maurice, please.” Flynn physically stepped between them. “One of the very few genuinely intelligent lines from the Bible says, ‘Let he who is without sin throw the first stone.’ No one here is without sin, and for myself, I’ve done things in my life I shall rue till my last day.”

       Maurice’s fists clenched in frustration but he took a breath and leveled his voice. “And well and good. But Gordie McGuire still vanished off the face of the earth.”

       “You said it’s Sunday?” Nicholas’s voice was rough, his face still pallid. “If it’s Sunday, I know where he’ll be. He’s always been a bit religious, has Gordie, and this being Sunday —”

       “But, at this time of night?” Flynn lifted the watch from his pocket. “It’s not much short of midnight.”

       “He was changing,” Nicholas whispered. “Days ago, it started to happen for real. It was like he’d been balanced on the brink for weeks, waiting to take the dive over the edge of a cliff a mile high.” He shook his head slowly. “Gordie won’t be able to stand the sun now, so he’ll have been stuck inside all day, on his own. It drives you mad, Maurice.” He gave the human a baleful glare. “Try it sometime. They call it solitary confinement, and they do it to hurt you, punish you, when they think you’ve done something bad enough. That’s why I changed him. Gordie and me, we were always good together. Of all the lads in this parish, he was the one I could live with, be with, for years.”

       “Where?” Bantry stirred. “Where will he be, Nicholas? Come on, man, time’s wasting. If there’s a long way to go, the sun will be up in another few hours.”

       But Nicholas was making negative gestures. “It’s not far. And I’m going for him.”

       “Forget it,” Maurice began loudly.

       In one fluid movement, with all the strength and grace of the changeling, Nicholas was on his feet. “Gordie doesn’t know you from a rock, Lawson. He’s sick, and since you made me vanish, he’ll be scared. You show your face there, and you’ll frighten him off. He’ll make a run for it, and you won’t find him before dawn.” He paused, seething with reined-in anger. “The sun could kill him, any day now. I’ll not let you kill Gordie on account of something I did.”

       “He’s right, Maurice,” Flynn warned. 

       “And he’s not a criminal,” Bantry added. “Not yet, anyway.”

       “I’ve done plenty,” Nicholas snarled, “but not that I knew about, except for Gordie. I had no idea about any of — that.” He gestured vaguely in the direction of the village, or perhaps the moor. “They were just warm bodies. I didn’t hurt any one of them. I didn’t know, God help me.”

       Chabrier stepped aside to clear the way to the door. “God did help you. He brought you here, to people who can show you how to survive, how to thrive. And perhaps to redeem your sins,” he added thoughtfully. “Many have died, Nicholas.” As the changeling made to step past him, he laid a hand on Crane’s arm to stop him. “No more.”

       “No more,” Nicholas said hoarsely. “No more deaths on my conscience.” He studied Chabrier unblinkingly. “Who are you?”

       A faint and enigmatic smile was Chabrier’s only reply, and Flynn said quietly, “He is one of the Old Ones, the elders of our people, and one of the few who cares for changelings and is involved in our affairs. He is the vampyre Chabrier.” Crane seemed to struggle to grasp Flynn’s meaning, and at last Michael beckoned him to follow. “Come with me, Nicholas. Let me get you fresh clothes. Maurice, will you saddle the horses? Saddle four. Vince and I will be going with Nicholas, and we expect to bring Gordie McGuire back with us in good time.”

       “You don’t want me with you?” Maurice wondered.

       Bantry clasped his shoulder appreciatively. “With the likes of Brookes and his friends out there, I’d rather know you were here.”

       “Aye, all right.” Maurice saw the sense of his argument. “Give me twenty minutes.” He stabbed a finger at Crane. “And as for you, Nick, any monkey business, and even if I have to hunt you down myself, put a bullet in you and truss you up again, you’ll be right back here under lock and key, buried so deep, you’ll forget what the moonlight looks like!”

       It was no idle threat. Maurice did not trust Crane for one moment, and Nicholas took him very seriously. Maurice was local to the area too. He knew most of the boltholes and hiding places where changelings could lie low. If he set his mind to the hunt, he would find Crane, and being human, daylight was his ally. 

       Bantry and Flynn shared a bleak glance as they followed Nicholas, never out of reach of him. “Now,” Bantry said tersely, “while Maurice takes care of the horses you can give me the names you promised. Your companions in your little liaisons ... your changelings.”

       “I said I would,” Crane said sullenly. “Somebody’s got to look after them, poor kids. And I — I can’t. It’s going to be all I can do to look after myself. And Gordie,” he added, low and husky.

       “Let us help you,” Flynn suggested. “You know where Gordie is? A safe place, is it? Somewhere he can hide from the sun?”

       But Crane only turned dark, suspicious eyes on Flynn and Bantry, and said nothing.

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

        

The stars were bright but the wind had swung northerly and the night was cool, even to changelings. Bantry’s skin prickled sharply as they turned out through the gates. He was leading the fourth horse, and in the pocket of his jacket was Eleyna’s pepperbox pistol. Nicholas was a pace ahead, deliberately mounted on the slowest of the horses — the oldest and broadest of the carriage horses. Michael rode at Bantry’s right side, his eyes on Crane’s back, his brow creased in a frown. 

       For once, Bantry could not guess his thoughts, but he held his silence. When Flynn had ghosts to wrestle, often he had to do it alone; and when a man had lived so many years, too often he found himself in the company of ghosts.

       The steeple of Saint Margaret’s church rose above the stream and the patch of woodland which had already been searched. Beyond, Dartmoor stretched forever, bleak, harsh, beautiful. Like waves, the hills rolled up above the village of Stokeleigh; the stream meandered into the east, and Nicholas urged his horse onto the path between Chegwidden’s fields, toward the crumbling holy well.

       When he turned right at the well, following the path along the brow of the rise, Bantry could guess where he was going. The Larches lay below and behind, but the house and gardens had been torn apart. If the property had ever been a sanctuary since Pamela Ridley died — which Bantry doubted — it was a no-man’s-land now, the gardens ruined, the house marked out with police flags, warning intruders to stay away. 

       The path which followed the top of the hill headed for the church, and as Nicholas turned onto it Flynn nudged his horse closer to Bantry’s and said quietly, 

       “Do you have the gun to hand?”

       Intent on Crane, Bantry answered with a mute nod. He saw the man’s shoulders pull up and back as he began to look out ahead, watching for signs of his companion. His changeling.


       The churchyard was enclosed by a high stone wall, lined on the inside with trees, sycamore, ash, weeping willow. Plaster angels prayed at the foot of ancient graves, while new headstones gleamed in the starlight with fresh marble. The church itself was dark. No sound issued from within, and even the rectory, a red-roofed house behind the church and a little to the west, was lightless, silent.

       At the tall wrought iron gates, Nicholas pulled the horse up and slid to the ground. Bantry’s right hand was in his pocket, loosely closed around the pistol. He kicked out of the stirrups, and as he followed Crane to the ground, Nicholas turned a warning look on him.

       His voice was a harsh whisper. “Keep quiet. You scare him off, make him run, with the sun not far away, and I’ll bury you, Bantry, if it’s the last thing I do.”

       The east had just begun to lighten with the telltale grays of predawn. From late spring to early autumn, in these latitudes, the changeling’s hours of freedom were few. Bantry had begun to long for the crisp, cold days, or the latitudes where the heat might be fierce but the sun was gone by half-past-nine even at midsummer. 

       He gave the eastern hills a glance and said, both to Flynn and Crane, “We’ll have to be quick.”

       The understatement inspired a soft curse from Crane. He looped his reins over the spear-like tip of a wrought-iron ‘final’ in the left-side gate. The right gate squealed as it swung open, and Bantry was behind him, always close enough to drop a hand on his shoulder, as they went through.

       The trees tossed in a wind which was growing more chill by the moment. Shadows scampered across headstones, grave markers, some of which had been standing since before Napoleon was born, while others were new, like sentinels standing guard on plots of bare earth. 

       An owl dove on some small thing; Bantry heard the high-pitched cry of a tiny animal’s last moment, and for the  first time in many years he felt his own mortality. The hairs on his nape were rising and his right hand closed more firmly on the pistol. 

       Like a thief, creeping from shadow to shadow, Crane went around the church. The tall stained glass windows gazed blindly into the night, and Bantry smelt the sharpness of beeswax, the heavy dust of organ pipes, a smell of leather, wood, and the thick hemp paper of hymn books and psalteries.

       Cat’s eyes shone from the gloom at the foot of the tall oak door. The animal was a long-coated, tortoiseshell with a husky voice. It mewled once at them as they went by, before it streaked into the shrubs opposite and was gone. 

       On the east side of the church, nestled against the wall and wreathed by laurels, privets and yews, was a long, low building, red-shingled, gape-fronted and sealed with another pair of wrought iron gates. They should have been locked, but Bantry’s changeling eyes saw at once, the big brass padlock hung at a slight angle. 

       It had been opened. Jimmied, or cut through, he wondered — who knew how long ago? The gates guarded the entry to the crypt. Beside them, to both sides, were the bronze and marble shields and standards of an earl, a bishop, a knight, the great men of this parish who, over the centuries, had been interred in the hollow below. 

       Inside the gates, steps led down on a steep rake, and Bantry guessed the crypt must extend right into the stone foundations of the church. Even at noon in midsummer it would be dark and chill. It was the perfect bolthole, and Crane must have known it for most of a year. 

       At the gates, Bantry fingered the padlock. “Did you break this?”

       “You’re going to report me to the police, Captain? How very public spirited of you. Why don’t you bugger off and do it right now?” Nicholas gave him a withering look. “Stay here.” And then, when Bantry ignored him and moved after him, “I said, stay here, you bastard. You fancy your chances, Captain? I’m bigger than you, I’m stronger, and I’ve got something to fight for.” 

       He was on his toes, wide eyed, spoiling for a fight. Did he think he must protect Gordie? Or was Crane afraid, Bantry wondered. Many men resorted to aggression when the heart began to pump in dread. He looked Nicholas up and down calculatingly, wondering just how far anger and fear would take him in. The Army had taught Bantry how to fight, but the life of a wastrel had taught Nicholas how to brawl, and the fight would be dirty. Some nerve inside him almost wanted to put it to the test, but he ignored it.

       “We don’t want to hurt your boy,” he said, puzzled. “What are you afraid of, Crane?”

       “I’m not afraid,” Crane growled, “but I’m not about to trust you.” His eyes flicked to Flynn, who was at Bantry’s right shoulder. “Either of you.”

       “Let him have his way, Vince,” Flynn said disinterestedly. “It’s a crypt. There’s only one way out. He’s not going anywhere.”

       A nerve at the top of Bantry’s spine was prickling. His hackles were rising again, but Michael made a good point, and he stepped aside. “All right, we’ll wait for you. Make it quick, Crane, unless you want to be fastened in there all day.”

       Without a word Nicholas stepped through and onto the stone stepway. Bantry lost sight of him as he went down into a deep well of darkness, but he heard footsteps, hollow and echoing, as Crane turned right at the bottom, into a catacomb cut into the church’s foundations.

       Generations of the parish’s landed and titled were buried there. Other alcoves were reserved for people who were still children, but whose funerals were already planned according to age-old family tradition. The place was dank, and Bantry was certain his hackles were prickling because his nose had picked up the taint of mildew. His senses were too fine, too acute, to let him stay long in such places.

       Unless survival demanded it, he admitted, and he glanced anxiously into the east. The  predawn light was gathering gradually, but already he could see shades of color in the flowering shrubs, and Flynn was also growing restless. 

       Listening intently for any sound from below, Bantry had returned to the gates guarding the entrance. He had taken a breath to call down after Nicholas, when scuffling and muted voices at the bottom of the steps caught his ears. The gloom was so dense, not even changeling eyes could see in it. He moved closer, peering through the gates.

       The gunshot was so sudden, it seemed to fill his head, overload his senses. He felt nothing as he was spun around and thrown backward like a doll into the jungle of rhododendrons, but he knew he had been winged by a big caliber round. 

       The single gunshot reverberated in the crypt like a thunderclap, and Bantry’s ears roared. Pain began an instant later, white-hot, like a lance buried to the bone in his right arm. Warm wetness trickled into his sleeve.

       “Vince!” Flynn’s voice was sharp and high, like a wild thing. He was at Bantry’s side as fast as he could move, and peering at the wound in the brighter light. Dawn was gathering, though the sun itself was still well below the horizon.

       The birds had begun to chorus minutes before, and the thunder from the crypt raised great clouds of them. Pigeons, blackbirds, rooks and starlings wheeled up around the cemetery, circled and dispersed. Bantry fought his eyes to focus as he found himself looking up into a thrashing ravel of wings. 

       He clamped his left hand over the wound and swore passionately. “You bastard,” Flynn was saying, over his head. “In the name of anybody’s god, why did you shoot him?”

       “Because I don’t want a fight,” Crane told him, low and rasping as he came up the steps. “By the looks of him, your Vince could give me a good one. I don’t have time to find out if I can mop the decks with him, or not. You’ll have to forgive me, Flynn, if I was prepared for this.”

       “You’ve used this place before,” Bantry wheezed. His right arm was close to useless, but he inched his hand closer to the pocket, and the pepperbox.

       “I’ve had a stash hidden here for months,” Nicholas told him, “and Gordie’s grandfather’s buried under the willows over there. So I knew exactly where he’d be, this being Sunday and him being scared shitless, on account of your bloody lunatic friends.” He was at the crypt gates now. With his left hand, he was leading a stricken, trembling youth, and in the right he held a Remington revolver on Bantry and Flynn. “I don’t trust you, Flynn. I don’t trust any of you. Vampyres? You have got to be kidding me! The whole lot of you must’ve escaped from somewhere, and you think I’m as stone-crazy as you are.”

       “Nicholas, please,” Flynn began. “It’s not what you think.”

       “And it sure to hell isn’t what you bastard maniacs think,” Crane retorted. “Vampyres? Jesus God, which loony bin did you just  get out of — do they know you’ve gone?”

       A bubble of irrational laughter frothed in Bantry’s dry throat. “You didn’t believe a word that was said to you?” 

       He blinked up at the big, blond man who had seduced Pamela Ridley. Nicholas was too good looking for his own good, just thirty years old, right in his prime, with hair the color of ripe corn and eyes so blue, their color was starting to show even in the gray light of predawn.

       Beside him, Gordie McGuire was not so tall, not so broad, with a shock of red hair and pale, freckled skin. On a good day, Bantry thought dizzily, he must be a fine looking boy — just the kind to attract Nicholas. This morning he was huddled in a half-crouch. He was incoherent, his face contorted in naked dread, and he clung to Nicholas like a child.

       “You must think I just got off the banana boat,” Crane scoffed. “One of these days, you lot are going to get caught and taken back to the padded cells, and you’re not taking me with you.” 

       Deliberately, he cocked the revolver and moved out of the crypt’s entrance, toward the cemetery’s gates, where the horses were hitched. Bantry’s hand lay on the pocket, and he slid the fingers closer, inside. 

       The Remington leveled on him. “What have you got in there? All right, Flynn. Left hand. Reach in, pull it out. What is it, knife, gun? Make a wrong move, and I’ll put one in you too. Get it!”

       The bark might have made Michael jump, but he covered with a very old, very barbed curse. “Give me a chance, Crane. And I didn’t lie to you. None of us did.”

       “Shut it,” Crane snarled, “do as you’re told and you won’t get hurt.”

       The pepperbox slid out of Bantry’s pocked, and Flynn held it up in his fingertips. Very carefully, he tossed it into the rhododendrons, and gave Crane back glare for glare. “Good enough?”

       “It’ll do,” Nicholas rasped. “Come on, Gordie, you’ll be right, son. There’s plenty of time yet.”

       “So you don’t have far to go to find your bolthole for the day.” Flynn sat back on his heels on the granite path beside Bantry and watched as Nicholas made his way toward the gate, the horses. “Then where, tomorrow? Where will you go? Even if you think we’re all insane, you still know you’re a changeling, and Gordie ... look at him! He’s changing right now.”

       “I bloody know it, Flynn,” Nicholas barked, “and thanks to you, he’s had the shock of his life. It could’ve killed him. I’ll look after him, he’ll be fine, no thanks to you and your house full of raving maniacs.” 

       “There’s no cure for what ails you,” Flynn warned as the two moved to the gates. Gordie was shuffling, blinking wildly, casting about this way and that, as if he expected to be attacked from all sides. “You should know, Nicholas — didn’t Pamela tell you? Don’t try to get medical help. Whatever you do, stay away from doctors. It’s happened to me. You can become a prisoner in a laboratory while they experiment on you like a caged rat.”

       “She told me enough,” Nicholas said sourly. “And still she changed me, knowing exactly what kind of stinking dung heap she was dumping me into.”

       “She loved you,” Bantry called after him in a hoarse voice. “The whole reason for her changing you was to keep you with her, keep you just as you are right now.”

       Nicholas laughed, not a sound of humor. “And maybe she was just plain nuts, like the rest of you. She was always thick as bricks. Or had she been listening to your cock-a-doodle stories? Did they turn her mind, or was she born soft-headed, and I just never noticed, never saw past how beautiful she was?”

       “Nicholas, you know better,” Flynn remonstrated.

       “Do I, Flynn?” Nicholas demanded. “You, or somebody like you, had her convinced, did you? You’re all vampyres? Somebody bit her and turned her into a vampyre? Mother of God, what a story.” He paused at the half-open gate. One arm was around Gordie’s shoulders, holding him close. “You know your trouble? You’re so far insane, you’re frothing at the mouth! They’re not getting their hands on me. Not your lot, and not the doctors.” He paused, and his hand flexed on the gun. “I’m sorry about the others, though. I never meant any of that. Pamela never told me about ...” He shook himself. “There’ll be no more ‘changelings.’ No more people dying the way Gordie’s going to, if I don’t look after him. You can trust me that far. I’ve got Gordie now, and ... I’m not a criminal, even though I was a bloody idiot for falling in love with Pamela.”

       “Nicholas, for pity’s sake! You don’t have to go.” Flynn was on his feet, calling urgently.

       But Crane was no longer listening. He tugged the huddled form of Gordie McGuire through the gates after him, and while Bantry watched, he unhitched the reins of the two best horses. Bantry struggled up to his knees and caught Michael’s wrist.

       “Let him go. He’ll keep.” He hardly recognized his own voice. “No more changelings. He knows how Pamela fed herself, she showed him how to live as one of us — and he has Gordie to take care of. They’ll lie low, keep out of trouble.” 

       “And time will tell,” Flynn sighed. “They’ll come looking for us eventually, when years turn into decades and they see the truth in the mirror. Ten years, fifteen or twenty. They’ll be back. If Gordie survives,” he added bitterly. “You heard what Nicholas said. The boy was always a bit religious.”

       “You also heard what else Nicholas said. Vampyres? He doesn’t believe in them. In us. We’re figments of Stoker’s rabid imagination. He and Gordie have an ailment, Pamela’s disease ... but it has nothing to do with being the vampyre, the changeling. He won’t let Gordie believe a word of the folklore. He’ll probably march him into a church on Christmas Eve, sit him down and sing carols with him, to show him how much of a damn God gives.” 

       He took the offer of Flynn’s arm, gritted his teeth and came to his feet. Sweat sprang from his pores, and as he stood swaying, he heard the ring of horseshoes from the path outside the churchyard’s wall. Nicholas had got his friend up onto a horse and they were headed off fast, into the east. Crane was far from stupid — he was local, and the crypt was probably only one of a dozen hiding places he knew.

       The predawn light was enriching the colors of flowers, shrubs, trees, and Bantry’s eyes had already begun to narrow. The sun was well away yet but, one-handed, he patted his pockets until he found the dark green glasses, and slid them onto his nose.

       Michael ignored the departing horses. He had fetched out his knife and was cutting the sleeve away from Bantry’s right arm. The jacket was ruined, and the shirt, but the bleeding had never been profuse. Several times in the past, Bantry had felt the white-hot, searing pain of a gunshot wound, and he accepted it philosophically while Michael fussed over the arm.

       He peered down at it in the odd, powdery light of early morning, and was unsurprised to see that the wound was already dry. He had known since the first moment, the bullet had gone clean through. Nicholas was either a very good shot, or a very bad one. If he had been aiming for Bantry’s heart, he was disastrously wide. But if the man’s intention was to wound — and Bantry wanted to believe it was — Nicholas was quite the marksman. A man like Crane would know how to handle a gun.

       “Enough, Michael, I’m all right,” he remonstrated.

       “You’ve been shot,” Flynn argued.

       “Winged,” Bantry told him mildly, “and see here? There’s an exit wound. It’s stopped bleeding. I’ll be fine.”

       With an exasperated sigh, Flynn took his hands away. He caught Bantry’s face between both hands instead, and kissed his mouth soundly. “I’ll tell you when you’re fine, and when you’re not. Let me get you home. I want to take a look at that wound before I classify you among the walking wounded.” He glared in the direction of the horses. “Maurice is going to be furious.”

       “I’m not entirely thrilled myself,” Bantry muttered as Flynn picked up the cut-away shirt sleeve and tied it, bandage fashion, about the wound. “Still, we have the list of Nicholas’s conquests, and Cornelius will dragoon some human associate to round them up. Crane’s a halfway decent fellow —”

       “He shot you!”

       “He could have killed me,” Bantry argued, “to secure his escape from a couple of madmen.” He gave Flynn a weary, crooked grin. “He’s convinced we’re all insane. You, me, Mario, Chabrier, Eleyna ... even Pamela, I suppose. In Nicholas’s mind, we think we’re vampyres. We’re living out some incredible fantasy in which we’re immortal.”

       Flynn opened his mouth to protest and then closed it again. Very deliberately, he lifted a pair of dark red glasses from his inside pocket, put them on, and offered Bantry his arm. “If we don’t get moving, you’re about to find out how much of a fantasy we’re living.”

       “Get the pepperbox. In the shrubs there.” Bantry tried the arm and stifled a grunt. 

       Lights had come on in the rectory, and they must make themselves scarce before they were seen. Flynn stooped into the gloom beneath the rhododendrons, and with teeth gritted against the acid pain which drove up his right arm, Bantry watched him pull out the gun. He thrust it into his own pocket and gave Bantry his arm again. 

       Before they heard voices, the squeak of a door, they were out through the gates. Flynn swore under Bantry’s weight as he half-lifted him into the saddle, and Bantry took the reins in his left hand. 

       The vicar was hurrying through his garden, and a bell on the gate lintel jingled. His voice was thin with distance and filled with annoyance: “Who’s there? Who’s there, I say? I know the sound of a gun when I hear it! Who’s there, damnit!”

       He would assume the disturbance was local youths, more than likely the worse for drink and playing with a gun. Boys would always be boys, Bantry thought ruefully. Unless Crane had left anything in the crypt, no one would ever know he and Gordie had used it as a hiding place. The vicar would never know what had happened here.

       The ride back was only a mile and a half, but the jolt of the horse’s stride was exquisitely painful, and the sun was too close for comfort. Dawn colors danced before Bantry’s protesting eyes. He blinked away involuntary tears and oathed quietly as he glimpsed the colors of day.

       Out of the silver-gray came the pink, an odd hue known as ‘ashes of roses,’ washing across the bleak slopes of the moorland ahead of the first true daylight tones. Long before the sun was on the horizon his eyes were slitted and burning, but many times he had waited on some threshold, long enough to see the first real blue of the sky, before he must hide.

       There were high prices to be paid for the world he had inherited. This morning, though dawn enchanted him as always, his eyes were soon clenched behind the dark glasses. He turned up his collar to protect the skin of his neck as they hurried the coach horses toward Barwick Hall.

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen: Epilog

 

The strip of clean white linen knotted tightly enough to stay in place, and Flynn was satisfied. Bantry regarded the bandage with a frown, but he let Michael fuss. He seemed to need it, while Bantry himself felt more need for a brandy, and a morning’s rest. Both entry and exit wounds had been sponged, and padded. They smelt of iodine, which wrinkled his nose. He was sitting in the window seat in the parlor, and behind him the shutters were locked against the daylight. 

       The house was already a shambles. Maurice was still sneezing —he had been in the attic, and had dragged down three massive steamer chests. They filled the hall, leaving just enough space to walk sideways around them. His clothes and Eleyna’s, and an assortment of their personal effects, were haphazardly packed, and several piles of books were growing beside them, already knee-high. Eleyna was ‘weeding’ in the library, muttering to herself in a fine Russian fury.

       So they were leaving at once. Bantry could hardly find an argument. Chabrier appeared at the foot of the stairs, and at Bantry’s quizzical glance he said, “Eleyna and Maurice will be traveling with Mario and myself, departing in a few days. We must wait, of course, for Cornelius and Jack Hargraves to arrive. Barwick Hall will be sadly empty in future, but ... it’s for the best. Jack will surely hire a housekeeping staff, and Eleyna can finish her novel at my house in Copenhagen. Jack Hargraves is as welcome there as you and Michael are.”

       “Eleyna will be in your house?” Flynn was gathering scissors and scraps of linen. “I thought she’d never agree to it.”

       “She might never agree to live under Hypaetia’s roof,” Chabrier admitted, “but I have several houses, and she can hunt for her own in Vienna or Rome, or wherever takes her fancy. I’ve given her my oath of honor, that I’ll not play the Old Ones’ advocate, nor try to persuade her of anything. She seemed satisfied.”

       “She doesn’t have too many options just now,” Bantry added.

       “Sadly true.” Chabrier gestured over his shoulder, up the stairs. “Mario is packing for us already, but we may be here for a few days more. It’s some years since I’ve seen Jack. Seeing him again will be ... interesting.”

       Interesting, Bantry thought, to observe how time treated humans, how it took them apart, joint by joint, muscle by muscle, and made them over into their parents, and then their grandparents. It was a worrisome thought and he shrugged it off with an effort.  

       “Chabrier, about Nicholas Crane.”

       They had told the story while Michael and Eleyna cleaned the wounds with alcohol, doused them with iodine and packed them with a greasy mix of comfrey and olive oil. As Flynn had predicted, Maurice was furious, but even he had agreed that Crane and his young companion posed no further threat either to the changeling community or to humans. Chabrier had heard the story out with a frown, and from his weary expression, Bantry guessed he must have seen even this before.

       “Don’t be too concerned for Nicholas,” he was saying as he studied his reflection in the wide mirror which dominated the wall over a rarely-lit hearth. He adjusted his collar and drew one hand back through the rich mass of his hair. “For the moment, Crane has what he wants more than anything — freedom. He knows enough to live the roughest kind of our life, and survive. You have some experience of this, Michael.”

       Flynn’s face was shadowed again. “Oh, yes. I had my years of running wild, Vincent. The gutters of Rome and Naples were my playground. Artists, criminals, geniuses and madmen were my companions. Sometimes I survived by a thread, but I did survive. If Nicholas is as durable as I was, so will he.”

       “He’ll seek us out, when the time comes,” Chabrier added. “In the meantime, I’ll ask Cornelius to have him found and watched. We won’t interfere in his freedom, but we can know where he is, what he’s doing.”

       “You can do that?” Bantry was faintly disturbed.

       The vampyre only smiled, as faintly and enigmatically as Leonardo’s painting, and when Mario’s voice called from the stairs, he took his leave with a nod.

       “We ought to pack,” Flynn mused. 

       “You want to rush home?” Bantry stood and tried the arm, moving it this way and that. It pained him, and he made a face.

       “I have a painting waiting for me,” Flynn said reasonably. “If you remember, my canvas was scarcely mapped out when all this began, and I want it finished before we leave. You told me you wanted to travel. What did we decide? Greece?”

       “Greece, while England suffers winter,” Bantry agreed, and feigned a shiver. “The weather is turning. As a changeling one doesn’t feel the cold, of course, but —”

       “But balmy nights under the stars of the Greek islands are preferable to the frost and ice of the old country,” Flynn guessed.  

       “They have their charms,” Bantry agreed.

        Chabrier had joined Mario in the parlor, and both were cradling brandy. They were on the couch, and Mario had set his head on Chabrier’s shoulder. He closed his eyes as Bantry watched, and began to drowse. For himself, Bantry felt the lure of the vampyre’s smoldering sensuality, a sudden hunger for his mouth, for the heat of his embrace. But a moment later the memory of Flynn’s kisses supplanted the fascination and he only smiled, amused by his own whim. 

       “All is well, I gather,” Flynn was saying. His eyes were on Mario and he had dropped his voice to a murmur, since the boy seemed asleep. “And you, Chabrier?”

       “I am ... appeased.” Chabrier’s voice was low, dark, full of a soul-deep introspection. “Mario grants me absolution for what I brought him to. The truth is, I could have been taking his body back to Paris. Jean Fourier would never have forgiven me ... any more than I would have forgiven myself. The world has few angels, and Mario is one of them.” The dark eyes closed, and fans of black lashes lay on his cheeks. “If I were to go back, when he asked to accompany me while Jean was busy with some auction in Salzburg — le jeu ne vaunt pas la chandelle.
Too much risk.
And you, Michael? You’ve been looking troubled.”

       “I was disturbed. I still am.” Flynn took Bantry’s hand to his lips and kissed the knuckles. “I’ve a few shades of my own left, Chabrier, which sometimes require exorcism. Vincent has demonstrated himself as adept an exorcist as ever I was. This whole business has been ...” He looked away, and the malachite eyes were unfocused, gazing into some space beyond reality. “It’s been a rude and uncomfortable epiphany. Changelings never believe something like this can happen, and we are shocked when it does. Forgive me the melodrama.”

       “Forgiven.” Chabrier looked fondly at the boy on his shoulder. “Changelings are often astonishing creatures, every one different, changed for his or her beauty, or skill, or even their wit. Like this one ... I promised Mario brandy, and a partner for his sleep. He’s still shaken, no matter his brave words. His dreams will be dire for some time. We’ve stirred up some very old and ugly memories.” He set aside the reverie with an obvious effort and gestured with his glass. “If he wants to drowse here, so be it.”
       “I’m awake,” Mario protested, but his voice was slurred and his eyelashes did not even flutter.

       Bantry poured brandy for himself and Flynn. The powerful vapors sang in his ears at once, delicately intoxicating. Michael was listening to the thin sounds of the gramophone from Eddie’s room, but for some minutes Bantry had been catching snippets of conversation from the library, where Eleyna and Maurice seemed to be arguing. 

       Their words grew more heated by the moment, and at last Maurice opened the door, marched out of the room, and through to the back of the house. He stalked into the still room, which he used as his pantry. The door slammed behind him, heavily enough to shake the windows. Mario jolted awake, and Bantry lifted a brow at his stormy passage. 

       The mistress of Barwick Hall was framed in the library door, and Vincent turned a speculative look on her, waiting for her to speak. Eleyna’s mouth had compressed into a thin line and she seemed to be guarding her words, lest she say something she would regret. 

       “Would it be presumptuous to ask what that little altercation was about?” Flynn wondered.

       “It might be.” Eleyna seemed to catch herself snarling, and relented. “He ... the bastard asked me to marry him.”

       “Well, I can certainly see why the offer would make you chew his head from his shoulders,” Flynn said blandly.

       The vampyratrix’s eyes glittered with anger, but her shoulders twitched in a shrug. “I’ve no time for human folly. I can’t — I won’t! — consign myself to the dominion of any man, much less a human, a mortal! You know me better, Michael, than to believe I could ever force myself into the ways and molds of another. Maurice is a lovely boy, but he remains human.”

       “You pronounce the word as if it’s a disease,” Bantry observed.

       “It’s a condition,” Eleyna corrected. “An unenviable one.”

       “Maurice probably wants to protect you,” Flynn said in thoughtful tones. “Remember, he’s a child of his own world. He is what his people have taught him to be.” He might have intended to step in as Maurice’s defense, but the argument only fanned Eleyna’s anger. 

       Her fists clenched. “Protect me!”

       Bantry hid a smile. “It’s a very human failing ... when a young man is in love. It’s not a sin, Eleyna. Yes, Maurice is human! What else could he possibly be? And he’s a man, and in love with you, though he must ask himself a dozen times a day how it happened. Perhaps he curses his luck. Take another look at him. You know what you’re doing?”

       The white-knuckled fists relaxed but her eyes still glittered like an angry cat’s. “I’m sure you’ll inform me.” 

       A tiny glance from Flynn was filled with warning: careful! She was the vampyre, while they were mere changelings, one small stride away from human. And Bantry was so young.  Vincent took a deep breath and chose his words with care.

       “I would never seek to advise you in the ways of your own world, Eleyna,” he said softly. “God knows, I’ve only waded ankle-deep in it! But I do know a little about the world of humans, and I wonder ... are we so different, in the end? Could you be letting the difference in your ages color your judgment? You look into his face and you think to yourself, ‘I’m old enough to be his mother!’ Think again, Eleyna. You are old enough to be his great-grandmother. And, that said, surely time has ceased to matter.”

       She snatched the brandy glass from his hand and inhaled deeply. A trace of color flushed in her cheeks as the vapors uncoiled through her brain. “So this is what you think. How many men like Maurice Lawson do you imagine I’ve toyed with, Vincent, and over how many years? As you so delicately pointed out, I’m more than a hundred years old ... yet in the world of my own people, I remain a child.”

       “Infanta,” Chabrier murmured, teasing gently. The remark won him a hot-eyed glare, which made Mario chuckle. 

       “Perhaps you’re an infant in their world, but in the world of humans you’re an ancient,” Flynn said reasonably. “Like me, Eleyna. And — vampyre though you may be! — I’m much older than you.” He lifted his glass in salute. “Celebrate your age and your wisdom, but don’t throw away a man’s love, even if the man is human.”

       This time she was mollified, and sighed. “I don’t, Michael. I’m not quite the philistine you seem to think. And I’m fond of Maurice. But this is 1905, and what has changed? Nothing! I could snap Maurice’s neck like a carrot, with one hand, yet were I to claim the rights and privileges he takes for granted, along with any male dolt laboring on a farm, I would be scorned. Celebrate the wisdom of my hundred years of life, you said?”

       “Eleyna, please,” Chabrier began.

       She did not seem to hear him. “And what has my time taught me? That I’m an inferior species, fit to be a mother and a — a dishwasher, to scrub a man’s floors and darn his socks, but never to be his intellectual equal. In this world, I’m not considered fit to stand beside a man in the pulpit or on the podium. Good gods!” Anger brightened her cheeks. “When women are the equals of men in this country, any country, I might be willing to make myself a man’s wife. Until then, I wouldn’t stoop to it. I refuse to stand before a churchman and swear to obey a mortal human, for the single reason that he slid a ring onto my finger. Did you have to say any such drivel, Michael, when you and Vincent became as good as married?”

       Flynn perched on the corner of the writing desk. “I confess, we didn’t. And I take your point. This is what you told Maurice?”

       “I told him I could not, and would not, compromise everything I stand for and believe in, for the sake of being a wife to him or any other man, mortal, changeling — or wampyre.” She was looking at Chabrier as she made that last shot.

       “And Maurice said ...?” Bantry prompted. “He marched out of here in a fine fury.”

       “He’s an old fashioned boy,” she allowed. “I offered him a kind of union on different terms. We’ll purchase an establishment of our own in Copenhagen, I said. He’ll be its master equally with my own standing as its mistress. He said he has too little money to be an equal investor. I said, what did it matter? And did he expect me to live in a hut after we married, so as to keep intact his idiotic peasant pride, and touch none of my money? A fine state of affairs that would be, Vincent, when I’m rich in my own right. One tends to become so, when the years accumulate, and even such as we suffer a little good luck now and then!”

       “Luck?” Bantry chuckled softly. “You exaggerate, Eleyna. I’ve been told, Jack Hargraves made some astute business investments on your behalf. Not true?” It seemed to be the wrong thing to say, and he braced himself.

            “Perfectly true.” The words were spat at Bantry. “And where do you suppose the investment capital came from? It was no gift, Vincent, no remuneration for services rendered. I was modestly rich before I allowed Jack to go out and play with my money. If I became richer out of his shrewd games, the success reflects well on my judgment of humans.” She glared at him, and at Flynn. “I’ll not pauper myself in marriage, and Maurice will have to choke down that pebble of truth as best he can.”

       “Hence, his righteous anger. He’s an old fashioned boy, indeed.” Flynn turned a frown on Bantry. “Maurice said he has ‘a little put by.’ He needs the same assistance at the outset of his life as we all must have. You could advise him in various investments.”

       “In antiques?” Bantry had been thinking along the same lines.

       “And I’m sure Jean Fourier would advise him regarding art and sculpture,” Flynn added. 

       “The Egyptian piece that’s still crated in Alexandria, to begin with,” Bantry suggested. “Maurice might buy it at a fair price to us, and then let it go under the hammer to his own profit. It’ll fetch a good price at auction, and it would be a beginning.” He angled an exasperated look at Eleyna. “You’re a hard woman, Miss Pomeroy.”

       “So I’ve been told. I’m vampyre,” she corrected darkly. “But if you mean, I won’t compromise on my principles, not for Maurice, not for Hypaetia and the rest of them ...” She dropped a mock bow before Chabrier. “Well, there’s some truth to that.” She swirled the brandy in the bottom of the glass and breathed the vapors once more. “I’ll not marry, Vincent, any more than I’ll submit and be the Old Ones’ new queen. If you want to, go after Maurice and tell him. Try to get this through his dense head. Throttle some sense into him, make him understand. And if he insists on financial equality between us before he’ll enter into the kind of marriage you and Michael enjoy, then he’d better go out and find himself a fortune.”

       The vehemence inspired a little soft laughter from Flynn. “He had better ...? Then you want him after all.”

       She seemed surprised. “When did I said I didn’t? Of course I want him. Maurice is delicious. But I’ll not have him as his obedient wife, subject to his merest whim by some bloody divine masculine right of superiority!” Her tone rose to a roar.

       Mario applauded with a few sharp, ringing claps. “Eleyna, you are magnificent. You should have been on the stage. The oratory of Shakespeare and Shaw were written for your delivery.”

       The observation astonished Eleyna into silence, and Bantry took his opportunity to escape. “Let me see what I can do about Maurice, and this fortune of his. In the meantime ... return me the favor.”

       The woman’s night-dark eyes narrowed. “What do you want?”

       “Nurture young Eddie Morse. Do this for Michael as well as for me,” Bantry asked. “And mind, we’ll hold you to it. Eddie thinks he can dance, he yearns to perform on the stage. I have no idea if he can dance or not, but he’s one of us now, God help him, and he deserves the chance to find out. Pay him well for his work, and lock him in the library when you have the opportunity. See if you can school that ghastly accent into something socially acceptable. Drill a little French into him. And find him a teacher in Paris or Vienna. A good one.”

       “It’s his chance at life,” Flynn added. “After what we’ve done to him, we owe him a few favors.”

       “We?” Eleyna had sobered. “What have we done?”

       “One of our people,” Flynn amended. “At the end of the day we’re all responsible, if not culpable ... and every one of us is vulnerable. Pamela was so infatuated, she changed a man without his approbation or even his knowledge. Everything is rooted in that one indiscretion.” His eyes brooded, on Bantry. “It can happen to any of us, Eleyna. God knows, it could even happen to you.”

       “God knows?” she echoed. “Now, there’s a curious thing to say.”

       “Figure of speech,” Bantry said acidly. “And Michael’s right. I don’t think the vampyre or changeling ever lived who didn’t find himself — herself! — in this position eventually. Even Chabrier. We owe Eddie a chance, and there’s an old saying. A cliché, in fact, but these things come to be clichés through being horribly true. What goes around comes around. Next time, we could be needing the urgent favor ourselves.”

       “And we owe Maurice a chance,” Flynn added thoughtfully.

       “Speaking of whom,” Bantry said, stirring, “I think one of us had better go after him before he burns this place down to be rid of us! What time is it?”

       “A little before nine.” Flynn knew what he was asking. “I’m tired, Vince. I want a bath before we retire. Maurice will listen to you a lot sooner than to me. You’re closer to his age, for one thing! I don’t think he trusts me. I’m too old, too much like ... them.” He smiled tiredly. “Have I become a living relic? A fossil?”

       “I’ll talk to him.” Bantry was already moving.

       “Don’t be too long, eh?” Flynn called after him.

       “An hour at the most, I should think,” Bantry promised with a rueful smile. “If I can’t make Maurice see sense before I’ve talked myself hoarse — so be it.”

       The still room was stone lined, with marble slabs on every surface and a hessian-shrouded ice-chest in the rear corner. There were no windows and the air was strikingly cold. The slow, rhythmic drip of ice water from the hessian into the tray below the ice-chest was hypnotic. 

       A single gaslight was turned right up, and Maurice stood in the glare of it, slicing ham off the bone with a butcher knife the length of his forearm. Bantry stood at the door, waiting for his eyes to grow accustomed to the brilliance of the gasmantle, and watching Maurice work. 

       He had good hands. No matter if he was brushing down the horses, or pruning roses, or handling food, he was deft, his movements were economical and sure. And he was talking either to the ham or to himself, in a furious, desperate monologue which made little sense. He knew Bantry was there, but did not stop for a moment, and Bantry let him go on until he ran down into a depressed silence.

       The knife clattered onto the marble surface, and Maurice turned toward him at last. He leaned his hips against the edge of the work bench, folded his arms across his chest in a deliberately defensive posture, and put on a hard face. 

        “I suppose you’ve all heard the story and you think it’s a bloody good laugh. The bumpkin getting uppish, and making a right frigging fool of himself in the process. It isn’t like that, Vince.”

       “Did I say it was?” Bantry stepped into the still room and found a seat on a stack of orange boxes. The plywood creaked under his weight but it would hold. “Eleyna made you quite a generous offer.”

       “I won’t take a woman’s charity! I won’t be a
anyone’s whore, and call it my livelihood!” Maurice’s voice rose sharply, too loud in the stone-lined room. Angry, he was as magnificent as Eleyna. His features thinned, became aquiline, in an expression of indignation.

       Bantry’s head tilted. “But she’s not a woman.”

       “She — what?” Maurice was surprised enough to hesitate before launching into a tirade.

       “You know what she is,” Bantry said quietly. “Vampyratrix. And three times your age, or more.”

       “She’s still a female,” Maurice said stubbornly. 

       “Oh, so it’s about your pride and principles, is it?” Bantry was mocking, but only gently. “Then you should understand Eleyna’s pride and principles, since they make a clear, polished mirror for your own. She has her eyes fixed on tomorrow ... and on tomorrows that will fall a hundred years, a thousand years, after you’re dead and gone.”

       “Sweet Jesus,” Maurice whispered soundlessly.

       “The future is her heritage, Maurice, no matter her gender. And the years ahead of us will bring equality, not merely for her sex but for men like Michael and me. Those two freedoms are two sides to the same coin. Eleyna will be the equal of any man; and, us? One day I’ll be at liberty to love a man ... and Michael Flynn in particular ... without hiding in the shadows for fear of being recognized and caught, imprisoned or lampooned.”

       He had stripped the wind from Maurice’s sails, and the wide shoulders shrugged awkwardly. “I do understand her principles,” Maurice said irritably, “but none of that stuff about freedom is going to happen by next week or even next year. I can’t afford to wait a whole lifetime on account of her bloody female principles!”

       “But you’d turn your back on her and leave because of your bloody male ones.” Bantry reached over and tousled Maurice’s hair, rough-gentle. “You’re a stubborn boy.”

       “I’m not a boy,” Maurice growled.

       “Are you not?” Bantry smiled. “A personal fortune would sweeten the whole picture for you, no doubt.”

       Maurice rubbed his face with both palms, hard enough to raise a flush. “So would a brass lamp. You know the kind. You just have to rub it and the genii pops out.”

       “How much money have you put by?” Bantry asked bluntly.

       “I — pardon me?” Maurice recoiled, but he was listening, shrewd, even mercenary.

       “Come on, man! I’m a professional antique dealer,” Bantry told him. “I can put you onto a quick return, and a rich one.”

       The Westminster chimes of the clock in the hall were striking noon before the deal was thrashed out. Maurice was satisfied; they shook hands on the gentlemen’s agreement, and Bantry was already planning the wires he would send to his agents when Maurice stepped out to look after the horses. 

       A wall of daylight seared his eyes for an instant as Maurice left. He put up a hand to protect his vision, and caught a painful glimpse of the yard, the orchard beyond, the dogs sleeping in the sun. A pang of loss assaulted him like a knife. It seemed to twist as Maurice called to the dogs and, barking, they followed him. Bantry permitted himself a sigh, and turned back into the house.

       The regret lasted until he reached the bedchamber, and then wafted away like smoke as he saw the comfortable sprawl of Flynn’s long limbs. He must have been waiting for Bantry, and had fallen asleep, curled on the counterpane. The tub was still full and his skin smelt of cedar and cologne. 

       He had secured the shutters and turned back one side of the wide bed. A book lay open, face-down beside him, but he was deeply asleep. The quiet sounds of Bantry undressing and washing did not wake him.

       Tired right through to the bone — as if he could allow himself to feel the exhaustion, now the crisis was over — Vincent slid into the bed and tugged Flynn against him. His last sensible thought was that he had no intention of stirring before evening.

 

 

Flynn was in the hall, making a telephone call when Bantry swung downstairs, and from the one-sided conversation, he seemed to be booking tickets on the London express. Bantry had not even dreamed through the afternoon. The ice-river slumber of the changeling was impenetrable, and he had woken to the sound of shutters opening as the blues and mauves of twilight settled over the moor. He was halfway downstairs when Chabrier called from the balcony,         

       “Michael, have them book four tickets.”

       “You’re leaving too?” Bantry was surprised.

       “I must go to London,” Chabrier said resignedly. “I had a call while you were sleeping. It’s Hypaetia’s business, and since I’m in England already, the duty falls to my hands.”

       “Trouble?” Bantry wondered.

       But Chabrier only shrugged. “A nuisance. Something about rights and permissions, eighty acres and a manor house in Surrey, documents of dubious pedigree. I know nothing about it, but Hypaetia’s solicitor will explain it to me, and I have the power to sign my name to whatever he needs. I’d rather have Mario with me than leave him behind. This place ...” He gestured sketchily toward Tiverton. “The centuries have taught me not to trust, Vincent. Enough harm has been done, without taking painful news back to Jean Fourier.”

       “Amen to that,” Bantry agreed. “Maurice will be here, for this house’s protection, and by now Danny Warwick should have frightened the locals back onto their best behavior, at least for a while. Stay with us, Chabrier. We’ve plenty of space at Ealing. Call the solicitor, have him bring the documents out to the house.”

       “I will, and thank you.” Chabrier was listening to Flynn, on the telephone.

       The earpiece hung up at last, and Michael gave it a glare. “Lord, how I dislike that thing! You have your tickets, Chabrier.”

       The smell of pickled pork, mustard and fresh bread announced Maurice — and seemed to embarrass him. The only natural human in the house, he was the only one who ate, and he often did it furtively, as if afraid he would offend. He saluted Bantry with a thick, wedge-shaped sandwich, perhaps acknowledging their business deal. 

       Several small antiques would change hands quietly — Egyptian and Chinese, modest in size and value, but with unquestionable credentials. They would change hands a second time at auction. Bantry would take a small commission for his time and trouble, but the lion’s share of the profits would set Maurice on his feet in the trade. 

       He needed only sound advice thereafter. Jean Fourier would advise him on the subject of painting and sculpture; Chabrier would tell him what to buy — and not — if his interests turned to anything from Thirteenth Century tapestries and chalice to Third Century BC Greek statuary. Bantry would tell him how to sift out the chaff among Chinese, Indian and Egyptian pieces, and no one was better qualified than Flynn to choose the genuine, the gems, among Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century furniture, glass, silver, jewelry, swords, pistols. 

       But they had plowed five years into the Twentieth Century, Bantry thought, and he frowned over Maurice as the young man settled in the wing chair by the window. He was eating steadily, but as always a book lay in his lap. The new century was bound to bring so many changes, and Maurice would see out most of its decades, even if Eleyna never took him as her changeling. 

       It could be several years before his fortunes accumulated until he counted himself socially at liberty — and if he stood half the cost of a house in Vienna or Rome, he would be penniless once more. He must begin again.  But the second time around, Maurice would enter the game as a shrewd businessman in his own right, with a solid foundation of ‘bricks and mortar’ collateral under him.

       And then, Bantry thought, perhaps Maurice would be able to seduce Eleyna, or slither around her ‘principles.’ They would be living in sin, and no matter if they settled on the Continent or in England, their neighbors would be outraged. 

       The physical gulf between the vampyre and the human ensured that no bastard child would bear the storm of contempt, but trouble lay ahead for Eleyna and Maurice, and Bantry had no need to consult the Tarot to see it. She would watch Maurice grow and change with the years until time caught him up, overtook him; and then? 

       The vampyratrix might leave him behind. Bantry’s eyes rested on Flynn for a long moment, and he felt a small shiver as he recalled their own early days. Michael had sought any means to hold off Bantry’s affections, as well has his own. Eleyna was a difficult woman, as strong as Michael, much more opinionated and far more stubborn.  

       Decisions belonged to the future, and they were not Bantry’s to make. With an effort, he set them aside. Nicholas Crane embodied the danger of acting in haste, out of lust, and even Chabrier was quiet, as if chastened by the experience. Bantry had never fully realized how lucky he had been, and he knew Flynn would have said the same. The random chance of their meeting dizzied him. It was as if the Fates had taken a hand in their affairs.

       The idea of meddling Fates amused him. Salome lounged in his lap as Flynn repacked their bags, and in the next room Chabrier and Mario were arguing in rapid-fire Italian over traveling arrangements. Mario wanted to see a little of London but Chabrier swore time was too short: they would be back at Barwick Hall soon after Cornelius and Jack Hargraves arrived. Then, it was directly back to Paris.        

       Business concerns sharpened Chabrier’s voice, and Bantry was sure he was anxious about the ballet company. He had written several telegrams, which would be dispatched from the office in Tiverton while they waited for the train. Bantry had watched the gold nib of the fountain pen form a flowing, extravagant hand. The wires were in several languages, two of which Bantry did not read.

            A thump from the chaotic hall jolted him back to the present. The windows were open wide, admitting the night air, the scents of the moor, the liquid song of blackbirds. The thud was repeated as Flynn dumped their suitcases by the front door, and then he was outside, whistling for the dogs. 

       The hounds had enjoyed the freedom of Barwick Hall’s grounds. The young dogs had run wild, Maurice said, while Diana panted in the sun on the lawn. He was calling to the horses as he manhandled the carriage out of the coach house, and Eleyna, Bantry observed, was with him.


       From the corner of the house, Bantry watched them as the dogs were caught and leashed. Maurice kissed the vampyre’s cheek and Eleyna touched his face fondly. Had they made their peace?

       A window opened above his head and he looked up. Mario leaned on the ledge on both elbows, enjoying the twilight landscape. “Maurice! Chabrier wants to know,” he called. “How long before we leave?”

       “Ten minutes,” Maurice shouted. He was buckling harness even then. “I’ll bring your bags down.”

       “I’ll get them,” Bantry offered. “You’ve enough to do. And Maurice?” The younger man turned toward him. “I’ll see to those matters without delay.” 

       Maurice answered only with a nod, but his face was set into lines of resolve. Chabrier was in the cluttered hall already, introspective, almost brooding, as he pulled a pair of white gloves onto his long-fingered hands. A cloak was flung back over one shoulder, its silver chain bright across his collar. Mario lingered on the stairs behind him, his skirts picked up in an artless display of slender ankles. He was Maria, Madame Fourier, once more.

       “Young men of both persuasions swoon, no doubt,” Bantry guessed, earning himself a sultry look as Mario took the vampyre’s arm.

       But Chabrier was unsmiling. He studied Mario’s profile soberly for some moments, until Mario’s brow creased in question, and then shook his head without comment, and urged the boy out to the carriage. 

       The dogs were inside already, the bags lashed down, but Bantry hung back. He wanted a quiet moment with Eleyna. Eddie Morse was at an upstairs window, enjoying the night air though he was not yet strong enough to venture outside. Bantry waved; the boy waved back. After the cottage where he had grown up, it must seem to him that he had blundered into Paradise. He would be much more than a servant in Eleyna’s house, and if he chose to learn, Europe’s doors would open — perhaps not at once, but in time, as they had for Flynn. 

       Eleyna was sitting on the stone bench by the horse trough, watching Maurice work. She looked up briefly as Bantry joined her, and then returned her attention to Maurice though she said, “I should thank you for coming out here.”

       “No,” Bantry argued. “It’s a debt I’ve waited a long time to repay. Chabrier, Fourier and others did for Michael and myself when we had troubles of our own. We stick together, Eleyna. All of us.
Changeling, vampyre ... human.”

       “Like Maurice,” Eleyna said darkly. “Like Jack. I had a telegram this afternoon. He’s coming in tomorrow night. Cornelius is traveling with him, and Maurice and I will return with him.”

       “I’m glad to hear it,” Bantry said honestly. “I was going to ask if you’d be all right here, alone. As Chabrier said not long ago, you learn not to trust.”

       She turned the night-dark eyes on him. “The house isn’t quite a fortress, but I’ve several guns, Vincent, and Jack made sure I know how to use them. If they come for me —” she nodded in the general direction of the village “— I’ve no intention of talking.” 

       “They’ll be looking down the barrels of a pair of Remington revolvers and a Martini rifle?” Bantry guessed.

       “It’s what Pamela should have done,” Eleyna said in a harsh tone which masked a tide of grief. “But she was such a little lady, so prim, so proper, with her lace and stays, her silk and satin, and a head full of feathers ... shit.” She scrubbed her eyes, leaving them red.

       Bantry took her hand. “There’s no shame in tears. You loved Pamela.”

       “Of course I did. But she had as much interest in me and my feelings as Maurice has in Nicholas and his! C’est la vie, Vincent. I’ll survive ... which is more than can be said for Pamela.” She patted his hand and stood. “Maurice and I will be quite all right until Jack gets here. Any trouble, and I’ll telephone Danny Warwick. He gave me his home number, told me to call any time. And then ... Copenhagen, Vienna, Salzburg, Naples. My gods, I’ve spent a lifetime trying to stay away from their world, and they’re going to suffocate me in it.”

       “Don’t let them,” Bantry suggested. “They want to use you. Use them instead. You can enter the inner circles which are closed to Michael and me. You’ll be invited to sit at the feet of the ancients. They want you to be awed, seduced. Don’t worship. Learn. Learn the secrets of their power, and how to use them. Changelings ... and women ... the world over will thank you.”

       She regarded him strangely. “You’re an odd one, Vincent.”

       He dropped a mock bow before her. “Your servant, ma’am.”

       The coach whip cracked sharply as Maurice mounted the high driver’s seat, and Bantry leaned over to peck Eleyna’s cheek with a kiss. He looked back at Barwick Hall for a moment, wondering if he would see it again, and if he did, if it would still be a vampyre house. With Eleyna gone, Jack might sell. 

       Eleyna walked with him to the coach, and lingered at the door. Flynn was already inside, sitting opposite Chabrier and Mario — Maria. Eleyna nodded farewell to Flynn and spoke to Chabrier. “Safe journey. Take care on the road.”

       “For a few days,” Chabrier said softly, “and then you’ll be safe in my house, Eleyna. No more fear.” 

       “Safe,” Eleyna echoed doubtfully. She reached up to give her hand to Maurice. “Drive carefully ... until we meet again, Michael, Vincent. And don’t let it be long.”

       The whip cracked again, and Bantry took Flynn’s hand as the coach pulled out. His own heart was set on the Aegean. He was silent for a long time, watching the moor go by, listening to the others’ chatter, which shifted from French into Italian and back again. 

       At last Flynn leaned closer, asking what troubled him, and Bantry stirred. “I’m merely hatching plots,” he said, mocking his own imagination with a grimace. “Wondering if Bram Stoker’s novel was inspied by this kind of trouble.”

       But Chabrier made dismissive gestures. “Stoker’s book was pure sensation, intended to earn a small fortune — which it did. He autographed my copy. I attended a literary supper, and when his address was finished I went up to the podium with the others, purchased a copy, and had him sign it. Stoker wore a charming smile, looked me in the eye and wrote, ‘With felicitations, B. Stoker’ on the flyleaf.”

       “He looked you in the eye,” Bantry echoed, amused, “and never recognized —?”

       “The vampyre,” Flynn finished. 

       “Not for an instant.” Chabrier settled back and watched the lights of the village flicker through the trees. “His work was merely fiction, loosely based on the exploits of a madman, a Romanian warlord, some centuries ago. It was most entertaining, but Stoker no more believes in the vampyre than Nicholas Crane does.”

       “Such stories we could tell,” Mario said throatily. 

       “Tales of the past,” Flynn agreed, “and the night, madness, murder ... and love. Vincent has me write of the things I’ve done, people I’ve known. One day, he says, there’ll be literary freedom and they can be published openly — stories of men in love. I hope he’s right, Chabrier. Not because I have any desire to see my writings immortalized in lithography! But such freedom would be wonderful.”

       “Imagine,” Mario mused, in Italian, “the freedom to openly be in love with a man.” He patted the skirts he wore, so as to pass in public as Chabrier’s traveling companion without raising suspicion. “Today it may be necessary, but when Michael was young, Vincent, I could have been burned at the stake for dressing like this.”

       Bantry made a face and deftly changed the subject. “Michael, tell me about Greece. I want to see Rhodes, and the Acropolis. Then perhaps we could return to Egypt. I might look for an item to turn Maurice a tidy profit. Something to make Eleyna sit up and take notice.”

       “Romantic,” Flynn accused.

       “To the marrow, cheri.” Bantry was unperturbed. “Greece. Tell me everything.” He sat back then, eyes closed, waiting for the stories of the changeling’s timeless life. 
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