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Chapter One                     

 

It was early afternoon when the steamship Arabesque berthed in the port of London. A stiff breeze carried the sounds and smells of the vast old city, tantalizing the senses of one who had been away too long. River waters, chimney smoke, warehouses, ale houses, horses, people and their doings, blended together into a heady melange to welcome home the traveler. The scent was like the smell of no other place in the world, and Vincent Bantry would have recognized it anywhere.

          He leaned on the starboard rail, still waiting for a porter to take charge of his baggage. A battered steamer chest cluttered the head of the gangway, a single case containing every item Bantry possessed — his entire estate, from a man’s most humble necessity to those items he accounted his ‘fortune.’ And it was a considerable fortune, he thought, frowning first at the chest and then at the rooftops of the voracious, unforgiving old city he hoped would make him welcome. A fortune made up of Han and Ming treasures worth a prince’s ransom. They had been purchased one by one, some accepted in payment for services rendered, and each one lovingly set aside against the day when Bantry would need them, or their value in cash.

          He had expected that day to be long in the future, but it overtook him with alarming speed. Fortunes of war, he though, the roll of the dice. Bantry had seen a great deal of action, speeding him to the rank of captain while less active officers in Her Majesty’s Army were still awaiting their opportunities for glory.

          But glory was a boy’s dream. Bantry had learned this much to his cost. Glory was a fantasy woven by newspapers for the entertainment of the public and the beguilement of young men who might be persuaded to enlist.

          Reality was blood, hardship, pain, sorrow. The soldier’s life was not for every man. It took a kind of resolve, a strength from within, to grapple with agony and adversity, horror and inhumanity, and not be lessened by the experience. These were Vince Bantry’s most vivid memories, yet he would have said his service in China had enriched him. He returned to England still young, a captain at thirty-two, with a pension he did not need and a military reputation that would stand him in good stead in the old country. 

          The war hero, the noted adventurer, was always the darling of society. Opportunity and endeavor were open doors when politicians, businessmen, academics and socialites alike were hungry for such tales of Empire as Bantry brought home.

          Home? He sighed as his eyes narrowed on the bleak, gray skyline of portside London. Even after the months of the voyage, home to him was still a little house on the outskirts of bustling Peking, just outside the hurly-burly and overcrowding of the tiny, narrow streets. A little Ching palace built for some forgotten magistrate or nobleman a century before, set in its own miniature forbidden garden, its high walls shutting out the world, shutting in the peace and tranquility of sculptured nature and timeless art.

          It was Bantry’s home for almost eight years, and he would have been there now, had the fighting on the Pearl River estuary not ended everything in a welter of blood and cannon smoke. 

          The memories were so haunting, so vivid, for some moments they seemed the reality while the London docks were an outrageous, nonsensical mirage. Bantry squeezed shut his eyes, trying to blink his demons away, but they persisted.

          The engagement sprang out of nowhere, between HMS Atropos and a pirate junk, and the irony was, Bantry was merely a passenger. On his return from business in Hong Kong and Macao, he chose to sail in a naval vessel for speed and security. The roads were treacherous, bandits were a plague that season, and the waters of the South China Sea were alive with privateers. Atropos carried forty guns. She was an old frigate without the bonus of steam, but she was still a potent little ship and would have been a match for the corsair junk, if her crew had stood and fought.

          Bantry could still feel the horror cutting through him, ice cold, as the native crewmen — most of them boys ‘levied’ off the streets of Shanghai and Canton to serve in British warships — gave their aid and allegiance to the pirates instead. In minutes Atropos’s officers went down to the long knives of their own crew. The decks ran red before a shot was fired.

          Not that Bantry blamed the boys. The treatment aboard ship was harsh. Barely a day passed without some poor Chinese lad feeling the end of a whip, or being put to serve his officers in some callously sensual manner. Bantry had heard every old story of seamen and their ways; lately he was inclined to believe them. 

          When the junk came out of the tangled sand banks and marshes of the estuary, Atropos barely had the chance to swing about and show her twenty guns before the levies mutinied. In the next minutes the pressed crew exacted a fair measure of revenge for the abuse they had endured. Bantry wondered what treatment they would receive at the hands of the privateers with whom they shipped out now, while the crippled frigate floundered on the sands and was sucked under, leaving only her mastheads to show she had ever been there at all.

          The junk was armed with a couple of heavy cannons cut away from some British wreck, and batteries of rockets on her fore and aft decks — enough firepower to blow away Atropos’s mizzen and set fire to the hemp lines and their canvas. Bantry’s skin still prickled at the memory of the thick, reeking smoke, the screams of men dying, the groans of the ship as she plowed into the sands and stuck fast — 

          Then the dizzying fall, the impact, the coolness of green river water after the dragon’s breath of the fire which was swiftly consuming the ship.

          A splinter of the fallen crosstree invited his desperate fingers and he clung on tight, let it carry him away with the current. The river waters were running fast, but not fast enough, and his next memories were of pain lancing through his spine. The junk’s archers let go volley after volley, deliberately picking fugitives out of the water. The passengers were mostly businessmen, their wives and families, and the screams of the children were the worst. They haunted Bantry for months.

          How long did he cling to the bobbing wood, carried downriver to the sea? Those hours were a haze of blood-red memory, for he carried two arrows in his back like barbarian trophies, and he was out of his mind much of the time. He remembered the sun blazing at noon, the wash of salt water, the coolness lapping at him, the hoarse cries of seabirds — and much later, the bellow of a steam horn.

          The Canton ferry’s paddles thrashed in reverse to slow and stop the big vessel in midwater while the human cargo of Chinese laborers and English ‘box wallahs’ stood along the rails, gawping and pointing at the man who clung for his life to the spar. Many hands pulled Bantry up and out, and he barely knew where he was. The frigate was gone, all souls perished with her save his own, and it was left to a mere passenger to tell the story of her destruction.

          The death of the Atropos was far from a new tale. A levied crew could never be depended on. The vessel’s Marines contingent were aboard to control them, come between them and the officers who too often abused and took liberties with them. Cruelty only invited vengeance, it was inevitable. Bantry never blamed the poor sods, even while he was set on a dining table aboard the Catherine Morley and the ferry churned on, resuming her long pull up to Canton.

          He lay in a feverish stupor, deeply drugged, barely breathing as a retired Cornish doctor, another passenger, cut out the arrows that had feathered his back like the spines of a hedgehog. He was far from reality then, wandering in red-hot, rancid dreams, his head full of opium. 

          The following weeks were hazy, and he came to rely on the drug. Soon he was using too much, too often, and he knew he was in a hell of his own making even while he lit the pipe again. He was carried first by bullock wagon, later by carriage, to the Viceroy’s palace in Hong Kong. Before he saw the high gates and streaming banners his wounds were festered, rotten. The poison went deep. This time an Army surgeon delved further into his back to cut out the rot; but this time the work was adeptly done. Bantry would recover almost completely.

          Six months later the scars were still ugly but he felt little real pain. He felt well, whole, but the truth was dire. A section of muscle was gone, pared away to root out the poison, and the Army soon decided to retire him on medical grounds. 

          They had no use for a man who could not carry a field pack, keep up with a twenty-mile route march and shoulder a heavy rifle. No doubt lingered in Bantry’s mind that he was fit and strong enough to hold his own with men his own age and stature, but he did not try to appeal against Surgeon General McCullogh’s decision. He’d had his fill of the fighting between the Manchus and the Foreign Powers. He had seen enough to suffice for the rest of this life: barbarity and splendor, agony and magnificence, scenes to haunt him forever while his belly for the fight, the struggle for dominance, was gone.

          For months he was confined in Hong Kong until his wounds closed and the livid scars began to turn silver. The Viceregal establishment was his home until he had recovered enough to make his journey north, back to the little Ching palace where young Lin had been telegraphed to pack up his master’s belongings for the voyage home. England.

          Art, jade and ivory, paintings and pottery, each piece beautiful and priceless, the cache of treasures Bantry had set aside to ensure his comfort in retirement. Lin packed them with the greatest care, the scrolls, vases, carvings, porcelain and ivory, all sandwiched between sheets of plywood and cushioned with straw to protect them on the journey — home, to a place Lin had never seen, and never would.

          Bantry genuinely appreciated the boy’s careful work, and he gave Lin enough money to see to his comfort for a year or more, if he was careful. It was less than Bantry wanted for the lad, but the boy spoke only broken English. In London he might not even survive. His chances were best if he remained in his own country, with a set of references which should place him in good, safe work.

          The parting was more painful than Bantry liked to admit. Four years before, the lad had come to him as a peasant, right off the farm, illiterate, without a single word of English. He was fifteen then, thin as a rice stalk and as eager to please as a puppy afraid of a beating. Some little grasp of English came first, along with an understanding of a how a gentleman’s house was run, and the duties of a houseboy. 

          Bantry was never aware of the moment when Lin’s feelings became more presumptuous, but he would never forget the night, after a late and inebriated banquet for officers and gentlemen of the military and Diplomatic Corps, when he was brought home by carriage, a little overcome.

          The room had spun. His fingers refused their orders to undress him, and in any case the evening had been too wonderful for him to want to sleep before dawn. Lin shouldered his weight as he stumbled out of the carriage. The boy undressed him, ushered him smoothly into bed. And slid between the sheets with him. Too near drunk to mind, much too happy to complain, the captain — then a humble lieutenant with a modest income and high hopes — relished every caress.

          Lin wore a frightened face next morning, fully expecting to be whipped for his sins. Bantry’s first priority was a powder for his protesting head, before it exploded off his shoulders. The herbal remedy was Chinese, very old. Lin ran to the apothecary for it, dosed him, closed the blinds and rubbed his neck with jasmine oil. 

          Slowly the pain and sickness subsided and Bantry remembered. He had a rueful smile for Lin, a pat for his round bottom, and the houseboy began to relax. How could the lad have known, the Army was in most ways equal to the Navy, and Bantry had witnessed too many relations between men for him to be shocked or even disquieted. He had never before indulged in the sensuality of his fellows, but he was keenly aware of the trysts, the midnight rendezvous, the secret message and sultry look. On many nights thereafter, Lin was welcome to play his sensual games when the lights were dimmed at last. 

          As Bantry stood on the English dock, surveying the gray English sky over the cluttered rooftops of the city, he thought it was Lin he missed most of all.

          The westward voyage consumed a few days under two endless months. He took a packet of the Oriental line from Shanghai to Bombay and spent two sultry, sweltering weeks waiting for the steamer, SS Carpenter, which butted its way through the deep swell of the Arabian Sea, the narrow, shallow waters of the Gulf of Persia. Egypt was just as Bantry remembered — hot, dry, aromatic, and infested with flies. The Carpenter made her way through the canal, paused briefly at Alexandria to take aboard passengers bound for Greece and Italy and, finally, for London.

          The weather worsened steadily after Gibraltar. The North Atlantic was an animated mountain range. Bantry had regained his ‘sea legs’ and made light of it, but most of the passengers who boarded at Alexandria were sick constantly until the steamer sighted Maplin Sands. The SS Carpenter was home.

          The Port of London was simply drab after the chaotic, exotic fracas of Oriental ports. Deliberately, Bantry shrugged the old memories away, put them forcibly into the past where they belonged. His eyes, a blue so dark as to appear black unless the sunlight caught them, raked the dock’s milling crowds. He was searching for one face he would know.

          It was eight years since he had last seen David Lockwood and he reminded himself once more, the man would be sixty years old. He would surely have changed.

          A surly, pock-faced porter took sixpence from him and, swearing fluently in a language bearing little in common with English, struggled away with the steamer chest. Bantry watched as it was loaded onto a dolly and trundled down onto the dockside. Carters waited there; heavy drays with unsprung wheels stood ready to carry whatever loads. He gave the wagons a shrewd look and considered the delicacy of his goods as he followed the porter down.

          Then, there was David Lockwood — more seamed, more deeply creased than Bantry recalled, gray about the temples, the lines about eyes and mouth engraved by the years, but still the same man. Lockwood had never been handsome, so time could steal little from him. He was an intelligent, good humored man, big and ruddy-faced, with hair still mostly raven dark. Typical old Welsh stock, from the shores of the Severn. He was a doctor by profession, with a small clinic in the heart of the city where he treated private patients, and, in his laboratory, studied the more exotic diseases.

          One year the study of unusual tropical complaints took him out to Siam and French Indochina, where by chance he had met a young countryman, an Army lieutenant carrying dispatches. Bantry smiled at the memory, a lifetime in the past, for them both.

          Yet Lockwood had obviously forgotten nothing of those days. He clasped Bantry in a bearhug as the younger man appeared on the dock, and slapped his back hard enough to knock the breath out of him, paternal, jovial, genuinely delighted. His voice was well schooled, the Welsh accent almost tamed, but the vowels were still round and Celtic when he was excited.

          “Vincent! The voyage did you no harm, I see. I half expected to see you sickened, what with your wounds and this infernal weather. Not the time to be at sea, I’d say.”

          “Not at all,” Bantry argued, “it was invigorating. And the wounds hardly trouble me now. They were well doctored by the best man in the Colony. It was nothing but feather beds and foot baths for me, once I made it back to Hong Kong alive. There’s many a prince wishes he lived as richly.” He paused to watch the carter load his steamer chest. “Careful with that, man! The contents are delicate, I’ll have the hide off you if they’re broken!”

          The wagoner accorded him a gap-toothed smile and touched his cloth cap, but Bantry saw mockery in the gesture. The man lectured his pox-faced lad about roughness, and the chest still slammed into place in the bed of the wagon. Bantry’s teeth ground.

          Lockwood chuckled rudely. “I expect you looted half the Forbidden City. Just as well. You’re young, you’ll need a fresh start. An Army pension won’t keep you in the style you’ve clearly become accustomed to. Speaking of which, where are you staying, Vincent?”

          “I thought, a small hotel until I can find a house, preferably outside the city,” Bantry mused, and, unbidden, his thoughts returned to his home outside Peking. His days of living to that standard were over, if he did not wish to be paupered within a year. Memories of the east distracted him powerfully, and he forced himself to listen to Lockwood.

          “Nonsense, my boy,” the doctor was saying. “You’ll come home with me at once. Edith and Phoebe have relished every word of your letters over the years. They’re only waiting to meet you. To pounce on you, in fact. You’ve not even seen a photograph of Phoebe since she was a child, have you?” Pale blue eyes took on an extra gleam. “She’s a young woman now. Of the right age, and so on, and so forth, if you follow me.”

          “The right age?” Bantry laughed gently. “I’ve hardly set foot on British soil for the first time since I was a lad myself, and already you’re trying to have me married? It’s unthinkable, David.”

          “Wait,” Lockwood said cheerfully, “until you see my Phoebe. She favors her mother, which speaks highly indeed of her charm.” He stirred as the carter mounted his vehicle and gathered the reins. “Come this way, then. I left a hansom waiting on the street. Save your stories of Xanadu for the ladies — there’s a very fashionable bunfight on Friday evening at Mrs. Craven’s house, if you can get an invitation. Best of everything, a fine cellar, and a string septet for your entertainment.” They were walking along the dock, following the wagon with Bantry’s chest. The Carpenter was abandoned without a backward glance. “Mind you,” David went on, “you’d need a magic wand to get an invitation. Mrs. Craven is very ... choosy.” He winked lewdly.

          Bantry pretended shock. “You surely don’t mean invitations must be paid for in that coin? The lady is a — a profligate in skirts?” He shook his head. “England is not what I remember.”

          The remark seemed to darken Lockwood’s mood by shades. “You never rooted about in its cellars, then, nor walked its dark backstreets.”

          “And you did?” Bantry was mildly surprised. Lockwood had never seemed the kind of man to dabble in the so-called ‘houses of ill repute.’

          “Once or twice,” Lockwood admitted, “in the days of my wild youth and later, in the course of my work.” He looked sidelong at Bantry and chuckled wickedly. “Research, you know.”

          “Research,” Bantry echoed, and for the first time in months he actually laughed.

          “But still,” Lockwood went on, “what you say is quite true. Englandhas changed more than a little while you were away, and not for the better. Oh, we live in a glorious age, but it is indeed an age of looseness and vice. Not,” he added shrewdly, “that such as yourself, with your years in the Orient, would even lift a brow at what old Blightey calls vice.”

          “I expect not,” Bantry admitted as they left behind the orderly tangle of derricks and light shipping, and came up onto the street. The hansom was waiting, its driver dozing. The horse’s nose was in a bag of feed. “There’s little London could do to surprise me after I’ve lived so long in — Xanadu.” He allowed a smile as Lockwood held open the cab’s door.

          The smell of the vehicle fetched back so many memories. Hansoms smelt like nothing else in the world: leather and oil, candlewicks and horse, and perhaps the last whiff of a lady’s perfume. The odors invited a pageant of visions, the social whirl of his youth ... and the cab that whisked him from his mother’s house in Knightsbridge to the Port, on his way out of England.

          That day he was twenty years old, and a few weeks. Old enough to be loosed on the population of a foreign country, placed in charge of British Other Ranks and allowed to make decisions affecting the lives and wellbeing of hundreds of people because, despite his youth and lowly rank, he had one indispensable qualification.

          He was born British. It was the only real prerequisite to one who was determined to add his efforts to the construction of Empire. Even private soldiers in the British Army — the lowest of all forms of military life — in foreign places comported themselves like gentry and treated the people of the subject realm with contempt. It was one of the facts of life.

          Such thoughts occupied Bantry as the hansom pulled out of the port’s warren of warehouses and turned west. The wagon was right behind it, and soon Bantry was accosted by the sights and sounds of London. They wove themselves together as if designed to beguile him, and he opened his senses to drink in the city of his youth.

          Sooty and vivacious, grand and grubby by turns, London was filled with human enterprise. On every hand the endeavors of the past competed with the present. To one side of the cab were structures whose foundations were laid not long after Roman legions marched these roads, and on the other were buildings whose roofing was still unfinished.

          At least on the surface, nothing had changed very much, and Bantry was both disappointed and relieved to find the city as he had left it. The changes Lockwood abhorred were deep below the fashionable, modest surface. The cab swung along the road where Bantry’s mother had lived. After she passed away the house was sold to pay old debts. He did not wish to see it, and as the cab drove by he turned his head away. 

          If Lockwood saw him avert his eyes he said nothing, and allowed the younger man his silence while the hansom and wagon threaded doggedly through traffic toward the trees of RegentsPark. At last the vehicles drew up on the carriageway of a big house, old and beautiful, on Bayswater Road. Poplars and elm skirted the paved way and the cab’s wheels rumbled over cracked flagstones. 

          “It’s not much,” Lockwood said dryly, “but it’s home.”

          In fact, the elegant house must have required a small army of servants to keep it in order, and Bantry gave his old friend a smile for the remark. The doctor shared a chuckle and, as an elderly butler opened the door, he ushered Bantry inside.

          “Irving, is Mrs. Lockwood at home? Captain Bantry will be staying with us for some time.”

          “Mrs. Lockwood is in the library, sir.” The butler’s voice was dry as autumn leaves. “Miss Lockwood arrived home moments ago and is upstairs, changing. She has been riding all morning.”

          “She’s a tomboy,” Lockwood said fondly, with a glance at Bantry. “You’ll like her, old man. She’s a breath of fresh air, a real English rose. Just what you need, I’ll wager.”

          “Would you, now?” Bantry slid off the greatcoat and scarf he had been wearing since he came on deck. The early summer day was warm enough, but after the tropics he found the British air too chill for his taste.

          The last photograph of Phoebe he had seen was years old. In it, she had been no more than six or seven, and he realized she must be eighteen by now. She was a fair child, he remembered, as blonde as her father was dark, the last of five sons and daughters — certainly the last child in this house — and coddled as the last chick on the nest. Lockwood was vastly proud of her and, in spite of himself, Bantry was intrigued.

          Peking boasted few unattached women of any age, and so often his work took him upcountry. Many Chinese women were almost frighteningly beautiful, and skilled as any whore; the young Chinese boys were often indistinguishable from the girls, and even more skilled. A man could lose his mind ‘out East’ and spend the rest of his life trying to recapture his wits. But to Bantry, even the most beautiful Chinese girls soon seemed more like living dolls than human beings. They were tailored to serve, please, produce children and be bartered as the chattels they were. Before long he was disenchanted, and preferred his own company.

          Or that of Lin, the houseboy who had come to love him deeply. Young and smooth, with white velvet for skin and black almonds for eyes, Lin was as beautiful as any girl. At the memory of him Bantry’s heart turned painfully in his chest. He could only wonder where Lin was now, who he was with, who loved him now.

          The hallway was rich with wine-red carpets and mosaic tiles, little leaded windows and polished walnut. Irving took Bantry’s coat and sent out for strong backs to maneuver the steamer chest upstairs. Bantry stood aside, appreciating David’s home feature by feature until he heard footsteps above and looked up to see a face at the balcony.

          Could this be Phoebe? This was the whey-faced, yellow haired little waif in the ancient photograph, who clutched a golliwog and peered past the camera at the unseen photographer. She was tall now, and buxom, broad-shouldered as a boy, with hair darkened to strawberry blonde and her face fined down to strong bones. She was dressed in blue and white, with a lot of lace about her neck, a collar up to her jaw and the fair hair was somehow wound around her head.

          “Ah, there you are!” Lockwood called as the men grunted and heaved, laboring up the stairs with the chest. “I trust the riding was good?”

          “The riding was excellent.” Phoebe Lockwood’s accent betrayed her good schooling but something of the Welsh endured, learned on her father’s knee and never forgotten. Her eyes were on the stranger — she knew who he must be, since Bantry had written to David months before, telling him which ships he would be sailing in, and when he would be arriving, weather permitting. “Mister — Captain Bantry,” she corrected as the steamer chest went around her onto the balcony. She came down the stairs, head cocked at him, eyes bright with curiosity. “From China?”

          “The very same,” Bantry affirmed, amused. “From … Xanadu.” From the land of barbarism and splendor such as not even the Sun King might have dreamed. He dropped a half bow before the girl as she left the stairs, took her hand and kissed the fingers in not-quite-mock gallantry. Her cheeks were flushed from the morning’s exercise and her eyes, which were as brown as her mother’s, laughed. David had not exaggerated. She was beautiful, marriageable, with education and background. 

          If Bantry had been looking for a wife, his search would have ended right here. But he was not, and he said amusedly, “I heard of your charm, Miss Lockwood ... I heard correctly.”

          “And who told you that?” Phoebe demanded. “My God, I suppose father told you. He says the same to every single man under forty, hoping someone will marry me and foil every plan I ever made.” She gave her father a look that might have withered him. “Don’t you, father?”

          Lockwood only shrugged in resignation. “I suppose I do, and what of it? You’re on your way to ruin, young lady, mark my words.”

          “Ruin?” Bantry was intrigued. “How so, Miss —”

          “Call me Phoebe,” she insisted. “I’m almost nineteen, I’m not a spinster yet! And he means, nicely brought up young ladies should have no pretensions toward a career on the stage. I keep telling him, it’s not the stage, it’s the opera, there’s a world of difference.” She drew up her head. “I sing. Very well, as it happens. I’ve sung for Richard D’Oyly Carte himself. There’s to be a new production of The Gondoliers, fresh for the Christmas season, and I’ll perform in it —”

          “Or die in the attempt,” Lockwood said aridly.

          “Oh, come now,” Bantry remonstrated, “persistence and patience reward themselves eventually. He stepped back a little and pretended to look the girl up and down. “D’Oyly Carte heard you and approved?”

          “I should say so,” Phoebe said with more than a hint of smugness. “But I still need father’s consent to begin. I’m only nineteen, after all.”

          “You’re eighteen,” Lockwood corrected loudly. “Now, kindly inform your mother we have a guest. Captain Bantry will be staying with us for some time, and we should at least try to make him feel at home. Irving?”

          The old butler stepped out of the dining room, arms filled with silverware and wilted flowers. 

          “Tea for four, in the library.” Lockwood turned back to Bantry. “Come this way.”

          Phoebe’s eyes strayed back to Bantry, catching and commanding his attention, then she was gone. He smiled after her. She had a tomboy, boyish charm all her own, no doubt of it, but marriage was as far from her mind as from his own, and he began to relax. They both had their own trails to cut. If Phoebe desired a singing career she would never permit her parents to bully her into marriage — unless it was to someone connected with the world of the opera, where marriage would advance her career. Bantry was under no threat.

          He dropped a hand on Lockwood’s shoulder. “I’d like to unpack and change. Everything I possess is in that confounded chest, and I’m afraid half of it will be broken! I’ll need to dispose of some of my pieces of art, David. My finances are ... at a low ebb, if you take my meaning. Oh, don’t concern yourself, old man! There’s a king’s ransom in that chest, fragile wonders such as this country has rarely seen. Sell any three, and I’ll live well for as many years. And I’ve many more than three, I assure you. You were always fond of art and antiquities; tell me, is there a dealer in this city whom you trust?”

          Lockwood gave him a shrewd look. “What about old Henry Archer? I’ve bought a good many paintings and objects d’art from him over the years. I’d trust him to get you a fair price for whatever oddment you’ll part with first. I can call at his home on my way back from the clinic, if you like. In fact, come with me. Bring the pieces, if you can safely carry them. But you’re my guest here, Vincent, don’t be in such a hurry to rush away. And don’t you dare feel indebted! It’s my pleasure to have you here, for as long as I can keep you here, even if I have to tie you down.”

          “You’re much too kind, David,” Bantry said with a smile, and headed up the stairs.

          The carters had pushed the chest into a room at the back of the house. A large double bed commanded the chamber, flanked on either side by a stained-wood wardrobe and dresser, ewer and basin. The green-tiled fireplace was cold at this hour of the day and this time of year, and the rich, red drapes were fastened back at the window, affording him a view of the garden, as far as clipped yew and privet hedges and old poplars. 

          He gave the room one glance of approval and turned his attention to the chest. Lin had done his work excellently. Piece by piece, the scrolls and carvings, pottery and jade were unwrapped on the bed, and to his intense relief Bantry found them perfect. He selected the piece he liked least and set aside the others for sentimental reasons. The piece he would sell was a little statuette of a lady of the Tang Dynasty dressed for the imperial court. It was no less than twelve hundred years old and so valuable, he suspected he would live handsomely for a year on the sale. Two, if he were frugal. It should certainly pay the lease on a suitable house and buy him his privacy. 

          While Lockwood’s hospitality was very welcome, Bantry was ill at ease, restless. He would have relished a long stretch of solitude after the voyage, but he knew it was not to be, not so soon. He changed into clothes smelling faintly of camphor — mothballs. The scent reminded him of the day he left, the final packing, the lovemaking in the summerhouse on the hill above the old city. Peking’s rooftops had shimmered, gold in the sunset light, and such images drew Bantry back so powerfully, he felt the old pain under his heart. Those memories belonged to other times, other places. 

          Those pleasures were forbidden in polite English society, at best sniggered over, and at worst actually illegal. Still, London had its community of sodomites — any city had its simmering, notorious underground, but it was driven down deep by both the church and the law. The threat of prison and ruin were enough to make Bantry consign his memories of his Chinese houseboy and all such sensual indulgence very firmly to the past. English women, he told himself again, sternly, were among the most beautiful and independent in the world. A wealthy young Army officer, just retired with honors, must make an attractive proposition. 

          If this was the price of homecoming, he would grit his teeth and pay it. London would surely make him welcome. He sighed heavily, for a moment mourning all he had lost. 

          The door clicked shut on his room. As he followed the curved stairs down to the hall he began to mock himself with a rueful grin. The single man in London was between the devil and the deep blue sea, in a society that publicly frowned on adultery. How many young men here yearned for the freedom of what Lockwood called Xanadu? The freedom in which Vincent Bantry had reveled for years.

          From the library came the clatter of teacups. An Indian servant, splendidly turned out in a starched white uniform and red turban, showed Bantry inside and closed the door behind him. Lockwood had brought the man back from one of his journeys in the East. Bantry rummaged among disordered memories, searching for his name. Ranjit. The man had been half dead with malaria, lying in a ditch, abandoned by a family too frightened to even touch him. He owed Lockwood his life. When David returned to England, Ranjit simply attached himself to the doctor. Nothing Lockwood could say or do would make him remain behind.

          Arranged on the settee with his wife at his right hand and Phoebe perched decorously on the stool of the baby grand piano nearby, Lockwood looked like a man at peace with the cosmos. The French windows were open to the early afternoon breeze, and Phoebe turned her face to the fresh air as if she longed to be miles away. She was physically very much like her mother. One easily saw how she would appear in thirty years. She had her mother’s bones, and Edith was still handsome.

          She returned Bantry’s smile as he seated himself in the armchair opposite the settee, and Ranjit fussed with a silver teapot. On the tray was a selection of tiny cucumber sandwiches, scones and pastries. A grandfather clock by the door ticked away the time, and photographs from The Oval seemed to have colonized the sections of wall not lined with books. 

          The very Englishness was overpowering to one who had been away so long, and Bantry found it as absurd as nostalgic. He pinned on a smile, prepared to humor his host. The women wanted stories of China, and he spoke of the flotsam of society. Banquets, balls, the theater, diplomats and their families. Lockwood wanted military anecdotes, and these, Bantry chose with great care. 

          He could have told stories of war and suffering which would have shocked the women and even Lockwood himself. In their awful innocence they pictured none of that. They saw pigtailed peasants, tiny women tottering on broken feet, red and gold houses and temples, dragons and demons, a barbarian land, ‘godless,’ certainly alien. 

          So Bantry gave them what they wanted to hear, charmed them as he had charmed the families of his officers and the diplomats of so many countries, and they were happy. Phoebe hung on every word and when Bantry was done she set cup into saucer and clapped her hands. 

          “Bravo, Captain! You simply must come to Sarah’s party! It will be deadly dull without you.”

          “Sarah?” Bantry returned to the pot for a third cup. “I’m afraid I don’t know any Sarah.”

          “Mrs. Sarah Craven,” Lockwood informed him dryly. “She’s the widow of Gordon Craven, the Member of Parliament. A formidable dowager, somewhat notorious and highly popular in influential circles. How you’d come by an invitation to her party, I really can’t imagine. Worse than trying to get into Buck House itself.”

          “I have an invitation, father, and you know I have,” Phoebe remonstrated. She reached out to touch Bantry’s hand, on the arm of his chair. “Sarah and I take singing lessons from the same teacher, Captain. She knows I’ve sung for Mr. D’Oyly Carte, and I’m to sing at her party. You could accompany me as my gentleman.” She gave her father a triumphant look. “I’ve the right to have a gentleman. And my gentleman should be with me, to protect me from all those presumptuous young rogues at the party. So father would say, I’m sure.”

          Lockwood gave her a stern look but was clearly amused. He turned apologetic eyes to Bantry. “Humor her, Vincent, for my sake. I’d feel much happier if she were accompanied to that house. And she does seem to have taken a liking to you. Mrs. Craven hosts parties that have become legendary, but she invites some very ... well, some very queer people.”

          “Queer people?” Phoebe’s voice sharpened. “You mean, like Madame Blavatsky, the famous occultist? Father, there were two violinists and three boy sopranos at the same party, a priest, an MP, two surgeons and a portraitist. What could you possibly have against occultists? They’re the most fascinating people, as I’m sure Captain Bantry will tell you. China is full of occultists, isn’t it, Captain?”

          “Oh, bursting at the seams,” Bantry assured Lockwood with a wink. The girl was imbued with the energy of youth. She had, as yet, no inkling of how to be old. The freshness of youth charmed Bantry. “The Chinese,” he went on indulgently, “have their own system of magic. A way of foretelling the future. It is called I Ching. I saw it work many times.”

          Now Lockwood made scornful noises. “Oh, come, come, old man, you saw it work? Mere coincidence, surely. There’s no such thing as magic. Foretell the future? Why, the whole idea is completely absurd.”

          “Is it?” Bantry had never been closed-minded, and even if he had been a born skeptic, the things he had seen and heard in the east would have shattered David’s brand of dogmatic disbelief. He kept his own counsel today, preferring to avoid an argument. 

          In any case, those tales were not suitable for gentle company — stories of ancestral voices, the living dead, mystics who were a thousand years old and exorcists who dealt daily in blood and gore. Such tales were not for English drawing rooms. Phoebe was arguing stridently, proving herself a worthy opponent for her father. Bantry sat back, folded his hands and enjoyed her defense of the pseudo-science of occultism.

          “Absurd, is it?” she demanded, both fists clenching. “You should have been there last week to watch Mr. Michael Flynn deal out his pack of cards. The Tarot is far older than the Bible, did you know that? Flynn’s cards are his own pack, designed and painted by himself. He read the life of a stranger while I watched, and told the events of the month to come.” She lifted her chin defiantly. “I was there.”

          “Trickery, my dear,” the doctor insisted. “Your Mr. Flynn is undoubtedly a charlatan, but a very clever and extremely charming one. It is this Michael Flynn who should be on the stage, young lady, not yourself.”

          “Oh, rubbish, father,” Phoebe retorted. “Nothing he does is charlatanism. He’s an occultist, one of the few who have been admitted to Madame Helena Blavatsky’s inner circle. And the most talented of them, from what I hear. He is wonderful.” She paused. “And he’s beautiful, too.”

          “Phoebe!” Lockwood admonished.

          The girl was simply ignoring him now, intent on Bantry instead. “You must come to the party, Captain. Come to hear me sing, come to meet Mr. Flynn — if you have any interest in occult matters you must meet him. He’s the ... the strangest man.”

          “Strange?” Bantry’s brows rose. “How so? A moment ago you said he was beautiful.”

          “He is,” Phoebe mused, “but he’s strange too. He is — what did he call himself? A child of the night. Yes, that was it. A child of the night.”

          A peculiar thrill wound through Bantry’s nerves at the resonance of those words. Something very beautiful lay at the heart of them. Yet Phoebe was right, something inestimably strange lay buried within them too. Something which aroused shivers.

          Was the strangeness all part of this Flynn’s charlatan act? Was this the basis of his livelihood, as he traveled about, trading on his good looks, fleecing women like the redoubtable Mrs. Craven? If this Michael Flynn was as beautiful as Phoebe insisted, and as gifted in the art of sleight of hand, or clever with a Tarot pack, a good living was easily come by. Hence David’s accusations of charlatanism.

          But Lockwood was speaking again and the scorn had gone from his tone. “She’s quite right there, Vincent. There’s a good deal about Michael Flynn that’s strange, though it’s through no fault of his own. He has an illness, you see, which makes him a ‘child of the night,’ as he calls himself, and — thank God it’s rare, and it’s not catching. I’ve never come across it before, and I’d pay good money to study him, if only I could dupe him into my laboratory at the clinic. Naturally, he won’t consider it.”

          “An illness?” Bantry’s brow creased. A beautiful young occultist with a rare disease which caused him to hide from the sun? Fascination brought his travel-weary senses back to life. “What is this disease? You’re sure it’s not catching?”

          “Oh, I hardly think so, or the rest of the city would have succumbed by now. I call it phototonic mydriasis, and I think —”

          “One moment, David!” Bantry laughed. “Go back and begin again. You call it what? What on earth does that mean?”

          The doctor chuckled. “Forgive me. Often, I forget. Research is my life, you see. A mydriasis is a prolonged and abnormal dilation of the pupil. Oh, anyone’s pupils will dilate because of darkness or certain drugs, but Flynn’s pupils are permanently dilated. Be sure to take a close look at them when you meet him, if you conduct this daughter of mine to Mrs. Craven’s entertainment. 

          “His eyes are dark, just as if you’re looking into a deep, lightless pool. Just a rim of Irish green around the pupil. This is half his trouble, I’m sure. Daylight would be excruciatingly painful, and he would naturally choose to avoid it. There is also the problem of burning, so he says. He is so sensitive to sunlight, he’ll be blistered with sunburn while the rest of us haven’t even noticed the warmth of the sun. 

          “Now, this condition is called phototonus, the sensitivity of an organism, caused by light. At first I wondered if his condition could be simply a neurotic mydriasis, a dread of light for some irrational reason, probably rooted in childhood. But no, the pupils are genuinely dilated. He allowed me to experiment at one of Mrs. Craven’s evenings —”  “And you hurt him,” Phoebe said tartly. “I saw him rubbing his eyes. They were watering a good hour after you shone the light into them.”

          “Very likely why he refuses to let me look further into his condition,” Lockwood guessed with a sigh.

          It seemed probable to Bantry. Doctors, particularly Army doctors, were notoriously hamfisted and indifferent to the pain they inflicted. “There’s no cure?” He was refilling his cup.

          “Who can say?” Lockwood sat back and regarded Phoebe with a frown. “Unless Flynn allows experiment, where is the possibility of a cure being found? And to be candid, even were he to permit it, I’d be doubtful of finding any real remedy. Better to live as he does, I suppose, as a ‘child of the night,’ and look to his comfort.” Lockwood stirred, checking the time with a fat gold pocketwatch. “Do you want to bathe after the journey, Vincent? You’ll have the house to yourself this evening. The three of us have tickets for the opera. I know from years ago, this isn’t much to your taste! And the house is sold out anyway. It’s Handle’s Xerxes.”

          Baroque opera was less repugnant than simply mysterious to Bantry. Army life had allowed him little access to music, and the years before his enlistment had exposed him to no more than the music hall, ballads, an occasional aria warbled by singers whose talent would never take them within a mile of the legitimate stage. He lifted a curious brow at Phoebe. Did she have the gift? If Richard D’Oyly Carte had even agreed to listen to her, she must have something to offer. Doubtless, he would hear the story at the Craven house.

          Dinner was served early in the polished walnut dining room, and soon enough Bantry was alone as the Lockwoods dressed and a cab pulled up the carriageway. David did not keep a carriage and horses, though the coach house and stables remained at the side of the house. From the French windows Bantry watched them leave. He was stretching stiff muscles, listening to the crackle of his spine and shoulders, and relishing an evening of peace. 

          It was the first taste of solitude he had enjoyed since boarding his ship in Shanghai. He dispatched Ranjit for coffee and brandy and retired to the library. The shelves were bowed under the weight of books — volumes of medical theory, Phoebe’s music, a good selection of classics and readable fiction, from Mrs. Gaskel to Dickens. Bantry settled in a winged armchair with The Cricket on the Hearth, and by ten he was dozing. 

          At midnight the grandfather clock woke him with strident Westminster chimes, and he surrendered to the seduction of a feather mattress. Maids had set the hearth in his room. He lit a taper at the lamp on the mantel and held it to the kindling. The fire took the chill from the air as he undressed. He owned several linen nightshirts, none of them worn much, since he had never developed the habit of dressing to go to bed. But the house was strange and he was a guest. After a moment’s consideration he pulled one over his head.

          It was odd to sleep in a real bed, on a surface that did not roll with the sea and thrum with the drumbeat of steam engines. The very quiet kept him awake for a time, but when sleep came he did not even dream. 

          He woke to the sound of blackbirds and a flood of sunlight between curtains he had forgotten to close. It was several seconds before he could remember where he was, and when. A large part of him was still in the east, and he groaned as England filtered back, mote by mote, into his conscious mind.

          The lady of the house was absent at breakfast but Phoebe was already up, energetic as ever, as if she had not spent half the night at the opera. She surprised Bantry with an invitation to ride. The horses belonged to a retired cavalry colonel whose stables stood back-to-back with the Lockwoods’ coach house. Apparently the old man was glad to have the animals exercised, and Bantry was pleased to accept the offer. 

          Feeling his stiff muscles and a twinge of something not-quite-pain from his shoulder, he swung up into the saddle of a tall, chestnut hunter and followed Phoebe’s roan gelding onto the rides about Hyde Park. The hour was still quite early but most of London seemed to be taking its exercise on the Carriage Road and along the Serpentine. Trees and lawns kept the city far enough away to afford the illusion of distance and freedom. The high, blue sky promised a warm summer, and for the first time Bantry began to believe he might be home.

          England was less a place than a feeling which infused slowly into a man’s bones and took time to accumulate. Many travelers took the feeling abroad with them, recreating pieces of England at will, in the most unlikely places — an English cottage, thatched roof and all, dozed in the sweltering humidity of Bangkok. Roses climbed around a door in Shanghai, five yards inside a moon gate. Bantry had always considered it the height of absurdity.

          Phoebe’s social life was a tale he learned in garbled snatches as they rode, and by midday he could recite her calendar and expectations, name her friends and outline their philosophies. He endured with a smile. Females were rare enough in his life for their chatter to have become a novelty. Once or twice over the years he had considered an affair with mild curiosity, but for a man who chose the Army as his career, patience was his best virtue. Marriage was not condoned by the service before a man reached the age of twenty-seven, and ‘dalliance’ was frowned on. Relations with the local women of whatever area were discouraged, if only to slow the spread of the social diseases, and what was left? Darby and Joan. 

          Bantry allowed himself a little wry humor, and knew he had been so lucky. A houseboy called Lin had kept his reputation spotless while his nights were a haze of pleasure. Lin would be a fond memory in the back of his mind as long as he lived, and he could only hope that one day he might somehow share the memory.

          The social butterfly was on the wing once more, and after a hasty luncheon Bantry was free. David was already dressed for work, waiting for his regular cab to take him to the clinic, and with a gracious smile Bantry accepted the offer of a ‘conducted tour.’ 

          The Tang figurine was wrapped carefully in newspaper and hessian, and he cradled it in the crook of his arm as he went down to meet Lockwood. David gave the package a speculative look and Bantry told him, “A piece for Archer, if he likes the look of it. Is his home on our way?”

          “Almost. Just small diversion. We’ll look in there after I’ve seen to business,” David assured him. “I’m late already.”

          The cab made its way through Bayswater, and in minutes they were lost in the hurry and scurry of London. No other city in the world was like it, and once again Bantry absorbed its sights, sounds, smells, as if he were a stranger. In many ways, he felt he was. 

          The clinic had once been a private house. It hid behind high garden walls and dense yew hedges, with only a modest brass plate at the iron gate to suggest the small hospital inside. Lockwood’s name was engraved there and, in smaller lettering, the name of George Helprin. 

          “My protégé,” Lockwood explained blandly. “A quite talented boy, actually. He’ll be qualified next year and practicing here.”

          “You allow a student to have his name on your gate?” Bantry was surprised.

          “He’s also a financial partner,” Lockwood admitted with a touch of reluctance and a wry smile. “George brought two thousand pounds into this little enterprise of ours, and he’ll be my junior partner the moment he’s qualified. His father is a surgeon. He’ll make a damn fine surgeon himself. I’ll introduce you.”

         A pale, freckle-faced, red-haired young man took Bantry’s hand. His fingers were cold, his manner icy, as if all his life had been reduced, in the course of his work, to a set of specimen slides to be placed under the lens of a microscope. 

          At once, with some animal instinct, Bantry disliked him intensely. He smiled politely, played out the old mime he had performed for countless diplomats and senior officers whom he also despised or scorned. Helprin was never aware Bantry considered his face like a dead fish, his voice like an unoiled hinge. The young man was busy with a legion of parish charity patients, each with a graveyard cough or rheumatics, lining up for attention in the consulting rooms at the front of the building.

          Lockwood waffed theatrically at their pungent smell and led Bantry into more antiseptic cloisters. He must see the laboratory, the small morgue, the dissection room. Monkeys squealed, rattled the bars of their prisons, and white rabbits twitched their long whiskers at him. Bantry felt a pang of pity for the creatures, imprisoned here, sentenced to whatever excruciating death in the name of medical science.

          Lockwood did not even seem to notice the casual cruelties of his profession. He was proud of his laboratory, but to Bantry the place had the reek of a charnel house and he was eager to escape. Perhaps he had seen too much brutality in the Far East, and endured too much himself, to easily accept any suffering, human or animal. But he had better sense than to mention the misgivings. 

          He took his leave when Lockwood began to see his patients, and walked for hours while the evening breeze turned northerly and became cool. His mind wandered, headed back into the refuge of the past, and he lost track of time. When the city intruded on his thoughts at last, banishing the ghosts of other times, other place, the sun was down. David would be waiting for him at the clinic, with the afternoon surgery complete. 

          Night was falling as he hurried back, and its deepening gloom reminded him of the young occultist who so enthralled Phoebe. Michael Flynn, an Irishman. A child of the night. Young, beautiful, she said, gifted and strange, with his rare disease. Fascinated, Bantry found himself actually looking forward to the following evening, when he would accompany Phoebe to the Craven house on the absurd pretext of being ‘her gentleman.’ Her parents would have been delighted to believe it were true.

          For a while as he walked, Bantry did consider the possibilities. He was slow to dismiss them, for civilian life had inescapable realities. He needed to make a second start, like many young Army officers whose careers were cut short by injury. A talented, beautiful and wealthy wife would certainly be an asset. Yet to Bantry marriage loomed before him with the appeal of a cage. As if the ring on his finger would imprison him alongside the monkeys and rabbits in David’s dissecting room. The thought was consuming as he turned into the hospital’s quiet sidestreet, and Lockwood’s voice surprised him.

          “Ah, there you are.” David had apparently been waiting for some time at the gate, with the parceled antique in both hands. “Will we walk, Vince? It’s a nice evening, and not far to go.”

          “Then we’ll walk,” Bantry decided. He could feel the softness in his limbs — too many weeks of indolence aboard a ship.

          Henry Archer’s place of business was a private house, set back in a deep, shadowed garden by the river. The brass doorknocker was shaped like a roaring lion. A stout old housekeeper showed them into the downstairs parlor, where Archer himself was reading by the hearth. He was a tall old man, slender and elegant, though he was in his seventies, if Bantry was any judge. He was in a green smoking jacket, and stoked a fresh pipe as Bantry unwrapped the figurine.

          He took the lure like a trout. The man was astute, Bantry saw at once. And he was knowledgeable. His eyes lit up at the sight of the Tang piece on Bantry’s lap, and he seemed almost to lick his lips. “May I ask where you came by this, Captain?”

          “Honestly, if that’s what concerns you!” Bantry said ruefully. “In fact, this little treasure was in the possession of a minor official, a Manchu magistrate with more wastrel sons than he knew what to do with. A most unfortunate event took place — a murder, in fact. A British lieutenant was stabbed one night. The knife pierced him to the heart, and I’m afraid our man Parsons was dead even before he fell.

          “Several witnesses placed the magistrate’s youngest son at the scene, and I regret to say the lad would have been hanged under both British and Manchu law.” Bantry paused, considering the crime, and the punishment. “The boy was just thirteen years old. Just a child.” His voice was little more than a whisper, and hoarse. “I undertook investigations of my own. I had a ... a houseboy whom I’d taught enough English to get by, and who was extremely fluent in several local dialects. 

          “Eventually I found the man who had stabbed Lieutenant Parsons for his pocketwatch and a few shillings. The magistrate’s young son was released, and as you might expect the father was fairly overcome with gratitude. He gave me the little piece you’re holding, for my efforts.” He paused, let the harsh memories dwindle back into their proper place and watched the almost reverent way in which Archer handled the statue. The gentle old hands turned it over and over. Archer was fully aware it was history cradled in his palms. “It’s quite valuable, I believe,” Bantry added. “It was praised many times by visitors at my home outside Peking, and several times I was made generous offers.”

          Now Archer angled a hard look at him. “It’s probably worth rather more than you suspect! You can trust me, Captain, if you would leave this with me. Doctor Lockwood will certainly vouch for me, and I can contact my usual clients in the morning. Perhaps I can let you know their offers by Saturday.”

          Lockwood was intent on his pipe, but made muffled affirmative noises. “Excellent,” Bantry decided. He offered his hand. “Find me a fair price. I’m not greedy. There’s much more, some fine pieces I bought, others earned as this one was. I’ll hold them till I need further funds, bring them to you as I decide to part with them.”

          “So long,” Archer prayed, “as you keep them safe. This fair city is a hive of brigands and hooligans who would take a childish delight in destroying everything you have. Quite apart from the loss of revenue to yourself, I cannot believe such fragile treasures have survived the centuries to end their existence as pot-shards in a London dustbin!”

          “They’re quite safe,” Bantry said with a smile, and stepped out of the parlor as Archer set the Tang relic into a cabinet with his own valuables. Three stout keys turned to lock it.

          The streets were almost dark as he and Lockwood left. Lamplighters were abroad, changing wicks and replenishing the brass lanterns along streets that by now were almost deserted. David turned up his coat collar and chafed his palms together as the wind rose, chill and aromatic, off the river. 

          A cab announced itself with a rumble of wheels, the iron clop of horseshoes. Bantry stepped onto the cobbles to hail the driver for the ride back. A little boy wandered the curb almost aimlessly, crying out the headlines and waving the evening edition of the day’s paper. 

          How curious it was to buy an English paper and read it on the same day it was printed. Bantry paid the lad his copper, and as the hansom pulled away he surveyed the news.

          The paper was dated Thursday, May 14th, 1892.

 

 

 

Chapter Two
                  

 

The Craven house was bathed in lights, and the sounds of a small string orchestra issued from the open doorway as Bantry stepped down from his cab and gave his arm to Phoebe. The girl was in white lace, virginal and extravagant. Bantry knew they made a handsome pair. In the morning, the society pages would be teasing with gossip about Doctor Lockwood’s marriageable daughter and the retired Army officer. Bantry was amused. He had dressed carefully, well aware this was his first outing. The impression he made tonight could be crucial.

          Every Saturday night Mrs. Craven entertained patrons of the arts, businessmen, writers and musicians, even actors, singers and occultists. Madame Helena Blavatsky had often visited, in the company of that advocate of political and social reform, George Bernard Shaw. Phoebe’s invitation was an invaluable opportunity for Bantry to ingratiate himself, make the business connections that might be the difference between success in this new life, and an impoverished future.

          He had tarried in front of the mirror in his room for some time, studying his reflection, and was satisfied. Despite the injury, his frame remained muscular and he was above average height. His hair was dark brown, just beginning to grow out of the military style. His clothes were immaculate; an ivory-handled cane and black opera cloak lined in scarlet created an air of elegance without swagger.

          To his gratification Phoebe was enchanted, but his care in dressing was not for her benefit. Vince Bantry was handsome, and he knew it. His skin was pale, smooth, and his eyes were his best feature, though his mouth was wide and given to quirky, good humored expressions. He had always capitalized on his looks without hesitation; they had won him friends and opportunities in the past, and he saw no reason for them to fail him now.

          The girl adjusted her ruffles and took his arm. They were ushered inside by a young man whose smart livery diverted the attention from his bored expression, then they were in a realm of crystal chandeliers, polished marble floors, and a whirl of color, bright music and laughter.

          The promised string septet was playing Sarasate, a gypsy melody, wanton and lilting, and the floor was already busy with dancers. Bantry swung off his cloak and a silent, mask-faced servant took both it and the cane. Beautiful young men were everywhere, some of them guests, others in house livery. A blond, big-shouldered young Viking passed by with a tray of champagne and Bantry took a pair of long-stemmed flutes.

          Before Phoebe could take a glass from him a voice called her name. Bantry turned, watched her swept into the embrace of a stout, handsome matron in oyster-gray and straps of pearls. This was Mrs. Sarah Craven, till lately the wife of a prominent Member of Parliament. Gordon Craven had left his widow wealthy; she was squandering the estate as fast she could, Bantry guessed — and she was having a high time doing it. 

          He took her plump hand, brushed the cursory kiss over heavily-ringed fingers and regarded the formidable Mrs. Craven from beneath lowered lids, deliberately charming. A Chinese fan — fake, he saw at once, and hid a smile — fidgeted in her left hand, nervous or affected, and she gave a whisky-roughened baritone laugh, an earthy sound Bantry liked.

          “Who in the world is this charming creature, Phoebe?” The voice was Wagnerian, strident and commanding. “Wherever did you find him?”

          “Sarah!” Phoebe protested. “You make it sound as if I go fishing for men with a net! This is Captain Bantry, British Army, retired, just returned from active service. He’s an old friend of father’s. I hope you don’t mind my inviting him tonight, but I did want him to meet you — he has such stories of China to tell.”

          “Just what a drab get-together like this needs,” Mrs. Craven decided, and slipped her arm through Bantry’s. “I’ll abandon Phoebe to her admirers and show you around, Captain. Don’t break too many hearts, my darling,” she said over her shoulder as they left the girl, and Bantry detected more than a trace of acid in the compliment. 

          He choked back a chuckle. Were women anywhere, any time, any different? Come to that, were men much different, no matter where you found them?

          Shouting down the music were three arguing politicians, a bored dramatist, two French diplomats having difficulty with the language, and a wealthy merchant from Alexandria, suffocating his company with tales of the trade in Persian carpets. Mrs. Craven broke in among them, speaking stridently over the septet, and consigned Bantry to a dismal fate. 

          He stood by a buffet table laden with sliced ham and smoked salmon, a glass of champagne in one hand, never less than brimming, and trawled his memory for stories, preferably repeatable in mixed, genteel company. Of a sudden, there seemed to be few. The lady of the house seated herself and her eyes never strayed from his face. The scrutiny might have unnerved a lesser man, but Bantry had been forewarned about the woman’s proclivities, and was not about to be ambushed.  

          He merely smiled at her and, as casually as he could, told outrageous stories of patrols in the hills above Peking where bandits abounded; tales of companies gone missing, and severed heads mounted on the walls of feudal cities — stories just bloody enough to keep these people content, but not so shocking as to win him the reputation of a sensationalist.

          In an hour Phoebe rescued him. He was hoarse, tired, and relieved when she took her place by the piano. A sheet copy was handed to a member of the septet, who would be her accompanist. She caught Bantry’s eye, smiled at him, and he wondered what she would sing, and how well. 

          The melody was surprising, since it was written for a contralto and tonight was delivered by a high, clear, sweet soprano. He recognized Softly Awakes My Heart from the opera, Samson and Delilah, and Phoebe sang it excellently. With the first notes, the crowd fell silent in the long ballroom; they were rapt. The beautiful melody and lovely voice charmed them, and for the first time Bantry had the opportunity to observe faces while Phoebe commanded her audience.

          He was looking for the occultist, Michael Flynn, but aside from the description of him as young, beautiful, and the suggestion of the Irish in his name, little marked out any face in particular. Mrs. Craven seemed to invite mainly the young and beautiful of both genders; this Flynn would be hard to pick out among them. 

          Applause swept through the room as Phoebe finished. An encore was demanded and she sang again, something light, frivolous from an Offenbach operetta. Bantry was moving as she finished the song, clapping with the others while at the same time he grasped the opportunity to escape. The armchair adventurers were still at the buffet, waiting to ambush him.

          “That was wonderful,” he told Phoebe honestly. “If you sang like that for D’Oyly Carte, he couldn’t stage The Gondoliers without you.” She was in high spirits and took the teasing compliment in good part. “And now, where’s this associate of yours? The occultist I came here to see.”

          “You beast,” she said, pouting. “I thought you came to hear me sing.” But she knew he was joking, and led him away as the strings began again. In moments a Strauss waltz seduced dancers back to the floor. “Come this way. Mr. Flynn has attended far too many of these bunfights to be in the least amused by them. You won’t find him dancing or drinking himself legless with Sarah’s dissipated friends. Here.” 

          She had led him away from the music, into a passage draped with crushed velvet and filled with shoulder-high, potted ‘piano palms.’ The air was heavy with some rich incense; a clatter of crockery and the hint of cooking aromas came up from the kitchens, but only the occasional servant intruded on the sudden quiet.

          As his chest began to ache Bantry realized he was actually holding his breath in anticipation. Phoebe brought him to a doorway off the main passage. The gaslamps within were bright. A swathe of gold light illuminated a circular table about which sat two young men and two girls, all four watching raptly as oddly-shaped cards were dealt on the green cloth by slender, long-fingered hands.

          In an instant Bantry was beguiled by those hands. He followed every movement of their nimble display as they dealt card after card. The waiting couples did not speak, and Bantry knew he and Phoebe had not yet been noticed. They were free to watch, and Bantry’s eyed lifted to the young man’s face.

          It was almost a physical blow, winding him like a punch. In the same moment he saw the face of a stranger and yet was sure he had known it all his life. For a second he struggled to place Michael Flynn’s face, half believing he did indeed know the man, but it was only a trick of his heart as he tried to ascribe the immediate, irresistible attraction of the stranger to some prior association. He felt the breath catch in his throat, his heart began to beat against his ribs, and for a time he was so intent on the young Irishman, he was unaware of Phoebe and the couples at the table, for whom the Tarot was being dealt.

          Flynn’s hair was dark, thick, and the lamplight suggested copper tones. It was uncut and fell in heavy waves on his neck and brow. His skin was pale as milk, for it could never have seen the sun, and his eyes were wide, direct, startling. His mouth was smiling, the upper lip a deep Cupid’s bow, richly sensual and seemingly at odds with a straight nose that would have been called aristocratic if Flynn had been born an Englishman. Bantry could not look away.

          And then the stranger lifted his head, perhaps catching some movement at the door, and his face took on a new aspect as the shadows shifted in the lamplight. An angel, a martyr? Bantry grappled with the image, in his mind’s eye seeing its like on canvases from ages long gone by. Leonardo, Bellini, Titian, Caravaggio. The startling eyes were fixed on him now, and he felt his body respond automatically, dropping a stiff, formal half bow. What expression was on his own face he could not know.

          How long they merely looked at one another, Bantry had no idea. The rustle of silk and lace at the table, a murmur from one of the women, recalled the Irishman to his work, and Bantry’s spine slowly relaxed as if he were a fish somehow let off the hook. As if the occultist had in some way held him captive with that look.

          He began to breathe again as he watched the cards dealt out across the green velvet tablecloth. The Emperor; The Priestess; The Jester; The Magician. The Tarot was older than the Bible, Phoebe had said. Much older. An odd thrill tingled the length of Bantry’s whole body as he watched those deft, delicate fingers work the cards. They might have held a touchstone, some source of power far beyond the realm of the ordinary.

          After a decade in China, not much of the Englishman’s usual blind, stubborn skepticism endured in Bantry. He had seen and heard too much to entirely disbelieve, or entirely believe, anything. The last few cards were set down, the twenty-two trumps outlining the course of Destiny, and at last the Irishman sat back. 

          His words were for the young couple on his left, but his eyes returned to Bantry. His voice was utterly without accent, not Irish, not English, nor colored by any European inflection. “You wish for a family,” he said to the young people. “And you will indeed have one; but sadness is ahead of you. Know this now, before you begin. Tears and grief await you. A son will live ... I suspect, another child will not. Travels and trickery lie before you, and a home will be won — and lost. 

          “In the end?” For the first time he looked at the woman for whom this reading was performed, and Bantry watched the smooth, pale face smile. It took on the benign aspect of a seraph, some creature from a canvas. “In the end, Miss Brookes, I can assure you there will be love. You can ask for no more.”

          Sadness? Bantry’s brow creased in a frown as he heard the unmistakable tone of the emotion in Flynn’s light voice. An inestimable sadness, masked by smiles and the vital face of youth. A slender hand brushed back the heavy chestnut hair and Flynn gathered up his pack, shuffled the long pasteboard cards back into order.

          “I can tell you no more,” he said almost brusquely. “If you wish to win out over adversity, first you must make the wager and take such losses and triumphs as you find. Love is there for you, this I can say without doubt, and it will serve to gentle what befalls you, good and bad alike.”

          He placed the cards in a stack before him as the two young couples stood and murmured their thanks in chastened voices. Bantry stood aside to allow them to pass, and while he hovered, wondering how best to approach the occultist, Phoebe simply marched in and gave him her hands.

          So Lockwood’s daughter had known the man for some time? Bantry was content to take his lead from her. “You’re in fine fettle tonight,” Phoebe was saying as Flynn took her hands. But his eyes remained on Bantry’s face, an odd little quirk on one fine, mobile brow. 

          Bantry watched the soft lips draw together and press against the girl’s hand, just a light brush of skin on skin. Suddenly, absurdly, he ached to touch, even to taste, to know the feel of the man’s smooth mouth. He shook himself hard, scorned himself for the nonsense of the ridiculous yearning, and searched for a smile.

          “I’m a reflection of my company,” the Irishman said softly, as if he done nothing unusual, nothing anyone could not have done. It was not an affectation or false modesty, Bantry was sure. Like many students who had studied the arts of the mind, he had most likely learned there were unplumbed, unexplored depths and heights to any man’s mentality. The latent ability of the seer was said to be in almost everyone.

          Very few people ever explored their own limits to realize what they were capable of. Flynn had done this — Bantry had been aware of the man’s magnetic aura from the first. If there was anything more to Flynn than astute fortune telling and Celtic charm, he did not yet know, but even this was enough to set Michael Flynn apart, win him a place among Helena Blavatsky’s circle.

          “Nonsense,” Phoebe said dismissively. “Your company reflects you, Michael, as well you know. I’ve watched them accost you, bumptious and scornful, and an hour later go away admonished. I’m only sorry we missed the reading. Will you deal the cards for me now?”

          “Won’t you make introductions first?” Flynn was smiling, but the smile was not for Phoebe. He stood, moved around the table, his tread silent, his movements as limber as those of a dancer. “This gentleman and I have not met.”

          “I’m being boorish, forgive me.” Phoebe stood aside. “Mr. Michael Flynn, Irishman, occultist, traveler and I should say adventurer — child of the night, allow me to introduce Vincent Bantry, Captain, till lately of the British Army, my father’s dear friend of many years and currently our house guest. And,” she added smugly, “my gentleman for this evening.”

          Bantry held out his hand as the Irishman stepped closer. He was several inches above Flynn’s height, he noticed, and much broader. Flynn was surprisingly slight, not so much short as simply slender and fine boned, which made him seem small. The elegant right hand extended and Bantry clasped it, almost unable to silence his murmur of surprise at Flynn’s touch. His skin was smooth as silk but it was cool, as if he were chilled while the house was actually too warm. His grip was strong, firm, the handshake politely brief before the hand was withdrawn.

          But Bantry had seen the flicker — almost of recognition — pass through those dark eyes, and Lockwood was right. The pupils were massively dilated, showing no color at all in the lamplight, as if the whole iris were velvet black, soft. Inviting. Bantry felt himself falling and did not care to struggle, though some part of his mind, even then, flashed a forewarning of what was ahead.

          The flicker was gone as soon as it appeared. Flynn’s smile banished it as he drew back to the table. “Miss Lockwood asked me to deal the cards again, Captain. Do you care to watch?” And some hint lay behind the words, a suggestion of needing, though Bantry knew instinctively, this man would never ask for favors.

          “I do,” he said smoothly. “You have me fascinated, sir. I just returned from the Far East, where I saw many a strange sight. Have you read the I Ching? It also is a method for divining the future.”

          “I Ching.” Flynn pronounced it as a Chinese would have, ‘Yee Jung.’ “I’ve long been a student of that secret path.” He shuffled the deck and the strange, beautiful eyes closed as he cut the cards several times and divided them into two stacks, face down. “Your question, Phoebe?”

          She was anxious, breathless. “I sang for Richard D’Oyly Carte a few days ago.” She pulled her chair closer to the table, leaned toward him. “I asked to be chosen for the Christmas season of The Gondoliers. Will I be? Can you tell me?”

          Flynn’s luscious mouth moved in a smile. “We’ll see.” His eyes opened now, commanding Bantry as the first cards were dealt, beginning the pattern. Batons, Cups, Swords and Coins; Fire, Water, Air, Earth. The Fool; The Hermit; The Lovers; Justice; Death and Temperance.

          Sixty-six cards were set out in the pattern of a triangle under an arch, ‘Le Grand Jeu’ — the Great Game. “The cards at the top of the arch tell of the present,” Flynn said for Bantry’s benefit as he worked. “Those placed at the right speak of the past. The rest, the future.”

          Bantry sat back, watching closely as Flynn picked up the cards again, in a specific order, last and first, last and first, so the deck appeared to be utterly muddled; they were set out again in a circle, and in the middle of it he showed Phoebe the card he had chosen to represent her.

          “Your significator. The star, you see? Traditionally, we take it to suggest hope and confidence, good prospects and insight. Have I chosen wisely for you, my dear?”

          The little familiarity was intensely disquieting. A twist of something very like resentment skipped through Bantry’s stomach. He swallowed hard. The feeling was absurd. Yet the soft, dark eyes of the seer, the seraph, were gazing at him as if Flynn were blind, and Bantry felt the tug of them, deep down under his heart. 

          Flynn was very beautiful, yet no part of him was in the slightest feminine. Every bone and joint was masculine, his features were strong and the hands dealing the cards, though slender, were full of strength.

          Bantry’s teeth closed on his lip to hold back a surge of irrational and self-mocking laughter. It could not be! He was standing here, gazing at this strange Irishman while the blood quickened in his veins, a pulse beat in his ears and lust began to lick through him like live fire. It should have been preposterous, but his body was already stirring and the pangs of desire were almost an ache

          He knew he should look away, perhaps even leave, but the strange eyes held him captive, as if he were looking into a mirror and perceiving in it his own soul. He saw more in Flynn’s face than he cared to name. The sadness, yes, deep and yearning for something impossible. Loneliness? Despair? A flicker of hope, making despair all the more painful?

          Then the compelling eyes lowered to study the cards, and Bantry began to breathe once more. He watched the occultist’s brow crease, saw the sudden guarded expression as Flynn studied the cards. Phoebe also saw the shift in Flynn’s expression, and leaned across the table.

          “What is it, Michael? What do you see? Bad news?”

          “It is certainly ... less than rosy,” Flynn allowed slowly. “This year ... won’t be quite what you hoped, my dear. I’m so sorry, but there’s no glory on the stage for you that I can see. Next year things can only change. Just wait. Everything always changes, and you are so very young.”

          His voice was taut. Bantry heard the tension snap like a whip in it, and before Flynn would say another word he swept the cards back into their deck and shuffled them thoroughly to be rid of the pattern.

          Phoebe was plainly upset. “Are you sure that’s what the cards said?”

          “They’re only cards,” Flynn said softly. “Pay them no heed. It’s a game we play, Phoebe, only a game.”

          “Yes, but —” Phoebe began, before the strident voice of Mrs. Craven called her name from the passage. With a sigh she pushed back her chair. “Some other time, Michael. You’ll read them for me again, and show me better news?”

          “If I can.” Flynn stood as the girl rushed away to meet her friend.

          Once again the deck was shuffled, cut and restacked. Bantry watched the long fingers work, unable to forget the sudden dimming of the Irishman’s expression. “What did you see?” he asked in an undertone. “I heard what you told her, but what did you see?”

          Dark eyes leapt up, wide and unblinking. For some time it seemed Flynn would refuse to answer, then his face set into lines of resignation. “I saw death.” He shrugged slender shoulders and sighed. “As I told her, Captain, they are only cards.”

          “Yet you believe them,” Bantry said quietly. “Implicitly. Don’t you?” Again Flynn only shrugged, clearly disturbed by what he had seen. Bantry sat back, studying him to the very limits of politeness. “Have you pursued occultism for many years? Who taught you to read the cards?”

          “A Frenchman,” Flynn told him as he stood to stretch his back. His lace shirt worked loose and he smoothed it absently. “Alphonse Louis Constant. Perhaps you’ve seen his book.” His smiled, reminiscing. “Louis was vague and verbose, the book is a mangled mishmash of doctrines. Even its title is overblown! Le Dogme et Ritual de la Heute Magie. Only Louis would write such a thing — and then invent an absurd pen-name. Was anyone ever called Eliphas Levi?”

          “In Jerusalem, perhaps,” Bantry speculated. “The name is familiar. I’ve certainly heard it before. You studied with him recently?”

          “Before he wrote his awful books,” Flynn corrected almost indifferently, feeding his cards back into a black pigskin pouch.

          “May I see them, before you put them away?” Bantry asked. “Miss Lockwood told me they’re your own, and art has always fascinated me.”

          It was no idle lie. Bantry had long been drawn to the bohemian world of art and artists. The great works of the past held him rapt, and he was sure it was the imagery of antiquity he saw when he looked into Flynn’s face. Those features were troubling, deeply disquieting. On some fringe of his mind he knew he had seen that face before — but where? Flynn was a stranger, Bantry knew this just as well.

          The strange dislocation of his thoughts made his flesh prickle as Flynn took the Tarot pack from the pouch and handed the cards to him. They were stiff, each one painted by hand in vividly-colored inks and heavily lacquered. They were of surpassing beauty, redolent with the genius of antiquity, alive with the verve of youth.

          Bantry dealt them out a few at a time, examined each image, almost painfully aware of the young man standing at his shoulder. There was a scent about Flynn, too; was it jasmine? Masculine and woody, yet at the same time sweet and musky, tormenting. He focused on the art with an effort of will.

          “You’re very talented, Mr. Flynn. You could make your way as a painter.”

          “Occasionally I do,” Flynn admitted. “I was ... well taught.” He chuckled, deep and husky, as if he had hinted at some secret, complacently sure it could never be discovered.

          “You weren’t taught by the likes of Lautrec or Renoir,” Bantry said shrewdly. “Not with this technique, this style. This work would be best exhibited alongside a collection of Titian and David.”

          Flynn’s voice rose sharply, an expression of surprised pleasure. “Do you think so? That’s most kind of you, Captain.”

          “It isn’t,” Bantry said dryly, “it’s only the truth.” He was studying the trumps. The Fool was an Italian clown like Grimaldi, tragicomic; The Magician was a white-robed, druidic woman — Blavatsky? The Lovers were two figures which quite transcended gender, neither male not female, undeniably beautiful. The Star, the card Flynn had chosen to represent Phoebe, was Ganymede, a glorious male youth seated on an eagle, carried aloft into the realm of Olympus. The Devil also was a man, mature and debauched, and in his hand he carried a lamp. The image intrigued Bantry.

          “This one. The Devil with a lamp. What’s its significance?”

          “Oh, that.” Flynn chuckled once more and drew a chair up to the table. “The Devil. Lucifer — Child of the Morning. Bringer of Light. The very name ‘Lucifer’ means ‘Lightbringer,’ you see. The light referred to is knowledge — the apple given to Eve, if you will. It brings illumination, progress, and in the end it can also bring ruination. See? He is a little dissipated by the indulgence of his passions.”

          The work was faultless, in vision and execution. Bantry passed on to other trumps, pausing again when he came to The Moon. The scene was night in an olive grove with a waning moon setting over a carnal tableau. A couple tangled together in some sensual act, but for the life of him Bantry could not tell male from female, for both wore their hair uncut and were slender, entwined so that one protected the other’s modesty.

          “And this?” he asked, wondering where Flynn’s imagination took him. “The Moon?”

          “The Moon,” Flynn said quietly, fingering the card. “Oh, darkness, danger, fear and bewilderment. Despair, and illicit love — deception and unknown enemies.” He seemed to force a smile. “It’s the card Louis used to stand for me, when he dealt the deck on my account. I am a child of the night, as I am sure everyone’s told you.” Bitterness arrowed through the words and then was swiftly hidden as the pack was shuffled back into shape and returned to the pouch.

          Bantry sat back and studied the Irishman with a frown. His face, body and manner, everything about him was distracting, disquieting. He might have known Michael Flynn all his life, yet had never known him at all. Fascination was like an unscratchable itch. “They told me a little,” he admitted. “Probably more than was polite. Phoebe said her father examined your eyes. You let him do it, and he hurt you.”

          “I find strong light painful,” Flynn said blandly. “Lockwood calls it ‘phototonic mydriasis.’ A florid name for an annoying condition.”

          “He also calls it a disease,” Bantry added. “Is it?”

          Flynn looked sharply at him. “Perhaps.” His face lit up with laughter as he perched on the side of the table, one leg thrust out. “Don’t worry, you can’t catch it by talking to me. It’s not so easy to pass.”

          “Oh?” Bantry felt his face crease in a smile. “And just how would one catch it?”

          The question sobered Flynn like bad news from home, and he looked away. “Well, shall we say, somewhat more ... intimately. It’s of no matter, Captain. Just a little inconvenience to me. I’ve learned to make nothing of it, and I urge you to do likewise.” He turned the Tarot’s pouch over and over in his hand, as if meditating on the fall of the cards.

          “What you saw still troubles you,” Bantry observed. “Death?”

          “They’re only cards,” Flynn repeated. “Vague and distorted.” A faint smile lifted one corner of the soft mouth. “Like Louis’s awful book. I’ve been wrong before. I hope I’m in error tonight.” He would say no more, and set the deck into the inside pocket of his jacket. “Brandy?” 

          A tantalus stood on the ornamental sideboard. Bantry accepted the offer and watched as two balloons were poured and brought to the table. The Napoleon was rich; even a sip stung the throat and sinuses. Flynn did not drink, but held the glass to his nose and inhaled deeply for perhaps half a minute before his head tipped back and his eyes closed.

          “Was there ever so delicious a sin as the fruit of the vine?”

          “You didn’t drink,” Bantry whispered.

          “No.” Flynn’s eyes were suddenly open and dancing with amusement. “I didn’t, did I?” He held the balloon to his nose again and inhaled the vapors. “Sarah keeps a fine cellar. She’ll exhaust her husband’s fortune in a few years, but it shouldn’t matter. So many people owe her return engagements, she’ll live well as the guest of one after another until she expires of sheer old age. A life of revelry and indulgence.” He inhaled the brandy vapors once more and added, an afterthought, “She is a remarkable woman, not at all like others of her sex.”

          “She’s said to require, shall we say favors, of her guests,” Bantry said shrewdly, watching Flynn’s mouth twitch into a wry smile. “You’ve been ... generous?”

          “Not a question one gentleman should ask of another,” Flynn said with mock sobriety. “She expressed an interest. To say more would be dishonorable.”

          The delicate admission of dalliance found Bantry’s sense of humor and he laughed quietly, watching Flynn inhale the rich vapors. Curious, he held his own glass to his nose and breathed deeply. He felt some small effect as the brandy invaded his sinuses. “It’s less strident than drinking.”

          “Only if one’s senses have been dulled by a lifetime of abuse,” Flynn said mildly. “It’s a more refined way of getting legless, but I’ve been overcome before now, if the spirit is especially seductive. My senses are rather different from your own.”

          Bantry could believe it. Nothing about Flynn was in the least ordinary, as if the rare disease that rendered him a ‘child of the night’ affected every part of him. Finished the brandy, Bantry set his glass aside and watched the occultist move about the room from sideboard to glass cabinet, where he studied the few French antiques, to the mirror over the hearth, where he frowned at his reflection and drew his left hand back through his hair.

          He had a grace about him, something that derived from the suppleness of young joints. Bantry guessed his age as somewhere on the brighter side of thirty, but surely no less than twenty-five, for the air of sadness could only come with time. He was well bred, well educated, which might be unusual for an Irishman, but then his accent was not at all Celtic. Bantry felt the inescapable tug of fascination, and a voice in the back of his mind began to whisper warnings that were already too late. He was caught in a web of his own making, and he knew it.

          “You’ve been out of Ireland a long time,” he prompted as Flynn turned back from the mirror. “Your name —”

          “Your own name is Irish,” Flynn retorted, “your voice is English.”

          “My family left the old country over a century ago.” Bantry shrugged. “Laborers, what else? Five strong sons who stood by one another, pooled their resources and succeeded in business. When the railway began they switched from carting to railing and covered the whole country.” He allowed a rueful smile. “And then my good for nothing sod of a father gambled and lost, and by the time I was a nipper nothing was left. Hence, the British Army! I enlisted straight from school. They took me, made me, broke me. I stand before you less than complete, Mr. Flynn.”

          Flynn was rapt, and his eyes made a swift passage from Bantry’s head to his shoes, causing Bantry a chuckle. “Well, forgive me, but I see nothing wrong with you.”

          “Nothing vital is missing, if that’s what you mean! But there’s a place in my back where the muscle was cut away by the surgeon. It won’t trouble me unless I’m foolish. I’m simply not as strong as Her Majesty requires of her officers, at least in my left side. And here I am.” He dropped a bow. “Your servant, sir.”

          “I doubt it.” Flynn’s nostrils flared. “You’re no one’s servant, nor have you ever been. How you endured the disciplines of the military, how you learned to bend that stiff neck, is beyond me.”

          “I learned how to smile and say ‘sir’ a great deal,” Bantry admitted. “It was quite an accomplishment. And you? The Irish name, the accent that seems to know no borders. You’ve had my story from me.”

          Flynn leaned against the sideboard, one hand toying with the brandy glass. His face shuttered, but he did not look away. “I travel a great deal, and always have. I was schooled in Europe. There’s no more to it.”

          Doubtlessly there was a great deal more, but Bantry knew a tone of dismissal when he heard one. He stood, and caught a whiff of brandy from Flynn’s breath, as if the man had drunk a glass or several. “Should we rejoin the party? No doubt you want to dance.”

          But Flynn shook his head. “Too many people, too much curiosity. I prefer my own company, or that of a friend.” The odd, dilated pupils met Bantry’s eyes then. Inquiring? A question certainly glittered in them, but Flynn would never voice it.

          “To be honest,” Bantry admitted, “these ‘bunfights,’ as Phoebe calls them, palled for me years ago. You’ve never seen a ball until you’ve been invited to the palace of the Viceroy — Hong Kong or Peking. Diplomats, French, German, Italian. The uniforms, the ladies, each trying to outdo all the others. After a while it becomes tawdry.” He pulled a chair up to the table. “So sit. Cast the cards for me now.”

          “Cast—?” Flynn’s brows rose as Bantry drew the lamp closer. In the brighter light, as its shade shifted, his pupils contracted minutely, showing a slender rim of green. “Do you think it wise?”

          “I’ve been told they are only cards,” Bantry said with a ghost of humor. “I’ve seen the I Ching cast for me. Why not this?”

          “All right.” Flynn seated himself and fetched out the deck. “I believe I’ll cast it a different way, since you’re as Irish as myself. Have you seen the Celtic Cross? Only ten cards, dealt thus.” He shuffled through the pack to find the significator, the card that would stand for Bantry. 

          It was The Chariot, and for the card’s face he had painted a Greek chariot drawn by two white horses. On its platform was a figure that might have been Apollo; or at least an athlete. “Have I chosen wisely? It means success and triumph over adversity. The assertion of self, and the spirit of the explorer. This is what I observe about you.”

          Bantry was thoroughly taken aback. “It will do. So...?”

          The card was set down. Flynn drew another and placed it over the significator, face up. “This covers him.” A third was placed above the first. “This crowns him ... ah.” He sat back. “It begins. The Ace of Batons crowns him. You’re at the beginning of some great undertaking, are you not? I see from your shocked look, you are! See here, though, the card that covers him. It’s a trump. Judgment.

          “Very soon a major decision will tax you. I believe you’ll soon be facing some great settlement, which must be made before you can proceed with your life. This, now, is your obstacle.” He placed a fourth card below the first. “This is beneath him, and it speaks of what is just past. The Three of Swords ... there’s been woe. Ah yes, your injury, the end of one career, which also explains the crown card — your new endeavor.” He looked up with a smile. “They are only cards, Captain, pay them no mind.”

          “They’re uncanny,” Bantry growled. “If I did not know better, I’d suspect you stacked the deck.”

          “How could I? You are a stranger,” Flynn murmured, and dealt the fifth card, to the left of the first. “This is behind him. It is the influence under which you move now, Oh, the Six of Coins. So you are financially at ease! Prosperous, receiving gifts and helping hands, eh? Well, take care to remember your benefactors when the time comes.” The sixth card was dealt to the right of the first. “This is before him. Oh.” 

          The card was a trump once more; and it was The Tower.

          Hushed, fascinated yet deeply disquieted, Bantry asked, “What does it mean?”

          Flynn sat back and regarded the pattern carefully. “It is very much open to interpretation. At its least The Tower means change, radical change, and rarely for the better. Some sort of hardship lies ahead of you, I’m afraid. Some sort of serious loss. I’m so sorry.” He dealt the last four cards in a column at the right, ascending. “These refer to your current position; your environment and its effects upon you; your dreams and fears; and the last. The end of the shadowplay.”

          Leaning forward, Bantry craned his neck to see the images in the cards. The Four of Cups for the seventh; Six of Swords for the eighth; Eight of Swords for the ninth. The tenth, which was the end of the whole game — if game it was, and of a sudden he was not sure — was a trump. 

          It was The Juggler. Bantry digested what he saw and looked up into thoughtful green eyes. “And the reading for these last cards?”

          “Four of cups tells us that your many successes,” Flynn mused, tapping a long forefinger on the card, “which have bathed your life in sunlight, are sadly coming to an end. You are happy for the moment, but this might not continue very much longer. You’ve already seen The Tower. Many things are about to change for you, Captain. Six of Swords — this is your world, as it is now. Rewards for hard work. This is true?”

          Bantry nodded mutely, too astonished to speak.

          “And the ninth card. Your fears and aspirations. The Eight of Swords foretells some sort of confinement or isolation. It may well be that you are about to suffer an illness, but at the least you’ll be restricted, and there’s an ill wind, some dire crisis. This only affirms what was suggested by The Tower — the change in your life will indeed bring strife. But then, what change does not?” 

          He looked up sharply at Bantry, brows arching. “Do you fear illness, Captain? Or are you afraid your wounds are more incapacitating than you thought? Does this ever haunt your dreams?

          “Sometimes,” Bantry admitted. “I thought I’d brought my nightmares under better control,”

          “It’s the deep mind suffering,” Flynn said quietly, “and regrettably you have no command over it. Moreover, it frets for nothing. You know the strength of your body. Disregard such baseless fears. And there’s more. You’re strong. You’ll need to be.” He tapped the Eight of Swords with one fingertip. “Oh yes, you’ll need all the strength you possess.”

          “And the tenth card, The Juggler?” Bantry pressed.

          Flynn smiled. “The deciding factor. It means, oh, skill and ability. Subtlety and calculated risks, a choice to be made, willpower, even foresight. The beginning of something new to which you’ll adapt because you have no choice. A new life born out of crises and hardships. However, you will surely win through, Captain. So say the cards.”

          Bantry could think of no reply, and was silent as Flynn collected and shuffled the Tarot deck, cut the cards, reshuffled, and put them away. The silence persisted still, after the cards had been returned to his pocket, and Flynn handed Bantry another brandy. He lifted his own glass to his nose, inhaled its potent vapors, and Bantry watched a faint flush steal across the Irishman’s pale cheeks as the liquor enriched his blood. 

          At length Bantry cleared his throat. “This Frenchman, Eliphas Levi, who wrote the awful book. He taught you this art?”

          “Most of it.” Flynn swirled the brandy. “I’d studied the Qabbalah while I was engaged elsewhere. An interesting game, don’t you think?”

          “Do you?” Bantry took a sip. “I have the distinct impression it’s not a game at all to you.” He glanced about the elegant room. “It’s brought you here, to Mrs. Craven’s home, as a respected house guest living the life of the rich and idle. Be honest. It’s your livelihood.”

          A ripple of laughter answered him. “Are you — good God, are you actually calling me a fortune teller? I believe I should be insulted!”

          “An occultist,” Bantry amended. “Better?”

          “It’ll suffice. You leave me some tattered shred of dignity at least.” Flynn breathed in the brandy vapors and sat back, overtly studying his companion’s face.

          The scrutiny was unnerving but the expression of approval in the velvet, doe-soft eyes was also immensely flattering. Once again Bantry felt the tug of captivation. The ache of desire was strong now, the wanting to touch and learn, to have this man, even for a brief time. The longer he spent in Flynn’s enigmatic company, the less absurd the attraction became, and it was all too easy to convince himself he saw invitation in Flynn’s mutable face.

          They sat in comfortable silence, each savoring the brandy in his own way, and Bantry had just stirred to reach out toward him when footsteps in the hall intruded, girlish laughter and the deep, bass rumble of men echoing them. The moment’s fragile intimacy was gone. Bantry lifted a brow at Flynn, a mute question. And to his intense gratification, Flynn smiled.

          Please God, let it happen! 

          The prayer had rushed through his mind unbidden before he could deny it, and was so ridiculous, he wanted to laugh. A plea to God to bring about a dalliance filled with the venial sins of the dark pleasures shared by men. Now, that was absurd. He did not laugh, afraid Flynn would think himself mocked. Instead he pushed back the chair as a knot of young people commanded the occultist and his uncanny cards.

          In another moment Phoebe Lockwood appeared, calling Flynn’s name, and Bantry saw little of the Irishman for the rest of the evening. It was a whirl of dancing and laughter, outrageous tall stories and flirtations until well past midnight. Phoebe was watching the time then, since a cab had been ordered to take her home. Bantry had only just seen Flynn, standing by the grand piano in the ballroom, when the girl caught his sleeve with grumbled noises about leaving.

          With a resigned sigh he looked to his duty. While she went to make her goodnights to the hostess he joined Flynn at the piano. In the brighter light of the massive chandeliers his pupils had contracted slightly, showing a distinct glimmer of green. His skin was milky indeed. His teeth were very white, very sharp, and he was laughing at some remark, probably ribald, whispered into his ear by a young woman. 

          Bantry waited until she had gone and smiled. Even if nothing else about him was catching, Flynn’s laughter was infectious. Sadly, Bantry realized, as a ‘child of the night,’ the Irishman was just coming alive at this hour, just beginning to stretch awake before he would run and play. Dawn would send him home to hide, for to those eyes the night would surely be like day. He must see like a cat, Bantry thought.

          “I’ll see you again, won’t I?” he asked quietly, much more a statement than a question.

          “I trust so,” Flynn said easily. “I’ll be at the Savoy tomorrow night. My baggage is already there. I intend to go to the hotel directly after the opera. I’m taking Phoebe to Il Trovatore. She has quite a taste for Verdi.”

          “Which you share?” Bantry prompted.

          “The tragedy of grand opera appeals to me,” Flynn said darkly. “An old friend of mine is performing — one of the reasons I’m in London at this time! — and I have a box.” He lifted one brow. “Would you like to share it? I’ll be at the Lockwood house in a cab at late twilight, to collect Phoebe.”

          “I’d like that very much.” Bantry cocked his head curiously at Flynn. “Twilight is acceptable to you?”

          “So long as the sun is well down. It’s direct sunlight that injures me. The blinding eye of Horus! My eyes are painful — they could actually be destroyed by the sun. They’d be burned, like the rest of me; unlike the rest of me, they wouldn’t heal.” He made a face. “My skin becomes red as rouge, and peels. It’s as ugly as it’s painful. It makes life a little difficult, but I learned to cope long ago.” He stirred, and Bantry saw the flicker of an expression he could not name chase across Flynn’s fine boned face. “Here is your ... young lady. Till tomorrow night, then?”

          His young lady? Bantry was being teased outrageously, and knew it. He gave Flynn a sidelong look as a pulse beat sharply in his temple. Flynn’s brows rose the smallest fraction, and Bantry’s belly fluttered.

          Then Phoebe was back, her cloak about her shoulders, one glove on, the other waving at Mrs. Craven. Bantry gave the dowager the most charming a smile he could manage. Middle age had rendered her mannishly handsome, statuesque, a strong woman with a lively mind. It was difficult to imagine Flynn succumbing to her requirement for favors; but then, Bantry admitted, Michael Flynn was entirely unpredictable. 

          The hansom delivered them to the Lockwood house for a few coppers. David and his wife had retired hours before, and Phoebe went straight up to her room to rid herself of the corset, the creaking, uncomfortable whalebone stays she hated.

          Without even changing, Bantry went to the library. He remembered the volumes of art he had seen there, faithful copies in sepia and indigo of the works of Titian, Caravaggio and Leonardo. He was haunted by an image from memory, unable to decide what it was, or where he had seen it, but he knew just as surely that he had seen it.

          The books were so absorbing, he lost all track of time. It was well into the early hours when his study was interrupted. The piercing screams from the alley behind the house were enough to rouse the servants and bring Lockwood down the stairs at a run, before Bantry had even stepped out of the library.

          They were death screams. Bantry had heard too many like them to be in any doubt. The cries of a young woman, dying in terror and in pain. 

          Lockwood’s face was white as candle wax and he muttered blistering invective as he hurried to the scullery for the twelve gauge duck gun, which usually stood neglected in the back of the broom cupboard. He was fumbling to load it as he returned, dressing gown flapping, slippers pattering loosely. Bantry stood aside and held his silence as a lantern was brought out. He followed Lockwood into a night that had grown damp and chilly. Dawn was still well away, the stars bright and glittering. 

          Already the sounds of an angry crowd shouted out of the darkness and the voices drew Bantry through the rear gate, into the tiny alley behind the stables and coach house. Hastily dressed, robed and slippered men were bunched together, peering at a shape on the cobbles. Lockwood shouldered his way through.

          “Stand aside — stand aside, I say! I’m a doctor.”

          A tattered vagrant hawked and spat into the grass at the foot of the wall. “Too late for this’un, ’less you’re the bloody Angel Gabriel.”

          It was no exaggeration. The woman was dead. She was just a street girl in gaudy clothes, grubby flounces, a ridiculous hat. The hat was cast aside, the fabric at her shoulder ripped away, and with a start Bantry saw what seemed to be a river of blood, looking black in the lanternlight. The dead face was contorted. The eyes, wide and accusing, stared in death at the last face she had seen in life. Her throat was laid wide open by a knife like a razor, almost ear to ear, and the jugular still oozed wetly.

          In the back of the crowd a man was retching; a woman sobbed brokenly and another young street girl leaned, heaving, on the back wall of Lockwood’s coach house, as if she might easily faint.

          The face of death was an a old acquaintance to Vincent Bantry. He looked regretfully on the dead girl, saddened but unable to feel much genuine horror. After the first hundred dead faces, they all looked much the same, and while he felt undeniable sorrow for the loss of a human life, he was not overcome. 

          He was bending over the girl, examining the wound with an entirely clinical interest, while David — similarly unmoved by blood and death — speculated curiously on the knife, its sharpness, its length.

          Whistles shrilled in the darkness, and a heavy pounding of booted feet announced policemen. Bantry turned toward them — three caped, helmeted constables. They knew Lockwood on sight, which was unsurprising, since he was a highly-respected surgeon, resident on their ‘patch.’ 

          One of the constables bent over the body and crossed himself. “Holy Mother of God. It’s happening again.”

          “Again?” Bantry echoed. “What, there have been others?”

          “Not in a number of years,” Lockwood whispered. “Did you not get the news from England, while you were in Peking? Surely you must have heard the stories of the Whitechappel Murderer. This was the name the newspapers gave to the Ripper. Jack.”

          “I had the news.” Bantry was more than slightly taken aback. “I didn’t read too many of the details — I was commanded by more pressing matters at the time! But surely, it was several years ago. The man wasn’t apprehended, I know, but why would he wait this long to start again?”

          “‘Jack’ was a barbarian,” Lockwood said acidly, “but probably no less sane than you and I, old man. The police were closing in, and what better course than to go to ground like a hunted fox for a time? Four years. I’d say, just long enough for us to begin to forget.” He frowned down at the body, tilted his head, the better to see the wound. “Still, this isn’t much like Jack’s work. Only the throat is cut, you see, apparently to simply let her blood. The Ripper was more fiendish, as you recall. Always, there was ... shall we say, other damage.”

          In the months-old newspapers, freshly delivered to Peking, Bantry had read the stories of young women literally dismembered. In China such killings — and worse — were commonplace. It had seemed almost a storm in a teacup. But here, with the whisper of the wind in the trees of KensingtonGardens and Hyde Park reaching his ears, the death of a single young harlot seemed so much more shocking. 

          Lockwood had beckoned the senior constable aside, and Bantry forced himself to listen. “You know me, don’t you?” David was saying softly. “Yes, that’s my house, and I shall perform a swift autopsy before the body matures any further. I’ll send Captain Bantry here to open the coach house doors and set an oilskin on the workbench. Merely keep the people out of the way, Constable. The work can be done even before the morgue vehicle arrives. I’ve done this for Scotland Yard on many occasions.”

          As if he were pleased to pass the responsibility to Lockwood, the constable set about dispersing the crowd of gaping onlookers. Bantry pushed through to the back gate, and sure enough, David’s old butler was waiting there. Bantry dropped his voice to whisper the news, and Irving was shocked. He shooed away the young maids who hovered behind him, sent a boy to open up the coach house, and promised a gallon of coffee.

          Despite his indifferent attitude to death, Bantry did not care to watch. He took the coffee to his room, and only then realized he was still in evening dress, like an errant lover fleeing the boudoir in the hour before dawn. 

          He had washed and changed when the doorbell rang, and was at the top of the stairs when Irving opened the door to an officer from Scotland Yard. The man had arrived with the long, black morgue vehicle. Two lads were even then unloading a simple pine coffin out of the back. Cursing and grumbling, they manhandled it around to the rear of the house.

          Lockwood chose that moment to appear in the hall. He was still drying his hands, his shirt was open, sleeves rolled up, and he was muttering to himself. The gray flannels and carpet slippers looked comical on so eminent a figure, but his face was grim. Bantry stood aside and held his own counsel as the policeman introduced himself.

          He shook Lockwood’s hand briefly. “Inspector Farraday, sir. I know you by reputation, of course. May I ask if you’ve finished your work?”  Farraday’s fingers smoothed a ginger, tobacco-stained mustache is if he were nervous, or feeling faint.

         “I have. I’ve prepared a few notes for you, Inspector, brief and concise of necessity, and tomorrow I’ll speak at length to Scotland Yard. The hour is odd, you understand! The dead woman could have been in her middle twenties, probably no older, and definitely no younger. She was murdered with a single cut to the throat. Prior to the killing she had engaged in sexual relations, but I hesitate to say she was forced. Certainly I found no sign of struggle, nor any injury to her private parts. I should think she was a harlot, serving the wrong ‘gentleman’ who proceeded to kill her rather than financially reward her efforts. A simple case, Inspector.”

          “I hope you’re right,” Farraday said thoughtfully as he watched the lads from the morgue come struggling back around the house with the coffin. They loaded the vehicle quickly, efficiently, as if they were well acquainted with this work. Farraday cleared his throat and gave Lockwood a shrewd look. “Then, I am to assume, Doctor, that you don’t put this one down to the Ripper?” 

          “Oh, no, no, I don’t think so. There’s no real similarity.” Lockwood inspected his scrubbed hands. “Surely, Mr. Farraday, young girls of this sort are found in the gutters of our poor quarters almost every night. As depressing as this situation is, not even Jack himself was responsible for them all.”

          “As you say.” Farraday smoothed the mustache once more and turned his narrow face to Bantry. Pale blue eyes regarded the retired Army officer without interest. “I’ll see you — what, tomorrow afternoon, then? At your convenience, Doctor. Permit me to thank you for your assistance.”

          “Your notes,” Lockwood said bluffly, pulling a few sheets of feinted paper from the pocket of the baggy flannels. “Till later, Inspector.” He closed the door as the morgue vehicle rumbled away, and shivered in the chill dawn air. “Awful business, this, Vincent. Not quite the welcome I’d hoped London might lay on for you.”

          Bantry forced a smile. “If you’d seen what these eyes of mine have seen these past years, David, you’d be less discomfited.” He patted the old man’s shoulder. “Don’t distress yourself. I’ve seen too much of death to be overcome. Sometimes I think it makes me less human,  or perhaps less alive.” With an effort he shrugged off the drear mood. “It’s just a little excitement. Oh, and speaking of excitement, I’ve been invited to the opera tomorrow night. Apparently our bold  Michael Flynn has a box at Covent Garden. He’s escorting Phoebe to Il Trovatore — I’m welcome to accompany them, so I shan’t be a nuisance to you tomorrow evening.”

          Lockwood made scornful noises. “You’ve never been a nuisance, old man. Goodnight, then ... if you can sleep at all after these goings on.”

          The grandfather clock chimed five at that moment and Bantry chuckled. “It’ll be full daylight soon. It’s not the first night I’ve dispensed with sleep! I’ll take an early breakfast instead. I’ve a lot on my mind, to be truthful.”  With those words Bantry strode back up the stairs and left the doctor with the impression it was death and strife on his mind. 

          In fact, it was Michael Flynn who haunted him, and whose face Bantry could not forget.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

 

The story was brief but lurid in the morning’s newspaper. The Times had managed to get the woman’s identity from the police, and printed her name as Frances Shepperd. She was a whore from the backstreets of Soho, and no one knew what she was doing in a fashionable, well-heeled area. 

 It took all kinds to make the world, Bantry allowed as he read the stop-press story, a garbled account rushed through at the last moment before the paper was due on the stands. It filled just a half-column down the outside of the front page, flanking the previous day’s politics and old news from South Africa, and he was interested only because of his own involvement. 

         But David Lockwood would be vastly interested — the cutting was one more for his massive collection of gruesome newspaper stories. His interest in pathology and the human mind inspired him to collect oddments to do with murder and insanity. Whole shelves in his library were devoted to the study, and the most peculiar books were stored cheek by jowl with dust-dry medical texts, probably in the hope Phoebe and Edith would not stumble over them. 

          When Bantry left his room Lockwood was napping, sleeping like a baby before the hearth in the parlor. Murder and his work had no more ill effect on him than on Bantry, though the doctor’s manner was a shade troubling, Bantry decided. He was quite unmoved. Not even a flicker of compassion for the victim had crossed his face. For himself, Bantry had certainly seen too much of death and suffering for one lifetime, but he could still sorrow for a stranger. He was convinced, only his capacity for compassion would save him on the day he came to Judgment. In David Lockwood, no matter his brilliance in medicine, the quality was absent.

          Over the breakfast table Phoebe chattered endlessly about Mrs. Craven’s party as if she had not even heard about the murder, then turned up her nose at the newspaper before tossing it aside in favor of kippers and toast. Bantry enjoyed the scrambled eggs and deviled kidneys while she chattered on like a jackdaw. For just a moment he imagined actually being married to her, and swallowed a forkful of kidneys unchewed. Perhaps she would improve with maturity.

          It was Saturday, and her thoughts swiftly turned to the opera. Flynn would arrive soon after seven; the final curtain would fall at eleven, perhaps later if many encores were demanded. And they would be, Bantry was certain. Phoebe was full of tales of the talents on the stage. The tenor, Luigi Scozza, was another nightingale from Milan. 

          “And Michael Flynn knows him,” Phoebe added after enthusing for minutes about Scozza’s voice and technique.

          “Flynn said he was educated in Europe,” Bantry mused. “Perhaps in Milan? I wonder. Tell me, is Flynn rich?”

          She blinked in surprise. “I have no idea. He never seems to even think about money, much less mention it. I certainly wouldn’t say he lacks for it. But I never thought to ask about his private means — it wouldn’t be polite! He’s never been paid for casting the cards. Madame Blavatsky brought him to England a few months ago, you know. He was teaching the Tarot to a select circle of occult devotees in Paris, where she met him. I expect he was their guest also.” Phoebe sat back, cradling a teacup. “A beautiful person is always such a joy to have around the house, don’t you think? The wealthy always fall in love with beauty and try to buy it. I suppose, what you can’t be yourself, it’s nice to own.”

          It was an uncommonly perceptive observation for one so young, and Bantry was still pondering its implications as he strolled the paths of Hyde Park at noon. Was Michael Flynn capitalizing on opportunity, living well on the generosity of people who were attracted by the Irish good looks and old world charm? Bantry hesitated to suspect him of paying for favors between the sheets. Surely he need not go to those lengths. Flynn had much more to offer than the gigolo; and in any case the gigolo’s services could be purchased for a tenth the price of Flynn’s expensive tastes. 

          He had indulged Mrs. Craven for his own amusement, then. Bantry permitted himself an earthy chuckle. Flynn was a man, and a passionate one. Perhaps he had brought a fortune with him from Europe; or perhaps his fortune was in his hands, his uncanny skill with those cards, even a paintbrush. Either talent might easily turn to profit in the decadent old cities of Europe.

          In the afternoon, while Phoebe and Edith were out visiting friends, Henry Archer called. Bantry had the house to himself, since David had gone to the clinic to attend to a cage of monkeys lately infected with some obscure disease. Irving showed the art dealer into the library. Bantry poured a small malt scotch and seated Archer by the hearth.

          “Someone has already shown an interest in my Tang piece?”

          “As you knew they would!” Archer retorted. “I was at a dinner party last night. The after-dinner speaker, as luck would have it, was an old warhorse from Chinese Gordon’s day, strong on the Taiping Rebellion and slaughtering the ‘yellow peril’ on the one hand — and actually quite knowledgeable on the Tang Dynasty on the other. He rapturized about your figurine for a good half hour. I let the whole regiment of them within safe monocle distance, then casually told them it was for sale.” He tapped his nose with a fingertip “Would a thousand pounds satisfy your requirements, Captain?”

          “A thousand?” The figure was generous. “How did you drive their offers so high?” The bid was large, even for so rare a piece.

          Archer chuckled. “I told them your reserve price was not a penny under five hundred, and let old Arthur Ramsey and Father Fitzpatrick fight it out between them — bare-knuckle fashion, I assure you, before they were done! Art Ramsey won the contest and will pay in cash, if you will accept. Father Fitzpatrick was devastated. He also was out East with Gordon ... legions of us were! ... and I’m sure his heart still lies in China. I’ll guarantee it now, Captain: the next time you decide to sell part of your collection, you have a buyer waiting for you already.”

          “Tell the dear fellow, only be patient! And as for Ramsey’s bid ... sold.” Bantry was richly satisfied. “But would you keep my name private? By the sounds of this, there’s a society that’ll be around my neck like a collar and leash if they learn my name, and I can’t do with being feted, not at this time. You didn’t use my name —?”

          “Of course not.” Archer savored his scotch. “I’ll be glad to act on your behalf. Name your bank. My commission is five percent, of course.”

          Bantry smiled. The art world was filled with parasites, but like the orchid they did little harm so long as they kept their demands within reason. “Very generous, Henry. And of course I accept. I look forward to signing the papers.” Bantry raised his glass in salute, and for an hour made pleasant conversation.


  
          With three malts under his belt and a flush on his cheeks, at last Archer took his leave. His next call was the Ramsey house by RegentsPark, to inform the veteran of Gordon’s campaign his bid had been accepted.

          The Lockwood women arrived late in the afternoon and fussed over Phoebe’s clothes as if they had waited till the last moment. Bantry retired hastily to his room before they could involve him. What did he know of London’s latest fashions for women? Ask him what men were wearing in Peking this year, and he might be able to answer.

          He bathed, shaved, brushed down his jacket and wondered why one had to get into an absurd costume, unfortunately reminiscent of a penguin, to visit Covent Garden. But showing his face at the opera could only benefit him, and he dressed with exceptional care. 

          Were Flynn’s damned cards right? The days of wine and roses were almost at an end; hardship lay right around the corner. Flynn’s divination of the past and present were uncannily correct, and Bantry found himself sweating slightly as he meditated on the Tarot’s forecast of his future.

          A frowning face glared out of the mirror as he combed the dark hair into military neatness. Ruin, decisions, perhaps illness — the necessity for adaptability, subtlety, and ultimately a new life forged out of the wreckage of the old. A shiver coursed the length of his spine, as if someone had walked over his grave, and he shook himself hard. 

          They were only cards. As the occultist himself insisted — only cards. 

          He closed the door on his room, pocketwatch open in his hand. The time was already five minutes after seven and the sun was just down. The tingle in his extremities now was entirely different, a delicious anticipation, as he waited for the rumble of cab wheels on the cobbles, announcing Flynn’s arrival.

          The Irishman’s face and voice had haunted him the whole day. By evening the physical pulse of desire was familiar, no longer troubling. He dwelt pleasurably on the man’s smile of acceptance at the piano last night as, without a word, they had discreetly confessed their mutual interest. 

          Like many occultists, and like most men, Flynn was a creature of passion. Bantry was sure of it — and his tastes as ubiquitous as those of many men. The anticipation of pleasure passed the early evening away as he and Phoebe waited for a man in whom they shared a fascination.

          He was late. The cab rumbled up the driveway when daylight was dwindling into twilight, no brighter than the gaslights in a room. Bantry picked up hat and cane, swung his cloak about his shoulders and was through the door before the bell rang. 

          Flynn was quietly dressed, his clothes obviously of good quality but in very subdued good taste, as if he were determined to blend into the background, pass by unnoticed. The idea made Bantry a smile. That head of thick chestnut hair, as luxurious as any woman’s, would draw attention no matter what Flynn wore. 

          The Irishman was smiling this evening, yet he was withdrawn. Bantry was aware of his aloofness at once, and frowned. Had Flynn thought better of their tacit, unspoken agreement? Irving had gone up to inform Phoebe her cab had arrived, and as Bantry joined Flynn on the driveway he searched for some way to set matters to rights.

          “Was I very forward last night? If so, I can only apologize.”

          “Forward?” Flynn echoed wryly. “Not in what you said, Captain.”

          “Because I didn’t need to speak.” Bantry felt a faint warmth gather in his face. “I thought ... I was sure you took no offense at the time.”

          “No,” Flynn agreed. “I was hardly shocked. I’ve come to expect advances, you understand ... I accept very few indeed.”

          Bantry cocked his head at the man. “I didn’t mean to intimate you’re a wastrel! If I did, then I doubly apologize, for I insulted you.”

          The diplomatic gesture earned a quirky smile. “No need. In fact, I’m flattered by your interest, Captain.”

          “Which gratifies me,” Bantry admitted. “Might I still hope you’ll accept these impertinent advances of mine?” He mirrored Flynn’s quirky good humor. “I’m no wastrel either, but I am very new in this city. I’ve yet to make acquaintances, let alone friends.” He dropped his voice. “And as for lovers —”

          The fragile moment shattered as Phoebe appeared. Flynn turned toward her, took her hand, kissed the fingers. His own hand, Bantry saw, was nearly as slender as hers, and whiter. A hand that had known no more arduous work than holding a paintbrush and dealing a deck of cards. Flynn was complimenting Phoebe on her gown, her hair, easy pleasantries before he handed her up into the cab. He stood aside to allow Bantry to enter before him, and with the silver handle of his cane, knocked on the roof to signal the driver.

          The cane drew Bantry’s attention. Its silver handle was molded into the head of an ape, and the creature’s finely-worked skull was topped with an Egyptian crown. Flynn saw his interest and passed the cane across. “The ape is a representation of Thoth,” he said. “The ancient Egyptian god of magic and wisdom. An affectation of mine. Do you mind?”

          “On the contrary,” Bantry told him, “I’m fascinated. You’re deeply interested in antiquity, which is a sure sign of a man’s possessing a brain.”

          “We look backward into the past,” Flynn said softly, “as if we look toward home and even yearn for it. Heaven is to be reaped in the future no doubt, but — have you not noticed? The closer to heaven we come, the more insecure we feel! Now, why is that, I wonder?”

          Bantry chuckled. How astute was the remark. Two days out from camp, alone in alien territory with death a hand’s breadth away, heaven was surely calling and a man’s nerves were drawn tight as bowstrings. He passed back the cane, content to watch Flynn’s face in the last glimmers of daylight as the cab made its way to Covent Garden.

          Even now Phoebe was chattering on while Flynn watched the dark streets go by. She was entirely self-centered, but Bantry was acutely aware of the occultist’s withdrawn mood. Behind that mask of calm, he was sure Flynn was agitated. Every moment he seemed on the point of speaking, yet he remained silent and the hands in his lap were clasped tightly, as if they would otherwise fidget. Cool hands, Bantry remembered; chill as if it were a winter’s day.

          Without warning Flynn’s head turned, and he looked into Bantry’s eyes with a directness which made him flinch. A probing, demanding look. Did he demand some truth, a confession or guarantee? Bantry lifted a brow in question, but Flynn looked away once more and was still broodingly silent when the cab joined the crush of vehicles headed for the opera.

          The production was lavish, extravagant. Luigi Scozza was a rotund, swarthy little southern Italian with an enormous, bell-like voice and the technique of a master. In Verdi, he was in his natural environment, and he dazzled his audience. Il Trovatore could have been written for him. 

          From the private box, high on the left of the stage, Phoebe lived every second of the opera. She knew it note for note, word for word, and muttered uncomplimentary remarks about the soprano sharing the stage with Scozza. Bantry smiled, allowing youth its irrepressible spirit. His own interest was divided equally between the production and Flynn; and more than once he found Michael Flynn’s eyes on him when he looked up from the stage.

          Before the beginning of the third act they left Phoebe in the box and went out to the bar for refreshments. Bantry ordered Irish whiskey, waited for Flynn to order and was surprised when the occultist said, “Just water, if you please.”

          “Oh, so you do swallow, if not drink!” Bantry said glibly.

          “A little,” Flynn affirmed. “I’m a man of moderation, at least in matters of food and drink. As you’ll no doubt discover.” His voice hardened and he turned away, not quickly enough for him to completely conceal the sudden expression of bitterness.

          Bantry set one hand on his arm to drawn him back. “I’m neither judge nor jury, Flynn.”

          For a long, tense moment they studied one another, and at last one corner of Flynn’s mouth lifted. “My name is Michael.” He pronounced it in the French manner, then smiled and repeated it in the English, “if you like. I’ve lived in Paris for a long time and am accustomed to their ways.”

          The orchestra was poised to begin the third act and the gentlemen who had filled the circle bar drifted back to their seats. Bantry closed the door on their box and settled back to savor his drink and Scozza’s finalé. Flynn occasionally lifted the water as if it were a priceless spirit, and the glass was half empty before the final curtain. Scozza was triumphant. The audience was on its feet, demanding encores; Phoebe was inspired. 

          She turned to Flynn with the kind of entreating look only a very young face can wear properly. “Oh please — please, take me back and introduce me! You know him, don’t you? Oh, please!”

          “All right.” Flynn smiled indulgently. “There’ll be a party in the dressing room, then they’ll return to his suite at his hotel and the night will rush by in drunken revelry. I don’t believe you should accept the invitation to the hotel, though you’ll doubtlessly receive one.”

          She pouted and straightened her skirts. “It’s only eleven,” she argued. “The night has hardly begun — as you well know, being its child!”

          Again Flynn wore that expression of wry, bitter humor, but he was silent as he shepherded the girl down the wide, curving stairway and into the wings. The stage manager was there, and Bantry was unsurprised when the man, recognizing Flynn, offered a quiet greeting. Flynn gave him a courteous nod and without hesitation ambled into the backstage warren as if he knew it well. Bantry remembered, Scozza had been in rehearsals here for weeks; little wonder Flynn was acquainted with the stage manager and knew his way around the theater.

          On Phoebe’s heels, Bantry took in the disappointingly ordinary world that lived just behind the paint and glamour of the stage. The lights were out, the curtain down, the orchestra pit deserted. Backstage, everything was green paint, yawning stagehands and the camphor smell of mothballs.

          From Scozza’s dressing room came laughter and the clamor of a celebration. Flynn pressed into the midst of the crush and shouldered his way toward the six gaslamps flanking the big mirrors. Champagne bottles were still popping; a manservant was juggling with several enormous floral tributes, and Scozza himself was surrounded by admirers. A dozen girls and young men clustered around, some fawning, some already tipsy.

          Flynn ignored them all. He pushed directly through to the corner where Scozza stood in a ruby-red dressing gown; a handkerchief dabbed determinedly at blotches of greasepaint clinging stubbornly to his jowly face. There was, Bantry decided amusedly, a price to be paid for adulation and glamour.

          At last the singer looked up, saw Flynn’s face and opened his arms in greeting. Flynn was pressed against the man’s barrel chest while kisses smacked both his cheeks, and only then would Luigi Scozza release him. What seemed to be a tirade in Italian was directed at Flynn; it sounded to Bantry like invective, but Flynn threw back his head and laughed before he answered in rapid-fire Italian, just as ferocious. Scozza was delighted.

          Sobering, Flynn drew Phoebe forward. Bantry watched the tenor’s dark eyes light up at the sight of a fresh young face. He kissed her hand and shifted into heavily-accented English. Words of welcome, a hope she had enjoyed the performance. Like the jackdaw she was, filled with enthusiasm and energy, Phoebe chattered without pause, leaving Bantry to lounge idly at the dressing room’s open door. 

          He waited there for Flynn. “She’ll charm him with her wit and smile,” Flynn said softly. “Luigi was always a fool where women are concerned. He’ll ask her to a party — perhaps not tonight’s, but some other night, now they’ve been properly introduced. There, she will meet an agent, perhaps a conductor. Next year, likely as not, there’ll be an opera for her. You see? This is how fame and fortune begin. A stroke a luck, a fortunate meeting. Skill, talent and art come second, third, or not at all.”

          “Yet you saw death in her cards,” Bantry reminded him very quietly.

          “Yes,” Flynn agreed, “but whose death? It may not have been hers, remember. It could be Doctor Lockwood who’ll pass away. Her mother, perhaps, though I pray not.” He shrugged. “It could even be me. I’ve played my own small part in her career. I brought her to hear Scozza, and meet him.” Flynn lifted one hand, and rubbed his temples.

          “You have a headache?” Bantry stepped out into the comparative quiet of the backstage corridor.

          Flynn followed him. “I don’t like crowds, or being crushed into small places,” Flynn admitted. “It suffocates me. Can we walk?” 

          He was moving as he spoke, leading Bantry back toward the dark, empty stage. The theater was silent now, its vastness oddly echoing and intimidating. Stage hands were cursing over the mechanism that worked the curtains; a ladder was set up under the flies, and an elderly man was fiddling there with an oilcan, where something on tracks squealed and squeaked.

          Hands thrust into the pockets of his trousers, Flynn ambled into the middle of the stage and stood, legs braced, to look up into the body of the theater. The cleaners were collecting litter, pushing brooms. These were the mundane realities of the theater, which the audience never saw. Flynn stood just behind the dimmed footlights, as if drinking in the aroma, the heady atmosphere of the place.

          For some time he seemed unaware of Bantry’s presence. “You’ve performed, haven’t you?” Bantry asked, a pace behind him.

          The question stirred Flynn from a miles-deep reverie. “Fleetingly and without real success, many years ago. It was just a game, it didn’t matter if I failed — which I did! Performing was not important to me, never my life, whereas Phoebe lives and breathes the opera, the theater.”

          “You performed in Italy?” Bantry gestured toward the dressing rooms. “You’re very fluent.”

          “In Milan, and Naples.” Flynn smiled faintly. 

          “With Scozza?” For some reason Bantry could not guess, the notion made Flynn laugh richly, deep and husky. “Well, he was uncommonly pleased to see you.” Bantry shrugged, not quite defensive. “I merely thought —”

          “Luigi and I have known each other for years,” Flynn told him, “but not as colleagues in his world.”

          Bantry studied the man with a faint frown. “Then, in which world? Or do I intrude on your privacy? You and he are close, aren’t you?”

          The dark, dilated pupils were velvet soft as they met Bantry’s eyes. Searching. “He’s my friend,” Flynn said quietly, withdrawn again, aloof. “If Luigi was ever anything more, it’s twenty years in the past.” He turned away sharply, his stride betraying his annoyance at any interrogation, no matter how gentle.

          “You’re easily insulted,” Bantry observed as he caught  Flynn up just short of the wings at stage right. “I only asked if he’s your acquaintance, your friend — or even a family member. Good God, man, he could be your cousin!”

          The occultist stopped, turned back and with an obvious effort produced a crooked, sheepish smile. “Forgive me, Captain. I’m not usually so — so anxious. It’s just ...” He sighed. “It’s a considerable time since I’ve been attracted to a man sufficiently to risk declaring my interest. You know the dangers are very real, and very terrible. Prison would destroy me, and the law is an avenging angel. Another man might survive incarceration, but one mistake would kill me ... and mine would be a most disagreeable death.”

          “You’re trying to say, delicately,” Bantry guessed, “you don’t trust me?”

          “No. But I am trying to dissuade you from any assumption that I’m of a promiscuous nature.” Flynn spread his hands expressively. “I revel in beauty, in love. Love is the language of the night, but it’s so seldom spoken. Random acts of passion have little left to offer me. Not in more years than I care to tell.”

          The mention of time stirred Bantry’s memory, and only now did he pick up on the oddity of a remark Flynn had made earlier, in the heat of the moment. If he had once been intimate with Scozza, he said, it was twenty years in the past. Yet the man before Bantry tonight looked on the bright side of thirty years old. “You must have been a mere child when you were close to Scozza,” he said carefully. “And you must be rather older, now, than you look.”

          Flynn shot a hard glance at him. “Suffice to say, I was no child and yes, I am considerably older than you speculate.” He folded his arms across the white shirt and gray waistcoat. “I guard my privacy, Captain Bantry. I brook no intrusions, I warn you. I shall amuse and entertain you, share your bed if it comes to that, but no more. Accept the terms of the arrangement now, or let it end right here.”

          “Then, I — accept.” Bantry recoiled from the sudden vehemence, and his imagination raced with a dozen fresh speculations. What dreadful secret was Flynn guarding? Was he a wanted man in France or Italy? Was his disease catching after all? He hid the hot swirl of his thoughts behind the bland mask he had shown to disagreeable diplomats, colonels and Manchu princes, and offered his hand. “You have my word of honor. I’ll not pry.”

          It was the second time in as many days he had offered his hand to Flynn. This time the clasp was neither brief nor impersonal, and Flynn’s long, cool fingers lingered in his palm. At last the occultist began to relax.

          “I’m ill at ease,” he apologized. His gaze swept the body of the theater once more, and he shook his head. “This place brings back too many recollections, other times, other places, and they haunt me. They do haunt me.” Then he stirred deliberately and forced a smile. “Forgive me again! Perhaps we should find Phoebe?”

          The gathering in Scozza’s dressing room had begun to break up. Scozza was in street clothes, all traces of greasepaint washed away. He was listening with a smile to the animated chatter between Phoebe and a young man with carrot-red hair, who had performed in the chorus. The carroty hair made the boy stand out from any company, and Bantry recognized him at a glance. He and Phoebe were clearly old friends, and Phoebe leapt up as she saw Flynn and Bantry.

          “See who’s here! It’s Harry Griffith, who was in my music class at school. He’s coming home with me tonight to meet father — Signore Scozza has sent for a cab already.”

          “I think,” Bantry chuckled, “we’re being cast aside like worn-out slippers. You’ve no further need of us then, Miss Lockwood?”

          “Oh, Captain!” Phoebe came to kiss his cheek. He stooped to assist. “Is it every day I meet an old friend who’s begun a career at Covent Garden? Do understand. We have to talk, we just have to.” She kissed Flynn’s cheek also, and as he straightened an usher appeared.

          “Madam, Signore Scozza, the cab is at the stage door.”

          The singer picked up his hat and draped his cloak over his arm. He turned warm eyes on Flynn. “Will you ride with me? First I take home this ravishing English rose, then — my hotel. I offer you music and dancing, good food and fine wine, the whole night through.” He paused, cocked his head at Flynn and frowned. “But no, this is never your way, Michael, is it? Always alone, you are. Always alone.”

          “Sometimes,” Flynn agreed, and gave Scozza his hand. “I’ll visit you later, when the circus has quieted down. Going by tonight’s reception, they’ll keep your here for months and stand in the aisles to listen. Luigi, you were magnificent. And now, ciao. Sleep well ... if you sleep at all!”

          Phoebe and the boy had already been shown out. Following them, Scozza swept on his hat with a flamboyant gesture. The ushers were waiting to lock up, and Bantry took out his watch as they crossed the foyer.

          It was after midnight and Flynn was coming alive before Bantry’s eyes. He was stretching, the dark pupils wide, glittering in the lamplight outside the great building. He thrust hands into pockets, turned away and had struck out for the river as he said over his shoulder, 

          “Walk with me. The night is calm and beautiful.”

          “For a time,” Bantry agreed. “But I want to be alone with you. Intimate. I never sought to deceive you.”

          “I know.” Flynn dropped into step beside him, matching gait for gait. “All in good time, Captain.”

          “My name is Vincent,” Bantry said, deep, almost a purr.

          “Vincent.” Flynn tried it on his tongue and smiled. “One can only properly savor the night when the streets are empty. I often go out to walk, or even run, for the freedom of it.”

                              “Unwise, and unsafe,” Bantry cautioned. “If you’ll permit the observation, you’re not exactly robustly made, and London abounds with hooligans. Just the other night a murder was committed in the alley behind Doctor Lockwood’s. Did you see The Times? It was on page one. It was quite awful. Bloody.”

          “I saw the newspaper ... what a waste,” Flynn said, with a peculiar little hiss. “Such a waste.”

          “A waste of life? Most certainly.” Bantry studied Flynn’s profile in the soft yellow light as they passed a lampstand. The deep upper lip lifted slightly. An expression of distaste? Teeth showed for a second, gleaming white, sharp. “I saw the body,” Bantry went on. “Blood by the gallon. Some ruffian opened her throat.”

          The upper lip lifted further, exposing Flynn’s teeth again, and the Irishman’s eyelids drooped, almost a carnal expression. “Waste,” he said, low and growly. “Blood is the stuff of life and should not be ill used.” He drew both hands across his face, though he did not seem to be sweating.

          “She was only a poor young girl,” Bantry said softly. “A harlot, by any account.”

          “Even the blood of a harlot, young or otherwise.” Flynn’s voice was thick. He came to a halt at the corner of the street, one palm flat on the brickwork as if to hold himself up.

          “Are you all right?” Bantry took a step closer. “Does the talk of death disturb you? I would have thought an occultist —”

          “Death? You know nothing of it.” Flynn’s voice was ragged about the edges now. He straightened, pulled his shoulders square, and his upper lip lifted back once more, a strange expression, even feral, quickly disguised as a cynical smile. “Humans take the matter of blood too lightly.”

          “I suppose we do,” Bantry agreed. “Certainly, a great deal of it was let last night. The knife laid the poor girl’s throat open from ear to ear. It must have —” He stopped, watching the gleam of white as Flynn’s eyes rolled upward for a tenth of a second before they closed. “Whatever is it? Michael!”

          Flynn shook his head but both arms wrapped tight about his chest as if he must protect himself from a foe Bantry could not see. “It’s nothing, nothing at all. Forget the dead girl, will you?” He shook himself visibly. “Were you planning to take me somewhere and seduce me?”

          “Ah, but where?” Bantry murmured. “I’m Lockwood’s house guest, remember. I can hardly take you there! Somehow I doubt David would appreciate our making merry under his roof. We could go to your hotel.”

          But Flynn made negative noises. “You forget the illegality of our affair. Caught at love, a man in the carnal embrace of a man, in a bed in the Savoy, I would be incarcerated in a pit so deep, I would forget what the sky looked like! And so would you be.” He turned away, strolling on toward the trees of St. James’s Park. “You have a taste for danger, and enjoy the threat of imminent disaster?”

          “Once, perhaps I did,” Bantry admitted, looking back on the often crazy exploits of a patchwork military career. “But just now I’m considering those damn cards you dealt last night. They foretold ruinous months or years for me. Something disastrous enough to alter my whole life. What could be more ruinous than being caught making love to a beautiful young man, in a fashionable hotel, and spending the next three years as a guest of Her Majesty, scrubbing the ablutions in a moorland institution?” 

          Flynn chuckled quietly. “You’re not quite so rash as I feared.”

          “I’ll have my own house on Monday, or soon thereafter,” Bantry assured him, sharing the moment of wry humor. “I find myself well funded, and I can find a suitable place on Sunday afternoon, I’m sure, since David Lockwood knows everything about everyone in this city. He already has a suitable residence in mind, if I’m any judge! For now?” He caught Flynn’s elbow, drew him back into the deep shadow beneath the trees. “For now, I’ll kiss you, even if I’m hung for it.”

          “I — no.” Flynn turned his head away, though he allowed himself to be pulled into an embrace. “No, please.”

          “Why not? Is it such a sin to kiss?” Bantry was listening to the heavy beat of his own heart. Flynn’s closeness seemed to elicit every delicious response at once. “Where’s the sin?” He leaned forward, unable to see the other man’s face and guessing where his mouth must be, so as to drop a light kiss on its corner. “Please?” A kiss on the other corner. “Michael?” 

          And then he licked across the sensual curve of those lips, discovering their softness. Flynn was barely breathing but did not turn his head away again, and in another moment Bantry heard a small cry, almost of anguish. He might have expected Flynn to tug away, even lash out. He could never have expected the sudden pressure of his mouth, the hunger of a fierce kiss, mellowing gradually into tenderness. The gentleness was almost as shocking as the sudden ferocity. 

          Delight arrowed through every grain of Bantry’s body, and when he was permitted he returned the kiss, measure for measure. An unexpected pain surprised him then, a sharp smarting along the edge of his tongue. The taste of blood filled his mouth and he broke the kiss with a murmur of astonishment. 

          “I tried to tell you.” Flynn was breathless, rough-voiced. Cool hands cupped Bantry’s face, seeming icy on his flushed cheeks. “Some of my teeth are — damaged. I don’t usually kiss, because of them.” The words slurred as if he were a little drunk, and despite the denial of kissing he drew Bantry’s head down again. “With care, Vincent,” he crooned before their mouths sealed once more and he was suckling, drawing the richness of blood from Bantry’s tongue to his own.

          It was fiercely erotic, like no kiss Bantry had ever known, and feelings of rebellion and surrender conflicted in him. He reminded himself, women were gentle souls who would not take possession of him, but Flynn was no woman ... and Lin, the Chinese houseboy, had never kissed his mouth, despite the many other delights they shared. Bantry had never resorted to the coarse lure of prostitutes, male or female; if he had, he might have been less disturbed by the very male kiss pressed to him, for Flynn devoured him ravenously. 

          In the midst of the battle between rebellion and surrender Bantry was suddenly uncertain what Flynn was starved for. The sensuality of a man’s kiss? Or the rich, iron taste of blood?

          Chilled even while his whole body was coming alive, he tried to turn his head away and could not. The cool hands held his face tightly, but Flynn was not unaware of Bantry’s disquiet. The kiss lightened to an expression of great tenderness for a moment before Bantry felt it slip away altogether. 

          As it did, the Irishman moved out of his embrace and turned away. “You must forgive me, Captain.” A hoarse whisper in the near darkness. “It’s been a very long time since —”

          “Since you kissed anyone at all?” Bantry was not surprised to discover his own voice constricted.

          “That ... also,” Flynn said, cryptic, vague. “I apologize with all sincerity, Vincent. I never meant to abuse you.”

          “I don’t imagine you did.” Bantry produced a chuckle, shaky but genuine. “It was — shall I say, an experience. I’ve never been kissed quite like that.” He dropped his voice. “Perhaps because I’ve never kissed a man before.”

          Flynn turned toward him. The moonlight raised a gleam in those remarkable eyes, and Bantry tried to remember the pupils, with their mydriasis, must be able to see him as clearly as in daylight. 

          “I didn’t know you were ...” Flynn laid one palm flat on Bantry’s chest. “Ah, Christ, what have I done? I thought you were —” He stopped, and Bantry heard an indrawn breath. “I thought you were like me, and had the experience. I see beauty in all things, all people. When you’ve lived as long as I have, the rules of gender become as nonsensical as the borders between nations. Being alive is what matters.” Powerful emotion roughened his voice. “I’ve seen so many die, and many other lives lived out without one single spark of love to light them. I’m so sorry.”

          “Don’t be,” Bantry said quickly, regaining his sense of perspective and responding to Flynn’s distress. “I may not have kissed a man, but I’ve had a male lover before this. A beautiful Chinese boy who was my servant. I’m not strictly virginal in these matters. We never kissed, however, and — well, you don’t kiss quite like a woman, Michael Flynn!” He pronounced the name in the French manner.

          “In fact, I don’t kiss at all,” Flynn said tautly. “See, I made you bleed. I let your life’s blood.” His next words were the slightest whisper. Bantry strained to hear. “It was not to be wasted, not since I had spilled it so stupidly. It has been some time since — since I drank of that particular nectar.”

          “Because your teeth are damaged?” Bantry struggled to follow the abstract twists of meaning. Flynn would not answer. Bantry took the occultist’s cool face between his own hands. “Come here. Please. I saw no damage to your teeth last night. They aren’t broken.” He bent forward to another kiss; Flynn tried to turn his head away but Bantry’s hands held him firm, and Flynn made a breathy sound, like a whimper, as he opened his mouth. 

          “With care,” he insisted. “With great care.”

          The teeth were smooth and strong, regular and even. Bantry explored them carefully with the sensitive tip of his tongue, and it was not until he reached the outer edge of one canine that he encountered the sharpness of a cutting edge, like a knife. It was a clean edge, sharp, almost as if the tooth had been filed. He gave a grunt of surprise, and some instinct took him to the other canine, where he found the identical cutting edge. 

          What accident could produce such perfectly matching damage? So it was a deliberate act. Of violence? “Someone did this to you deliberately?” he asked quietly as he drew back at last.

          Flynn was silent for a long time, and then spoke in a bare whisper. “Yes. It doesn’t matter. It was — oh, many years ago.”

          “Someone hurt you,” Bantry concluded.

          “At the time, yes, it hurt,” Flynn admitted. “I never notice it now. In time, no doubt the sharpness will dull, as all knives blunt themselves whether we use them or not.” The observation was laced with bitterness. Cool hands sought Bantry’s, lifted them for their palms to be brushed with a light kiss. “Your mouth should no longer be bleeding.”

          And Bantry’s astonishment redoubled as he discovered the truth. Not only had the profuse bleeding stopped, but the cut no longer smarted. “Odd,” he said softly. “In one fight, a fist-fight, I was cut about the mouth and I bled for hours.” 

          He brushed Flynn’s lips with one thumb, remembering the ferocity of the kiss. The taste of him was heady, like old brandy, rich and sweet. And the coolness of him, Bantry thought. Even his tongue was cool, unnaturally so. It could only be the chill of the night, but Bantry wondered what it took to warm him.

          “I should thank you,” Flynn was saying huskily.

          “For what?”

          “For tolerating my cruelty. For forgiving what I did.”

          “It wasn’t malicious,” Bantry scoffed, “in fact, it was sensual beyond description. If these are the kisses of a man, little wonder other males I’ve known have always craved such passions! What have I been missing?”

          “The kisses of a human being,” Flynn corrected. “No matter what else I am, or ever was, or became, I am still human.” He stirred with an obvious effort. “We really should walk on. Bobbies regularly patrol hereabouts, and we’ll soon be spotted loitering. This is not really safe.”

          He was right. Bantry released him, stepped back into the moonlight and gave him a curious look. “I wish I knew somewhere I could take you — and seduce you, as you said. But alas, neither your accommodations nor mine will serve.” The humor was quite genuine. “Tomorrow I’ll look at several houses, and with luck my baggage will be taken over on Monday. Will you wait for me?” He allowed a chuckle. “I’m not as experienced as you might have assumed, but I’ve come to lust for you honestly.”

          The thick, dark hair tossed in the night wind as Flynn laughed. “I’ve waited this long, what are two more days? An eyeblink, Vincent. Will I wait?” He turned his face to the sky. “It’s a beautiful night. Must you turn for home so soon? I feel refreshed, my blood is alive with the taste of yours. Does this sound strange?”

          “Yes,” Bantry admitted. “But then, you’re an occultist. Madame Blavatsky’s associates are not often noted for, shall we say, their normalcy.”

          Another gust of laughter escaped Flynn. “Walk with me, then. We have hours yet before dawn. So long as I’m back at my hotel before the sun rises, the predawn light will do me no harm. Even I am not so delicate as to burn in the dawn.” 

          He studied Bantry’s face with a strange calm, an almost unnerving serenity, for it reminded Bantry of the timelessness of the faces on those canvases. Titian, David, Michelangelo. “What are you thinking?” Bantry asked hoarsely. 

          “How beautiful you are,” Flynn said candidly. “Don’t be embarrassed. I’m a painter, remember. I’m allowed to say these things. Perhaps I’ll paint you. I’d like to.” He smiled, sharp white teeth reflecting the moonlight as they headed down toward the river. “And don’t sell short the services of your Chinese boy. They are the world’s most knowing lovers. You would learn more from a Chinese boy in a single night than from a Limehouse whore in three weeks. Your boy knew every sensual art, yes?”

          Warmth stole across Bantry’s cheeks, and he wondered if those strange, green-rimmed irises would see him blush. “Yes,” he admitted, since he saw no reason to lie. “Lin knew every one of them.”

          “And, through him, so do you,” Flynn whispered. “You come to me as an accomplished lover. I’ve a great deal to thank the boy for!”

          “Reserve judgment,” Bantry cautioned, mildly scandalized, “till you’re better qualified to speak.” They were walking by the river now. Moonlight glittered in the shifting, mobile surface; in the clear, cold light Flynn’s skin was like porcelain, perfect as bone china. Bantry’s fingers itched to touch, but even then a policeman was patrolling the streets near the railings, and Flynn gave the man a sketched salute.

          The sky had already begun to lighten. Dawn still lay two hours away as they strolled and talked, and Bantry tried to keep track of the time so as not to take Flynn too far from the safety of his hotel. The powdery, delicate predawn light began to gather as they headed back toward the warrens of the inner city, and Bantry need not have worried. 

          It seemed Flynn possessed some inner clock and was always aware of the position of the sun. Time was short, and he knew it. He was restless, his eyes and ears open, and as daylight became just bright enough for Bantry to see the green rims of his irises about those night-dark pupils, and a hint of red in his hair, Flynn waved and whistled for a cab.

          The driver swung toward them. Flynn gave Bantry a smile, an odd mix of the gracious, the sensual and the anxious. “No, don’t ride with me or you’ll end too far from home and draw attention to us both. If there’s to be more between us, we must begin right now to take great care. Trust me, Vincent. I’ve seen more of these games than you ever will.”

          “Doubtlessly, you have,” Bantry admitted. “Well, then, till tomorrow night? I’ll meet you at twilight. Where?”

          “Hyde Park,” Flynn suggested. “Midnight will do. At this time of year the night is still almost as long as the day, you know! Given so many hours, you may even become bored with me before we’ve found some boudoir permitting intimacy! Don’t let me overstay my welcome so soon. Midnight, Vincent. By the gates. Good ... morning.”

          He was gone then, and Bantry watched the cab out of sight. His head was a confusion of images, words, feelings. Could Michael Flynn outstay his welcome, or was the suggestion absurd? The strangest sensation coiled in his belly, like something alive and moving inside him. He did not recognize it, but could not resist it. The feeling was founded in lust, to be sure, but was more than that. Flynn filled his mind as he turned back toward Lockwood’s house. His stride had a spring that belied the sleepless night, and he was not at all ready to sleep now. 

          He slipped into the house without a sound. No one saw him go up to his room. Flynn was right; if there was to be more — and there must be — then caution was the watchword. Danger was everywhere. 

          Daylight filled out quickly. The servants were already working downstairs and sleep eluded Bantry. Time enough to nap in the afternoon, he decided. He stretched out, for his upper spine, where the muscles had been cut away, begged for rest. But his closed eyes only saw Flynn’s face, its luscious mouth and astonishing eyes. Anticipation sang through him. He could only wonder, for the thousandth time, who Flynn was, where he had been, where he was going. 

          So much about the man was strange. He was hiding a terrible secret, Bantry was certain. A crime that dogged him, or an association to something unspeakable, a year or ten years in the past. 

          Fascination was almost as powerful as lust. Too restless to be still for more than an hour, he held his shaving mirror to his face, to examine the place on his tongue where he had bled so profusely. And he murmured in complete astonishment. 

          The cut had healed without a trace. And from his remarks, Flynn had known it would. Despite the room’s warmth and the unaccustomed ferocity of his feelings for the odd Irish occultist, Bantry shivered. Quietly, so as not to disturb the sleepers in the next room, he lit the hearth.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

The table was being set for luncheon when the doorbell disturbed David Lockwood’s reading. He looked up from a formidable stack of journals, and through the parlor window glimpsed the cab on the drive. A man stepped out, handed the fare up to the driver and turned toward the house. When Lockwood saw the visitor’s face his oath of surprise drew Bantry’s attention too. Lockwood said quietly, 

          “Damnit, it’s that Farraday fellow again. The detective looking into the murder in my own backstreet. Now, what in the world could he want? If it’s complaints about my work, by George, he’ll have the sharp side of my tongue!”

          Bantry was reading the morning’s Times, enjoying the review of Luigi Scozza’s performance. London’s music community was already falling in love with him. He was Milan’s newest sensation, and burst upon British audiences with all the wondrous surprise of an unexpected gift.

           The front door squealed quietly as Irving answered the bell, and a moment later the old butler looked into the parlor. “A gentleman from the police, sir, on a matter of some urgency. He’s waiting in the hall.”

          “Show him in.” Lockwood stacked the medical journals. As he stood before the hearth and clasped his hands behind his back an uncompromising expression settled on his face, the kind of look Bantry had seen on countless colonels, ambassadors and warlords who refused to be trifled with. 

          He hid a smile and settled to watch as Farraday entered. The policeman took off his bowler, tucked it under his arm and braved Lockwood’s glare without a flinch. “Inspector,” David said with cursory politeness. “How can I help you today?”

          “Alas, with business.” Farraday was bleak. “I am here to solicit your assistance, Doctor, since you were kind enough to be of service before and are therefore familiar with these cases.”

          “Cases?” Lockwood pounced. “There’s been another?”

          Farraday set his hat down on top of the journals. “This morning, just about dawn. It won’t have been in your newspaper, they were already on the street when the body was found, still warm and bleeding like a pig. Dumped in the backstreet, the same as before, we think. The throat was laid wide open. This time it was a chamber maid, poor lass. And in a good area. Not a prostitute. A girl of good reputation.” He sighed heavily. “It’s not safe for a woman to be on the street after dark anymore. There’s a lunatic out there, Doctor, with a morbid fascination for blood. A taste for it, as you might say.”

          The choice of words might have been unfortunate. Bantry felt the hairs on his nape prickle. He stood, offering his hand. “Captain Vincent Bantry, Inspector. Retired. You say the man has a fascination for blood?”

          “That’s the look of it, Captain.” Farraday’s handshake was firm.

          “And where was the body discovered, sir?” Bantry held his breath.

          “In the backstreet, by the rubbish bins. Hotel bins — the Savoy, of all places.” Farraday’s face clenched in distaste. “By God, sir, you don’t expect this sort of thing around an establishment like the Savoy. If it were Limehouse or Soho —”

          But Bantry was no longer listening. A chill numbed his nerve endings and he nodded politely as Farraday went on, while in fact he was deaf to every word. A person to whom blood was life’s fascination. A person abroad at night, near the Savoy Hotel. A girl with her throat laid open at dawn. He sat down, painfully aware of the hammer of his pulse.

          Lockwood was making more agreeable noises, and even then called the butler with instructions to tell his wife and daughter he would be gone till late, assisting Scotland Yard. Bantry simply ignored him, unable to concentrate as his mind flew in furious circles. The Savoy? Dawn? 

          He closed his eyes. Had there been time? Would the cab driver not have dropped him at the front door, and would Flynn not have gone straight inside, out of the strengthening daylight? 

          Yet Bantry could not forget the man’s agitation, the anxiety that gripped him at the taste of blood, the mere mention of it. Abruptly, rudely, he left his chair and marched out of the room, unaware of Lockwood’s startled looks. He took the stairs two at a time, was dressed for the street in minutes and out of the house before the table was fully set for luncheon.

          His stride lengthened until he was almost running through the beautiful Sunday afternoon. A cab rumbled by and he waved up at the driver, told him to take every shortcut for an extra shilling. Then he was hanging on tight as the vehicle rolled and swayed, going about obstructions and taking unexpected corners until the cabbie hauled back on the long leather reins and took his fare.

          The Savoy was as elegant as ever, despite the morning’s drama. Potted palms and leather upholstery, red carpets and crystal chandeliers greeted the visitor. A piano tinkled in a recessed corner, the strains of Beethoven and Mozart. Bantry ignored it all, marched directly to the desk and demanded service of the boy there.

          “Is Mr. Michael Flynn in his room?”

          “I believe so, sir.” The young man had warm blue eyes and a freckled nose. “He left strict instructions not to be disturbed — most of his work is done at night, and he requires daytime privacy. I’m instructed to take messages and convey his regrets.”

          “I must see him at once,” Bantry insisted. “There’s  — an emergency. A death. A family matter.” The lie left his tongue like warm oil. “And his room is —?”

          The boy appeared to waver and then surrendered. “Room 312, sir. Will you wait here? I’ll —”

          “I’ll go up myself.” Bantry was already moving, spurning the queue for the caged lift and swinging up the wide, curving stairs. The tide of nervous energy carried him up without effort, and he hurried down a quiet, muffled passage to Flynn’s door.

          An insistent knock brought no response, so he knocked again, much harder. The third time, he used the handle of his cane and at last heard sounds of life from within. Flynn’s voice, sleepy and confused. “Yes, what is it? I left specific orders —”

          “It’s me,” Bantry growled. “And it’s bloody damned important. Let me in at once.”

          A key turned in the lock and Bantry peered into a well of darkness. He caught a bare glimpse of Flynn’s face, contorted against the sudden light, and quickly stepped inside. The door banged shut behind him. Flynn was furious and his words were clipped, his tone hard.

          “What the hell are you doing here? I told you to stay away! Do you actually want to commit suicide? Do so if you please, but you’ll not take me with you. You’re a bloody fool, Vincent, or a madman!”

          “Am I?” Bantry’s eyes were gradually becoming accustomed to the dimness. Daylight filtered into the room only faintly, through thick brocade curtains held tight to the windows. Flynn wore a robe but was plainly naked beneath, and Bantry was all too aware of slenderness and white skin. He felt a pang of unbidden and at this moment unwelcome desire, and chastised himself as if he were every bit the fool Flynn claimed. “Am I a madman?” He tilted his head an the man. “Perhaps you’ve not heard the news. Did you come here directly?”

          “Come here? Come where?” Flynn demanded as he sat on the foot of his rumpled bed. Long legs were half bared as the robe pulled indiscreetly. “Make sense, man.”

          “Did you come directly to the hotel?” Bantry asked deliberately.

        “Of course I did! It was daylight — I’d stayed out too long as it was and my eyes are still hurting! What are you talking about, Vincent? Say what you mean. Either explain yourself or let me —”

          “Then you didn’t see the backstreet behind the hotel, where they keep the dustbins?”

          Flynn’s face tightened. “I am not in the habit of loitering in backstreets looking at rubbish.” He folded his arms and his chin lifted. “Now, you’d best make yourself plain, Bantry, before I send for the house physician to treat a raving lunatic who’s just broken in on me.”

          The rejoinder was sharp, acid and completely bewildered. Bantry began to breathe properly for the first time in minutes. “Then you’ve not heard the news. There’s been another killing, in the alley behind this hotel. Same as the first, Michael. A young girl with her throat cut, an ocean of blood. Inspector Farraday asked Lockwood to examine the body. She was still bleeding at dawn. I was there when Farraday called. I thought —”

          “You thought I had something to do with it?” Flynn’s voice was low, husky, soft. Not at all accusing, as Bantry might have expected.

          “No, I —” he began, but the protest was futile.

          “And why shouldn’t you? I’m a thing of the night, preoccupied with blood. You know this much already, and I was here at dawn.” Flynn looked away, and one hand stroked across the quilt. “I won’t try to convince you otherwise. You must believe what you choose to believe. I have not one shred of evidence to prove my innocence.”

          “And you call me a fool?” Bantry said dryly. “I can recognize innocence when I see it, you know. I dealt with an infamous army for more than ten years, and every manner of offense came before me, committed by my own men. Everything from looting to murder by way of treason, pederasty and rape. I’ve seen men lie, and I’ve heard the truth from those who stood accused. I pride myself on being well able to tell the difference.” He stepped forward. One hand cupped Flynn’s cheek, and where he might have expected to find it sleep flushed or at least warm, it was as cool as Flynn’s hands and mouth had been last night in the park.

          “Then you believe me.” Flynn turned his face toward Bantry’s palm.

          Bantry’s thumb stroked the length of his nose. “Of course I do. But it may not be safe for you to stay here. The police will question you.”

          “Why? What would bring me to their attention?” Flynn asked softly.

          “Oh, don’t pretend naiveté, it doesn’t suit you.” Bantry withdrew his hand. “Even the boy on the desk could tell me you’re out all night, and never accessible during the day. Half of London society knows you as one of Madame Blavatsky’s odd importations! An occultist, telling the Tarot.”

          “Occultists are not murderers,” Flynn groaned.

          “But the tradition is rooted in a bloody past,” Bantry added thoughtfully. “Druidism was soaked in blood. The average man on today’s street could hardly be expected to know the difference between the gentle and the cruel, in your strange world. It may be wisest for you to leave.”

          Flynn stood abruptly. “Stupid for me to leave,” he argued. “If I disappear — occultist that I am, and creature of the night! — instantly that two young girls are butchered this way, and one on my own doorstep, the police will have their chief suspect without even a day’s hard work. No, Vincent, it would be better to remain right where I am, and if they question me, tell the truth. I was at the opera. I spent the night talking with an acquaintance, and a cab brought me to his hotel at dawn. Luigi will verify the first part. A constable nodded good morning to me two hours before dawn, a cabbie saw me leave you by the river, and the doorman here saw me get out of the same cab. To accuse me, they first have to accuse Helena Blavatsky of associating with murderers, then accuse you, a respected retired officer, of conspiring with me, since you must either have been with me when I cut the girl’s throat, or knew what I was planning.” He laughed, not an expression of humor. “You took a chance coming here.”

          “I told the boy on the desk there’d been a death in your family. The story’ll hold water.” Relief spread through every vein and Bantry relaxed as he began to see Flynn properly — the disorder of his hair, the hastily belted robe gaping to display his chest. The dusting of hair on that chest, dark against the milkiness of his skin, the slender throat dipping into the vee of the robe, inviting him until he could not withhold a caress. 

          Flynn lifted his chin to permit it and did not move away when Bantry’s fingers teased beneath the collar and combed the hair there. The dark eyes closed. “You are a sensualist,” Bantry observed, only half mocking.

          “And you,” Flynn added, “are leaving. The longer you’re here, the greater the danger. Not at once, perhaps, but tongues will soon be wagging. I told you the truth, prison would kill me. You can’t know what it would do to me.”

          “I can imagine.” Bantry withdrew his hand with regret. “I’ll be looking at houses this afternoon, and will have a home of my own tomorrow. Hyde Park, at midnight, tonight?”

          “I’ll be there,” Flynn said wistfully. “I wish I dared ask you to stay, but ... the talk of death sets me at odds with myself — and I, an occultist!” He forced a smile. “I’m tired. Even I need sleep! I was half dead myself, you were lucky to wake me.” He paused and gave Bantry a frown. “Don’t you sleep?”

          “Not since you kissed me,” Bantry admitted. “And this is the pattern of your sleeping, remember. I only broke my own for a night, and I’ll sleep soundly this evening, before I meet you, Michael.” Again, the French pronunciation. Bantry lifted his hand to the tousled hair. “Last night you called me beautiful.”

          “You are.”

          “Then allow me to return the compliment. May I kiss you?”

          “With care,” Flynn allowed. “I’ve cut you once already, which is once too often. It shouldn’t have happened. I’ve not forgiven myself yet.”

          “It healed in moments,” Bantry said indifferently, moving closer.

          “Yes, it would,” Flynn said darkly. “That’s not the point!” He opened to Bantry’s mouth and his own tongue guarded the cutting edges of his damaged teeth while Bantry took all he was offered. 

          He relished every moment he was given, at once pleased and troubled by the coolness even inside the soft lips. It was some moments before he realized what else was odd. Flynn’s face was as smooth as it had been twelve hours before. Where was the man’s stubble? He drew back, saying nothing since he could not find the breath to speak. Flynn’s eyes remained closed, his lips apart as if to savor the kiss a moment longer. 

          And then servants, cleaners, began to clatter in the passage outside and Bantry was moving. “Go to bed,” he whispered. “Lock up behind me. And if an Inspector Farraday questions you, drop every name you know. Lockwood, Blavatsky, Scozza, and me. Between the four of us we should dissuade the police from pouncing on you. Do I wish you sweet dreams?”

          Flynn smiled drowsily. “Yes. And for God’s sake find yourself a home! What we just did is already more than enough to incarcerate us.” He brought the key from the pocket of his robe and covered his eyes as Bantry opened the door. “Tonight,” he said softly as Bantry stepped out. “I’ll be waiting.”

          The door clicked shut, the key turned and Bantry stood outside, listening to the soft sounds of bare feet on carpet, the slightest squeal of a bedspring. Daylight dazzled him for a few moments, and then he saw the chamber maid, red eyed with crying as she polished the mirrors along the passage. She had very likely lost a friend that morning. Not a pleasant way to begin a Sunday.

          Not hungry, Bantry forgot luncheon entirely and took a cab out to the first of three addresses Edith Lockwood had supplied. Three homes that might suit a single gentleman of means. The first was a well-appointed flat in an elegant building, but the neighbors were entirely too close on every side. Privacy was of the essence, when one intended to carry on a clandestine affair with a beautiful young man.

          The second address was a large house with a big and untidy garden, better suited to a family with several dogs. He looked swiftly over it, thanked the agent and passed on, hoping for better luck on his last call. The third home on offer was a modest house by the river, with a long, narrow garden. It stood on the corner of its block and the acreage of BushyPark afforded complete privacy on two sides. The property belonged to a very elderly lady who used its rents to pay her dues at a nursing home for the aged. Bantry dealt with her agent, a foppish but pleasant young man called Haversham.

          This house was perfect, and he breathed a silent prayer of thanks. Haversham labored much longer than necessary over seducing him into the lease, but Bantry let him ramble. The endless monologue gave him a good chance to get a feel for the house. A little before four o’clock, he paid six months’ rent in advance, in cash, to Haversham’s delight. The key was promised for the following morning. The house was furnished adequately, but he would need linen and other necessities — a housekeeper, a man to care for the garden and do the rough work around the house. Haversham offered to provide staff also, and Bantry was pleased to agree.

          Monday would be busy, and with military precision Bantry made a list of requirements. A carter to carry his baggage; and for Phoebe, twenty pounds to spend on his behalf, the pleasure of disposing of someone else’s money as she flitted from shop to shop, securing basic household goods. Manchester, cutlery, a tea service. Perhaps she would waste a few pounds — Bantry was satisfied, so long as she spared him the chore. 

          Lockwood did not return till evening, and held court in the library over a pipe. The young chamber maid he had examined was not raped, he said; he found no signs of struggle, and nor had she had intercourse of any kind prior to death. The murder was just for blood. Bantry heard him out, trying to shake off an uncanny feeling that, despite his actual innocence, Flynn was in some way connected with the world of these affairs.

          Ritual killings. The sacrificial knife, the blood tribute. The world of the occult was mystifying and, to Bantry, still disturbing. In this instance Flynn was innocent — he believed this implicitly. But what of other instances? One perceived a terrible knowing about Flynn, as if he were privy to every intimate detail of the realm of sudden, inexplicable death.

          Such thoughts had bedevilled Bantry through the afternoon and colored his reverie as he returned to Lockwood’s house almost too late for a high tea of baked ham and plum cake. He left instructions with Irving that he was not taking dinner, but must leave for a night’s private business and would not return before dawn. The old butler looked askance at him but the wry twinkle in his eyes was enough to assure Bantry he was safe. Irving had been in service all his life. He knew when a gentleman was involved in a clandestine affair.

          An affair? Bantry stifled a chuckle. A young single man was expected to indulge his fancies occasionally, and what Irving suspected was not too far from the truth. Bantry could still taste Flynn’s mouth, and amused himself, trying to place the flavor. Not as sweet as honey, nor as rich as wine, nor as acid as fruit, but something different, something pervasive, and quite unique to the man.

          Lockwood was still smoking, still ruminating about the killings, when Bantry retired. When Irving’s discreet knock roused him at eleven the whole house was quiet. He dressed warmly, for an unseasonable chill was on the air this evening. As Irving himself retired, Bantry suppered on cold roast beef and left the house quietly for the brisk walk to the tree-lined spaces of the park.

          Moon shadows shifted, writhed and coiled like serpents; a cat mewled at him, a stray dog yapped out of the darkness, but for some time he saw no sign of human life. He had just begun to suspect Flynn had decided to stay away when a movement beneath a copper beech at the gates caught his eye. The swirl of a cloak in the wind announced Flynn. Bantry went toward him, but his greeting was quashed by the bleakness of Flynn’s mood. Bantry beckoned him away from the gate. 

          “What is it? You’re in good health, Michael? You’re dressed to kill!” Flynn’s clothes were immaculate as usual. Lace frothed at his throat, a precious stone gleamed in the moonlight.

          “I went to the theater,” he said quietly under the rush of the wind in the trees. “Hamlet. I found the performance tedious and depressing, but I’d promised Mrs. Craven the outing.” He swept his hair back as the wind tossed it into his eyes. “You were quite right.”

          “About ...?” Bantry struggled to follow the conversation.

          “Inspector Edward Farraday was at the hotel this afternoon — interviewing everyone, of course. But you should have seen his face when he winkled the unfortunate, unavoidable truth out of me!”

          “The truth? What truth?” Bantry struck out along the path toward the center of the park as a cab approached along Kensington Road.

          “I’m an Irishman by birth, which makes me less than popular. I’ve been abroad for many years, which makes me a stranger on my own shores. I’m an occultist, it’s my livelihood, my trade, which makes me ... peculiar. I have an odd disease which makes me a creature of the night, and God alone knows what that makes me.” The last was spoken in a breathy hiss, and Bantry heard the catch in his voice.

          “Michael, what is it? What did he say? Accusations? On what grounds? Farraday has no evidence, none at all!”

          Flynn appeared to shake himself and rubbed his eyes as if they were sore. “Not accusations, not yet, but I saw suspicion in his face. He’ll be making further inquiries. Looking into my background. And when he does, he’ll find no record of my birth, of course, nor of my schooling.”

          “Why not? Your records will be there at your European colleges —”

          “No,” Flynn murmured. “There’s nothing, Vincent. And no, don’t ask, for I can’t tell you.” He cleared his throat. “However, there’s also nothing he can find to damage me. There will be troubled waters, but Farraday can’t actually accuse me of anything. The worst he can do is call me a confidence trickster, and unless someone like Mrs. Craven prefers charges against me, there’s no fraud case to be answered.” He paused. “But you were quite right, of course. I must leave, as soon as I can.”

          “Leave?” Bantry frowned. “That’s absurd. Farraday has nothing to accuse you of. Why should you go?”

          “Because after this I’ll be watched, followed, reported on,” Flynn said bitterly. “An occultist with a strange disease, and no record of his past?” He made scornful noises. “It’s nothing new, Vincent. It’s happened before, more than once. A day comes when it’s simply time to go before I’m accused of everything from thieving to murder. I’ve seen it happen.” He took a deep breath and looked away as if trying to banish unwelcome memories. “Ugliness, pain and suffering. The deaths of innocents, persecuted for no other reason than their differences — people like me. It’s not going to happen to me, not here, not now. I won’t let it.”

          Bantry struggled to digest what he had said. “You speak in the plural. People like you. You know of others with this — what does David call it? Phototonic mydriasis.”

          “I’m far from alone,” Flynn said bleakly. “Lockwood has no idea, thank God. There are more like me than you can imagine, and every one of us is an outcast. You people don’t even know we exist, and nor do you care — until you discover one of us, catch us alone, and hurt us.”

          “I wish you wouldn’t say ‘you people,’” Bantry protested. “Hurting you is the last thing I have in mind. And before he could do you any damage, Farraday would find himself up against some of society’s luminaries, even Blavatsky herself. And me, before you accuse me of deserting you in your hour! I’m certain legions of others would rush to your aid.”

          “A few,” Flynn admitted. “Less than you might think. The day may come, Vincent, when you despise me yourself. There’s much about me you don’t know. Nor have I any intention of telling you!”

          “Then I shan’t ask.” Bantry chafed his palms together. “It’s cold tonight. Let me take you somewhere. Have you dined? There’s a guesthouse quite near here. Lockwood tells me they serve a decent meal and extend the comforts of a hearth to poor souls on the street at all hours. Steak and kidney pie and a mulled ale?”

          “Thank you, but no.” Flynn thrust his hands deeply into his pockets. “Perhaps I should tell you, since we’re already becoming involved. My illness extends as far as digestion. There’s not much I can stomach. You see? I am different in so many ways. I make you anxious.”

          “Anxious?” Bantry came to a halt in the darkness beneath an old oak, and tugged Flynn against him. “Let me show you how anxious I am!”

          The kiss was hard, and he knew he left bruises on Flynn’s arms. Flynn did not protest, and after a moment accepted the embrace eagerly, as if he were hungry for closeness, even for tenderness. Bantry released him only after a long while, expecting to find him reassured, his doubts chased. 

          But Flynn was restless again, agitated. His voice was ragged. “Oh, Christ, I can’t do this,” he muttered under the wind in the trees.

          “Do what — bed with me? But you’ve had other affairs with male lovers,” Bantry argued.

          “Yes, affairs,” Flynn said bitterly. “Affairs without a single honest feeling in them, easily begun, easily finished, without a pang. I’ve been hurt quite enough in my life, Vincent. I’ve no wish to walk into a world of anguish.”

          For a long moment Bantry could find nothing to argue with, for he knew what Flynn was saying. Powerful, nameless emotions stirred in his own chest. It was gratifying, inspiring and frightening to learn those same feelings churned in Flynn. “I won’t use you and discard you, if this is your fear,” he promised quietly. “I’ve never liked to share my bed with strangers, and I’m one of those odd souls who must feel a measure of affection for a lover, else the deed is empty. My word on it. I’ll not dishonor you, Michael, nor abuse you. What else can I offer?”

          “What else?” Flynn’s voice caught. “I wasn’t questioning your intentions. You’re not the same as other men. I felt it at once, when I saw you with Phoebe that night. I’m sensitive to these things. In fact, it’s myself I’m questioning.” He sighed heavily. “Like my old friend Luigi, I’ve always been a dreadful fool in affairs of the heart. I’m responsible for the pain I’ve suffered, no doubt. The safest course would be to make an end right here, not merely out of self interest, but as a service to you too.”

          “To me?” Bantry demanded. “You’re making less sense by the moment, Michael.” His voice rose sharply. “How in hell is rejecting me supposed to benefit me?”

          Flynn’s teeth worried at his lower lip. “I don’t want to embroil you in the shambles of my life. It is a chaos, Vincent, and always has been. A ferment of deceit in which you deserve no part. Take care, for I’ll make a ruin of you too, if you let me.”

          “At least have the grace to allow me to make my own decision,” Bantry said tersely.

          “It shouldn’t be yours to make.” Restless, Flynn cast about as if searching for something, before he turned his back on Bantry. “Ah, God, how I want you! I swear, you frighten the wits out of me. I should run away now, before I destroy the very thing I’ve come to cherish, like the spiteful little brat breaking his own toys.”

          A sharp bark of laughter took Bantry unawares. “I’m no toy, I assure you! I survived the worst the Pearl River bandits and China Sea pirates could throw at me. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. Oh, enough of these riddles. Either speak your mind plainly, or else make sensible conversation on some other subject.”

         A long silence answered him before Flynn shoved hands into pockets and said, “The production of Hamlet may have been depressing, but it was staged well and Mrs. Craven pretended to be vastly entertained ... however, I do believe she didn’t follow a word. The actor playing the Prince had a wonderful voice. And nice legs, in his hose.” As Bantry recoiled, he shrugged. “Sensible conversation on some other subject.”

          Caught between laughter and downright annoyance, Bantry allowed a rueful smile. “You’re as stubborn as a mule, Flynn. And I’m getting cold here. There’s a guesthouse in Church Street that’s open the whole night, for such poor sods as night watchmen, our gallant bobbies, theatricals and, I dare say, the more elite and elegant ladies of the trade, if you know what I mean by trade. If you won’t have supper, at least take tea while I get some food into me. Why are you always so cold?” And then he could have bitten back the words as Flynn’s face twisted. “Your illness. Forgive me. I wasn’t serious.” He took Flynn’s hand and kissed the knuckles in apology. “I meant nothing ... only  hamfisted humor.”

          “I know.” Flynn smiled faintly. “And I apologize right now, before it begins. I won’t harm you knowingly. Always believe that, no matter what you see and hear.”

          The strange words nagged at Bantry as they headed across the park, and on across KensingtonGardens into the warren of Notting Hill Gate. The brisk walk made the heart beat and the blood flow. Bantry was pleasantly warm again as he held open a sidestreet door beneath a lantern, and ushered Flynn into a gaslit parlor.

          Brass lamps hissed; well-worn green carpets, flock wallpaper and a crackling hearth greeted the traveler. Bantry had never been here, but Lockwood had spoken of this house several times. It was favored by the clinic’s night staff, he said, when there had been an emergency in the small hours and other establishments were closed to decent business. Few among Lockwood’s associates would be seen at a brothel or gaming club — aspiring young professionals guarded their reputations jealously. This was a boarding house run by the widow of a police sergeant.

          She was an ample woman in flounces and glass baubles, pink cheeked, and in her element bossing the maids and guests. The newcomers were shown to the hearth corner and offered a hot supper. Bantry swung off his cloak and took Flynn’s from him, but while Bantry acknowledged the seduction of pork pie and fried potatoes, Flynn refused food.

          “Just coffee, Mrs. Land. No milk, no sugar.”

          The matron made a comical face. “What, bitter, black boiling water? There’s no goodness in that, lad!”

          “At least it’s hot,” Flynn said quietly, “and will do me no harm.” The woman gave him an exasperated glare and bustled away. Bantry raised a curious brow and Flynn added, “I’m seldom cold. Copenhagen in January, perhaps! You already know my body is very cool. My digestion is also different from yours. Milk sickens me, sugar makes me dizzy and ill. I’ve fainted from sugar, and the pain is exquisite. Don’t struggle to understand, Vincent. It’s of no importance.”

          “It is to you,” Bantry said dryly. “It’s the disease, I suppose ... you don’t feel ill, do you? You look as healthy as a young horse. Your skin is like a child’s, and your eyes ... dark as the night, and beguiling.” He was speaking in a low undertone, under the crackling of the hearth, where he was warming his hands.

          “I only need to be cautious.” Flynn’s voice was bitter. “Let that be enough, eh? Christ! Lockwood wants me in his clinic, to take me apart bone from bone, in the name of medical research. He’d write a paper for the College of Surgeons and be knighted, his peers would adore him, and I —? I’d be one great mass of bruises, blistered skin and burned-out eyes!”

          “He might also discover a cure, if you let him try,” Bantry suggested, settling on the leather settee beside his companion and studying Flynn’s profile intently. The features were alive, mobile, but Flynn was shaking his head.

          “There is no cure. You think it hasn’t been tried?”

          “But medial science learns more —”

          “Medical science?” Flynn snorted. “Barbarians, licensed to inflict pain and damage five people for every one they help. No, sir, I will not submit to butchery. It’s —” He smiled suddenly, dazzlingly. “Against my religion.” He might have made some outrageous private joke in which Bantry could not share.

          The supper tray was heaped. Flynn took his mug of black coffee and set it aside until it was tepid, while Bantry sampled the food, found it excellent and ate heartily. When the first edge was rubbed off his hunger he glanced at Flynn’s mug. Merely water and the debris from the grinding of a dried bean.

          “You can digest black coffee?” he wondered.

          “No,” Flynn admitted, sampling the brew, “but there’s not enough in it to poison me. I confess, I like the flavor. Otherwise I’d take water.”

          “Then, what can you digest?” Bantry was absurdly self-conscious as he cleaned his plate.

          “Little.” Flynn sounded uninterested. “To be truthful, the smell of food has sickened me for years. I’ve no need of it.”

          “What, all food?” Bantry was appalled. “Then, where do you get nourishment?” But Flynn’s face had assumed the bleak, shuttered expression Bantry had already come to recognize. He turned away and Bantry guessed dryly, “I ask too many questions.”

          “Far too many,” the occultist said tartly. “And I cannot supply answers. It has to do with my ... my art.”

          “Oh, God.” Finished eating, Bantry leaned back into the deep leather upholstery and patted his lips with a napkin. “I’ve heard of this. In India and China. Yogins and Taoists, sitting on their mountain tops, drinking in the ichor of the gods through chakras a foot over their heads. They never eat and over the centuries they don’t age by a day. Is this it, Michael?”

          To his surprise Flynn burst into laughter, almost spilling the tepid coffee. “Oh, Vincent, you’re priceless. Absolutely priceless,” he repeated, and buried his nose in the mug. 

          Bantry would have pressed for more, but the door opened, admitting a gust of night air and a trio of hospital orderlies still in the austere garb of the cutting rooms. As they hung up their jackets Bantry saw spatters of fresh blood on all of them, and shot a glance sidelong at Flynn. 

          As he had half expected, the dark eyes were heavy, languorous, the upper lip lifted the merest fraction, curling away from the damaged canine teeth, which gave him a feral aspect. He was intent on the spatters of red for only a split second — the whole reaction was controlled, banished, as quickly as it appeared. But Bantry had seen it.

          The orderlies came quickly to the hearth, still chattering about their work. An accident in the street — a man had been run down, his leg was beyond saving; the amputation was performed on the roadside while the constables held back onlookers. Two women fainted and the gutters ran red, but the man would live. 

          Bantry listened, unmoved, his attention focused on Flynn. The Irishman’s face was taut, his lips compressed, his eyes closed as if he wished to shut out the whole world. And at last he stood, put his cup down with a clatter and headed out without a word. Bantry caught him on the threshold and held him back with a hand on his shoulder.

          “What is it? Any talk of death or injury distresses you. Are you so — so squeamish?”

          “I am not squeamish at all,” Flynn snapped. “Merely —” He muttered the last word too indistinctly to be properly understood. 

          But Bantry would have sworn he had said hungry.

          Shaken, unpleasantly confused, he did not care to pursue the matter, and he followed Flynn in silence. A long stroll took them by the park, past Marble Arch and down to the river. There Flynn rediscovered his voice, though his cheer was forced.

          “So, Vincent, have you found a place to call home?”

          “This afternoon,” Bantry said with real satisfaction. “You’ll like it. It’s very private, very comfortable.”

          “I hope I’ll be here long enough to grow accustomed to it.” Flynn turned his face to the sky, where a swathe of stars glittered between scudding clouds. “If no more poor girls are murdered in the night, and if the bold Inspector Farraday does his job properly instead of harassing the easiest victim in the vicinity, I’ll be the fish off the hook, eh?”

          “Rather, snagged on my hook,” Bantry quipped. “Will you wriggle to escape?”

          Flynn looked thoughtfully at him. “Perhaps not to escape, but I’ll very likely wriggle at one time or another.” They both laughed. “And you’ll have the keys tomorrow?”

          “In the morning. I’ll be at your hotel at twilight — no, Michael, no more of your excuses and delays. I spent the whole day wanting to be with you. I see no reason not to have you to myself tomorrow, for as long as you can endure my company.”

          “Then you’ll find yourself accompanying me to the Royal Albert Hall in the evening,” Flynn informed him smoothly. “Eugene Ysayë is playing the Beethoven violin concerto. It’s a performance I’m not about to miss.”

          “Not even to share my bed?” Bantry teased.

          “Not for the sake of indulging in delicious sins a few hours prematurely,” Flynn remonstrated. “I have two tickets. I’d originally promised Mrs. Craven, but she’s taken direly ill. Some slight sniffle. To be truthful, I’d rather not go alone. You’ll accompany me?”

          “A pleasure.” Bantry meant it. Ysayë was a legend already; his concerts were standing-room events. “Afterward I’ll have you home behind a closed door, and enough of this — this damnable propriety! By God, you should have seen China. They know what decadence is about.”

          “They,” Flynn agreed ruefully, “very nearly invented the word, and the art.” He stretched both arms over his head, clearly alive and at his best in the early hours of the morning. “Oh, talk to me, Vincent.”

          “About what?” Bantry was amused.

          “Oh, anything, everything. Let me listen to stories of life. We’ve heard too much of death in these last few days.”

          So Bantry talked, seduced into telling his stories, outrageous and unbelievable as they were. Manchu magistrates, gun runners, smugglers and China Sea corsairs; notorious opium dens on the crooked little streets of Shanghai, and the heavenly splendor of the ImperialPalace itself. Flynn hung on very word, eager for every tale, the more exotic the better. Soon Bantry let the flood gates release on memories he had locked away, at one time believing he would never be permitted to share them.

          The strange, dark eyes held to his face; moonlight was an unholy glitter in them. The scrutiny might have been unnerving, but Bantry was more inclined to preen. He perceived a lover’s look about Flynn now. A look Bantry had seen only once before, on the face of a Chinese houseboy in replete, sated hours not long before dawn.

          They lost track of the time and hours passed unnoticed before Flynn’s soft curse stirred them both. The sky was growing bright in the east and they had wandered for miles. 

          “Good Christ, I must hurry,” Flynn said tersely. “I’m a fool! You see? Where my heart is concerned I forget everything, even the sun. It’ll be the death of me one day, Vincent.” He was running then. He dropped into an easy lope that carried him back toward the hotel, and Bantry felt the effort in his legs and his lungs as he kept pace — the first time he had needed to run since before the Atropos incident.

          They took every shortcut, every backstreet, and though Flynn’s eyes were just beginning to protest the brightness, the sun was still a few minutes under the horizon when they entered the foyer of the Savoy. Rosy clouds streamed out of the east like mares’ tails, and he paused at the door to catch one glimpse of them through painfully narrowed eyes. 

          “So long,” he said. Bantry strained to hear him. “So very long since I’ve been able to look at such beauty. Dawn is like ... the face of heaven.”

          “I’m sorry, I assumed you were born with this illness.” Bantry followed him inside, and to the lifts.

          “No. I was a normal boy. The change came later.” Flynn’s cheeks were faintly flushed with exertion. He thrust out his hand as the lift’s cage opened. “Till tonight. Ysayë begins at eight, and I’d like to walk there, stretch my legs. Don’t be late.”

          “Do you need me to pick up the tickets or do you have them already?” Bantry shook the offered hand, a ridiculous formality ... the lift’s operator was watching.

          “I’ve had them for weeks,” Flynn assured him.

          “Then I’ll be here at seven. Good night, Mr. Flynn.”

          The Irishman’s smile was warm but secretive and his calm was too obviously a mask. Flynn was anxious, restless and growing more so with every hour they spent together. Like a trapped animal, a leopard on a short chain, he wanted to be out and running. Perhaps, like the deer, he could hear the hounds close behind him. 

          Consumed by the clamor of his thoughts, Bantry walked back to Lockwood’s through streets gradually stirring alive with business. Flynn was a collection of oddities, eccentricities, any of which was enough to make the wary suitor take to his heels. “If I had any sense at all,” Bantry muttered aloud to himself as he let himself in and dodged Irving in the hallway, “I’d be leaving! So much the better if I’m a fool.”

          He slept until midmorning and then packed hurriedly. He was drinking coffee in the library when Phoebe returned from her ride. She knew he had twenty pounds for her, and was eager to spend someone else’s money, which was always a sweeter experience than disposing of one’s own.  

          By one they were both dressed and on their way to the Dorchester for a late luncheon. Bantry hired a cab to take her on, from shop to shop, wherever it pleased her to go. He handed her over to a courteous but amused elderly cabbie, and left her to amuse herself with his money. 

          The series of appointments before him would only bore her. First, he must see Henry Archer and confirm that his bank was comfortably padded this morning. Next, pick up his keys from Haversham’s office. Then, arrange for a carter. This time Bantry supervised personally, and the men did not dare take rough liberties. 

          The old house on BushyPark had been unoccupied for weeks. It smelt of mansion polish, camphor, candle wax and dust, perhaps a trace of mildew. He flung the windows open to the afternoon wind while the carter and his lads manhandled the steamer chest off the wagon. It was abandoned with a final snarl in the hall, where he paid them two shillings and gratefully dismissed them.

          By the time Phoebe arrived at five, laden with everything he had suggested and a lot more besides, tea and cucumber sandwiches were on the drawing room table and Bantry had taken most of his belongings upstairs. She toured the house without invitation, and approved of it, and its view, save to add, “You certainly like your privacy, Vincent. You’re almost in the middle of a wilderness here! Is China a wilderness, and you’ve grown accustomed to this?”

          “Completely the contrary, my dear! Though Chinais very large,” Bantry allowed, helping himself to tea. “It’s also very crowded —”

          “More crowded than London?” Phoebe could scarcely believe it.

          “Vastly more crowded! After a short time the crowds begin to suffocate you, and soon the peace of solitude is what you long for.”

          Phoebe might have stayed longer to talk, but the moment Bantry returned to work, unpacking and heading upstairs with the mountain of her purchases, she rightly judged it time to leave before she could be dragooned. She pulled on her gloves and kissed his cheek on the doorstep. “Let me find you a cab,” Bantry offered.

          “It’s a warm evening, I’d much rather walk,” Phoebe decided. “Let me watch the sun set and the lamplighters come out. It’s not as far from your home to mine as you think, Vincent. I’ll see you soon?”

          “Of course.” He watched her go down to the gate, and she waved. But his mind was already elsewhere. Tonight Michael Flynn would be here, and every nerve ending in Bantry’s body tingled.

          The house was still strange and he prowled it curiously. The agent, Haversham, had been able to arrange for the place’s old housekeeper to return, and her husband to take care of the garden and ‘roughs.’ Their cab arrived just after six, and Bantry made the elderly couple’s acquaintance with a wry smile, mocking himself, not them.  

          Once, he would have expected a staff of twelve or fifteen to run a home this size. How many officers returned from the Far East to discover their years of living like princes had come to an end? Emma Winthrop was of an age to be his grandmother, a tough old woman with the tenacity of tanned leather, and the enduring gentleness of her sex. Her husband, George, was older but seemed years younger, and his gnarled hands still possessed astonishing strength. He shared the work with Bantry, of stowing the mountain of Phoebe’s shopping, while the woman conjured dinner from a hamper and began a grocery list of epic proportions.

          At the back of the house was a garden, rambling now, half overgrown, but the previous tenant had fancied plants. Part of the area was glassed over. Inside, the terrarium’s air was humid, sweet with the scent of earth, humus, decay and rebirth. Some of the plants were in bloom — strains of orchid Bantry did not recognize. Some flowers were closed, and he recognized these from the fragrant Chinese gardens of wealthy Mandarins. They were night blooming, moonflowers, and after dark the terrarium would be filled with the intoxication of their perfume. 

          Would a terrarium delight Michael Flynn? Bantry hoped it would. He dined early, rushing through Mrs. Winthrop’s cooking without really tasting it, though he complimented her work. He dressed swiftly, shaved with just enough care to keep his skin intact, and at seven-thirty was on the street, waving for a cab. 

          Twilight was already thickening under a deep overcast. Daylight had dwindled to tones of mauve and gray-blue, dim enough, Bantry thought, to suit Flynn’s strange eyes. The foyer of the Savoy was gay with lights and music. At the desk, the boy informed him Flynn had not yet come down, so Bantry rode the lift up. 

          A discreet knock, and the familiar voice called, “Come.”

          Flynn stood before the long mirror, hands busy with collar studs, his tie loose about his neck. One lamp burned low; the room was just less than dark. For a moment they were still, regarding each other with mute appreciation, and Bantry had the oddest impression Flynn would never have moved, had he not closed the door and offered his hands in greeting.

          Abandoning the tie, Flynn slipped cool fingers into Bantry’s palms. “You’re early.”

          “Her Majesty’s Army teaches punctuality. Here, let me.” Bantry tackled the tie, managed a precision bow, then picked up the waistcoat and held it for him. He dropped a kiss on the back of Flynn’s neck. “You look very good.”

          “As do you,” Flynn admitted. “Dressed to make a killing?”

          “Dressed for the occasion,” Bantry corrected amicably.

          “For an Ysayë concert?” Flynn teased.

          Bantry laughed quietly. “Tonight is for seduction. Has anyone told you lately, you’re an imp?”

          And Flynn chuckled. “I’ve been called many worse things,” he said self-mockingly as he slid away his pocketwatch. He took his jacket from the back of a chair.

          “You’re restless, Michael,” Bantry observed. “Second thoughts?”

          The strange eyes were haunted. Flynn hesitated a long moment before he shrugged. “Truthfully? Yes and no. Yes, I want you. No, I don’t want to hurt you any more than I want to be hurt myself. So, yes, I’m reconsidering this affair.”

          “Don’t,” Bantry said sharply. “Not on my account. I’m a man, not some virgin girl, nor a foppish little lad with his heart on his sleeve. I don’t know what kind of suitors have courted you before. If your anxieties are anything to judge by, they’ve either been weaklings, afraid of a man — which you most certainly are — or predators interested only in devouring beauty ... which you most certainly command. Since I’m neither, you’ve no cause for concern. Cease this cooing at once.”

          Flynn blinked in surprise and managed an uneasy chuckle as he turned down the lamp. The room plunged into near darkness. “If only it were so simple.”

          Blind for the moment, Bantry felt the slightest brush of knuckles caressing his face. “Hurry, now, before we’re late.”

          Traffic jammed the roads approaching the hall. Flower sellers, buskers and organ grinders serviced the waiting crowds, and Bantry shouldered through as Flynn searched his pockets for the tickets. The crush clearly bothered Flynn, but for certain events he was prepared to endure. Verdi, or a performance by Ysayë, would fetch him into the noise and disorder of the street.

          The Royal Philharmonic Orchestra was already tuning when Bantry took his seat in the body of the hall. The conductor was a guest from Eastern Europe, with a shock a white hair and an unpronounceable name. The first item on the program was a Rossini overture, The Thieving Magpie, vivacious and engaging; then a suite drawn from The Ring, before Ysayë himself appeared. 

          The virtuoso was still young, but fleshy — commanding, Bantry decided. Strong, to be sure, yet at the same time running away to fat, despite his youth. His interpretation of the concerto was masterly. The Stradivarius instrument filled the theater with sound only slightly marred by the Albert Hall’s disapointing design, which apparently bounced echoes in the wrong directions. Flynn was aware of the flaws in the building, but from Bantry’s position, nothing disappointed. He enjoyed music but was no authority, and certainly did not possess the ‘perfect pitch’ necessary to hear shortcomings in the building’s design.

          Sharing the evening with Flynn made it more pleasurable. Michael clearly knew every note of the program, and lived the music as much as listening to it. He was a sensual creature in every respect, seduced by beautiful melody and harmony just as he was seduced by caresses. Bantry delighted in watching him, and told him so as they strolled out of the hall, toward the river.

          He had expected the compliment to please Flynn, but the lines of the man’s face drew taut. The expression of regret was quickly masked and he muttered, beneath his breath as if the words were not intended for Bantry’s ears, “By God, you’re making it difficult.”

          “I’m trying to make it easy,” Bantry remonstrated. “Why won’t you let me treat you well?”

          Wide eyes turned to him; beseeching? “I haven’t the courage,” Flynn said softly. “Oh, I yearn to surrender again, to belong to someone, body, mind and soul. But it can’t happen, I know, though I cherish the fantasy. I’m alone, Vincent. I’m always alone, just as Scozza said.”

          “Only because you choose to be,” Bantry said bluffly. “If you didn’t shut me out like this —”

          “If I did not ‘shut you out,’ as you put it, I should fall in —” Flynn bit back the remark and turned his face away.

          Bantry took a breath. “What? Fall in love? It frightens you?”

          “Terrifies me,” Flynn affirmed.

          “But, why? Because you’re afraid I wouldn’t share the falling?” Bantry wished to God he could have touched Flynn in that moment. He ached for the small comfort of physical contact, but they were on the street, it was impossible. He studied the man’s face in the yellow illumination as they passed a lampstand. Pale, perfect features with the eyes of a painted saint ... oh yes, a man could fall in love. Could easily lose his mind. Bantry felt the tug, and it hurt. His voice was husky. “Would you like that? To be in love, not merely lovers?” 

          Flynn refused to look at him. “If only you knew what you’ve said.”

          “I do know,” Bantry insisted.

          But Flynn’s head shook emphatically. “You don’t, nor will you ever. I care too much for you to drag you into the fracas of my life. It would break you, and I’ll not be the cause of your downfall. Not if I can help it.” He forced a smile, lifted his chin. “An affair, then. You have a home now? Then take me there, take your pleasure from me, seduce me, let it be enough. Have you servants?”

          “An elderly couple, housekeepers. But their quarters are at a discreet distance. I also have a guest bedroom, and if you disturb its bedding, who’s to point accusing fingers? The old couple should have retired hours ago and be sound asleep. Unless we make a din like an express train on the levels we’ll be safe.”

          “Good enough,” Flynn said, and then, as if it were a challenge, “seduce me.”

          “I intend to,” Bantry promised, and pointed him toward the house.

          A little before midnight the front door clicked shut, and Bantry locked it. The sounds of the house were still so strange — the slow, heavy tick of the grandmother clock, the scratch of branches on a window, the creak of floorboards. Odd, Bantry thought, how a man could feel like a visitor in his own castle. Flynn had swung off his cloak, but as he stepped toward the stairs Bantry caught his elbow.

          He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Not yet. There’s something I must show you first. It could have been made for you. This way.”

          The terrarium was still warm. It hoarded the sunlight that poured through the glass all afternoon. The orchids were like wax castings, almost shining in the light of the gibbous moon, and the air was rich, laden with the scent of the night-blooming plants. Flynn stepped into the glass cloister, murmuring with inarticulate pleasure, and Bantry closed up swiftly to keep in the warmth and scent.

          Moonlight was the only illumination, and he was sure Flynn bathed in it. The man’s head tipped back, his lungs opened wide to drink in the perfume. Just as Bantry has seen him inhale brandy vapors till his cheeks flushed and his breath smelt sweet and strong with the liquor, so he drank in these flowers. 

          He turned around slowly, his breath coming in shorter gasps, and at last put out one hand to steady himself on the nearest wooden upright. To Bantry’s astonishment, Flynn was dizzy. “Michael, are you — you’re not drunk, are you?”

          A chuckle, earthy and ribald. “Not yet. Not ... quite ... yet.” Flynn leaned on the wood, one hand on his brow. “It’s been a long time.”

          “Since you indulged in this?” Bantry felt a falling sensation, the familiar pang of hunger swelling into full-blown desire, throbbing in every vein. “Some sensual perversion, Michael? To me it just smells sweet.”

          “I’m not the same.” Flynn’s head fell to one side. “Your senses are dull, you’re blind and deaf, maimed by your years of bright light and loud noise. I’ve lived in darkness and silence till I appreciate the gift of light and music. And this. Your senses are blunted by the excesses of your food, your drink, your tobacco and opium.”

          “I’ve smoked opium,” Bantry admitted. “Many times, of necessity.”

          “In China.” Flynn tapped his nose. “I’ve no need of it — opium is only a plant, and so are these.” He inhaled deeply and his chuckle was closer to inebriation every second. “Wonderful. But you’d best get me out of here, else you’ll be carrying me out to sober me up!” When he let go the upright he was unsteady on his feet.

          “My God, you are drunk!” Bantry caught the occultist before he could stagger, and once he had the slender body against him, he could no longer keep his hands away. Flynn lay against him, accepting every caress, and at last lifted his mouth, hunting for kisses. 

          Careful of the razor-sharp, damaged canine teeth, Bantry took what was offered, only a little surprised to find the sweetness of flowers on Flynn’s breath. But in moments more Flynn grew heavier in his arms with the beginning of real languor. 

          “Out of here,” Bantry said sharply, “before you fall asleep on me and make a ruin of the whole night.”

          Flynn laughed but did not deny the possibility. “Only let me breathe. As quickly as I’m overcome, my head clears again.” Outside, he stood against the glass, pulling the night air to the bottom of his lungs. As Bantry watched, fascinated, he regained his sensibilities. “I’m not the same,” he said again. “I should apologize.”

          “I don’t see how you could apologize,” Bantry said bluffy, “any more than I’d be apologizing for — for influenza!”

          He was looking in through the glass now, studying the orchids. “How beautiful they are, unearthly, unnatural, yet still things of nature. As awful as they are lovely, in fact. Like the mistletoe they’re abject parasites — did you know? No one begrudges the orchid life, for they gift whatever they adorn with beauty. Yet these plants thrive in decay, in filth, and are happiest living on the dead. How strange is nature.” Flynn looked up and back at Bantry as he spoke, and suddenly was as sober as he had been intoxicated in the terrarium. “How like the orchid I am.” 

          The sentiment was laden with some terrible, unspoken meaning at which Bantry could not even guess, and did not care to. A shiver coursed the length of his spine and he was silent as he took Flynn’s arm to usher him into the house.

          The Winthrops had retired; all was silent. The stairs creaked as they climbed, but who would hear? A hearth was set in the master bedchamber, and the bed was made up. Bantry knelt to light the kindling and coax the fire alive with a shovel of coal from the scuttle. Flynn turned the gaslamp up the little that was comfortable for his eyes.

          They stood in the gathering warmth, studying each other for a long time, content just to look. Then Bantry took off jacket and waistcoat and unfastened cuffs and collar. Still Flynn did not move. “Second thoughts?” Bantry asked quietly. “You’re free to leave, still, if you wish ... but I hope you won’t.”

          Flynn did not speak. He was anxious, and when they embraced Bantry felt the quick, heavy beat of his heart. Desire, or fear? It was impossible to know. Bantry saw a feral look about Flynn tonight, as if he were hunted. Which was true enough in one sense. Bantry counted himself the hunter as, slowly and deliberately, he opened the white evening shirt, baring the smooth, pale expanse of Flynn’s chest. His fingers played in the soft chest hair, and Flynn’s eyes closed, his breath coming in little gusts as he was stroked. Bantry’s thumbs found the hard lines of his collarbones, the hollows of his shoulders, the little peaks of his nipples. 

          And Bantry knew. “It’s been a very long time, hasn’t it? Since you were last with a man.”

          “Yes.” Flynn looked up at him, no deception now. “There must be great trust, and I’d thought I had forgotten how to trust. I’ve seen so much, Vincent. Too much.” For a moment he seemed to lose focus; other scenes, other times possessed him. 

          Bantry wondered what horrors he had survived; were these the terrible secrets haunting him? Patience, he told himself. At last Flynn took a quick breath and the feral expression gentled into one of painful longing. They were kissing then, devouring one another, and Bantry heard low, catlike whimpers. A moment later Flynn turned his head away, and for a second Bantry was sure he would wrench out of the embrace. Instead Flynn pressed closer and tucked his face into the curves of Bantry’s shoulder. 

          Cool caresses discovered Bantry’s chest, exploring, hesitant at first, and Bantry felt his whole body come alive. He heard the rush of his blood, the pulses in his temples and throat. He had slept alone since he left Peking, bound for Hong Kong. Business there was poor. He was ill at ease in the Colony — and he struck out for home aboard a doomed warship. Pain and sickness had dogged him through months as the Viceroy’s guest before at last he headed west, home, to become Lockwood’s guest. Where was the opportunity for sensuality of any kind, let alone like this? 

          He was hungry for it. He had not realized how famished he had become, and he was barely aware of his own urgency until Flynn yelped. Bantry jerked fully awake to find the fingers of his right hand sunk deeply into bare flesh. Flynn’s shirt was knotted at their feet. The Irishman’s head was held back ruthlessly by the left hand tangled there, and the long, smooth line of his throat was exposed, vulnerable and white.

          Bantry murmured an apology and released him at once. He pressed a kiss to the great column of the jugular vein and Flynn stiffened, crown to toe. He turned his head to allow Bantry greater license, exposing the vein as if in complete surrender. 

          Drawn to it, called by the siren-song throb of life, Bantry closed his lips on the vein and suckled, his tongue pressed to the beat within it. Flynn weakened beneath the caress, hands grasping uselessly, and slid down onto the foot of the wide bed.

          Mouth still locked on that pulse point, Bantry followed him down. He felt every beat of Flynn’s heart, and knew when it began to race. He lifted his head at last and found himself pinioning the man. Flynn’s own head turned to offer his throat, but now the Irishman’s face showed as much anguish as pleasure and Bantry choked back another apology.

          “Have I hurt you? I never meant to.” His voice was thick, his tongue uncooperative. Slowly, Flynn seemed almost to wake from some trance. His head turned back, and Bantry saw tear tracks, silver in the gaslight. His body was as taut as a bowstring, racked by urgency and anxiety. Bantry stroked him. “Do you think I’ll hurt you, is that it?” He knew he sounded aghast.

          Somehow Flynn found breath and voice enough to speak. “It would be easier if I could think that.” He silenced Bantry’s demands for an explanation with a kiss and sat up with an effort. One hand, claw-like, raked the hair back from his face. “Is there any brandy in the house? I need something, if you have it.”

          “In the kitchen. Not a good label, but it’ll suffice if you’re not fussy,” Bantry offered, remembering the previous tenant’s forgotten clutter. He leaned over to kiss Flynn’s cool brow. “You’re frightened, aren’t you? No, don’t answer. Brandy, then. And for the love of God, Michael, relax.” He stood, reached for the quilted dressing gown and sought a little levity. “Get into bed and put out the light, if you like!” A faint smile rewarded him, but he saw the tears spill before Flynn turned his face away. He sighed. “I’ll see what I can find.”

          He took a lamp, for the back of the house was a well of darkness and the passages were still strange. He knew where to find the spirits and glasses, and was not long in the old marble-slabbed pantry. 

          Hesitance, fear, were the last things he had expected from Flynn, but they were deeply endearing. He was moved, as he had rarely been inspired before, to gentleness and patience. Collecting the brandy and two glasses, he had closed up the pantry before he heard any sound on the stairs. When he heard the click of the front door he was out of the kitchen fast, disbelieving. 

          Patience and gentleness turned swiftly to anger. Bottle and glasses thudded onto the sideboard by the door and Bantry choked back a blistering oath.

          Flynn was gone.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Anger seethed for only a few minutes and was replaced by an odd gentleness that surprised him. 

          Fear was an emotion Bantry understood all too well, and he had surely seen dread in Michael Flynn’s uncommon eyes. Flynn had always been free to go, if fear overwhelmed him; yet strangely, it was not terror Bantry remembered most clearly, but sadness. Flynn had bolted, but not out of rank cowardice.

          Bantry did not sleep that night, though he drank far too much brandy. He was at the window when dawn washed eastward over BushyPark and the sluggish wides of the river. Flynn would have his room dim, or even dark by now. Bantry gave the man till noon to sleep if he was able, but at one he was in the Savoy’s caged lift with many questions, gentle rebukes, remonstrations, all well rehearsed.

          Room 312’s door stood open. A char woman was working inside, polishing furniture, and Bantry recoiled. “The gentleman left last night, rushed off all of a sudden,” the Cockney girl told him without being asked, nor even looking up from her work. “Alec, down on the desk, told us ’e just came back in an ’urry, took ’is stuff and shot through in the middle of the night. Dunno where to, didn’t leave no address for ’is post.”

          So Flynn had gone altogether. Deeply disappointed, Bantry took the stairs back down, hands in his pockets, intent on his own thoughts. The doorman hailed him the first passing cab, and ten minutes later he was ringing Sarah Craven’s doorbell. She was pleased to receive him in the parlor, and Bantry endured dizzyingly strong Turkish coffee and pastries before he asked if she knew of Flynn’s whereabouts. 

          She seemed genuinely surprised. “I hadn’t realized he was gone, Captain. Are you certain of it?”

          “I was at the Savoy not an hour ago.” Bantry pushed aside the ridiculous demitasse cup. “Where would he go, Mrs. Craven? He doesn’t have many friends in London.”

          “Very true. He would probably make arrangements to return to Paris with all dispatch.” Her brow creased and scarlet nails drummed on the arm of her chair. “But if he’s still in this country at all ... I should talk to Madame Blavatsky, if I were you. Do you know her? Helena Blavatsky brought Michael into England not long ago. He had been in Paris for a long while, and before that — most probably in Italy I should say. If anyone would know where he is, Madame Blavatsky would. And if he’s making travel arrangements, more than likely it would be through her.”

          “I don’t suppose you have an address where she might be contacted?” Bantry’s teeth worried his lower lip.  

          But Mrs. Craven did not, and seemed to delicately draw the line at delving into the business of the enigmatic Helena Blavatsky. Bantry was back on the street in minutes, mulling over what little Mrs. Craven had told him: contacting Blavatsky might not be so straight forward, since she was not usually resident in London. She was a habitual traveler, as often in New York or Russia, even India, as she was in England. She moved in the more elevated ranks of society, and Bantry wondered if he might call in a favor from David Lockwood.

          He picked up his pace. A faint sweat sheened his face as he hurried through the warm afternoon to the house he had left only a day before. Irving opened the door with a surprised look, and announced him; a moment later Lockwood’s face appeared from the library. “Come in old man! That’s a worried look. What in the world is wrong?”

          “Michael Flynn,” Bantry said without preamble as he was beckoned into the privacy of the library. “He’s gone, David.”

          “Gone?” Lockwood blinked at him. “Gone where?” He had a vested interest in Flynn — the only man he had ever known who suffered a disease David could arguably claim to have discovered. It would write his name into the text books, if ever he could persuade Flynn to allow him to research the condition he had called phototonic mydriasis. 

          “I have no idea where he’s gone,” Bantry said ruefully. “Which brings me here! I half hoped to find him with you, presuming on your hospitality through Phoebe. I went first to Mrs. Craven’s, and it was her suggestion he’ll have run home, so to speak —”

          “You mean, back to Madame Blavatsky’s fold?” Lockwood guessed.

          “Exactly. So I should contact the lady. The question is, how?”

          Lockwood actually chuckled. “Good God, you’re out of touch, Vincent! But of course you are. You haven’t been back long enough to have sipped more that the slightest drop of society’s nectar.”

          “I beg your pardon?” Bantry was missing something, and knew it.

          “The Theosophical Society didn’t exist when you went overseas, did it?” Lockwood cast about, searching along the rows of books with his eyes. “Now, where is it? There are several, but I can’t for the life of me remember where they were put.”

          “David, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

          “Pamphlets!” Lockwood told him. “Theosophical Society pamphlets, inviting the gullible and those on the lookout for oddity, to an evening of highly creative mumbo-jumbo and hypnotism, where a good time is had by all before they pass the hat around.”

          “I take it,” Bantry observed, “you don’t believe.”

          “Not a word of it,” Lockwood said acerbically. “Yet at the same time it’s a fascinating way of looking into the human mind. They’re harmless, and not quite insane — well, not yet. I’ve spent a good many years studying the realms of the mind. I only wish I could say I understood what I’ve seen, but who’s rash enough to make that claim?” He shook his head thoughtfully. “The world of the criminal mind, Vincent, is not like your mind, or mine. Imagine, if you can, a need, a positive lust for blood and violence. Murder and corruption, depravity and outrage. There is often a need for copulation which drives men to do terrible things.” He was leafing through several large, dark-bound volumes in the corner of the library. “Like the latest of these murders. A dreadful business altogether.”

          “The girl at the Savoy, the other morning?” Bantry picked up a book and flipped through it, back to front, looking for a pamphlet.

          “No, no. The latest one.”

          “There’s been another?” Bantry’s belly clenched, his heart skipped once and then settled into a faster beat. Of a sudden he was lightly sweated and his belly turned over.

          “Little more than a child this time.” Lockwood sighed. “Just sixteen, and raped quite brutally before her throat was cut. Vincent, there is a man in this city whose frustrations are on the point of destroying him.” David tapped his forehead. “Brutality begins in the mind. Animals kill to eat, or they kill to defend their territory, their young. Only in humans do you see this madness, a need for copulation, becoming a hunger, then a lust to hurt and be hurt, a thirst for the taste of blood.”

          Bantry’s hands were frozen on the book. “Last night? Where was this? You must have had the news from Farraday, it wasn’t in the paper.”

          “He was here just after breakfast.” Lockwood gestured over one shoulder. “The young girl was killed along the river, she was stone-cold by dawn. Farraday was here asking me to assist their surgeons, since I examined the two previous victims. I said I would, of course, but I had a clinic this morning. I arranged to meet the doctors later in the afternoon instead. In fact, I’ll need to hurry or I’ll be late.”

          “Don’t let me hold you up,” Bantry said automatically while his mind was miles and hours away.

          “Look, my boy, all you have to do is go through the ghastly books on this shelf here,” Lockwood said distractedly. “You’ll find all manner of ghoulishness, from black magic and Druidism to criminal pathology. I know for sure, some of the Theosophical Society pamphlets were used as bookmarks not long ago. Phoebe had just met Flynn and was suddenly interested in occultism. You know what the child is like — consumed by one fad today, bored by it and off onto another tomorrow. Find a pamphlet, and you’ll have the address of the hall where they meet. You’re sure to find someone who can put you directly in touch with Madame Blavatsky herself.” He checked his pocketwatch. “Forgive me, but I’m afraid I have an engagement with a dead young woman.”

          With that he hurried away, and Bantry sank down into a chair, blind and deaf, a book ignored in his hands. A young girl had been killed by the river, raped by a man whose sexual frustrations had driven him to insanity. And whose taste for blood was already well known. A man who had been on the loose in the night. Last night. Roaming the city, and needing.

          Bantry’s throat constricted as he blinked his vision clear, and of a sudden it was imperative that he find Flynn, and not for selfish reasons. If Flynn was innocent, as Bantry longed to believe, then the Irishman was in grave danger: Farraday would by now know he had fled on the morning of the most violent killing. And if Flynn were guilty —

          If he were guilty, then he was mad, Bantry thought darkly, for in his sane moments Michael was as innocent of malice and violence as a child. And he must be cared for, protected, not least from himself. 

          He forced himself back to the books, searching restlessly for a place marker. They were grim volumes, as Lockwood had warned, and yielded no slip of paper. Illustrations drew his attention, fascinated him with some morbid human taste for the grotesque. He pored over a column on the Tarot, drawn to it for no other reason than Flynn’s connection with the uncanny cards. A name drew his eye then, for he knew it — familiar and distinctive because of its complete absurdity. 

          Eliphas Levi. The man who had taught Flynn his skills in casting the Tarot. He remembered Flynn saying he had studied with Levi in the days when Levi was simply Alphonse Louis Constant — indeed, Michael knew the man as ‘Louis.’ Bantry read a paragraph in the book’s introduction, outlining the Frenchman’s early career and noting his original name. And then his heart skipped again as he saw the date given for the publication of the book with the awful name. 

          ‘Le Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie’ was published in 1856. Even if Michael Flynn was under twenty years of age in the years prior to its publication — just old enough to properly study Qabbalism — today he could be no less than fifty years old. Bantry’s whole mind rebelled, rejecting the outrageous idea. He threw down the book and pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. 

          A scarlet tide rose before his vision like a river of blood, and he felt a wave of sickness. Could the book be wrong? Had Flynn simply lied? But why would Flynn waste his breath, dropping names, when he knew he was talking to a man who was ignorant of the subject, and to whom the mention of Eliphas Levi meant nothing? 

          He would not. And Levi’s publishers would never permit such a glaring error. In his mind’s eye Bantry saw the face of the man who had so nearly been his lover, swimming against the river of scarlet, and he snatched his hands away. The face belonged to a young man less than thirty years, with barely a line to betray the passage of time. 

          Fifty years old? Even the thought was mad. Yet on an almost unconscious level Bantry knew he was a step nearer to understanding the riddle Flynn had set him. The man was a living mystery, existing in the shadows, a parasite on his admirers — he likened himself to the orchid, concealing a grisly secret behind the face of a Renaissance angel. 

          Was it insanity? Was madness the terrible secret he must hide? Bantry held his head in his hands until he heard servants in the hall, and Phoebe’s voice calling the butler’s name.

          “Irving! Father said Captain Bantry is here.”

          “In the library, Miss Phoebe. Shall I send in a tea tray?”

          “Yes, please. And cake.” Phoebe’s light footsteps drew closer and Bantry lifted his head mechanically, assuming a mask-like face he knew was simply blank. Not even Phoebe was quite so self-centered. With one glance at him she knew something was badly wrong, and came to take his hand. “Vincent, what is it? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

          “Perhaps I have.” Bantry heard his own bitterness. “Phoebe, you were interested in occultism for a while, weren’t you?” 

          She was at the mirror by the window now, where she patted her hair and fluffed the lace at her throat. “I’m still interested in Michael’s work.”

          “Then, do you have one of the Theosophical Society pamphlets?” Bantry asked tersely. “I need to contact Madame Blavatsky. Urgently.”

          “You need to do what?” Phoebe turned her back on the mirror. She gave him the strangest look, but went directly to a thick, black-bound book, took it from the shelf and produced a sheet of crisp yellow paper. “There you have it. But, why?”

          “Michael Flynn has disappeared,” he told her as he looked over the pamphlet. “And your father might not have told you, but there’s been another murder, even worse than the others. Did you know Inspector Farraday interviewed Michael after the second death?”

          “Yes, but he talked to everyone at the hotel,” she argued.

          Bantry nodded. “And how many occultists were staying there? Occultists with Irish names, which displeases the English. Men for whom sunlight is forbidden. I put it to you, Phoebe. If you were Inspector Edward Farraday, what would go through your mind?”

          “I ... should keep a very close watch on the weird fellow,” Phoebe whispered uncomfortably. “But, Vincent! You surely don’t believe —”

          “No, of course I don’t,” Bantry said quickly. “But Michael has chosen the worst of all possible days to disappear like a rabbit in a magician’s hat. What’s Farraday going to think now? Your father has gone to examine the third of the bodies. A girl years younger than you, Phoebe, who was molested before she was butchered like a pig.”

          “I heard about it.” Phoebe shuddered visibly. “Why on earth would Michael disappear?”

          “We ... had an argument,” Bantry said carefully. “He took umbrage. I think I may have insulted him without intending to, and without even realizing I’d done it. He’s a very prideful man, as you know. He might easily have hit me, blacked my eye — other men have! — but instead he merely took his things and left, like a gentleman.”

          “I see.” Phoebe turned the pamphlet over in his hands and touched the bottom line of type. “Here’s the address. I’ll come with you. We’d best find him quickly, before Farraday has half the constables in London carrying his description down every street from dusk to dawn.”

          “That,” Bantry said bleakly as he slipped the folded paper into the inside pocket of his jacket, “is my thinking precisely. And you’re not coming with me, Phoebe.”

          “Why not?” she demanded loudly. “Michael was a friend of mine first — may I remind you, sir, I introduced you!”

          “For which I’m in your debt,” Bantry said smoothly. “But God alone knows where this will lead, and I’d never forgive myself for taking you into danger. Now, you sent Irving for tea. Stay and enjoy it.”

          He was gone before she could protest, and hurried east from the house into the rush and relentless clamor of the city. In the milling crowd he was just another anonymous figure shouldering through the crush until he found a small, unpretentious building with an entry off the main thoroughfare and an almost unnoticeable signboard.

          It read simply, ‘The Theosophical Society.’

          The door was ajar. He stepped into a dim lobby with a cloakroom to one side. A small lecture hall opened directly before him; at a desk in one corner, a studious young man sat reading. Bantry coughed for attention and the young man looked up. Was he Indian? Northern Indian, pale skinned, clean shaven, with a high forehead and deep, intriguing eyes.

          “Good day,” Bantry began. “I need to get an urgent message to Madame Helena Blavatsky. Could you help me?”

          He closed the book. “Of course.” He had almost no accent — less of any traceable accent than an Englishman by birth would have possessed. “What is the urgency, sir?”

          “It concerns a young friend of hers. Michael Flynn, the Irish occultist whom she brought to England a short while ago. You know him?”

          “The whole society knows him.” The man’s eyes brightened. “He’s a great favorite of everyone’s. I hope he’s not hurt —?”

          “I don’t know.” Bantry licked his lips. “In fact, he’s disappeared.”

          “Disappeared? When? Have you contacted the police?” All the right questions; all with impossible answers.

          Bantry took a breath. “Yes; last night; and no. Because I imagine Inspector Farraday of Scotland Yard already knows Flynn has flown the coop, so to speak, and I rather think he will be as anxious as I am to find him ... for entirely opposite reasons. I really don’t have time to explain, and in any case it’s rather a private matter between Flynn, the Inspector and a few involved parties —”

          Deep brown eyes sparkled. “You’re telling me to remove my curious nose from Flynn’s private affairs!”

          “Something like that.” Bantry discovered a faint, unexpected smile. “It’s not quite about a lost umbrella! It is a private matter. Now, can you send me to Madame Blavatsky, or send her to me?”

          “She’ll be addressing a meeting right here, tonight,” the young man informed him. “I wouldn’t know where to reach her at this moment, but it’s already half past three and she’ll be here by seven. Why don’t you just come back then?”

          After all the mystery and the battle Bantry had anticipated, the suggestion was so bland, he almost chuckled. “I’ll be here a few minutes early, and speak with her privately before she begins. I doubt I’ll be able to stay. Have you paper and pencil? I’d like to leave a note for her.”

          The materials were produced from a drawer in the desk and he wrote quickly, 

 

       ‘My Dear Madame Blavatsky, 


I am a friend of the occultist, Mr. Flynn. Being most concerned that he has suffered some misadventure, I am urgently seeking his whereabouts. I shall be at the hall at ten minutes before seven; will you meet me for a few moments? My thanks, 


       Capt. V. Bantry, Ret.’


 

          He folded the paper, wrote the lady’s name on it and entrusted it to the society’s secretary. “You’ll give this to her at once?”

          “My word of honor.” The young man was mocking a little, then relented and added, “Seriously, if Michael Flynn is in some kind of trouble involving the police, it’s in our own best interests to find him. What affects him will certainly reflect upon Madame, and the Society. You know you can count on our assistance, sir.”

          “Then I’ll see you before seven.”

          The streets were busy and he shouldered for space in a coffee house, ate food he did not taste and drank bad coffee. How long was it since he had eaten at all? His light headedness was more likely the result of starvation than some morbid fear for Flynn. Three cups of coffee later he felt half alive again, capable of confronting a daunting and perplexing truth. 

          Either Flynn was a liar, or he was a murderer ... or he was insane enough to be unaware of having committed the killings.

          Or, said the sharp, small voice, fox-like, at the back of Bantry’s mind, he is innocent, and it’s true — he studied with Eliphas Levi, he’s fifty years old or more. And still so young, and so lost. The voice cut through him like a knife and he gulped tepid coffee. 

          Could it be true? Could the disease, this phototonic mydriasis, produce the illusion of youth as one of its side effects? Might it even arrest a man’s aging, just as it lowered his body heat and left him unable to digest food? Was it possible? The idea made the mind spin like a top, but Bantry clung to it, for it was the last chance for honesty, innocence and sanity Flynn had left. 

          Like a drowning man he clutched at the straw and waited through three interminable hours, deliberately ignoring the other logical conclusions to the reasoning. If the disease did all this, it was just as possible for it to turn a man’s mind. Make him forget the throats he had opened.

          When he stepped back into the lobby the hall was already half full. He ignored the crowd, searched out the Indian gentleman and caught his eye. He was beckoned closer and at once saw an imposing figure of a woman. She was plump and small, the face still striking though it had grown jowly with her middle years; and the eyes were blazing. 

          So this was Helena Blavatsky. She had an excess of whatever it took to intimidate a man with a single look, and Bantry stopped short as if he had walked into a wall. He dropped a formal half bow. “I’m Captain Bantry, Madame. I left a message for you.”

          “About Michael.” She brandished the note. “And alas, I’ve no good news for you, Captain, if you were hoping to find him in my house or my care.” Her accent was vaguely exotic, rich with vowels enduring from her East European childhood. “I’ve not seen Michael since one evening at the Craven house. I imagine you’ve seen more of him than I have.” She tilted her head at him, and the compelling eyes narrowed. “You don’t think he’s come to physical harm?”

          “I honestly don’t know, but I have my fears,” Bantry said softly. “I had to reach you. I thought, if anyone would know where he was, you would.” He studied the woman’s face with almost rude intensity but she did not seem offended. She shared his concern, and studied Bantry with an unnerving directness, as if weighing him up — perhaps wondering, could she trust him with information about Flynn’s most private life? 


          The same misgivings preoccupied Bantry. At length they seemed to reach the same conclusion at almost the same moment, that each of them was concerned, and genuine. Bantry felt a muscle in his belly relax. If Helena Blavatsky denied any knowledge of Flynn’s whereabouts, it could mean she was hiding him — which could only be to his good. If she knew he was insane and responsible for the string of murders, she would keep him out of Farraday’s hands and, ultimately, out of the bestiality of the insane asylum. And she would undoubtedly restrain him, prevent him from letting more blood. 

          But no, the lady was honestly ignorant of Flynn’s affairs, much less where he was. She was worried, Bantry was certain. He cleared his throat. “Madame, a policeman called Farraday may contact you very soon about Flynn. You’ve heard about the murders?”

          “Of course I have.” Her tone was dry as dust. “And you’ve no need to outline the situation to me, Captain. I’m quite well aware of how delighted the police would be to prosecute an occultist with a rare disease.” Her face was bleak. “If you’re trying to tell me to be cautious in what I say — no need. I shall take every precaution to say nothing harmful to Michael’s reputation.” She sighed. “He’s a dear boy, everyone’s favorite in Paris. I only wish I’d left him there, where he was safe.”

          “You’ve known him for some time,” Bantry prompted shrewdly.

          “A few years, off and on. An evening here, a party there.” Blavatsky stirred, her eyes passing over the gathering crowd. Her audience had begun to wait for her and would soon become restless.

          “Is he ...” Bantry took a breath and chose his words with the greatest care. “Madame, are you aware if he is a violent man? A man of unstable passions, perhaps?”

          She glared at him, fire in her eyes. “You don’t mean you’ve begun to suspect him yourself? I thought you were his friend!” She was outraged. “Michael Flynn is a gentleman, and more than that, Captain, he is a gentle man, with an enormous talent and great sensitivity. No, sir. Violence and death discomfit him, he cannot bear a hint of decay, as if it reminds him of a past hurt he has suffered. Or, as if the night in which he lives is haunted by shades. It is why he seeks the company of people like himself. Artists, musicians, writers and other occultists.” She lifted one heavy brow at him. “Yet he chose you out for a companion. Now, why?”

          How could Bantry tell her the truth? That he and Flynn shared a physical magnetism; the stirrings of powerful emotion drew them together. He searched for a faint smile. “I accompanied him to the opera, the symphony, he dealt the Tarot for me, shared my terrarium. I watched him inhale brandy vapors and become mildly inebriated, and David Lockwood explained the illness he called phototonic mydriasis. I think Michael is at ease in my company, for we have a great deal in common and I don’t care a fig for his condition. I also cherish the night. It’s a time for romance, Madame, as the poets would agree.”

          For a moment she seemed taken aback, and then laughed. The earthy sound surprised Bantry. “Yes, I see why he chose you. When you find him, Captain, let me know the dear boy is safe and well. I brought him here and I feel the most ridiculous responsibility for him.”

          The sentiment made Bantry smile. “I’ll be in touch,” he promised. “I think I’d best leave you to your audience before they grow impatient.”

          Unnoticed, he stepped out of the hall and was soon moving deeper into the warren of old London, rather than heading for home. He was as perplexed as Farraday must be by now, and found himself reduced to insight, ingenuity. Now he could only search for Flynn, and make intuitive guesses about where to look. 

          Flynn had few choices when it came to accommodation — and he had to be living somewhere secure, since he must safeguard himself from the sun. Good hotels, bad hotels, and the shady gentlemen’s clubs that took the occasional visitor. Flynn dressed well and never seemed short of money, so on a whim Bantry hailed a cab and made the rounds of the elegant establishments first. 

          The hansom conveyed him from one hotel to the next, waiting on the curb while he inquired at the desk if a gentleman of Flynn’s description was in residence. He could be using a false name, Bantry realized, so he devised an elaborate game that seemed to amuse most desk clerks. Flynn was his cousin, he said, and a terrible practical joker. Once a year they celebrated their shared birthdays with a ridiculous treasure hunt all over London, driving family, friends and the police to distraction. 

          Clerks chuckled at the diversions of wealthy young men who had nothing more constructive to do with their time; but even so, no one had seen Flynn. If they had, they would not quickly forget him. Flynn’s was a face one remembered.

          The night was frustrating, fruitless, and dawn saw him footsore, tired, and four shillings poorer in cab fares when he returned home. First he hunted for a meal. He was hungry, which he had not expected, and ate bread, cheese, meat, pickles, right out of the pantry. He left a note on the kitchen table for the Winthrops, to the effect he had been out the whole night and would sleep until late. 

          As the sun touched the city’s rooftops he set down his head. Sleep was deep, dreamless, and he lost all sense of time. He was only groggily awake a long time later, when George Winthrop opened the front door to a visitor. He had combed his hair, dragged on a dressing gown, when the old man came up to tap discreetly at the bedroom door. 

          “Captain? A gentleman from Scotland Yard wants to speak to you. I tried to send him away, but it’s important. Captain, can you hear me?

          “I can, and don’t be concerned, George.” Bantry stepped out with a soundless groan. 

          He had been expecting the man, but even so, Farraday was damnably quick off the mark. His face was overtly disapproving as he watched Bantry come down the stairs. More than likely he assumed Bantry had been drinking, and made a habit of rising at noon. Bantry preempted him before he could say a word. As military strategists insisted, the best defense was a good offense. 

          “I imagine you’re looking for Michael Flynn,” he began without preamble.

          The policeman had the grace to look sheepish, but his voice was acid. “You must be clairvoyant too. Now, why would you suspect that?”

          “A knowledge of how the military and legal mind works,” Bantry said just as acidly. “Under strange circumstances, Inspector, one searches for the most suspicious character. Murders are strange circumstances even in this day and age, thank God. And who could be more suspicious than a prodigal Irish fortune teller suffering a disease one can’t even pronounce! No sir, I have no idea where he is. And I do believe you’re entirely mistaken, if you suspect Flynn has anything whatsoever to do with these murders. Good enough?”

          The wind was stolen from Farraday’s sails. “Well, you’ve answered most of my questions without need of me asking them, and I should probably thank you. My time is quite precious. I was half expecting you to deny any association with the man.”

          “How foolish that would be,” Bantry said gruffly, “when I spent last night pounding the streets, looking for him. Oh yes, Inspector, he has disappeared. In a fit of pique, I’m afraid, over ... some rather gross remarks I made to him. If you must blame anyone for this theatrical vanishing act, blame me. I as good as called him an illusionist, even a charlatan. I’m very fortunate he didn’t break my nose before he took his belongings and left.” The lie was sound, safe. “It was a personal matter,” Bantry elaborated fluently, “a difference of opinion over a deck of Tarot cards.” He smiled. “Hardly justification for Scotland Yard’s involvement.” Careful deception came as smoothly to him as to any man who had risen swiftly to the rank of captain among the embassies of many countries.

          The Inspector’s face was still bleak, but Bantry’s remarks had clearly surprised him. “You searched all the places you might expect him to be?”

          “I even went to the good hotels,” Bantry assured him. “Tonight I’ll do the rounds of the cheap hotels, and whatever houses of ill repute I can locate, on the off-chance he might be, shall we say, indulging in a little harmless vice, to lift his spirits.” He lifted his hands as if at gunpoint. “We’re batting on the same team, Inspector. If you find him before I do, I’d appreciate a message. I want to apologize to him, quite abjectly. I was an absolute boor.”

          Farraday’s mouth twitched into a smile at last, reluctant but genuine. He had bought the story. “And if you locate the gentleman, Captain, be so kind as to make us privy to your information. There’s no direct evidence to connect Flynn with so much as professional trickery, but you realize we must follow up every suspicion. I regret to say, I have several superior officers, clergymen and politicians, who make no secret of their dislike for, distrust of, our Irish neighbors. They’re frowning down their noses at Flynn and the matter is rather out of my hands. You understand.”

          “Completely,” Bantry said, and it was sadly true. “I only want to help you get this whole nasty affair closed. Establishing Flynn’s innocence is paramount to me, of course. If it means you taking him into custody and simply waiting for another incident involving an unfortunate young woman while he’s safely incarcerated ... this would be a most efficient means of settling suspicions. Good God! The very idea of Flynn being thought responsible for these outrages is laughable.”

          It was another lie. Bantry himself was far from certain of Flynn’s sanity, but Farraday must not see his doubts. Not now, not ever. He yawned animatedly. “I was on the street the whole night and got home at dawn. I might as well have left the hunt to you, for all I achieved.” He offered his hand. “Don’t hesitate to call again, if I can be of assistance. And of course, if you find our elusive Mr. Flynn.”

          Farraday’s departure left Bantry glaring at the inside of the closed door. One fist impacted with the polished wood and pain flared through his knuckles as anger surged for a moment. Where could Flynn have gone? And why? Did he bolt out of grief, or out of guilt?

          Or was Flynn punishing himself for ‘leading on’ a man, only to promptly run away like a schoolgirl? Was his self-esteem in tatters for what he regarded as cowardice? Or did the madness surge over him, plunging him into the bloodhunt? 

          For the moment, Bantry could not, would not, believe it. Anger cooled, leaving behind something very like pity. Flynn had been alone for a long time, too long, and people often forgot how to love, or trust. Too much absence only made the heart forgetful. For some time Bantry wondered if he himself had been too forward, too aggressive; but he was sure he had behaved decently, and at last he surrendered to weary confusion.

          He was tired enough to sleep the afternoon through, but dusk saw him on the street once more. This time he prowled the cheap hotels, working his way down to the boardinghouses, and then the seedy accommodations frequented by men in need.

          Had Flynn reached the end of his finances and was too proud to admit it or ask for what he would call charity? It was a reasonable motive for flight, Bantry allowed. How could a man warm another man’s bed and almost at once ask for financial help? Could Bantry himself do that? He was not at all sure he could.

          Just then he had arrived in the dim lobby of a doss house and was trying to imagine Flynn in this shabby place. There was, he decided, no chance of it; no need of it, either. Not yet. Even if Flynn sold a few items of his clothing or effects, he could keep himself in better places for months. So — where the hell had he gone? 

          Could he have left London entirely? The thought stopped Bantry in his tracks. If Flynn had left the city either to get away from Bantry or the police, or both, he could be anywhere in England. He could have taken the night train to Edinburgh, or he might be in Dover, waiting for a ferry. Paris was alien territory to Bantry, unexplored and daunting.

          If Flynn was not in London, he was at least safely out of Farraday’s reach, and Bantry knew he ought to be thankful. But for a moment, as he stood in the lobby of a shabby, aromatic doss house, he felt so overwhelmed by the task he had set himself, he might have quit. He had to believe Flynn was still in the city. It made sense; a man who could only travel between the hours of twilight and dawn was at a serious disadvantage. He needed secure lodgings at his destination, and a way of getting there before the sun showed. 

          As far as Bantry was aware, Flynn had few acquaintances in London and none at all in the rest of Great Britain. Getting as far as Dover would be a challenge. Madame Blavatsky had made his travel arrangements into the country, and very likely, Bantry decided, if a sufferer of phototonic mydriasis were to travel far, he did so with the help of a friend. Since Helena Blavatsky was as anxious as Bantry, it was actually safe to assume Flynn was in London.

          The second possibility was even less welcome. Flynn might already have been arrested. The thought made Bantry’s blood run cold. If Michael had been captured, he could only trust the police to respect his need for darkness and plain water. 

          And then? Bantry’s own voice haunted his ears: If it means you taking him into custody and simply waiting for another incident involving an unfortunate young woman while he’s safely incarcerated ...

          But no, Farraday had already found his way to the house by BushyPark. Bantry knew he himself had to be under some slight cloud of suspicion, if only because he knew Flynn socially. Farraday would certainly have sent a man with news of Flynn’s arrest: if the bold Captain Bantry were indeed guilty, the news of Flynn’s arrest would force his hand. It was the perfect means to make him expose his guilt, with an attempt at flight.

          The reasoning helped to dispel the overwhelmed sensation, and Bantry gritted his teeth as he glared at the threadbare doss house. No, Flynn was not here. But he was surely somewhere in London. Without even speaking to the pale old man laboring over a newspaper at the desk, Bantry left the lobby. 

          He was grateful for a breath of cold night air to clear his head. The last chance he had before he began to hunt in private homes was the gentlemen’s clubs. He knew several, and went directly to The Black Diamond — a chancery where modest fortunes changed hands on the fall of playing cards, the spin of the roulette wheel. Upstairs were accommodations for guests who were overcome by dawn; but no one had seen Flynn.

          From there he went onto Prince Hal’s, a social club in the finest good taste, where the prostitutes were beautiful and well bred, excellently schooled and as elegantly dressed as debutantes. Flynn had suggested he had a taste for gorgeous bodies of either gender; but even there the managers knew nothing of him.

          They sent Bantry on to The Regency, and from there he drove to The White Rose, which catered to male tastes for very young girls; and then the Orb and Scepter, which was a drinking club with lewd older women in fancy costume; and downward from there, each club rowdier and less salubrious. By three in the morning he found himself at La Belle Fainéant, already jaded by the coarseness he had seen and heard, and half convinced London was rushing toward mass insanity. 

          By this point he was only mildly surprised to see several pretty young men among the girls. Two were dressed as pages, in green velvet and shining curls; a third was a street urchin whose face was scrubbed clean, and a fourth youth was tall, slender, beautiful and very bored. He was a few years older than the others and obviously experienced. He looked Bantry over with a flicker of interest as Bantry stood in the foyer, but less than a minute later he went upstairs with an elderly client, before Bantry could even mention Flynn’s name.

          The manager was on hand, and by now Bantry expected no more than the denial of any knowledge of Flynn’s existence. “I’ve been everywhere,” he growled, frustrated, tired, even angry. “In every gentlemen’s club anyone knows! There’s nowhere left.”

          The manager of La Belle Fainéant was sixty, fat and sallow, but at least he did Bantry the courtesy of listening. “Maybe you’re lookin’ in the wrong places,” he interrupted in a thick Cockney accent, “but my place caters for the gentlemen of very discerning taste, like you can see.” He gestured toward the boys. “There’s plenty of gents who prefer a bit of the alternative. See there?” He was pointing out a ravishing creature in a white ball gown. “That un’s name’s Fred. Fred’s a bloke, when you get the petticoats off. There’s plenty of gents who’s partial to the charms of a lad. What about your mate?”

          Bantry felt an unaccustomed warmth in his cheeks. “Well, I don’t believe it’s his ... his style, to prefer boys got up in girls’ dresses,” he mused, but the man could very well be right: Bantry had been looking in the wrong places. “And I’m quite sure he has no interest in little boys! But a young man of beauty and wit might divert him. Where do you suggest I go next, then, since I’m too innocent of this underworld of yours to know?”

          Four clubs were promptly suggested. The first two were very like La Belle Fainéant, where girls and boys mixed and were almost indistinguishable by four in the morning. All Bantry saw by now was a blur of paint and powder on tired, too-young faces, the sheen of gaslight on satin, silk, and fancy dress, sometimes outrageous, sometimes simply foolish. 

          The third club was coarse, full of drunken brawling, with nothing female in sight. Its boys were tough customers, as capable of koshing a man for his billfold if he stepped too far out of line, as of providing the services for which he had paid. Still, Bantry asked after Flynn, and this time was relieved when no one had seen him.

          One club remained, and after the drunken vulgarity of the last, Bantry was almost inspired to turn back before the hand was played out. The same stubbornness that had served him in the East took him into a den called Hotspurs.

          He saw no women in the dim corners, and the clients were well-heeled young rogues. Their breeding was obvious; the accents suggested Oxford, Cambridge, Mayfair, and the club was an immaculate façade of propriety behind which was the pit of hell itself.

          The smell of blood greeted Bantry in the foyer.

          He swallowed his heart at the iron tang of it, and against every instinct allowed himself to be lured deeper when sense was telling him to get out. A boy had been caned, and worse; fresh blood covered his legs and he walked like an old man, glimpsed briefly as he left the room where he had ‘worked’ and disappeared through a private door. 

          Cries issued from other rooms. Bantry heard the crack of a switch or belt, and glimpses into chambers off the main passageway showed scenes of brutality to haunt a man’s dreams. The victims appeared helpless, and the realism of acts which had all the appearance of rape was shocking. He wondered if all the ‘victims’ actually worked here. Did some of them submit willingly, even eagerly, out of the mystifying need to be hurt? Or had he found some of London’s missing youths, homeless boys who vanished off the street and were never seen again? In one dark room was a long wall covered in meat hooks, and suspended on tiptoes from their bound hands were five youths, all naked, hung there as if in a butcher’s shop, while clients took their pick as if it were an auction at a slave market. Perhaps it was.

          The place was quite the equivalent of any opium-soaked den in the warrens of Shanghai or Nanking, and Bantry was stunned, to stumble into it in London. Mouth dust dry, like a hound he passed on, following the scent of blood. In a dim little room at the end of the passage was a scene that stole his breath. 

          Milk-white skin, thick chestnut hair. A young man lying face-down across a rumpled bed, dead asleep, as if satiated. Customer? Employee? Bantry could not tell. Nor could he tell if the man were satiated or injured. All he saw was the smooth white skin stretched over the thinly-muscled back, the perfect mounds of buttocks, the length of lean thighs, the way the hair curled about the man’s neck, so familiar, his pulse jumped. 

          The room was lit by a single, dimmed lamp. The figure was only half-seen in the faint light from the door, and as raw fear quickened his heart Bantry stepped cautiously inside. “Michael?” With the French pronunciation. “Michael?” The man did not stir. Bantry was at the bedside now. Both hands fell on his skin and found it cool. “Oh, God.” Muttering to himself. “It can’t be.” He turned the body carefully onto its side, unsure if he should move him at all. If he were a prisoner, he could be injured. “Michael?”

          Then the young man stirred, stretched. Dark lashes fluttered as he looked up, and in the blue shadows even now Bantry was uncertain until a Cockney voice said, “Michael, is it? All right, squire, I’ll be Michael f’yer. Whatchya want, then? ’Ow d’yer want me? Like this?” He knelt, his face lost in the tumble of pillows. “Make it quick, mind, and yer can pay me instead o’ the ’ouse, if no bugger else even knows yer ’ere. Make it worth me while, eh?”

          A blinding typhoon of emotion overloaded Bantry’s reason. Relief, that this was not Flynn at all; shame, that he had believed Flynn might ever come here; genuine surprise, that so many from England’s privileged class delighted in savage pleasures; and overwriting it all was a terrible guilt, as a tide of desire rose up, battered and drowned him like a summer squall. 

          The young man was beautiful. And he was presented, hind to buck, waiting, sleepily offering everything and nothing of himself, the living image of everything Bantry had desired since he had watched the Tarot dealt, a lifetime ago. No one would ever know Bantry used him. It was done quickly and without much gentleness, but the young man was a professional, well prepared, intimately knowing. If the rough coupling gave him any pleasure, Bantry did not know and did not care. 

          But the crisp pound note pressed into his waiting hand clearly astounded him. He called after the customer whose face he had never even seen. “Oi, come back, squire! Yer must want more than a quick poke for this much! Squire!”

          Bantry was moving — he had to get out. The smell of blood came from a back room where a doubtful practitioner was doctoring the hurts of clients and whores alike. Flynn was not here, had never been here, could not be here, and all Bantry could think of was to escape, to breathe free air. Go home and bathe, as if he could wash away the taint of guilt for what he had done.

          He ran, taking reeking backstreets and cobbled lanes, shortcuts fetching him swiftly to the perimeter of Bushy Park while the pounding of his pace set up a steady throb in legs and feet, like a penance. The remembered sensations of a man’s body, inside and out, possessed him. He felt again the rush of lust, the terrible pleasure — as if he should have found nothing pleasurable in the act. He castigated himself savagely, no matter if he was the only client in the den who caused no pain and paid handsomely for a scant few minutes’ indulgence.

          Dawn was full blown when he leaned on the closed door of his home, squeezed shut his eyes and smelt the rankness of his own sweat. He would never tell a soul where he had been, what he had seen. And done. Before the Winthrops were awake he filled the bathtub and scrubbed viciously until his skin was sore, as if the memory could be erased. For the first time in many a year he reached for the whisky bottle and drank until his living mind submerged. 

          The shadows of late afternoon filled the room when he woke, and his head was befuddled by a hot confusion of dreams. He smelt bacon frying in the kitchen below and his belly reeled. Weakness, like an illness, seized him, and he wondered what the Winthrops must think of an employer who stayed out all night and slept off his liquor until three in the afternoon. He was sure had already done a surpassing job of disgracing himself in front of his servants.

          He drank a cup of tea, dressed, and was on the street again by five. He walked for miles by the river until the whisky-head dissipated and he began to see properly. Desolation dogged him like a physical enemy, but by now his rationale had returned. 

          Michael Flynn was gone, and that was that. Bantry was not the only one troubled and disappointed — Phoebe, Helena Blavatsky, Sarah Craven, David Lockwood, many others would be hurt or even angered by Flynn’s sudden flight. Even, or especially, Inspector Farraday, Bantry thought with bleak humor.

          But none of them had been in love with Flynn. No one would share the sharpest edge of Bantry’s loss. He was in Hyde Park that night, walking and remembering, as if moonlight and the wind in the trees somehow brought him closer to all he had lost. Carnal memories of a young man in a charnel-house club haunted him, but he knew he was lucky to have had even that much.

          Deliberately, stubborn and embittered beyond his years, Bantry forced his feet toward home.

 

 

 

Chapter Six                     

 

Henry Archer was angling for another Chinese piece but Bantry put him off without even meeting him to discuss a new client’s interest. He did not think he needed money yet; the truth was, he had lost track of those details.

          As the summer wind warmed, nights grew shorter. He found himself aware of such things as never before. Edith Lockwood sent an invitation to dinner one Friday evening, and he forgot to reply. Phoebe sent messages, one after another, but he ignored them or was simply unaware of them, until she was furious. He was only barely aware of her ire, though she blustered like a summer squall and marched away in a fine Celtic temper. Mrs. Winthrop asked what he might enjoy for dinner and the question seemed incomprehensible. Old George asked what he wanted to do about a broken rail in the fence, and Bantry muttered something unintelligible, then promptly forgot.

          His mind was imprisoned in a maze of its own making. Only now could he clearly define what he had felt for Flynn. Lust was the least of it. At the time it had been difficult to recognize the emotion; he had never been in love before.

          A messenger came from Helena Blavatsky, politely asking if he had any news regarding Flynn. The young man took away a vague, negative note in Bantry’s hand; afterward, Bantry could not even recall what he had said, and spared a moment to hope he had at least been polite. 

          Rain fell one Thursday afternoon. He stood at the window for almost an hour, intent on the rivulets of water on the glass, reminded of the weft and weave of fabric ... the loom of Fate; and, he remembered, Atropos was the name of the Fate whose task it was to cut the thread of human life. Ice scampered through him from the pit of his belly outward, and he leaned his forehead on the glass. 

          If he had not chosen the warship for the return leg of his journey to Hong Kong and Macao, he would home right now. Home: a little Ching palace, a beautiful, uncomplicated youth who loved him for himself, an Army career filled with promise, promotion to major by year’s end, the prospects of retiring at colonel, with a pension, in the fullness of time.

          England was an ill-fitting boot, he decided, watching the rain weave across the window, and for the first time he wondered if he might find his place in the Foreign Office. The diplomatic service. Could he return to the East on embassy assignment? Not as a soldier. Never again as a soldier.

          Farraday called briefly one afternoon and Bantry pounced on the man, absurdly hoping Flynn was in custody. But the Inspector was as ignorant as ever. He was only turning over old ground, perhaps hoping to uncover fresh worms. Bantry made polite conversation, sent for coffee and shortbread, and picked the policeman’s brain for any morsel.

          Though they had searched for Flynn as diligently as had Bantry, the Flying Squad had never even glimpsed him — which was fortunate from Bantry’s perspective. The dire news was, the string of bloody killings stopped on the midnight of Flynn’s disappearance. 

          Bantry’s heart was a stone in his chest. Polite conversation defied him then; he was reduced to mask-like faces and terse replies while his belly churned and the Turkish coffee burned his gullet. The Inspector seemed to see right through his mask, and had the grace to go. Before Farraday left the house, Bantry lapsed back into the dense reverie through which he had become unreachable. Flynn’s guilt seemed inevitable, yet even now Farraday had admitted again, no direct evidence existed. If Michael Flynn were arrested, he would almost certainly be convicted on circumstantial evidence. Many an innocent man had been hanged for another’s crimes. And many an Irishman. 

          Bantry was physically ill and he knew, only time would heal the wounds he had sustained this time. Yet for the healing to even begin he must find a way to let Flynn go, get him out of the hour’s every thought, and go on. Forgetfulness would have been bliss in those days. More than once Bantry seriously considered the pipe, but opium dreams were always too real, one never knew were they would take him. Dreams and nightmares already possessed him. He could scarcely tell one from the other. 

          Instead, he got his feet under him, got out of the house, if only to breathe free air and be among living human beings. Often as not dusk found him on the street, walking with his eyes on the pavement as the lamplighters went about and the smoky mauve twilight thickened into night proper. 

          Gratefully, he lost himself among the hawkers, buskers, tradesmen, the ordinary people of the street. They may be shabby, they may smell strong and their voices may be raucous, but they were real, they were alive. They knew where they were, and who they were, which was something Bantry must relearn.

          He was still on the street, three endless weeks after Flynn had bolted, when he heard the soft, familiar voice; and he was sure it must be the onset of madness.

          He was on the approach to PutneyBridge. The traffic was snarled, wagons and cabs tangled where a horse was rearing and thrashing. Bantry had walked by without even seeing the scene when he heard the man’s voice, speaking to the furious animal in gentle, soothing tones, trying to calm it with words. 

          The voice cut through the fog shrouding Bantry, and he spun.

          There he was, one white hand on the horse’s bridle as he spoke to her, trying to hold her as she began to rear again. The owner stood by, the whip raised overhead while the animal’s flanks were already bloody, clearly why a stranger would step out of the crowd and involve himself. Bantry saw the chestnut head, the face in profile, and caught his breath. He had taken one step toward the tableau when the horse reared, broke away and thrashed her forelegs. 

         It was Flynn, no doubt about it. The way he moved was unmistakable as he stepped quickly away — but he was not fast enough by far. One iron-shod hoof caught him in the chest, another dealt him a glancing blow to the side of his head, and he went down heavily. Mercifully, he was tossed away from the milling hooves, or he would surely have been dead. Bantry’s heart was in his mouth as he moved in fast. 

          “Out of the way!” His voice cut over the crowd, more like the sergeant than the captain. People stood aside, and the carter physically dragged his horse away, amid a harangue from the onlookers for his rough treatment of the beast.  

          Then Bantry was on his knees, seeing the red of fresh blood, and waxen, orchid-like skin. For a terrible moment he was sure Flynn was dead, and pressed an ear to his nose and mouth. His breath was faint, shallow, the skin as cool as ever, but a weak, faint pulse raced in his throat. He was hurt, but how badly? The middle of the street was no place to examine him. Bantry cast about for his bearings, only then realizing he had been walking for over an hour, in his usual ridiculous stupor.

          PutneyBridge? Then David Lockwood’s clinic was quite near. He beckoned a lad from the crush of onlookers. “You, boy. Yes, you! Can you run? Will you run an errand for a shilling?” 

          The boy was twelve or thirteen, grubby and ragged, and his eyes widened. Obviously he would. To him, a shilling was a fortune. 

          “Do you know the Lockwood clinic?” Bantry demanded. The shaggy head nodded. “Then you run there, just as fast as you can, and tell them to come here, quickly, with a stretcher. You tell them Mr. Flynn — remember the name! Mr. Flynn — has been injured in the street by the bridge. Now, off with you, fast as you can run!”

          He was gone like a hare with a pack of hounds after it, and Bantry returned his attention to the man at his feet. Flynn was deeply unconscious and the side of his face was bloody. Bantry swabbed away the worst of it with his handkerchief and searched for the wound. He found it, swollen and livid beside Flynn’s hairline, but against the odds it was only skin deep, and had already stopped bleeding — it would not even scar. Bantry could scarcely believe it. 

          The scar was the least of his concerns. He loosened the stiff collar and discarded the white bow tie. Flynn was dressed for a formal occasion, probably on his way to the theater or recital. A constable had appeared, and held back the crowd as Bantry loosened Flynn’s waistcoat and shirt, and felt along his ribs.

          A livid swatch the size of his palm would soon be black and purple, but as far as he could tell the bones were whole. Bantry began to breathe again and thanked whatever soldier’s god was watching. It could have been much worse.

          A commotion at the rear of the crowd announced the arrival of a flushed, panting David Lockwood. Two orderlies rushed in his wake, struggling with a stretcher, and the crush of onlookers parted to let them through. Bantry stood back now, allowing Lockwood to take charge, and a tug at his sleeve made him look down. A grubby little face was turned up to him — the boy was waiting for his shilling, blue eyes filled with the expectation of a rebuff. 

          But Bantry smiled, winked, gave him three bright sixpences instead of the promised shilling. As the boy raced away in delight, Lockwood was clucking over Flynn. The orderlies rolled the still-inert body onto their canvas stretcher and hoisted it up. Bantry caught the doctor by the arm to hold him back. 

          “How bad is it? Isn’t it just bruises?”

          “He’s had a nasty knock on the head,” Lockwood panted distractedly. “You can’t be too careful, you know, when it’s blows to the head. I’ll take him to the clinic.”

          “I’ll go with you.” Bantry was sure Lockwood had not heard a word, for the doctor was already moving, preoccupied with his prize. 

          He had just been given something he had wanted for months now, Bantry realized with a start — Michael Flynn, in his clinic. Flynn would be furious when he woke, but he had to be alive, awake and lucid first, and Bantry was willing to weather the anger.

          The orderlies toiled back to the clinic’s side door, behind the iron gate with its squealing hinges and the brass emergency bell. A smell of carbolic and the suggestion of chloroform issued from within. The door closed out the cool night air and Bantry followed his old friend past the pathetic caged animals and into the sterile, white-tiled examination room.

          Just as he was set down on the table, Flynn began to stir. Bantry watched his lashes flutter, open, and he set a hand on Flynn’s shoulder. “Just be quiet, Michael, You’ve been hurt but you’re quite safe. Are you in pain?”

          “My head,” Flynn whispered. “What hit me?”

          “The near fore of a brewer’s Clydesdale,” Bantry told him aridly. “You tried to remonstrate with the beast, when the driver was responsible for it.”

          “He was beating her,” Flynn groaned. “She was frightened.”

          “And you might have been killed.” Bantry’s eyes prickled. This was the man he had half believed might be capable of the murder of young girls, in whatever fit of insanity? This man who could not bear to see a horse beaten in the street. Bantry swallowed the lump in his throat, and swept the heavy hair back from Flynn’s cool brow. “You’re going to have quite a headache, Michael, but you’re safe.”

          Not in the least satisfied, Flynn struggled to sit up. Bantry held him down with an arm across his chest and he spluttered his indignation. “Let me up! Let me ... oh, dear gods, I’ll be sick.”

          “Lie still,” Bantry said bluffly as Lockwood returned, sleeves already rolled up, a large white apron tied on, a basin of water and a tray of swabs prepared.

          “Where am I?” Flynn took a deep, careful breath.

          “In the clinic, David’s clinic,” Bantry told him. “He’s going to examine you now, and clean up this cut. I’m not sure but what you’ll need stitching up.” He peered at the wound in the gaslight and bit back an oath. “My God, David, look here.”

          Lockwood came closer and frowned at the line of the cut. It was already almost closed, where just minutes before it had been gaping and wet, though not actually bleeding. “This is extraordinary,” Lockwood murmured. “I swear, I’ve seen nothing like this. I must research this. Study it. We need to know how, and why —”

          “The healing is an effect of his illness, do you think?” Bantry was hushed as he looked up over Flynn’s limp form, into Lockwood’s oddly bird-bright eyes. 

          Hard and glittering, they had the look of the crow, the raven. Lockwood was enmeshed in his research now, and Bantry recoiled. In a wink, Flynn was no longer a human being. He was a laboratory subject. Michael had become a specimen. And David was a stranger. Bantry was appalled.

          “David! For God’s sake!”

          “Hm?” Lockwood was not listening. “All right, old man, you can leave now.”

          “I’ve no intentions of leaving.” Bantry’s grip tightened on Flynn’s wrist. “Just put a bandage on his head and I’ll take him home with me. I’m perfectly capable of keeping an eye on him.”

          The remark reached Lockwood when apparently nothing else would. “No, no, he must stay here. He’s probably stunned. Head wound.”

          “I imagine he’s extremely stunned,” Bantry said tartly, “but his head can ache just as well at home. Give him something for the pain, and a bandage, and we’ll leave.”

          The doctor made emphatic gestures. “No chance of that, Vincent. Professional ethics and so forth. I must keep him here.”

          “Professional ethics, my eye.” Bantry heard himself snarl. “I can see as well as you, there’s not a damned thing wrong with him that a night’s sleep and perhaps a drop of laudanum won’t mend. He was lucky, the horse barely touched him. I’ve seen worse from a fist-fight in a bar! You want to study him, don’t you? It’s what you’ve wanted since the day you met him!”

          Lockwood’s face hardened to granite. It was the first time he had ever shown hostility to Bantry. “It’s my profession, Vincent.” His voice was icy. “Now, I’ll ask you to leave, while I still consider you my friend.” He turned away to the sinks, leaving Bantry fuming by the table.

          Groggy or not, Flynn had followed every word. His eyes were glassy but the grip on Bantry’s hand was strong. “Don’t leave me. For the love of God, don’t leave me alone here, Vincent.”

          “I won’t,” Bantry began.

          “Indeed you will,” Lockwood said sharply. He set down a tray of instruments with a clatter and fixed Bantry with a glare. “Vincent, go away. He’s my patient now. He has a head wound. In all good conscience I can’t let him go before I’ve properly examined him.”

          “Your patient? He’s your specimen,” Bantry retorted. Lockwood’s mouth compressed in such anger, Bantry physically recoiled. “David, for pity’s sake!” He reached out, but David stepped back. “There’s nothing wrong with him!”

          “I’ll be the judge of that,” Lockwood told him, in very much the tone a parent might have used with a stubborn, foolish child. “Since when did you become a doctor?”

          Bantry drew his shoulders back. He was taller than Lockwood, younger, stronger, but Lockwood was not in the least intimidated. “You want to experiment on him!”

          “Not your business, old man,” Lockwood said coldly. “Vincent, I’m not asking you to go. I’m telling you.”

          “The police,” Bantry said quietly, playing the only card he had left, though it made his flesh crawl, “have been looking for him for weeks.”

          “Police?” Lockwood blinked. “Oh no, no. Not now. Not possible.”

          “Then you’ll not inform them he’s here?” Bantry had gone cold.

         Flynn was moving, struggling to sit, swinging his legs over the side of the examination table. “All this may not be any of your business, Vincent, but I think it’s mine,” he began determinedly. The room must have spun like a dervish as he sat, for he slumped sideways. If Bantry had not caught him, he would have fallen like a sack of oats.

          The near fall was more than Lockwood needed. “Go home, Bantry,” he barked. “Leave him here. It’s for his own good.”

          “Vincent!” Flynn’s tongue was slurred.

          “I don’t see that I have much choice, Michael,” Bantry said quietly. “You do have a head wound, he’s a physician, this is a reputable clinic and in all probability I’m just making a damnable nuisance of myself.” He forced a smile, and one thumb caressed the back of Flynn’s hand. “Look, no harm can befall you before morning, and David will make sure you’re in fine condition to leave at dusk tomorrow.” 

          He had the uncomfortable feeling he was trying to convince himself, because Flynn had almost collapsed the moment he tried to stand — and Lockwood’s orderlies filled the doorway, two big lads, brawny enough to be working in the asylums.  

          “Look,” he said reluctantly, “David knows your trouble with sunlight, and all the rest of it. He’s the one who put a name to your disease! I’ll return in the morning with your things, if you tell me what you need, and where to go for them. I’ll take you out of here as soon as the sun’s down, my word on it. Where the devil have you been? I searched everywhere!”

          But Lockwood pushed in between them before Flynn could answer, and the orderlies seemed to be just waiting for the word to forcibly eject Bantry. “Just be here in the morning. Please,” Flynn said hoarsely, watching the doctor with obvious mistrust. 

          Reluctant, furious, Bantry — on the point of leaving anyway — was physically shouldered aside by Lockwood, who had become the inimical stranger as his work seized him. Bantry swore lividly as he was hustled toward the door by the clinic’s bully-boys. “I’ll see you, first thing!” he shouted through gritted teeth. 

          “Vincent?” Flynn called. “Vincent, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

          “Goodnight, Bantry,” Lockwood muttered, and it had the sound of ‘goodbye’ as he turned toward Flynn.

          The orderlies shoved Bantry out past the caged monkeys and the door slammed. A bolt rattled on the inside, leaving him standing in a dim lobby, angry, confused and inexplicably ashamed. Never in his life had he been ordered around, pushed around, like this, not even as a young, grass-green lieutenant. But Lockwood held all the cards tonight — he was the physician, the master of his own clinic, and Flynn was in no condition to leave, no matter what Michael said. 

          Ten years, Bantry had known David Lockwood ... or thought he had known him. Michael’s dread of the man was shocking, and the zealot light in Lockwood’s eyes as he got Flynn into his examination room would have chilled any man’s marrow. Friends and family never saw this side of David; Bantry wished to God he himself had not seen it, for it made him want to smash his fist into Lockwood’s mouth. 

          In seconds he had lost the friend of a decade, and he wondered if he had been duped all along by Lockwood’s façade of compassion, which hid a fiendish lust for research. When the zeal overcame him, the fanaticism, he cared nothing for the patient’s well-being. He was a stranger to whom the monkey, the rabbit, the human, were all alike. Specimens.

          But Flynn was alive. Flynn was not in police custody; and he was sorry — for what? It was a very private apology. Sorry for the way he had run from the scene of his own seduction? Then he regretted the flight. 

          At once angry, elated, confused, weary and deeply troubled, Bantry left the clinic. He should go to Farraday, but he could not bring himself to give Flynn to the police. Michael was in no fit condition to face the predictable barrage of questions, where one confused, rash remark could implicate him, with terrible consequences. The gallows.

          And who was to say the killer would murder again? If he did not, Michael Flynn would be hanged in his place, no doubt about it. The circumstantial evidence was damning.

          Instead, Bantry went to the Theosophical Society and left a message at the hall for Helena Blavatsky. Flynn had been found, he said; he had suffered a small accident and could be reached at Captain Bantry’s address, as from the following evening. 

          He swore this vehemently as he marched home, and fetched the Winthrops in a half-panic by slamming the front door hard enough to shake the windows. The moment he had Michael Flynn through that door, he told himself, this time it would be locked and the key hidden. They would thrash out their differences, once and for all. No more mummery and gibberish — it would be straight answers to direct, unambiguous questions, man to man.

          He apologized sheepishly to the old housekeepers, blamed the noise on a gust of wind, and headed upstairs. For the first time in a week, though he did not sleep, he rested. He was breakfasting before the Winthrops were awake, and at seven he was back at Lockwood’s clinic. 

          The building was dark, silent. Once it was a fashionable private residence, but today it seemed to Bantry to lurk in the long morning shadows, with all the welcome of a magistrate’s lockup. He was early enough to surprise the dozing night watchman, who was about to end his shift. The old man jerked awake at the sharp knock on the door’s milky glass panel, and Bantry gave him a humorless smile. 

          “I’ve come to see the patient, Mr. Flynn.”

          Gnarled old knuckles scrubbed at red, rheumy eyes, and the man groped for a cup of tea gone cold on the corner of the table by which he had slept, slumped in his chair. “I can’t let you in, sir. Doctor Lockwood left strict orders —”

          “Orders? Are you telling me I can’t see Flynn?” Bantry’s blood quickened in anger.

          “He’s not to be disturbed,” the watchman said firmly. “It’s his sickness, sir. He’s deadly infectious, he could see off the lot of us.”

          “Oh, really?” Bantry said acidly, and pushed past the desk without waiting for permission.

          The old man called angrily after him but Bantry ignored him. Where would Flynn be? The private rooms were in the back of the clinic, and he should be there. In fact, Bantry was in no doubt when he saw another bully-boy, younger and bigger than the others, wearing a white uniform and apparently standing guard on a door in the back. To keep Flynn inside? But Michael could not make a move in daylight. 

          Then, to keep others out. Bantry specifically — who else knew Flynn was here? Bantry’s anger magnified, but he affected a pleasant expression. “I’ve come to visit the patient,” he told the guard. “Mr. Flynn is in here? Good, then I’ll go right in.”

          As he had expected, the orderly barred his way, which placed Bantry in a peculiar position. To attack the man would be counted assault and battery, to which could be added illegal entry to these premises, and acting contrary to the specific advice of an eminent physician. The charges were actually quite serious, worthy of a stiff fine if not thirty days, and Bantry backed off with a quiet oath. 

          “Look here, I’m just a visitor. Won’t you let me talk to him?”

          The orderly shrugged massive shoulders; his face was surly and his fists clenched. “I’ve got me orders. Nobody sees ’im. Far as I know, Flynn’s either dangerous, out of his ’ead, or else carrying the plague. There’s the story as I got it, and it’s good enough for me. Either way, no bugger goes in, and the gent stays put. It’s me job. Mate of yours, is ’e?”

          “My friend,” Bantry said stiffly.

          “Best thing you can do is take it up with Doc Lockwood or young Doc Helprin, ’is partner. They’ll get ’ere soon enough, or you can catch them at ’ome.”

          “You can be sure,” Bantry snarled, “I shall.”

          He marched past the flustered old watchman without a word, slammed every door and gate on his way out. He was ringing Lockwood’s doorbell fifteen furious minutes later, only to find Irving helplessly apologizing. 

          “I’m so sorry, Captain Bantry — I can see how urgent it is. But the Doctor did not return home last night, nor did he send word to Mrs. Lockwood. We assume he spent the night with his partner, the young student.”

          “Helprin.” Bantry took a deep breath to calm himself. “So where does this Helprin live? I’ll go there at once.”

          Still apologizing, Irving wrote the Hampton address on the back of an envelope and Bantry thrust it into his pocket. He hailed the first cab he saw. It was barely half past seven and the streets were still quiet. The driver made good speed, and soon enough Bantry was looking warily at the Helprin house. 

          It was a mansion, and he gave it the glare it deserved as he told the driver to wait at the gate. If he forced his hand here, it would be called an affray and he would be answering to the police. Swearing lividly beneath his breath, he rang the doorbell. An ancient, embalmed butler answered and he tried to smile as he asked if David Lockwood was here. He was, though Helprin’s servant seemed reluctant to admit it.

          “Might I see him for a moment?” Bantry asked. “It’s most urgent, a matter concerning one of his patients. Mr. Flynn.”

          “I’m sorry, sir.” The butler was immovable. Even the voice was embalmed. “Doctor Lockwood retired at dawn and is not to be disturbed.”

          Bantry clamped his teeth on rejoinders he could not afford to make. “Might I speak to his junior partner, Doctor Helprin? It is very urgent.”

          “One moment, sir.” The butler closed the oiled-oak door in his face and left Bantry to glare at the trimmed yew hedges and amputated roses for long minutes before it was reopened, and he was invited into the hall.

          And here was Helprin, just as Bantry remembered him from their brief meeting at the clinic, the day after his arrival in England. Red hair, papery skin, freckles, blue eyes, thin wrists and an icy manner. “Something about Flynn?” The voice was like salt in an open wound.

          Bantry drew himself up and looked down on Helprin from the advantage of several inches. “I want to know why he’s refused visitors. I was barred from seeing him this morning. A gorilla is standing guard on his door.”

          “Oh, that.” Helprin laughed, and Bantry could have hit him. “He had a sleepless night and must have his rest. He’s not well enough for visitors. I suggest you allow him his convalescence. Call again in a week or so.”

          “There was nothing much wrong with him,” Bantry said with spurious politeness. “A slight blow to the head. A shock. Nothing more.”

          “Complications.” Helprin turned away. “A week, Captain Bantry.”

          “Now, just one moment!” Bantry had raised his voice; it sounded unpardonably obtrusive in the hallway of an elegant Hampton mansion. 

          Discreetly but deliberately, two very large male members of the burgeoning serving staff drifted into sight at doors down the passageway. Bantry glared at them and sealed his lips. Helprin waited, one thin brow lifted in question, and Bantry said with taxing civility, “I’ll call back. You understand, I’m merely worried for my friend.”

          The heavy front door was opened for him, and Bantry stepped by the frosty-faced butler. It was still only eight as he climbed into the cab and told the driver to return him to the Lockwood residence. By this time Phoebe would be dressed for riding, and if David would listen to anyone, it was his daughter.

          Once again Irving admitted him, and Bantry charmed his way into the drawing room, where Phoebe was having breakfast. She was as pleased as always to see him, and he took the offer of kippers and coffee. He ate first out of politeness, as he recounted the morning’s disturbing events, then discovered himself ravenous and ate a lot more.

          She was astonished. “I can’t imagine what this is about, but I should think father is acting in Michael’s best interests. I don’t like Helprin either, if you must know. His family are too rich and famous for my liking. At one time they were actually trying to make a match between that cold fish and me, but I wouldn’t have it. But what a relief to know Michael’s in safe hands.”

          Safe hands? Bantry took a breath. “All I want is to see him,” he said reasonably. “You can meet your father at the clinic this morning, can’t you? They won’t let me in, but they’ll let you see him. I’ll take you to lunch, you can give me the news then. Please?” He reached for her hand, kissed it, cajoling shamelessly.

          Readily charmed, she studied him from under lowered lashes. “Captain, you’re wicked. And I’d do anything for you. All right, I’ll go to the clinic and be back here and dressed at noon. Pick me up then — it’s going to cost you dearly! You’re taking me to the Royal Sovereign.”

          “Delighted,” Bantry assured her. The Royal Sovereign was a very expensive restaurant, but she was right, an hour’s idle indulgence there would be pleasant. “Noon, then, my dear Miss Lockwood.” 

          He spent the remainder of the morning at home, reviewing matters of housekeeping with the Winthrops. Trying, discreetly, to make amends for the curious hours he kept and the abject drunkenness of days before. He had not touched a drink since, and they had begun to afford him a little compassion. They guessed he had suffered a sudden, shocking grief, and Bantry was grateful for the sympathy.

          Phoebe had dressed as if they were on their way to an appointment with royalty. Lunch at the fashionable restaurant was entirely her pleasure, since she gave him her news as the cab pulled away from Lockwood’s door. “Father suspects Michael has a ‘hairline fracture’ of his skull. Nothing dangerous — I made sure! — but head wounds are always serious. You can never be too careful. I’ve heard stories of patients going home, and days later their brains bleed, it’s a brainstorm, they can become cripples and sometimes witless.” She shuddered at the thought. “Michael is in the safest hands. Father assures me he’ll be well enough for visitors in a few days. A week at most.”

          It seemed absurd. The wound itself had almost closed before Flynn woke, how could the blow have been heavy enough to fracture his skull? And why was his room guarded? Bantry’s nerves crawled but he held his silence, furious and cursing Lockwood. He had hand-fed Phoebe the perfect argument, and could keep his patient a captive almost for as long as he wanted to, on the pretext of protecting his health.

          It could be weeks before a second opinion might reasonably be asked for, and even the request would betray Flynn’s presence to the police. Bantry was caught between the devil and the deep blue sea. He could leave Flynn where he was — Lockwood would never appraise Scotland Yard of the situation, and lose his laboratory specimen! — or he could challenge Lockwood, and Michael would be in a prison cell in hours. Madame Blavatsky was the only person who could legally become embroiled, as Bantry doubted he himself had enough influence to instigate such a fight. Lockwood was too well respected by his colleagues. But Helena Blavatsky was also an influential figure to whom Flynn was dear, and important.

          Yet it would be days before Lockwood could be rudely questioned, and Bantry was like a caged cat, frustrated, gripped by the belief that while Flynn was in the clinic he was no more than a research subject. Lockwood was a fine surgeon. Bantry was the first to admit this. The year they met, David had seriously jeopardized his own health in the study of tropical diseases in French Indochina. However, the very risks he accepted in the course of his studies only underscored Lockwood’s stubborn commitment to medical research. It was life’s blood to him, and he had longed to study Flynn since the Irishman appeared in London.

          Just once he had persuaded Flynn to allow him to examine his eyes with a light. Those pupils must at first have seemed dilated, darkened, by a drug such as laudanum, but when Lockwood ruled that out, he coined the term phototonic mydriasis. Did he wonder if Flynn used laudanum or opium secretly? The first thing Lockwood would want to see was Flynn’s craving for the pipe. Many in the city’s artistic community could barely survive without opium.

          Was Flynn simply one of these? Then a stay in the clinic could only benefit him. Bantry was trapped between admitting that sometimes one had to hurt in order to help, and the deep suspicion Lockwood was interested only in the disease, and Flynn was just another of the laboratory’s pitiable animals. So long as he was barred from the building, he was powerless and the feeling of impotence was sickening. 

          He called again at the clinic in the late afternoon, but Lockwood was ostensibly absent. He visited the Lockwood residence in the evening, but the doctor was out and Edith had retired early with a sniffle. He was back at the clinic the following morning, but a charity surgery was underway and he was not even permitted over the threshold. And finally he managed to meet Phoebe for afternoon tea at her favorite haunt, the Dorchester. 

          This time she was uneasy. Bantry saw her disquiet at once, and pressed her gently for anything she knew. “I probably shouldn’t say anything,” she said warily, as if she were actually afraid. Of her father’s wrath? Bantry had never seen Phoebe show any kind of trepidation before, and leaned closer. “Father is ... oh, I don’t know!” She was furious with herself for the confusion.

          “Take your time, my dear,” he coaxed. “I know it’s difficult. When’s the last time you saw your father?”

          “He came home for half an hour at midnight last night, changed his clothes and gobbled down half a meal. He looks so driven, Vincent. He wasn’t listening to a word anyone said to him, me least of all. It’s as if he’s looking straight into another world, not even seeing this one. It’s most peculiar. He looks like he hasn’t slept in a week! The last time I saw him behave like this, he was studying typhus and thought he’d discovered a cure. What could it be, do you think?”

          Bantry’s insides had clenched like a fist. “Oh, he’s studying again. Phototonic mydriasis. It’s what he’s wanted to study for months, and to be truthful, I don’t honestly believe there’s a thing wrong with Michael. I’m sure he’s been held in the clinic under false pretenses.”

          “So father can study him?” Phoebe was appalled. “No, I just can’t accept that. Not of my father. Michael is hurt, I’m certain. The fact father is studying him while he recovers is just incidental. Convenient for his work. Michael won’t come to a mite of harm, and he’ll soon be better.” She reached over the table and grasped his wrist in cold fingers. “You’ll see.”

          But Bantry was much less complacent. Haunting the clinic would achieve nothing. Soon the staff would get a court order to legally bar him, and Flynn would indeed be alone. Instead, Bantry took Phoebe home, then returned on foot to the street opposite the clinic, and seated himself on a bench to watch the comings and goings of the staff while the shadows lengthened with afternoon.

          He made mental notes of their faces. Nurse Meadows, with the formidable bosom and salt-and-pepper hair; tiny Nurse Abraham, not even five feet tall; and the male nurses, the orderlies. Jack Kinnear with the limp he had brought home like a souvenir from Africa, where he was an orderly with a regiment fighting the Zulu. And the student of biology, Victor Crabbe, who was working at the clinic to pay for his tuition, and was as much a fiend as Lockwood when it came to research. 

          Crabbe was a very attractive young man of about twenty years, with a candor that appealed to Bantry. And he knew Bantry’s face well enough to nod hello as they passed in the street. He had been absent at the clinic each time Bantry tried to visit Flynn, and Bantry was counting on Crabbe’s ignorance of the details when, four days after the spill at the bridge, he waved a greeting to the young man at six in the evening.

          “Hello there! Have you eaten yet, Doctor?” The title was sheer flattery and he used it deliberately. “Will you dine with me?” A free meal always lured a student like a fat, juicy worm dangled before a hungry fish.

          “Captain Bantry, isn’t it? We haven’t been formally introduced, but — why not?” Crabbe offered his hand. “Since you’re feeding me! What’s is about, sir ... something to do with Mr. Flynn, I’ll warrant. I’ve heard them talking about you at the clinic.”

          The lad was almost too sharp, Bantry judged, and swiftly pasted on a smile. “You’d be right. It’s been days since he was admitted and I can’t seem to get hold of David or George —” dropping Christian names deliberately “— though I’d dearly like some news. How is the man? Come on, tell me over dinner.”

          The Chester Rose stood a few streets away, crowded, smoky, noisy. They were anonymous in the dinnertime crush. Bantry ordered shepherd’s pie, pickles and ale. Crabbe did not know it, but for a florin and a bit of fun, the barman slipped a generous double scotch into his beer. Bantry had told the man his young companion was the butt of a students’ practical joke, and let the human propensity for making malicious mischief do the rest. The spirits Crabbe had no idea he’d drunk were almost guaranteed to loosen his tongue — and they did. Bantry had seen the same trick work on gun smugglers and hashish traders, from Shanghai to the Burmese border. 

          “I can’t say they’ve let me anywhere near Flynn,” the lad said regretfully. “I’d give an arm and a leg to study this personally, but Lockwood’s hogging it to himself, damn him. I’ve not seen Flynn, of course, but —” He chuckled. “I swiped Lockwood’s notes! He doesn’t know I’ve got a key to his desk drawer. Lord help me if he finds out. Flynn apparently signed a paper sanctioning the research while he’s resident as a patient. That seemed a bit peculiar to me, but — what the devil? If no one’s human enough, and man enough, to allow research into their ailments, medicine will never progress. I’ve the utmost respect for Mr. Flynn’s contribution.”

          “Go on.” Bantry’s throat was tight. How the hell had Lockwood done it? Michael would never knowingly have signed any such paper! Bantry was haunted by Michael’s last words. ‘For the love of God, don’t leave me here.’ The plea tormented him without mercy as Crabbe continued.

          “Well, the tests have been most thorough. Lockwood approached the whole program as if he had no knowledge of the complaint or the subject. Do you know, Flynn is awfully anemic. His blood is thin and cold, the temperature of his body is much lower than yours or mine. I’d like to know how he remains alive. There’s no mistake about this! But it’s only the beginning, Captain.” Crabbe was warming to his subject, getting into his stride. Bantry simply let him ramble as the scotch hit him. “His pupils will contract no more than about eight percent, and bright light causes him great pain. However, he can read in the dark as well as you or I might read by lamplight. You see, sunlight seems to damage some element of his eyes. He was partially blind for a day or so after exposure —”

          “He was exposed to sunlight?” Bantry set down his glass with a clatter.

          “So the notes said.” Crabbe shrugged. “Flynn signed a release permitting the work, it was entirely voluntary. His sight returned as his eyes seemed to heal. And that’s another peculiarity, Captain. The speed of his healing. Do you know, nicks and cuts in his skin just close! A welt will literally vanish while you watch, and faster if he can suck the cut, as if an element in his saliva causes rapid healing. And coagulation. He just does not bleed. The blood coagulates in moments after he’s been cut — I’ve never seen anything like it.”

          “And he was cut, was he, deliberately, to test this out?” Bantry was angry, bitter. He remembered the healing of the small injury at the bridge — the healing of his own tongue, the first time Flynn kissed him.

          Crabbe sighed. “It is voluntary. I saw the paper, everything is entirely correct.”

          “Of course it is,” Bantry agreed smoothly, in the tones that mollified the colonel and the Manchu dignitary. “Please go on.” 

          “Lockwood also studied his digestion.” Crabbe seemed to be merely musing now. “The affects of various foods on him. My God, but the man is strange. He spewed up every bite of food he was given, undigested.”

          Bantry closed his eyes. Flynn would never eat voluntarily. Fats sickened him, sugar hurt and dizzied him, even the few grains in a cup of tea. “They force fed him?” he asked almost soundlessly.

          “I really don’t know. I do know that he was overcome with sickness for some time, and thereafter could not be persuaded to participate in any further experiments of this type. Lockwood went on to others. Since he cannot eat, the doctor was fascinated as to the structure of his intestines. And this is one of the most amazing things. Do you know, they are literally rudimentary, as if they have never been used for digestion and elimination. A hose was introduced, to explore their form and extent. At last, Lockwood simply gave up the experiment.”

          “When the subject could not be forced any further.” Bantry felt ill.

          “I suppose so.” Crabbe drained his beer to the dregs. “He was treated afterward, of course. I hardly think the doctor would be thoughtless.” He shook his head. “Flynn is most extraordinary in every way imaginable. He’s very sexual, with astonishing capacities and endurance, but he’s also absolutely sterile. The spermatozoa are incomplete and would never be capable of impregnating an ovum. Most odd, don’t you think?”

          At this, Bantry bridled. “Do you mean he has been subjected to sexual abuse? Otherwise, how was the experiment done?”

          The student gave a rude snicker. “From the notes, I should think there was a good deal of compensation, in the form of gratification! His body was most ... cooperative, to say the least.” He shrugged off the whole subject of sexuality. “It was less cooperative when Lockwood tested him with various drugs. Chloroform, laudanum, opium, cocaine, what have you. Flynn reacted violently. At one point his heart became very slow indeed.”

          “Oh?” Bantry spoke through clenched jaws, suppressing his fury with an iron will.

          “Yes, indeed.” Crabbe was consumed by his own fascination to know. He was another David Lockwood in the making, Bantry realized. Perfectly normal, a likable personality, until his passion for research, his zeal to know, took over. Then he revealed himself as a fanatic without compassion. “Lockwood and Helprin placed him in a bath of hot water,” Crabbe was saying, “to induce his body heat to rise, and made him move, pacing the room, until he recovered.”

          “In other words,” Bantry said acidly, “they almost killed him.”

          The biologist looked up sharply, opened his mouth to protest and then closed it again. “Perhaps. Research always involves an element of risk. I have only the utmost respect for Flynn, as I told you.”

          Bantry took a breath to court composure. It did not work. “They force fed him. They sexually abused him. Gave him drugs, exposed him to sunlight, and God alone knows what else, and you’ve the gall —” He reined back his temper and pasted a smile over the rage. “Not your fault, Doctor Crabbe. After all, my friend signed a paper, didn’t he? You’re quite right, one must respect a man who has the courage to further science.” The student seemed to relax and Bantry stood. “Thank you for your help, Doctor Crabbe, but I must be on my way. Good evening, sir.”

          He barely saw the street as he walked. It was twilight, as if a deep, mauve shadow were spreading over the streets, reminding him uncomfortably of the sudden chill and gloom of the eclipse over Peking, five years before. Shades of other years, other places and people long gone haunted him, and he struggled to hold his focus on the present moment. 

          The lamplighters were busy and a policeman strolled by as Bantry stood at the curb, frowning at the clinic. Flynn was on the other side of a single wall, imprisoned in a perfectly legal torture chamber, in the heart of the city. He could easily die in that place, and no one would be aware of how or why. If Lockwood simply worded the medical reports correctly, Flynn’s death would not arouse so much as a pang of sympathy, let alone ire.

          And even then, before it was fully dark, Bantry was resolved. By now he knew the layout of the clinic. In the rear were six rooms, and Flynn would be under guard in one of them. He must enter the building without being glimpsed; he must dispose of the man guarding Flynn, without his own face being seen; and he must take Flynn out, carry him if necessary, at least three or four streets away before he could safely hail a cab.

          There would be repercussions, but with grim satisfaction he remembered, Lockwood could hardly call the police. To do so, he must admit he had kept Flynn under lock and key for days, when Inspector Farraday’s instructions — for Scotland Yard to be given access to Flynn at once, no matter the circumstances — were most specific. 

          Bantry would have put money on it: Edward Farraday knew nothing of Flynn’s presence in the clinic. The bet was confirmed with a brief, terse visit to the police. Farraday was in his dim, cave-like office, and he generously gave Bantry a little under two minutes of his doubtlessly precious time. Even now, he denied any knowledge of Flynn’s whereabouts, and Bantry sealed his lips tight.

          So Lockwood had kept the prize to himself. And having gone against Scotland Yard’s orders himself, he could hardly call them in to investigate the sudden absence of a man who had ostensibly never been there. Satisfied with the reasoning, Bantry did not go home, but sat in the corner of a public house, drinking only a little, until his pocketwatch read midnight.

          He slipped away among the drunkards and rowdies, and slid his hand into an inside pocket for the army knife he always carried. It was a tool with a thousand uses. One of the attachments was a steel spike, designed to pry stones out of horseshoes; it made an adequate picklock. Lockwood’s side door, inside the squealing garden gate with its brass bell, was secured by a lock so old, Fagin’s boys could have picked it. 

          The door opened without a sound, and Bantry was inside. He cursed himself as he crept down a lightless passage — he could have done this days before. Much Flynn had suffered was unnecessary, and he felt painfully responsible. At each corner he paused, looking out for the big, burly orderlies who had taken on the aspect of guards. 

          It was big Jack Kinnear, ex-army, veteran of the Zulu Wars, on duty tonight. And he was asleep at his post, dozing on a straight-backed chair beside a closed door. That room could only be Flynn’s prison. The old soldier was in his sixties now, still big but soft, so long out of the army that only the swagger and the stories were left. 

          One sharp blow landed an inch behind his left ear, and he sagged into Bantry’s arms. Keys jangled at his belt, and as Bantry lowered the man’s weight gently to the floor he retrieved them. The smallest key on the ring silently opened the door, and without a sound he stepped into the room.

          A gaslight burned in the antiseptic little cloister. To Bantry’s right was a sink; a bench stood against the left wall and a figure lay there, restrained by broad straps, motionless beneath a sheet that looked for all the world like a funeral shroud. But the man’s chest rose and fell, though his eyes were closed and his face slack. Was he drugged? Bantry padded to the bench, and the sound of quiet footfalls seemed to penetrated the tranced state. 

          Flynn turned his head. His eyes opened, but they seemed unfocused and were certainly not looking at Bantry as he said, “Please God, let me alone now. Haven’t you learned enough?”

          “Hush,” Bantry whispered. “Michael, it’s me. Don’t you know me?”

          A vast breath filled Flynn’s chest. “Vincent, I can’t see you. Where are you? I’m almost blind.” 

          He was burned too, Bantry saw it now he was close enough. His skin was ruddy, blistered in patches, and Bantry swallowed as he laid his palms on Flynn and felt unaccustomed heat. “What have they done to you?”

          “Everything,” Flynn whispered. “This is the work of a minute’s sunlight. Ten minutes, and I’m blind forever. Where are you? I can’t see you.”

          The buckles were releasing as he spoke, and Bantry lifted him. Flynn winced as he was hoisted up, and held. “How badly are you hurt?”

          “I’m sore and aching, all of me,” Flynn confessed. “And very weak.” Still, he swung his legs off the bench. “I’m so groggy, you’ll have to help me ... you’ve come to take me out of here, haven’t you?” His voice rose, sharp as broken glass, as if for a second he doubted.

          “Of course I have,” Bantry admonished. “Can you walk?”

          “If you show me where to put my feet,” Flynn said bitterly. “Slowly, Vincent. My joints are all strained. He wanted to know how strong I am. I’m quite strong, actually, and he pushed me past my limits.”

          “Good Christ.” Bantry held him as he swayed, and swung off his own cloak. It folded around Flynn’s naked body. “Have you any clothes?” But Flynn’s head shook. “And we’ve no time to find any. We must get a few streets away before I can hail a cab. Can you walk that far? Michael, we could both be in serious trouble.”

          Flynn pulled his hands over the sore, burned skin of his face. “Watch me walk.”

          They left the clinic without a sound. Bantry paused only to seat the unconscious Kinnear back on his chair, relock Flynn’s door, and relock the exterior door when they were out. They left the building exactly as it had been fifteen minutes before, with one major exception. Michael Flynn was at liberty.

          They scuttled down the sidestreet, headed upward from the river, took two cross-streets and a side alley. Flynn was as groggy as a drunkard, reeling with dizziness, and his bare feet shuffled over the pavement. He made no sound until Bantry had pushed him into the shadows and whistled for a passing cab. The driver peered at the cloaked, barefoot figure, and Bantry put on a furious face.

          “Look at him, I tell you. Beaten, robbed, left for dead on the streets of London. No one is safe in this Godforsaken city.  It’s enough to make a man into a vigilante. If it were your son, where would your heart lie?”

          The driver’s manner changed. “At least the poor sod’s alive,” he said in a thick Cockney accent, almost a language distinct from English. “What about ’em poor girls? They don’t even come out with their lives. This un? Just plain lucky, if you ask me.”

          “Your point,” Bantry conceded as he pushed and lifted Flynn into the cab and growled his address.

          “What, not the police?” the driver demanded as Bantry climbed up.

          “Not until he has clothes on his back and a brandy under his belt!” Bantry snorted. “Time enough to send for a constable in the morning.

          The hansom rocked gently on its springing, rolling through this and that corner as it headed between parks and river. Flynn was quiet, still, merely breathing deeply. His eyes were closed, and Bantry knew he was hurting. He was silent until the cab deposited them at the gate and pulled out. At last, presented with the challenge of the stairs to Bantry’s bedroom, Flynn pulled up short and shook his head. 

          “I can’t, I’m sorry.”

          “You can.” Bantry shouldered most of his weight. “Like this.” For a moment Flynn resisted, then most of his weight settled heavily across Bantry’s back. Bantry felt the knifelike protest from the old wound, like broken glass. He clenched his teeth and ignored it.

          Two flights of stairs and a short passageway led to the sanctuary of his room. He turned up the gaslight and pressed Flynn into the chair by the hearth. “Are you cold? I’ll set a fire. Are you thirsty? What can you eat? Can you stomach anything for your pains? Tell me what to do!”

          A tired smile tugged Flynn’s ruddy face. “Vincent, if you could only hear yourself. I wish I could see you. Before you fret, my sight will return. A few days. Tomorrow, if I can keep my eyes closed, and bathe them.”

          “Tell me.” Bantry knelt before the fireplace and the kindling caught alight. “Just tell me how to help, not hurt you.”

          “Where are we?” Flynn peered at the room. “Can I lie down? I’m afraid I’m rather sore, in places where you’d least expect it.”

          “I can imagine.” Bantry sat on the footstool beside him and took his hands. “The biologist — a student, Crabbe, I don’t think you ever met him — told me the whole sorry tale. I loosened his tongue with whisky, without him knowing he’d drunk it.” he hesitated as Flynn’s face twisted. “Michael?”

          The Irishman looked away. “Christ, I didn’t ... I never wanted you to know what was done to me. I was used, and I feel shamed, that I let it happen to me.”

          “You were abused,” Bantry corrected. “In the name of medical science, if that makes it any better, though I can’t imagine how it would. Michael, let me at least try to take care of you. I have some olive oil, if it would help. For your burns, your aches.” 

          Flynn leaned forward and set his cheek against Bantry’s hands. His skin was warm with sunburn, and Bantry found the heat as disquieting as once he had found Flynn’s perpetual chill. Michael murmured something unintelligible, just a breathy whisper, and would not be made to repeat it. 

          He stood up instead, let Bantry take the cloak from him, leaving him naked in the gaslight. And he was, Bantry saw now, covered with mottled bruises. Bantry pushed him gently onto the bed and brought a brown glass bottle from the amoire.

          “If I hurt you, don’t be brave,” he warned.

          “I’ll be sure to scream,” Flynn promised ruefully. “Could I drink a little? Just water.” He peered after the sound of a glass being filled from the pitcher on the sideboard, and when Bantry held it to his lips he sipped several times before he turned his face away. “A little more, later.”

          Concern fretted Bantry, he could not be still. Once, he was sure being close to Flynn, naked and on this bed, would have maddened him. Now he felt only bitter anger and anxiety as he discarded his jacket and waistcoat, turned up his sleeves and pulled the stopper from the bottle. 

          The oil was thick, viscous, and the burned skin drank it up greedily. The ruddy coloration was a swathe from brow to waist, covering Flynn’s breast and shoulders, and Bantry had to ask, “How long did you endure the sun?”

          Growing drowsy as his hurts eased, Flynn spoke in a groan. “With my eyes covered, five minutes. Then a minute longer with my eyes uncovered. I can’t exist in sunlight, Vincent. If you ever half believed I was prevaricating, here’s my proof.” He stretched and sighed under Bantry’s hands. “You know everything they did to me?” Bantry made a quiet, affirmative sound. “Did you know I signed a paper, a document permitting your friend to do it all?”

          The massaging hands stopped. “You did what? And David Lockwood is no friend of mine. Not now.”

          “I was so drunk on chloroform, I’d have signed my own death warrant.” Flynn moved stiff limbs. Every joint in his body was wrenched. “Will you rub my back?

          “When I’ve done with your front,” Bantry said firmly as he rubbed languidly from Flynn’s belly to his knees, and regarded Michael’s quiescent, velvety genitals with a sudden tightness in his throat. 

          He was beautiful, everywhere. This was no boy; nothing about him was like Lin. If Bantry had ever wondered if the sudden reality of a grown man’s body pressed against him would dampen his ardor, he knew that he was wrong. He set his palm over the gentle swell of Flynn’s groin and pressed lightly. “I’m sorry for what was done to you.”

          “Not,” Flynn murmured, “as sorry as I was. But don’t dwell on it, Vincent. It’s nothing by comparison with the ills people like me have suffered in the past. Many have died, you know. So many. Victims of superstition. And no, don’t ask me any questions. Not at this moment, for I’m too ill, too tired ... and this moment is too tender, Vincent. Don’t spoil it.”

          He was right, and instead Bantry leaned down, kissed him deeply before he helped him turn. “You’re thinner,” he observed quietly. “Only a little, but I can see it. How long is it since you were given something you can stomach?”

          “I ... fed the day I got myself into that stupid accident,” Flynn muffled against the pillows.

          “You haven’t eaten in a week?” Bantry was horrified.

          Incredibly, Flynn chuckled. “Don’t take on. I only feed twice a week in any case. More would be gluttony. Oh, three times if the weather is very cold, perhaps. I lived in Stockholm for years, because their winter nights are so long, I was free as I can never be elsewhere. But I needed to feed much more often in such intense cold. It became ... inconvenient.”

          Bantry worked steadily, easing the knots from his back and the long slender legs, and paused to caress the roundness of Flynn’s buttocks with oily fingers. By then, Flynn was asleep. It was unusual for him to sleep at night, and Bantry guessed he had not enjoyed a natural sleep in days. He was exhausted, and when his skin had absorbed every trace of the oil, Bantry pulled the quilt up to cover him and stood back to survey the prize he had won.

          He should send a message to Blavatsky, first thing in the morning. And Farraday? Scotland Yard could wait. They would interrogate Flynn mercilessly, endlessly, and he must be fit enough to endure it and produce the right answers, every time, before Bantry was inclined to allow it. Lockwood was hardly likely to admit what he had done, and Bantry felt only a terrible, vengeful anger for a man he had considered his friend.

          Relief took its toll of him too. How long it was since he had slept properly, he did not know. He drew the curtains, made sure no gaps showed between the heavy drapes and the window frame and, unwilling to disturb Flynn’s rest, he settled in the chair by the hearth.

          It was three in the morning when he fell into a sleep like death, and the clock in the hall downstairs was striking seven when he began to stir. Sleeping in a chair was a stupid thing to do. His back and hips felt as if he had suffered the rack, and the old injury was like a flight of arrows lodged in the shoulder blade.

          Mrs. Winthrop’s voice shocked him fully awake. She was down by the terrarium, shouting at the ginger tomcat from the next garden, who would mark what he imagined was his territory if he got the chance. She threw something at the animal, and the thud roused Flynn also.

          Stretching awake, Bantry hauled himself to his feet and smiled at the figure cocooned in the bedspread. He drew a caress down Flynn’s cheek, and found it smooth as a youth’s. “You don’t shave, do you?” he asked gently. No accusation or banter in his voice, just an easy curiosity. “The disease?”

          Dark eyes blinked at him, still unfocused, but Flynn could see a little better. “I shave once in a long, long time. It’s what I am. Do you mind?” He sat up against the pillows, easing his joints into movement.

          “Do I mind if you have the beautiful skin of a youth?” Bantry cupped Flynn’s chin in his palm, turned his face this way and that. “The burns have faded almost to nothing. You heal so quickly. You just seem to be wearing a blush now.” He paused and added, deliberately teasing, “like an Irish rose.”

          “Go on like that, and I shall blush!” Flynn smiled drowsily.

          “I tell the truth as I see it,” Bantry argued affably. “I find you beautiful, I always have.”

          “And I love you.” The words escaped Flynn in a rushed tangle. “Ah, Christ, how I tried to escape from you! I ran away that night like a frightened little girl because I knew what was happening. I’m a fool where my heart’s concerned.”

          Bantry was so thoroughly stunned, for a long moment he could not tie down a single thought. “You — you love —?” Flynn looked away. “That’s why —” Bantry heard himself babbling. “You really —?”

          “I really,” Flynn said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

          “Are you? I’m not.” Now, it was impossible to hold back the smile as Bantry felt a tide of warmth roll through him, as if he were in love not merely with Flynn, but with all humankind. The dark eyes turned to him, still nearly blind, wide and unblinking. “I realized I love you, and how much, the night you ran,” Bantry said slowly. “I couldn’t find you.” He mocked himself with the confession, “I searched half of London! And you’ll never know how hard that was to say. God in heaven — not enough to merely fall in love, which is disaster enough in itself ... I’ve fallen in love with a man, to boot.”

          They studied each other gravely for a long time, then Flynn relaxed back into the pillows and, as if the weight of the world had been lifted from his shoulders, closed his eyes. 

          It was some minutes before Bantry realized the truth. He was asleep again.

 

 

 

Chapter Seven                      

 

Mrs. Winthrop had been shopping for the pantry and came home at midmorning, full of chatter about some outrage on the streets of Putney. As Bantry closed the door behind her, she brandished a copy of the morning’s paper as if it were a battle trophy.

          “It’s a sin and a shame when young lasses aren’t safe on the street in shouting distance of home! Look at this. The lass was a teacher, not a harlot, and dead on her own street corner.” The housekeeper thrust the paper at him and bustled away into the kitchen.

          It was a gruesome murder. Mary Trott was just twenty-four, and by all accounts a beautiful young woman, two years married and as yet childless. She had been raped and murdered at midnight or thereabouts. And her throat was laid open. Bantry caught his breath in a moment of horror for the girl, but it was eclipsed a moment later by sheer relief.

          At midnight, Michael Flynn was in Bantry’s care, weak, ill, and very nearly blind. He was innocent not merely of violence, but of whatever insanity might have given him the belief of his innocence in his sane moments. Flynn was ill, and he was special, but he was sane. And he was as gentle a soul as Bantry had always intuitively known.

          The drapes were drawn tightly, the bedroom plunged into a cavern of darkness. To see properly Bantry would need a lamp, but Flynn could see perfectly well. He sat against the pillows, cradling a cup of cold herbal tea. No sugars, no fats or starches, nothing to poison his delicate system. Bantry had knocked before opening the door, not out of any observation of modesty, but to warn him to cover his eyes against the flood of light from outside. His sight was steadily improving as his eyes healed, and was already sufficiently restored for the brightness to make him yelp.

          He smiled drowsily as Bantry sat on the bedside and dropped the paper into his lap. “Vile reading for a lovely morning,” Vincent said dryly, “but if you’ve the stomach for it, Michael, you’ll find yourself exonerated on page one. If there was ever the slightest doubt in my mind —”

          “Doubt as to what?” Flynn read the headline and first paragraph. “Surely you couldn’t have believed me capable of this?”

          “I wondered if you were ... well, not quite sane,” Bantry admitted shamefacedly. “You know the cases one hears of, two personalities living in the same mind. One a lamb, like you.” He squeezed the fine, cool hand that lay on the quilt. “The other, an animal.” 

          “The possessed,” Flynn said darkly. “Oh, yes, I’ve seen it. Many years ago, in Oslo. I was asked to work with a girl who was possessed. When she was in command she was sweet and beautiful. Then she would turn into a whore — she was imprisoned countless times, was falling-down drunk in the street, consorted with anyone and everyone in any backstreet for a few coppers, gin money. She was possessed by the shade of another girl, a hussy who’d died some weeks before the strangeness in my patient’s behavior began. Her parents quite naturally wanted the shade exorcised.” Flynn did not have to pretend a shiver. “It was one of the worst nights of my entire life — she broke my shoulder in the struggle, strong as a man in her madness.” He shook off the memories and regarded Bantry sleepily. “I understand your fears for me on this account, but I’ve been an exorcist, Vincent. I’d certainly know, had I been possessed. Also, I’m feeling so much better. I can get up tonight, if you’d run an errand for me. Would you fetch my belongings? I’ve nothing to wear! I doubt your clothes would fit, since you’re much more robust.”

          “I’ve noticed,” Bantry teased. “Of course I’ll fetch your things. Where on earth did you go? I searched everywhere!”

          Flynn’s dimly-seen face wore a sheepish look. “I went to Luigi. He’s known what I am for a long, long time and has no fear of me. He took me in, and made sure I was ... fed properly.”

          “Took you in,” Bantry echoed with a sinking feeling in his belly. “He was close to you, years ago, wasn’t he? Is he ... that is, were you —”

          “If you are asking, did I share his bed,” Flynn said sharply, “the answer is, I did not. I have never been able to love one person and sleep with another. Perhaps it’s just one more of my many oddities. Yes, Luigi extended the invitation to intimacy, but I turned him down, and he was gentleman enough not to ask questions.”

          “I’m sorry.” Bantry felt a genuine pang of shame. “I hadn’t meant to pry, but I feel myself becoming very possessive, as if you belong to me. I know it’s absurd.”

         “Is it?” Flynn rested his tousled head on the pillow. “It’s so long since I belonged to someone, I shouldn’t resent your possessiveness. Luigi Scozza has been my friend since he was a boy. I met him in a choir loft in a cathedral in Milan, when he was a student and I was drawing architecture from that vantage point. He was homesick, young and, in those days, very lovely. I was lonely. Sad. We were both human; need there be apologies?”

          “No.” Bantry drew one finger the length of Flynn’s nose. “Michael, will you tell me something? The truth, now. I found the name of Eliphas Levi in a book in Lockwood’s library. That awful book of his, as you called it, on the Tarot, was published back in ’56, wasn’t it? And you told me you studied with him prior to its publication.” He watched Flynn’s eyes close, heard him sigh. “You’re older than you seem, aren’t you?” The dark head nodded, and Bantry’s pulse skipped. “How old are you?”

          “An impolite question.” Flynn said softly. “Older than you by a good many years. Will that suffice? Does it matter if I’m not a boy?”

          “You are a boy,” Bantry said bluffly. “I wish you could see yourself sitting there! In this light you look as if you should still be studying. But you’re in your fifties, aren’t you? You must be.” Flynn’s bare shoulders shrugged. “It’s another effect of the illness?”

          “Of course. I don’t show my years,” Flynn admitted. “Nothing about me is the same. Please don’t distress yourself, it’s just a strangeness. I’m flesh and blood, even now, I assure you. Share this bed with me tonight, let me prove it to you. Now, no more questions. I’d like to take a little exercise, and I’m worried about Luigi. He won’t have heard a word about me since I got myself into that absurd fracas at the bridge. He’ll be concerned, Vincent. Will you give him the news, tell him where I am, and that I’d like my things? I’ll write down the address. It’s not far.” He rummaged at the bedside for paper and pencil. “Also, I’m very much afraid I may have implicated him in this business. I shouldn’t have gone to him, but where else could I go? Luigi, bless him, was never aware the police are looking for me. Every day I stayed in his company, I prayed to every god I know, for Farraday to get his man.”

          “Sadly, the arrest has yet to be made.” Bantry gestured at the newspaper. “And you’re quite right, Scozza is involved, without even knowing it. However, his innocence, in fact, his ignorance of the rest of this sorry tale, is his salvation. So long,” he added, “as he’s made privy to the situation before the redoubtable Inspector Farraday can take him unawares, and Luigi implicates himself with a naive remark.”

          “He’s completely innocent,” Flynn insisted. “And I should be ashamed of myself for the way I endangered him. However, as you say, if Luigi is forewarned he’ll be safe enough. There’s no shred of evidence to connect him with me.” He looked up with a wry, self-mocking smile. “He took a house, actually quite near here. From my window I could see your roof. Once or twice I saw you in the street at twilight. I followed you one evening, just to see you. I tried so hard to escape, before I can make a ruin of everything for you, but — do you believe in kismet, Vincent? Fate, if you like. I surrender. What will be will doubtlessly be, despite my best efforts, so I may as well make light of it.” He handed Bantry a slip of paper. “Luigi’s residence.”

          “I’ll go now,” Bantry said thickly. “And tell me what to bring you to eat. If you haven’t eaten on a week, it’s high time you did.”

          But Flynn shook his head. “Not yet. Lockwood did his worst to me, I’m not nearly recovered. It’ll be some time before I can tolerate anything. It’s not something for you to worry about, Vincent. I’ll see to myself, as I always have. No need to involve you in the nonsensical things I do.”

          Bantry sighed resignedly. “I suppose you know what you’re doing.” He folded the paper. “I’ll get your bags.” He leaned over for a kiss, careful of the damaged, razor-sharp canine teeth. “One day you’ll tell me who filed your teeth, and why. I’ll probably be insensible with fury and hell-bent on revenge, but I want to know anyway.”

          “One day,” Flynn whispered. “Perhaps.” And he covered his eyes against the light as Bantry left the room.

          The darling of Covent Garden could afford the elegant life. Reaching Luigi Scozza’s oiled teak front door, Bantry was surprised to find himself only a short stroll from home. He could scarcely believe Flynn had been so close, the whole time. A slender, elderly valet showed him into the Regency house’s pleasant, walnut-paneled drawing room. The house was rich with Persian rugs, potted ferns and antique Indian brassware. 

          Scozza’s manservant discreetly closed the door and left him to amuse himself with the baby grand piano. Bantry could pick out a tune, though he did not actually play. The Bechstein’s action was light and quick; he wandered through the notes of several popular songs, listening for footfalls in the hall, and at last turned to see the solid frame of Luigi Scozza himself in the doorway. He was wearing a frown, still dressed for business, and seemed to have not long been home.

          Not waiting for introductions, the Italian said, “I know you. I see you once ... at the opera with Michael one night, yes. Where is he — you have news? He goes out one evening, is the last anyone sees of him.”

          “He’s safe, don’t be concerned.” Bantry offered his hand, and his name. “I’m almost your neighbor, Signore, and I spent days — nights, actually — searching this city for Michael. In the end I was sure he must have made his escape, perhaps to France.” Bantry paused, watching the pageant of expressions cross Scozza’s fleshy face. Relief, caution, and at last simple curiosity. “He’s had a slight accident, nothing serious, and he’s staying at my house now. In fact, he sent me to bring you the news, and to get his baggage. He’ll be my guest now, for some time, I hope.”

          Scozza’s eyes narrowed. “Then, you are in his confidence, yes?”

          “I believe I am,” Bantry said warily, wondering exactly what Scozza meant.

          “You know his ... little secrets,” the singer pressed.

          “A majority of them,” Bantry said evasively. “I presume you’re privy to them? Then we share a responsibility toward him, to keep that trust.”

          This at least seemed to relax Scozza. “I worry for him, you know? He is alone in this city — in fact, in Paris I warn him against coming here, where he has no one to do for him, before I arrive. Madame Blavatsky, she is too busy, constantly she travels, and so he never confides fully in her. Few people know the whole truth, and this is best way. There are terrible persecutions in the past.” Scozza’s thick brows arched speculatively. “You look after him now?”

          “I ... shall endeavor to,” Bantry said quietly, his curiosity aroused. What in the world was Scozza intimating? Or was it merely a natural overreaction to Flynn’s illness?

          The Italian leaned on the Bechstein and tapped repeatedly, distractedly, on the concert-pitch ‘A’ key as if the sound focused his thoughts. “He is special, Captain. See you don’t disappoint him, eh? Or —” He smiled, fleshily handsome. “Or you answer to Scozza, and he can be the worthy adversary! Ah, but if Michael confides in you, you got his trust, means you love him a little, yes?”

          For the first time Bantry remembered, the man to whom he was speaking was one of those who warmed as readily to men as to women. A hot little thrill wormed through his belly as he wondered, unavoidably, if Scozza found him attractive. It was an unaccustomed thought, but their mutual fondness for Michael softened its edges. Bantry merely smiled.

          “I’ve come to love him a great deal,” he said quietly, knowing Scozza would understand and approve. The feelings they shared made them kindred, and he was not surprised when Scozza’s whole manner became warm, friendly. What did take Bantry unawares was the sudden and profound sense of relief. He had nothing to hide, no reason to hide it, in the company of this man. It was like a homecoming. 

          He was reluctant to diminish the companionable atmosphere, but the shadow of the police investigation dimmed his pleasure as soon as a memory of Farraday’s disagreeable face returned. “Mister Scozza, I’m afraid I have dire news now,” he began, and watched Scozza’s mobile face mold expressions of concern, astonishment and at last, sorrow.

          “I got no surprise, Captain,” Scozza said quietly when Bantry fell silent. “Always, always, is same.” His English grew erratic as he became distressed. “Is no peace, no safe place, for people like Michael. Only good friend, only lover, like family.” 

          He reached into an inside pocket, produced a large white handkerchief and blew his nose noisily. Bantry watched the singer physically take himself by the scruff of the neck and pull himself together. He stood at the window, gazing sightlessly into the street until he had a grasp on his composure, and when he turned back to Bantry his face was grim.

          “So I wait for police to come, if they come ... I say, what are you talking about? I know nothing of your business, just old friend from Milano and Firenze and Roma come to stay with me a while. Then I say, get out of my house, you insult me. In fact, you insult my friend also.”

          “Something like that.” Bantry found a faint smile. “Try to keep Farraday content. He’s an odd fellow. Very bland, in his face and manner, yet if you give him any reason for suspicion, I’ve a feeling he could be a bad enemy.”

          “I take care,” Scozza said thoughtfully, “but I think angry at the policeman in my home, asking dirty questions, is expected of Scozza. Less, I think, and this Farraday bastardo, he starts to suspect!”

          “You may be right,” Bantry agreed. 

          “I do this before, you know,” Scozza said darkly, looking sidelong at Bantry. His eyes were bright with conspiracy.

          “You’ve dealt with the police?”

          “For Michael.” Scozza tapped his nose. “Not like this, not about murder, but still, police. In Bonn, long, long time ago, I forget when.”

          “And the investigation?” Bantry was fascinated, appalled, not quite sure if he should feel a thrill of fear.

          But Scozza shrugged it off. “Stupid priest, stupid church, get angry about occultist and cards, and maybe also the beautiful young man who shares house with other man, you understand. Suddenly police come, buzzing like the bee. Wasp.” He made a disgusted face, and then lifted his chin. “But I am Scozza, even long time ago. Scozza says, ‘Get out of my house, you insult me,’ and ...” He made a door-slamming gesture. “They go. All over.” He gave Bantry a grim nod. “This bastardo policeman, you leave him to Scozza, yes?”

          With more than enough to occupy his anxious mind already, Bantry was very glad to cede responsibility to the astonishing Scozza. He was invited to stay for lunch, and accepted. While Scozza’s valet went upstairs to pack Michael’s things and a maid was dispatched to fetch a cab, he dined on salmon and cucumber by open French windows beyond which the river was sluggish, drowsy. Scozza spoke expansively of the theater, of Milan, Florence, Rome. Bantry hoped he would also speak further about Flynn, but he did not, as if he respected Flynn’s desperate secrecy.

          The cab was laden by one. Bantry shook the Italian’s hand and invited him to visit in return. Scozza promised he would, as he watched the cab driver tie down the last of the luggage. Flynn had six bulky cases; his entire estate was packed in them. Little space in the cab was left for Bantry. 

          He squeezed in and somehow got the door secured. Scozza was still at the gate when the cab turned the corner, headed toward the park. The driver helped old George unload, and Bantry took on the task of carrying the cases up, two at a time. They were too heavy for the old man, though George would have taken them anyway, and Bantry guessed they carried as many books as garments. 

          Even then Flynn was waiting for them, physically swamped by Bantry’s robe, his eyes shielded by a guarding hand until the door was closed. He was delighted as a child at Christmas to see his luggage, and began unpacking at once, to Bantry’s amusement.

          As the last bag was safely out of sight and the bedchamber secured, the jangle of a bell at the front door announced a caller. The Winthrops were in the yard, attending to rubbish and bins, and Bantry opened the door himself. 

          His heart gave an uncomfortable squeeze, but he was far from surprised to see Inspector Farraday’s long face. A needle of ice threaded the length of his spine and every nerve tightened. He prayed to any gambler’s god who might be listening for Michael to make no sound upstairs. 

          “Good morning, Inspector. Good news, is it? Thank heaven! You’ve found my friend?”

          The pale blue eyes narrowed, and the thought skipped through Bantry’s mind: Sweet Mother of Christ, he knows. But he schooled his face into a mask and waited until Farraday said, in an inscrutable tone of voice,

          “We had a message from the Lockwood clinic in the early hours. The night watchman sent for the local constable, believing the clinic had been robbed. They keep a lot of medical drugs on the premises, you understand. One of the orderlies was koshed on the head, and is out of his wits this morning. But the constable checked over the whole clinic, and it’s the oddest business, Captain.” His voice was cold as stone. “Nothing’s missing from the stores, but the clinic was rifled for another item. They’ve lost a patient. A student by the name of Crabbe inventoried their stock at once, and reported to the constable. The only thing missing is a quarantined individual. One Michael Flynn.”

          “But Flynn’s missing!” Bantry made sure to bellow in outrage. “I’ve searched half of London for him! He was there, at the clinic? Are you telling me, Lockwood’s had him all this time, and he never informed either of us?”

          Farraday held up his hands to stall the protests. “I’ve interviewed the doctor already, and while we don’t approve of what he did, we’re satisfied he bore no intent to do harm. Flynn’s quarantine was in the public interest. Apparently, during the treatment of injuries he suffered in an accident on the street, Lockwood discovered Flynn suffers some sickness that could start a plague. He showed me a wedge of notes on the subject, Captain, thick as your finger. He’s been so busy with the research, he simply forgot to inform Scotland Yard he had custody of a man we need to question.”

          “How interesting,” Bantry mused. “It’s most kind of you to look me up personally with the news ... or does something else bring you here?”

          The policeman was silent for some time. “Perhaps coincidence, Captain,” he said grudgingly. “Young Doctor Crabbe told me not an hour ago, you dined with him last evening, and you spent an hour becoming morally enraged by Lockwood’s work. You’ll understand if I say I find it ... interesting, that suddenly an orderly is koshed and Flynn vanishes.”

          “Very fascinating indeed,” Bantry agreed. “However, it is, as you said, coincidence. I’m still looking for Flynn, and in fact I have some information for you.” A flicker of surprise crossed Farraday’s face. “I know where he was until the accident,” Bantry offered. No need to mention the fact he had also known Flynn was at the clinic — or that Bantry himself had been at PutneyBridge that day. If Farraday was not already aware of the facts, let him remain in ignorance, or Bantry could find himself culpable, and without any of Lockwood’s pat excuses. “After we fought, Flynn went to stay with his friend, the singer, Luigi Scozza. I have his address here, if you’d like it. Now, understand matters at once, Inspector. Signore Scozza was completely unaware of any interest Scotland Yard had, or has, in Flynn. All he knows is, a friend from days they shared in Italy came calling and stayed a while.” Bantry took a breath, well knowing he was walking a tightrope; so was Scozza, whether he knew it or not. “Mr. Scozza is entirely innocent,” he insisted, “and half of London high society will fly to his defense if complicity is even suggested! He was shocked when I told him the police are looking for Flynn; shocked again when I told him why.”

          “You talked to him recently?” Farraday was taking notes.

          “Just this morning. In fact, I brought Flynn’s luggage here from Signore Scozza’s home,” Bantry went on, “because I’ve high hopes of finding Flynn. And every belief both in his innocence, and in the court’s ability to prove that innocence.” He searched the sideboard for the paper on which Flynn had written Scozza’s address that morning. “Ah, here we have it. You’ll certainly want to go through Flynn’s baggage at this time. It’s merely clothes and books, and so forth. If you could return with a constable later this afternoon, it would be most convenient for me. As you’d guess,” he added with a gravity he did not need to feign, “I feel a responsibility for his personal effects. I should be present to make sure he’s properly represented in his absence. Innocent until proven guilty, and so forth.”

          Thoroughly taken by surprise, Farraday withdrew from the offensive. “Actually, there’s a constable waiting outside. I have ...” he hesitated and made apologetic gestures. “I took the precaution of securing a magistrate’s warrant, permission to search this house. We had reason to suspect Flynn might be hiding here at this time, and I had, shall we say, no reason to expect your cooperation.”

          “Understandable,” Bantry allowed in as light a tone as he could manage, “since Flynn is a friend of mine and Doctor Crabbe is quite right, I did speak at length with him yesterday, and I was most offended by the details of Lockwood’s work. However, your concerns are foundless. Feel free to search the house if you wish, I’ve nothing to conceal. Coffee, meanwhile?” Anything to distract, and buy time. “I’ll go up and bring the baggage into the drawing room. Mrs. Winthrop? Coffee for two, dear lady.” Bantry graced Farraday with a smile. “Let me fetch down the bags.”

          He ambled upstairs, spine crawling, but every moment he had been speaking, his mind was racing. There was a way. In the corner of his own bedroom was a trapdoor, up into the loft, one of three in the house. The corner of the room was empty, there was nothing to climb on, nothing to betray them. 

          But how strong was Flynn? Strong enough to climb up, from Bantry’s shoulders and through? In the darkened room, which was situated right over the front door, Flynn had heard every word. He had swiftly stuffed his belongings back into the cases when he heard Bantry on the stairs, and accepted Bantry’s gestured order for silence. 

          He was still in the robe, but had brushed his hair and was wide awake. Bantry pointed at the trapdoor in the ceiling and whispered, almost soundlessly, “If I lift you on my shoulders, can you climb through? The loft is dark, it should be safe. They may look in the wardrobe and under the bed, but we’ll be unlucky if they notice the trapdoor.” Flynn licked his lips, angled an anxious look at the ceiling, and then nodded mutely.

          “All right,” Bantry decided as his heart skipped a beat. “Here then, let me lift you.”

          The first surprise was that Flynn was much heavier than he looked. The slender frame weighed as much as a large, heavy man. Dense bones and solid muscle would account for the weight. He must be uncommonly strong, Bantry realized as he shouldered the burden, held it while Flynn reached up, dislodged the trapdoor and took his weight on his hands.

          Yes, he was strong. The thinly-muscled arms and shoulders had only to flex, and he was through the aperture and into the crypt-like darkness of the loft. Bantry caught a glimpse of his face, an expression of resignation, then the trapdoor was set silently back into place. Bantry dusted off his hands and had the presence of mind to look down.

          Sure enough, the floorboards wore a little coat of dust, and he kicked it away at once before it could betray them to a sharp, detective’s eye.

          Two young constables were in the hall when he labored downstairs with the first pair of suitcases. Farraday gestured with a piece of paper. “The magistrate’s letter?” Bantry guessed, and waved it away. “No need, Inspector. I’ve nothing to hide — except an unmade bed and a pile of underlinen for the laundry! If those things won’t offend your men’s sensibilities, by all means look where you will. In fact,” he suggested, “these lads of yours can carry down the other cases! Call my housekeeper. She’ll assure you, there’s no young man staying in this house! And I can at least show you some hospitality. Coffee for four.” He smiled benevolently at the two young constables. They were boys, not yet twenty, their upper lips still downy, and both were clearly embarrassed to be invading a gentleman’s home. “This way,” Bantry invited. “Let me show you up. There are two bedchambers.”

          He led the way, bustled into his own room, threw open the curtains and manhandled Flynn’s cases onto the foot of the messy bed. Movement was an excellent source of diversion. One of the lads lifted the side of the counterpane and muttered an apology as he looked under the bed. Bantry merely chuckled and thrust a case apiece at them. 

          Thoroughly embarrassed by now, they only glanced into the other room, encumbered as they were by the heavy luggage, and Bantry followed them back to the drawing room. Farraday was willing to honor Bantry’s request to be present when a man’s personal effects were examined. The housekeeper fetched in the coffee and closed the door discreetly. Bantry marked the time, wondering how long it would take; but any rush would alert Farraday.

          The inspection of Flynn’s possessions took long enough for them to drink the coffee while clothes, personal effects and books were laid out on the table. Shirts, suits, slacks, kerchiefs and linen, razor and oil, comb, brush; and more than a dozen books on the occult. 

          Qabbalism and the Tarot; two decaying folios in original Latin, works from the dismaying realm of the exorcist; a volume in a language Bantry did not even recognize. Farraday frowned over the books and shook his head in displeasure. “Some people have peculiar tastes,” he said at length.

          “It’s his livelihood,” Bantry said levelly. “Whether or not you believe, people will entertain, and indeed pay him, to produce displays of mumbo jumbo, the way artists paint pictures neither you nor I like, and yet sell them for a great deal of money anyway.”

          “You don’t believe this ... twaddle, then?” Farraday asked shrewdly.

          “Not a word of it,” Bantry affirmed. “My skepticism was the reason for our fighting, remember. I’m afraid I drove him away. I hurt him deeply, after he’d confided in me. He’s a gentleman, and a very gentle human being, and I was a boor, as I’ve told you already. Now, tell me, sir. Honestly. On what account could you possibly still be looking for him?”

          “Two reasons.” Farraday stacked the books back into their case and finished his coffee. “The first is now probably the more urgent — if Flynn is carrying some kind of plague he’s a public menace. He belongs in an institution like Lockwood’s clinic until he’s cured. Then, despite your faith and friendship, Captain, there remains the matter of these murders. All we know is, we’re looking for a man who is often abroad at night, and who has some morbid fascination with blood.” He shrugged. “All the evidence points to Flynn — an occultist, a male, ill with a weird disease that probably affects his mind.”

          Bantry sat down. “I can lay your fears to rest on one count, Inspector. My friend’s disease is called phototonic mydriasis, and it’s not contagious, I assure you. He’s suffered it since childhood, and still managed to travel all over Europe. There’s no plague in his wake! I’m afraid our Doctor Lockwood is deliberately confusing you. In fact, for weeks he’s wanted to study Flynn, for the medical paper that would very likely win him his knighthood.” Farraday’s eyes widened, and Bantry nodded. “The whole thing was done out of self-interest, and the experiments described to me by Doctor Crabbe were of a most unsavory, inhumane kind. 

          “Naturally, I was furious! Flynn suffered a great deal. I feel it very likely no one actually broke into the clinic at all. I speculate, Flynn endured all he could, then, being a man blessed with full youth and vigor despite his disease, he koshed the orderly left to guard him and broke out of his prison. Hence, nothing was stolen, not so much as a window was broken, yet no one has any idea where he is. He hasn’t returned to Scozza’s, nor has he sought me.” Bantry set his face into lines of regret. “I fear, he never will.”

          “Yes, well, we’ll look into all that,” Farraday said thoughtfully, taking notes once more. “Food for thought. Your observations regarding Lockwood put a completely different complexion on this whole affair. I’ll be making my own investigations, I promise you.” He gave Bantry a shrug of mild apology. “Understand me, sir. I’m a policeman ... it’s my job to intrude into your home and insult you! But I, myself, am impartial in this whole nasty business. I’ve no favorites to play, and I’m as ready to look into Lockwood’s affairs as Flynn’s, or yours. And having said that —” Farraday smiled faintly. “I must ask you not to leave London. You’re very much involved in my investigations, and we’ll need you to assist with our inquiries. I should warn you ...” His face darkened. “I may be impartial, but I recognize sound evidence when I see it. Flynn’s conviction is almost certain. His disappearance implicates him, you see. That, and the killing of Mary Trott, as good as guarantee his guilt in the eyes of the law. I’m sure I don’t have to warn you, you can’t afford to shelter him. The penalties for complicity are as heavy as for the crime itself.”

          “Murder,” Bantry said bitterly, “is a hanging offense for murderer and accomplice alike.”

          “Indeed.” Farraday looked briefly at the occultist’s strange books and stirred. “Thank you for your help, Captain. You’ll be here, when we need to speak to you again?”

          Bantry muttered vague assurances but was too preoccupied to make small talk as he showed Farraday and the constables out. He glared at the inside of the closed door, and as he heard the departing footsteps he took the stairs two at a time. With the curtains resecured, he called up into the loft. “They’ve gone, Michael.” 

          The trapdoor shifted sideways and Flynn lowered himself through. He balanced on Bantry’s left shoulder to replace the wooden panel, and looked down anxiously. “What news?”

          “The worst.” 

          Bantry put it all into several terse sentences. They sat on the side of the bed, the darkness somehow companionable and, as nearly blind as he was in the gloom, it was some time before Bantry heard the ragged breathing. Flynn was grieving so quietly, there was barely a sound. “Michael, surely you don’t think I’m in any doubts?” Bantry demanded. “I had you in my own arms at the time Mary Trott was butchered!”

         “Vincent.” Flynn touched Bantry’s face, and a moment later found himself taken in a punishing embrace. “It’s just selfishness,” he said, muffled. “I have to leave right now, before this goes any further. Christ! It’s come to this — I could be hung for a murderer, and take you to the gallows with me! And what’s our association been? A few kisses. Not much to be hanged for.”

          He tried to pull out of Bantry’s embrace, but Bantry held him tighter and Flynn surrendered. “I’ll leave tonight. I’ve plenty of money, thank God. I’ll take a cab up the coast, pay a fishing boat skipper to take me to France, tell an hotelier there I’m seasick from the crossing and sleep all day, then take the night train. A sleeping compartment during the day, the night for my exercise. Prague or Copenhagen or Kiev. I should never have come to London, as Luigi often said! Let me get away, let all this be forgotten, buried in time.”

          Bantry held him tightly. “You’re right, a time arrives when discretion is the better part, and one should run. But you’re not well yet. You need to rest, eat, grow strong, before you’re up to traveling so far, and so fast. Never mind. I promised Scozza I’d look after you, and I will. I’ve never been to Prague or Kiev or Copenhagen. Perhaps it’s time I broadened my horizons.”

          Now Flynn did wrench away. “You’ll not come with me.”

          “No?” Bantry tugged a handful of Flynn’s hair in admonition. “I love you, perhaps I forgot to tell you.”

          “You’re not even my lover,” Flynn whispered.

          “Not quite yet,” Bantry agreed. “But how could making love be such a disappointment that I fall out of love, when I’ve come to believe you the most desirable creature alive?”

          The dark eyes, dilated with the mydriasis, closed. Flynn moaned as if he were in pain. “You’re as big a fool as I am. And stubborn.”

          “As a mule,” Bantry affirmed. “I’ve a good deal of money myself, and a lot of Chinese antiques that’ll fetch more. We’ll want for nothing, for years.” He caught his breath then. Flynn had begun to kiss his throat, his shirt was opened and cool fingers stroked his chest. When he tried to speak again his voice was thick, uncooperative. “What are you doing?”

          “You don’t know?” Kisses fell on both his nipples. “At your age! How innocent you are. Or do you feign innocence?” Then Flynn let go the teasing and pressed Bantry into the mattress, straddled him and shrugged the robe off his shoulders. “It’s time you knew me. All of me. In the Biblical sense. Don’t commit yourself to a wry, uncertain future before you know properly what you want, and how you want it.” He sighed, and with an obvious effort put aside his own misgivings. “You may not want me after the deed. Being in love, Vincent, and being lovers, are not the same.”

          Breathing was difficult. Bantry looked up at the shadowy figure kneeling astride his belly and wished he had turned up the gaslamp, but in the same instant he was suddenly and absurdly shy, and grateful for the near darkness. 

          The room was light enough for him to see a little. Flynn was as slender as a boy, smooth and milk-white; and he was aroused. Bantry’s own body tingled with desire, but he remained still as he was deliberately, methodically undressed, petted, kissed over every sensitive inch of his skin from ankles to nape, until his blood raced and his breathing labored.

          Then, the weight of a man’s spare, solid body rested on him, and his eyes were blind, his mouth open to its ravishment. It was a man now, not a boy, who took and devoured him — no thought of Lin came to mind as Flynn took pleasure from him and gave it back in equal measure. The caresses were hard. The kisses demanded. Bony knees thrust between Bantry’s more sturdy legs and a hard, hot shaft rode against his own, gliding and jabbing as they began to match rhythm and pace.

          In the midst of it Bantry was very much aware of strangeness, for Flynn’s skin was still cool, when it should have been flushed with sensual heat. Only the root at the epicenter of his arousal, the actual velvet-over-steel shaft of him, had warmed. Even his mouth was cool. 

          He was alive in Bantry’s arms, coaxing, wooing every response Bantry could make and then prolonging it with a wonderful, tender skill and boundless sensuality. Slender fingers wrapped around his cock and seemed somehow to know him from past encounters; soft lips deposited kisses there, and the coolness of the throat swallowing him left Bantry trying to choke back a scream.

          Dizzy, at last gasping, he surrendered utterly, wanting everything Flynn would give him. He crushed the smaller body against him, ravenous for him, until Flynn yelped in pain. The sound gentled Bantry a little, perhaps reminding him of a man’s vulnerability, not least in moments like these. He clasped Flynn once more, hands clenched into the blades of his shoulders. He buried his face in the man’s soft hair and rocked against him, rediscovering the elusive rhythm, the pace. 

          The coming was vast. It seemed to Bantry that the moment stretched with an elastic quality, while his nose was filled with the scent he would never forget and his whole body might have overflowed with colored light. Flynn whimpered, tensed, his spine arched, and he finished with a high, sharp cry. Then they were lying together, tangled, quiescent, hands exploring with gentleness where moments before they had been bruising.

          How long it was before Flynn spoke, Bantry did not know, but at last Michael said, “Was it so bad? I gave of my best.”

          “Bad?” Bantry swept the unruly hair back from Flynn’s brow and hunted for his mouth. “It was alarming, I confess ... I’d not expected to be overcome. To revel in the strength and power of a man loving me. To derive such delight from knowing a man wanted me. And wants me still?”

          “You need to ask?” Flynn drew the flat of his palm over Bantry’s belly, which was quivering and sticky. “I’ve wanted you since the first. That night at the Craven house. I want you all the more now. I want to do everything to you, want you to do everything to me. Will you?”

          “One night — or day — at a time,” Bantry said throatily. “I promise. I expect I’ll love you to the point of destruction. Damn you, you’re more beautiful than a man has any right to be. See, here, you’re making me want you again already. It’s shameful.”

          A rich chuckle answered this, and Flynn rolled over, flat on his back. He pulled Bantry over with him and relaxed, spreadeagled in surrender. “This time, you can do the hard work.”

          For some moments Bantry studied his prize in the darkness. “You would let me do anything, wouldn’t you? Anything at all.”

          “I would desire you to do everything,” Flynn corrected.

          A bolt of animal lust arrowed through Bantry. Impossibly, his body was alive again, aching with a sudden urgency that very nearly embarrassed him. “And it doesn’t offend you, that I might need from you ... what my Chinese boy gave me?” Damn, why was it so hard to say — and what were the right words? Not barrack room bawdiness, but the words lovers used. All at once Bantry realized how little he knew. He was well acquainted with coarseness, but had little grasp of the elegance of loving a man.

          Cool, slender hands rubbed Bantry’s forearms. “Am I troubled, that you want to couple me?” Flynn stroked all ten fingertips over Bantry’s face. “I’d expect you to need to possess me. You’re a man. I’ll withhold nothing. I’m not afraid, Vincent, nor am I a virgin, though I grant you, it’s been years since I was loved that way.” He knitted his fingers at Bantry’s nape. “Before I fled, you made me a promise. You swore you would never use, nor abuse me. Only promise me this, it’s all I could ask.”

          Bantry kissed him deeply. “You’re an imp, and I love you. What else is there?”

          “No more that I know.” Flynn arched his back, lithe, sensual, inviting, and it began again, the oldest dance in the world.

          They slept when it was done, more exhausted by their efforts than they had expected, and Bantry woke with a different sense of urgency. In the limbo between sleeping and waking he knew something was wonderfully right while something else was terribly wrong, and the two feelings wove themselves into a dislocated, feverish vision of drowning. 

          He jerked awake with a start, saw near-darkness, felt his chest crushing, and for an instant the dream persisted before reality reasserted. It was almost three, mid-afternoon, and time was wasting, if they intended to disappear into the night. Flynn was awake, and had been for some time if Bantry was any judge, lying quietly beside him, watching him sleep. 

          Bantry admonished him, though the scolding was a game. Now, it was difficult to be brusque, when every vein and sinew in him was alive with affection. “You shouldn’t have let me sleep on,” he chided. “There’s so much to do, if we’re to run like thieves.”

          “There’s no ‘if’ about it,” Flynn said bitterly.

          Bantry turned over, crooked one arm about him and tugged until Flynn pressed against his side. “I’ll warm you up, Michael, if it’s the last thing I do!” Then he paused and his teeth worried his lip for a moment before he speculated, “We could go to Farraday, tell him the truth. I’d confess I took you out of the clinic, but you were with me when the Trott woman was killed.”

          “You expect him to believe us?” Flynn’s voice was sharp with skepticism. “And what about this plague I’m supposed to be carrying? They’ll call the pair of us liars before they attack a man of Lockwood’s reputation. They won’t let us provide each other with an alibi! I’ll be in an isolation ward before you can blink, Vincent.” A feral look brightened his eyes. “It would kill me. If I must run alone, I will. But I won’t let them have me.”

          “Hush,” Bantry soothed. “I wasn’t really considering it. I honestly don’t think Farraday would believe either of us, and we haven’t a shred of evidence to support us. As soon as your name was printed in the papers as the murderer, it’s even money the real butcher would decide to cut his losses, as the Ripper did, four years ago, and stop. There’d be no further murders to exonerate you, after you were entombed in a hospital’s quarantine ward. Then the medical research would begin, I know, while your trial was conducted in absentia — you being a plague-carrier! — and your execution was indefinitely delayed pending the ... the vivisection.” He hugged Flynn. “I heard it all from Crabbe. There’ll be no more. I don’t understand the illness — you’re as healthy as I am, and stronger! You’re like a youth, while I know you must be twenty years my elder. My good luck, eh? For I love you so much, it frightens me a little.”

          The confession won him a kiss, and Flynn invited Bantry’s tongue to explore the now familiar territory, while carefully guarding the razor-sharp canine teeth. “There’s worse,” he added sadly. “Farraday will get his conviction, but for years the law would commit me to the laboratory rather than the gallows. My life would go on, if you can call it life among the monkeys and rats ... but they’d hang you at once as my accomplice, Vincent. You’d be the man who aided and abetted me, and you took me from Lockwood’s custody. You’d die long before me.” He shook his head. “We go together and tonight. But how, and where?”

          Bantry had been considering the problem. “You’re not well enough to tackle a rough journey on fishing boats to France, no matter what you claim. Tell me the truth.”

          “I’m well enough to have pleasured you thoroughly,” Flynn argued.

          “Before you passed out,” Bantry retorted. Overwhelming tenderness defeated the attempt at mockery, and he nuzzled Flynn’s throat, gratified when Michael turned his head to expose the big, throbbing vein. He remembered how kisses there rendered Flynn weak with delight, and he sucked, pressed the pad of his tongue against the pulse. 

          Again the occultist whimpered, trembled; hands clutched Bantry’s shoulders as if demanding some service Bantry could not imagine. At last he lifted his head away and Flynn calmed. “We need a safe place,” Bantry said thoughtfully. “A haven where you can get well. Time enough to put England behind us when you can endure the rigors of the journey.”

          “Oh?” Flynn was still panting. “Where in the world do you suggest? Luigi would hide us, but not to save my own life would I implicate him any further in this mess — it’s big enough, and bad enough, already.”

          “There’s no need to implicate anyone,” Bantry mused. “I’ve an old friend here in London who owes me several favors. He served with me for a time in China, then finished his twenty-one years’ service in Bengal — British Army in India — and retired as a major with a very substantial pension. I was supposed to look him up when I arrived, but to be truthful, this is the first I’ve even thought of him. You stole every thought from my mind, the moment I first saw you, dealing those ridiculous cards. I’ve thought of no one else since.”

          “Should I apologize?” In fact, Flynn yawned in his face.

          “No.” Bantry’s fingers splayed across Flynn’s chest, molded to the curve there and stroked. “Randolph Brickhill owes me his life, several times over. And he owns a little farm, where he keeps his old cavalry horses. Yes, you heard, cavalry horses. You know how the Guards regiments shoot their nags when the poor beasts reach the age of sixteen? Randy could never bear to do it, bought the animals, one by one, for their worth at the knacker’s yard, and sent them to the farm in East Anglia.”

          “Your friend would appear to be a hopeless sentimentalist,” Flynn said, ruefully approving. 

          “You’ve no love for horses?” Bantry lifted a brow at him.

          “On the contrary, I respect every form of life,” Flynn whispered, cryptic and infuriating.

          “Yes, well, there’s a yokel at the farm who takes care of the nags, and a farmhouse that used to be a windmill or some such thing,” Bantry went on, “and these days, Randy rarely goes near the place.” He sat and stretched, breathless with simple pleasure as cool hands stroked his back. “Suppose I spin old Randy a small tale, tell him I have a lover and we need a retreat where we can behave shamelessly without half of London watching?” He’ll laugh and wink at me, and give me the freedom of the farm. And there’s nothing to link me to Randy Brickhill, that Farraday knows. Our lives went their separate ways three years ago. He came home from India, leaving a different regiment from a different theater of service. Farraday would have to research us through the War Office, to connect us, and he has no reason to suspect Randy Brickhill ... nor any reason to know Randy exists, come to that.” He paused, warming to the idea. “There’s the night train for Scotland. You could be behind shuttered windows long before dawn.”

          “And safe,” Flynn breathed. “You’re sure? For God’s sake don’t guess about this! It could mean your life, or mine.”

          “I’m positive,” Bantry said bluffly, and forced himself out of bed. “Pack one case only. Enough clothes to suffice, but leave your books behind, take only what you can’t manage without. Pack a second bag for me. I’ll take a cab to Randy’s house. I’ll get us tickets for the train on the way back. There’ll be time for me to have dinner — I don’t suppose you could eat yet?” Flynn shook his head without comment. “You’ll be skin and bone soon. Anyway, I’ll have dinner before I send for a cab to the station. I’ll tell the Winthrops I’m going away for a week on business. They haven’t seen you, and nor will they ever. Of course they know there’s been someone in this room, but —” he chuckled as he dressed, even now unable to take his eyes off his companion. “George, the old man, thinks I’ve had a woman up here. Well ... a lover, at least. Boys will be boys.”

          “They usually are,” Flynn agreed. “If I can contrive to get out of the house unseen, and if you can flag down a cab, Farraday will be like a dog chasing its own tail.”

          Bantry fastened his waistcoat and leaned over to press a kiss to Flynn’s forehead. “Pack. I’ll track Brickhill down if I have to hire a bloodhound, and be back in time to get us on that train. Trust me.”

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

                                        

He closed the door carefully behind him, leaving Flynn in the darkened room. George Winthrop was at the foot of the stairs, polishing the tables and banisters, and as Bantry came down the old man gave him a look so full of barely-disguised amusement, Bantry expected him to wink. George knew love had been made in the bedroom not long before; what kind of love was something else. 

          All at once Bantry was unable to see that it mattered. Too much importance was placed on gender, he decided. In fact, it was only the love that mattered. Bantry gave George the wink, the lopsided smile, and old George smothered a chuckle. He sketched Bantry a salute, readily entering into a kind of comfortable old boys’ conspiracy. Bantry was more than satisfied as he stepped out into the afternoon sun and hurried his pace.

          Several times a year since he had watched Brickhill go aboard the steamer at the Shanghai dock, he and Randy had corresponded. Bantry still had the letters, tucked into a volume of Kipling’s. Who would have looked inside the Barrack Room Ballads for the clue as to his whereabouts? Still, he knew he would commit the letters to the hearth the moment he returned, for nothing must betray him — nor involve Randy in this dangerous business. He waved down a cab on Richmond Road and sat back to plan the deception as the vehicle rattled up to Brickhill’s Hoxton address. 

          A few minutes before four o’clock he was praying his timing was right. He should catch Randy as he arrived home from the day’s activities to dress for an evening’s diversions. A stout, late middle-age housekeeper with a bovine expression answered the doorbell and fetched him in. The house surprised Bantry, for it was far from extravagant, a quite ordinary house in an ordinary street. Brickhill’s pleasure seemed to be in filling the modest-size place with memories.

          Hundreds of books, framed sepia photographs — elephants and dead tigers; a scene on the wharf in Bombay, figures lining the rails of a steam packet; souvenirs of India, Siam and China. As the housekeeper waddled off in search of her employer, Bantry surveyed the ivory pieces, the enameled Mutiny era brasses, and heard a bellow of delight from upstairs.

          “No, never, Vin Bantry himself? Young Vinnie Bantry? No! I just don’t believe it! It can’t be.” Brickhill was swinging down the stairs now, fastening his cuffs as he came. He was halfway into his regimentals, and the old uniform was as immaculate as ever, if a little tight about the middle. “Vincent! Vinnie, I’ll be blowed. How long’s it been, old man? Where the hell did you come from?

         “It’s been three years and four months,” Bantry told him glibly, “and they sent me home for good, Randy. Invalided out, I’m sad to say. What can I tell you? There’s a piece missing out of my back, and I’m no good to Her Majesty in this sorry condition, so — here I am.

          “Larger than life and twice as colorful.” Brickhill was a man of forty-five, just starting to run to seed in earnest. His mutton chop whiskers were showing a few strands of gray and a paunch had begun to swell seriously over his belt. But he was still handsome; most of the charisma of his youth endured. Bantry had always liked him. “Vinnie, look at you!” He grabbed Bantry physically, thumping his back by way of greeting. “Good God, man, look at you! You’re a sight for sore eyes. This a social call? You’re at the wrong time for that, my lad, if it is — I’ve got a young lady calling in half an hour.” He winked one gray eye and leered.

          Bantry did not have to feign laughter. Brickhill had not changed by one iota. “Actually — and I know it’s completely disgusting of me — I’ve come to beg a favor, old man.”

          Brickhill laughed aloud and thumped his knee. “I’ll just bet you have. Two minutes through the door after three years among the Godless Horde, and you need a favor? Go on then, Vin, let’s have it. I’m good for a touch or two after that fracas in Shanghai. I’ve never forgotten a moment of it. Christ, how could I ever? I was dog meat — or, I thought I was. Never been so glad to see anybody’s ugly face as yours. What d’you need? Not money, surely? You’re too well togged-out to need cash.”

          “No, not money.” Bantry rubbed his palms together, unable to stop a smile reaching his eyes as he framed the deception. The afternoon’s lovemaking was still too rich in memory; his body still reverberated with the aftershocks of what had been done with, and to it. “I need a place, Randy, somewhere quiet and private. I’ve a lover, and I don’t want my private affairs turning into a bloody society circus, while I’m trying to build a whole new life. Do you still have that old farm of yours, where the cavalry nags are growing old disgracefully?”

          This time Brickhill guffawed, loudly and rudely. “I’d have put money on it. You always were quite the lad! And yes, I still have the family farm. Couldn’t let the ponies go to the gun, not after the lengths the poor dumb beasts went to on my behalf. Good God, what scenes those were. I’ll still be thinking about them when they take me out for planting. You want the cottage? All yours, Vin, as you knew. Just ignore old Bertram, incidentally. He comes and goes, sees the place isn’t chopped up for firewood by gypsies, feeds the nags and locks the gates, so on. He’s dull as ditchwater and harmless. The cottage might be a bit musty, hasn’t been opened up in months. I’ll get you the keys — could you drink a malt? Pour one for me, will you, old man? And tell me your news!” He bellowed the last over his shoulder as he bounced upstairs for the promised keys.

          The malt was a deep gold elixir in a Waterford tantalus on the sideboard. Bantry poured two doubles, downed his own and poured himself a modest second before Brickhill returned. “News?” The whisky roughened his voice. “Business in Hong Kong and Macao, and a ride up the Pearl on HMS Atropos. We were ambushed by pirates, a junk was hidden on the mud flats, cannons, the lot — we were sunk without trace when our Chinese crew changed sides. No surprise there. I was the only one out alive. Women, children, box wallahs, Chinese gentry headed home ... all dead.”

          Every word was the truth, but when the story was spoken aloud it sounded like the most outrageous fiction in Bantry’s own ears. He consciously made light of it, trying to shrug off the drama. From the grim look on Brickhill’s face, he knew that tone of voice; it told him, better than anything actually spoken, the scene was too horrible to be described, the memory still too vivid to be borne.

          “As I said,” Bantry finished, “there’s a piece of my back missing, so they gave me the handshake and let me try my luck in greener pastures. Steamship through the Canal and a beeline for home, Randy. A party, the opera, the concert hall. A lover. Just living. You know the routine, you’ve done it yourself.”


          “I’m glad for you.” Brickhill’s gray eyes warmed within the net of fine lines that surrounded them, the telltale lines left by scorching sun and blistering horizons. “At one time, I’d half an idea I’d be sending a wreath with your name on it, if I’d even know where to send it!” He handed over the small bunch of keys. “You ought to find linen in the cupboard, tea, coffee, sugar, in the pantry, but not much else. You’re going to starve until you’ve sorted yourselves out. You’ve got a village called Houghton Green about a mile away over the hill, decent little place. You can walk right over the rise at the saddleback — you’ll know it as soon as you see it — and be there in twenty minutes. The villagers are good sorts, but watch out for Vicar Hardesty. He doesn’t like gentry arriving, bag and baggage, for dirty weekends in his parish, and his wife’s a snob, nose so high in the air it’s a wonder there’s anything left to breathe. What else?” Brickhill finished the scotch, savoring its mellow bite. “Stay as long as you like, old man. I don’t get up there much anymore — don’t have the time. I’m courting, going to be married soon, with luck.”

          “You — married? I don’t believe it!” Bantry said honestly. 

          “Time marches on, my son.” Brickhill smoothed a palm over the silver at his temple. “I always told myself I’d have three tall sons and whatever daughters it took along the way to get the aforesaid sons. But if I’m going to live to see my boys grown, I have to buck my ideas up and get cracking.” He sobered. “Time’s still on your side, Vin. You’re home and you’re out of uniform, and you’re still young. Me?” He looked aside, where he could see the ghost of his reflection in a glass-fronted china cabinet. “My yesterdays are accumulating to the point where they’re ganging-up on my tomorrows.” Bantry heard a note of genuine astonishment in Brickhill’s voice as he said, “I’ve been ambushed by time, and the siege is coming. All right, laugh if you will. But you’ll not laugh so hard when fifteen years’ more water’s gone gurgling under your own bridge.”

          “I’ll take your word for it.” Bantry wiped the smile off his face and looked Brickhill up and down. “Seriously, Randy, you look good.”

          “Good enough to woo and win a filly half my age,” Brickhill told him with profound smugness. He turned sideways, studied himself in the china cabinet again and slapped his middle. “And speaking of fillies, if I ride a little more and skip the bacon and eggs, I wonder if Grandfather Time might be persuaded to go away and bother someone else for a while?”

          “The regimentals still fit,” Bantry observed. “Rattling your saber at some official do tonight, are you? You look like you’re getting done up for the Colonel’s daughter’s twenty-first. Good God, do you remember that night?”

          “Remember it?” Brickhill tapped his head. “Engraved on the brain, Vin, I assure you. Positively chiseled into the old memory. Robinson was legless, you were squiffy, I was worse than you but better than Robs, and whoever it was decided to make off with the French Ambassador’s harpsichord ought to have been put up against a wall and shot. What the devil could you do with a harpsichord in Peking?” Shared laughter born out of old familiar memories was a rare gift. “Good times, Vin. We had more good times than bad, and I’m glad we both got home alive to recall them.” Brickhill thrust out his hand. “I wish I had time to get drunk with you and talk them over, but there’s a gorgeous young lady coming in a brougham, and she’ll be here any time. Later, then? We’ll make a date of it. You can introduce me to this lover of yours —”

          “Not,” Bantry said fervently, “on your dear life.” He jingled the keys. “Thank you for these. I’ll return them when I’m back in London. If there’s any rush and you want the place, just send a message and I’ll make other arrangements. I ... we should be there for — oh, three or four weeks, I suppose.” He clapped Brickhill’s shoulder. “Seeing you, now I know I’m home! Later, Randy. I want to hear about India. All about it. That’ll take at least a week, I know, so we’ll make sure we have a whole week, eh? Now, let me get out of your way before your intended arrives, falls for me on sight, and jilts you.”

          A bellow of laughter followed him through the front door, and Bantry waved over his shoulder. He felt better, whether from the scotch or the remaking of an old friendship, or just the knowledge he had the keys to a safe-haven in his hand. He mounted the cab that had waited at the curb. His next stop was the station, and rail tickets for two.

          Anonymity was the essence of his plans now. No one must connect him with the purchase of the tickets, and he kept his head down, crabbing sideways through the crowd at the station, like a dozen other men in a hurry this evening. He deliberately chose the disorderly queue of family people, where children making a fuss and nannies trying to remonstrate and discipline commanded the attention. Women masked him from the crowd. Everyone endured the shambles. 

          The florid-faced little man behind the grilled window was too tired and annoyed to even look up at whom he was serving next. He never saw the face of the gentleman who quietly bought two tickets to Glasgow on the eight o’clock express; his attention was monopolized by the little boy who was having a screaming fit a pace to Bantry’s left.

          The streets were bright and warm with the long shadows of early evening as he walked back, taking every alley and sidestreet so as to approach his own house unnoticed. As he stepped inside he smelt the lure of an evening meal on the skillet. Bacon, kidneys, liver, mushrooms, eggs, tomatoes, fried bread, whatever Mrs. Winthrop could lash together in minutes for herself and George. Bantry found himself ravenous. As he slipped back into the darkened room where Flynn remained a prisoner, out of the daylight, he heard the growls from his stomach.

          He wondered again how Flynn could eat only twice a week and call it normal. The behavior was not even human. It must be a week since Michael had eaten last, but if he had lost more than a couple of pounds, Bantry would be surprised. Was Flynn one of those unfortunates who would be bloated with body fat if he ate at all? Was it just willpower, the decision that he would not eat, and so remain like a willow? Or was it another side effect of the disease? Bantry did not care to speculate.

          In any event Michael was still asleep, as he must usually be in the afternoon. This was his sleeping cycle and, for him, entirely normal. Bantry’s arrival barely disturbed him. Flynn turned over, was sound again in moments more, and Bantry stood silently at the bedside to revel in the sight of all he now considered his own.

         Two cases stood by the door and their traveling clothes were folded over a chair. Bantry peered owlishly at his pocketwatch. It was six; by seven the sun would be down and Flynn could go out. Bantry looked forward keenly to the twilight hours, for the fading remnants of daylight allowed him to see the color of Flynn’s hair and eyes. Celtic coloring. The room was so nearly dark, it was some time before he realized Michael was actually awake and looking up at him. He gave a guilty start, like a child discovered stealing candy, and sat down on the bedside. 

          From his pocked he produce the tickets and keys. “The eight o’clock express. We’ll leave the train at Peterborough but the tickets are for Glasgow, you notice. We’ll find a cab at the station and go out past the village of Houghton Green, looking for a cottage that used to be a windmill. You’ll be inside with hours to spare. I promise you’ll come to no harm.”


          “I’ve learned to trust you,” Flynn said quietly. “I’m not worried. Is that your stomach I hear rumbling? Why don’t you go and put something in it? You must be famished.”

          “So must you,” Bantry said thoughtfully. “Tell me what to bring you. Bread? I know you can’t stomach fats or sugars, but what about plain old bread? Grain? What do you eat usually, when you are well enough?”

          Flynn pushed himself up against the pillows. “I don’t eat solid food. I can’t.”

          “Crabbe told me Lockwood force fed you. You were very sick.”

          “For some time I thought I’d die,” Flynn confessed. “I retched until my stomach bled, but that ... well, it wasn’t the worst of it. Don’t distress yourself, Vincent. It was hardly pleasant but I survived.”

          “He researched your insides, too,” Bantry said gravely. “‘Rudimentary’ was the word he used to describe them. You don’t eat solid food? That explains many things. You don’t drink very much either, do you?”

          “Nor,” Michael said levelly, “do I sweat, which is the reason most of us have for drinking. My body temperature is so low, I just don’t perspire. Yes, I exhale moist air, and quite obviously, while lovemaking I’ll lose fluids! But that’s all. So I rarely need to drink, and usually, if I don’t talk too much, and find myself celibate for whatever reason, all the fluid I need, I can derive from the same source as my — my food.”

          “Which is?” Bantry asked. “If not milk or fruit juices, then what? Gruel? Soup? Vegetable juices? Tell me what to bring you.”

          But Flynn fended him off with a faint chuckle. “There’s too much starch in vegetables, and grains don’t really dilute. For me, it would be like eating cement! There are easier ways to commit suicide. Trust me, Vincent, I’ll feed when I’m ready, and when I can. I’m hungry, I admit, but not desperately so. Go on and see to your own growling innards!”

          ‘I’ll feed.’ Feed. The odd use of the word haunted Bantry for a moment, until Flynn reached over to kiss, fingertips brushing Bantry’s evening-stubbled chin, and banished the disquiet. “How smooth you are, and how prickly I am,” Bantry observed dryly.

          “It’s quite a long time since I’ve been intimate with a man.” Flynn smiled fondly at him. “I’d begun to forget. I don’t shave very often, as you’ve noticed.”

          “Why?” Bantry whispered, disturbed for some reason he could not name. “By all accounts you’re a man.”

          “For the same reason I seem so young to you,” Flynn said honestly, making light of it. “My metabolism is very, very slow. I’m cool, I don’t perspire. I don’t drink much and feed only occasionally; I don’t shave for years at a stretch, especially if the climate is very cold. While I lived in Stockholm I didn’t shave at all. My body was half hibernating in the cold! I’m strange, aren’t I? I’m so sorry —”

          “Don’t be.” Bantry cupped one smooth cheek. “At the very least it means I’ll not grow bored with you in a hurry. And think of it. If you never show your years, you’ll be beautiful till the day you expire. I’m less fortunate — I’m a mere mortal.” 

          He was thinking about Randy Brickhill as he withdrew his hand and got to his feet. Time had just begun to ambush Randy; one day it would lay siege to Bantry himself, while the decades left Flynn unravaged. The thought troubled Vincent deeply, but he could only put it out of his mind, refuse to fret until the day he must. Just then his belly gave a demanding rumble, artlessly reminding him of his mortality. “Your servant is a mere mortal,” he repeated to Flynn, covering his misgivings with a lopsided grin, “and we mortals must eat. Your leave?”

          “Go and eat,” Michael told him. “I want a bath. The sun’s almost down. I can draw the drapes at your bathroom window and manage in a pinch, since this side of the house doesn’t get direct sunlight in the afternoon anyway. Oh, be off with you, Vince, before you starve to death!”

          Bantry went. Mrs. Winthrop cocked an ear to the sounds from upstairs as the old plumbing groaned, filling the tub. She chuckled, assuming, as her husband did, a woman was up there. So much the better if they made the natural assumption, Bantry decided. When Farraday called on the Winthrops for a formal statement, as he must, they would tell him Captain Bantry had entertained a woman, and left with her. His departure was contrary to everything Faraday had instructed, so the moment it was discovered Bantry had defied Scotland Yard, the manhunt would be on. At once, Farraday would inform the regional police stations to be on the look out for a couple: a man and a girl. It would divert official attention from two men traveling together, which was very much to their purpose.

          He sat at the Winthrops’ own dining table and ate a lot while George polished silverware and old Emma settled by the kitchen hearth with her sewing. Conversationally, Bantry told them he had packed for a week’s trip and would be leaving for Cornwall at seven. 

          Tickets for Glasgow; house staff who thought he was bound for Cornwall in the company of a young woman; and a true destination in Norfolk, in partnership with a young man. The ruse seemed watertight.

          The sun was long gone, the street was mauve with twilight when, regretfully, he burned Brickhill’s letters in an ashtray in the bedroom and disposed of the blackened debris in the hearth grating. Charcoal and cinders swallowed the ashes. Now, nothing existed in this house to tie him to Brickhill or Norfolk.

          Farraday would certainly go to Scozza, but Luigi would never say a word about Flynn’s whereabouts. He was still a little in love with Flynn, Bantry thought. In any event, even if Scozza told the whole truth as he knew it — and he firmly believed Flynn was at Bantry’s house — it could no longer damage them. The moment the express pulled out, they were nonentities as far as Scotland Yard, or even England, were concerned.

          Water gurgled away from the bathroom and Flynn appeared, still dressed in Bantry’s robe as he toweled his hair. He smelt of cedar soap and talc, and Bantry opened the curtains in sheer self-indulgence, to watch him dress in what remained of the daylight. Michael looked sidelong at him, sultry and bewitching, and he laughed.

          “Blame yourself, Michael. Were you a harlot, you’d be rich.”

         “No doubt,” Flynn said aridly, and despite the intended humor Bantry heard barbs in his reply. He dressed quickly, one eye on the time. “Take the bags down, will you?”

          “And I’ll hail us a cab,” Bantry added. “Wait till it’s at the gate, and make sure the Winthrops don’t see you. They’re busy in the kitchen, you should be safe. My God, listen to me! I sound like a latter-day Casanova trying to disguise some outrageous tryst.”

          Flynn laughed delightedly. “How Giovanni would have loved that.”

          “Giovanni?” Bantry smiled. The sound of Flynn’s laughter was very welcome.

          “Casanova,” Michael told him. “That wonderful, awful, notorious Venetian.”

          The words themselves were innocent but Bantry perceived a warmth of reminiscence in them. As if they were spoken from personal reverie, spurred by the release of good memories, like Bantry’s easy chatter with Brickhill. But it was absurd — Casanova had lived over a century ago. Bantry brushed off a shiver, putting the fleeting apprehension down to his own anxieties about their escape. Flynn was extremely well read. He must have reveled in Casanova’s sensual writings and recalled them with affection, as many people did, albeit privately.

          Dressed to travel, Bantry slipped quietly out of the house. He stood at their own street corner until a cab rattled along by the park, as they did every few minutes, and waved. The cabbie pulled up at the gate in the thick veil of mauve twilight. Flynn was at the upstairs window, looking down into the street. Bantry beckoned, and they met at the door, carrying a single case each. 

          As the cab pulled away Flynn breathed a quiet sigh that might have been relief, and gave Bantry an apologetic look. “Forgive me. It isn’t that I didn’t like your home — I did, and your hospitality was wonderful. But it was quite the prison, with your staff to be avoided and Farraday so near, he could be lurking in the bushes outside.”

          “Nothing to forgive,” Bantry said blandly. “And relax, we’re away Scotfree. The train will leave dead to time, or I’ll know the reason why!” He indulged the moment’s humor, and then settled back. “After that we can forget Farraday exists.”

          He hoped it was true as he and Flynn pressed through the crush on the platform. The train was at least in on time, a big locomotive in green livery — the Sir Lindsay Havelock, pulling seven coaches. They were shown to a sleeper compartment but did not settle down. Peterborough was only a little more than an hour’s run on the express, which traveled at seventy miles per hour.

          Flynn sat gazing from the window as the train left behind London’s ramshackle crowding, the chimneys, the smoke, the tight-pressed tangle of roof and wall, brick and slate. It was fully dark as factories and warehouses gave way to farmland. His strange eyes were fully dilated now, the pupils so wide, he could see as well as if it were broad daylight. Bantry waited patiently for him to speak, but he was silent for a long time.

          At last he became aware of Bantry’s patience, and smiled as he extended his hand. “I’m not good company, am I? Trains bring back so many memories. Have you ever ridden the Orient Express? I seem to have traveled all of Europe by train. Bucharest and Istanbul, Berlin, and Paris.”

          “Where’s home?” Bantry asked quietly, in that moment wondering where this unlikely partnership would take him. “Ireland, still?”

          “Paris.” Flynn closed his eyes. “I haven’t visited Ireland in a long time. Paris is my home, if anywhere is. I was there so long, and I’ve friends there who’ve become closer than family. When it’s time for us to leave England, I’ll take you somewhere safe. Farraday’s people will never find us.” He sat back and the smile widened. “I’ll show you the ballet, and the opera, the world of art and music. Even the brothels, if you like. Perhaps the famous, infamous, Moulin Rouge. Have you heard of it? It opened just three years ago, on the Boulevard de Clichy. Opulence! But it’s a cattle market behind the glitter. The girls are for sale, nothing changes.”

          “And boys?” Bantry teased.

          Flynn lifted a brow at him. “No, only girls there. For boys, you go elsewhere. I know a place called The Metronome where you can buy anything you want, one boy or a dozen, to pretend love or even let you abuse them. One finds a lot of ... strangeness in such clubs. Your interests tend that way?” He was surprised.

          “To strangeness?” Bantry said soberly, haunted by the acid-burn memories a club where he had hunted for a face he knew, and seen such barbarism; and had used one of the young men himself in a moment of blinding lust. No one would ever know it had happened, least of all Flynn. The nameless young man was a surrogate, and Bantry found no pride in the deed, no solace in the memory. He forced a smile. “I was teasing. You seem to know a lot about these places.”

          “Not really. I went there only once, and as a guest of an orchestra conductor, if you must know. I sat in a corner, disdainfully sniffed a brandy and merely watched the proceedings until everyone was sure I was either a priest or incapable.” He gave an earthy chuckle. “Then a man attempted to seduce me into a room at the back, where I knew no end of vicious little toys were waiting for the games he wanted to play. When I laughed in his face he tried to hit me.”

          “And then?” Bantry was fascinated, outraged, rapt.

          “I hit him instead, broke his nose and was thrown out for causing an affray,” Flynn confessed. “Imagine. I — I — was thrown out of a nest of vice and vipers for causing an affray!” He shook his head over the memory, and Bantry wished he could have been the proverbial fly on the wall. “To this day,” Flynn mused, “I wonder if the man wanted to abuse me, or seduce me into abusing him. The mind has more twists than a labyrinth. Pain is pleasure, pleasure is pain. Odd, perhaps, don’t you think?” He discarded the recollections with a shrug. “My sordid past offends you? I blundered in there! My conductor friend was partial to a little harmless peculiarity, and I ... I thought we were going to an evening party. Perhaps I was a little naive.”

          “Perhaps.” Bantry was amused. He studied Flynn with a lazy, affectionate smile. “The conductor was a social companion? Or more?”

          “Just a friend,” Flynn said without guile. “It’s several years ago. I told you, you’re the first man I’ve been with in a very long time indeed.”

          “Why?” Bantry asked gently. “You couldn’t possibly find it difficult to attract whatever companion you desired.”

          “Thank you for the compliment.” Flynn was flattered, charmed. “But the opposite is true after a while. Too many seductions.” He frowned, soberly considering his own situation. “I learned early to be careful. The world is full of people who only want to use, consume and discard. You can be destroyed, Vincent. Women soon learn this; men seldom do, since we’ve elevated males to the position of power, authority. But when men love men, some of us discover exactly how it feels to be used and discarded.” He smiled at Bantry in the dim compartment lighting. “I hope you never discover what I’m talking about.”

          “Unless you discard me,” Bantry said bluffly, “I never will. I want no other. So, after some dreadful catastrophe I can only guess at, you never trusted anyone enough to enter into an affair with a man again?” He was surprised. Flynn seemed so experienced.

          “Only a few, and briefly, carefully. Sometimes I might admire an extraordinary woman too. Once, I almost married, but such a contract would have destroyed us both. So I ran, as I ran away from you, I suppose.” His smile was a sham now. “I try not to make a habit of bringing ruination to people I love.”

          “I’d be lying if I said I understood what you mean,” Bantry said candidly. “One day you’ll tell me, I hope.” 

          It was a shrewd prompt, but Flynn seemed to hear the shrewdness and would say no more. Well knowing how Michael guarded his secrets, Bantry allowed him the privacy of silence as the express ran into Peterborough.

          They left the train by the door nearest their compartment. If anyone noticed them get off, Bantry was unaware of the attention, and in seconds they were lost in the millrace on the platform. The taint of hearth smoke was on the air and the wind was unseasonably chilly as they made their way up to the street to commandeer the first cab on the rank.

          The breeze had turned northerly and a hint of rain was on the air. Bantry turned up his collar and thrust his hands into his pockets. He hoped to find firewood or coal at the cottage, or they would spend an uncomfortable night. Not that Flynn would notice the cold. His body temperature was so low, he was at ease in the chill. He sat by an open cab window as if the night were balmy, warm.

          It was almost an hour’s ride, west out of town, by the archeological site of Durobriva on the old Roman road of Ermine Street. Half a mile out from the cottage the driver called down for directions. Bantry had never seen Brickhill’s farm, but he knew its location, since Randy often spoke of it in his letters — and the mention of the old windmill without sails was all the directions a local cabbie needed.

          A flood of moonlight broke through the clouds as they found themselves alone at the gate, a short walk from the converted mill. The cab rattled away, and in the sudden moonlight Bantry made out meadows and woods, the long rise over which stood the village of Houghton Green, and the odd, eccentric cottage itself. 

          The sails has been dismantled long before, the machinery removed, but the building would always be a mill. It stood on the hill above the meadows, framed against the woods. Quaint, rustic, it reminded Bantry of a lighthouse nowhere near the sea. A rich man’s folly, he thought, and liked it. But more importantly, it was safe, anonymous, and as far from Farraday’s men as the moon. 

          A few minutes before midnight Bantry searched his pockets for the keys. The door squealed inward; they smelt the tang of new wood and turpentine, mansion polish and old hessian, but not until Michael struck a match, lighting a couple of waiting lamps, did Bantry see the reason for the smell. The farm’s sometime caretaker, Bertram, stored tools and supplies here. The floor was unswept, wood shavings left over from a recent project were piled underfoot. 

          “Our caretaker is not the best housekeeper in the world,” Flynn said dryly as he dumped his bag and secured the door.

          “Perhaps not,” Bantry agreed, “but he’s done us one good service without knowing it. I’ve been worried about kindling and coal, since we got off the train.”

         While Flynn attended to the practical matters, checking the windows and shutters, Bantry swept the wood shavings, chips and offcuts, into the potbellied stove where they would serve as kindling, and dashed them liberally with turpentine. 

          The windows were fitted with heavy storm shutters, and Flynn labored to lock them down tightly. They would keep out the sun, and he was satisfied. A cupboard door popped open, disclosing a cache of bed linen which smelt only mildly of damp, and Bantry was by now making idle remarks about the bed itself. The mattress was straw, but it was dry and well packed. He had spent many a night on such a paliasse; the army had taught him nothing if not the art of making do.

          As Brickhill had warned, the pantry was empty, save for a caddy of tea, a sack of sugar, a jar of pickled onions. “Fine fare,” Bantry remarked as he peered inside. “I’ll walk over the rise to the village and fetch back all I can carry, whatever you want to eat ... some food for me, at least,” he corrected, standing with fists on hips to frown at Michael, who was then unpacking his bag. “I wish you’d drop the secrecy. I’m starting to fret for you — what do you eat that’s so odd, you can’t tell me? A European thing? I tell you, in the East I saw everything dished up as food, from locusts and rat meat to goats’ eyeballs. You’re not going to disgust me.”

          “Perhaps not,” Flynn allowed dubiously. “But it’s unimportant. Don’t concern yourself with my ... strange little habits.” He found space on the delph-shelf over the alcove where the bed stood for his few books, and tossed his spare clothes on a chair. “I want to go out! I want to walk, breathe, be free. Be with you.” He held open his arms, offering an embrace. “The night is for indulgence. Perhaps a lifetime of indulgent nights has made me an unpardonable sensualist, but it’s who I am. Will you walk with me? Time enough to retire when the sun gets close.” He frowned then, as if realizing what he had said. “Ah, Christ. It begins, it begins.”

          “What begins?” Embracing him, Bantry was inhaling the lingering scents of his own soap and talc, finding them heady and alluring, mixed as they were with the scents of Flynn’s own skin.

          “Everything I hadn’t wanted to bring about,” Michael said sadly. “I consign you to the night with me without a second’s hesitation, which is selfishness.” He tried to withdraw from the embrace he had solicited a moment before. Bantry would not let him go. “Set out your day to please yourself, Vincent,” he said very quietly. “I shan’t get under your feet, if I can help it.”

          One flat palm impacted with a lean buttock in admonition. Flynn jumped in surprise and looked up, wide eyed. “Less of this,” Bantry said sternly. “I sleep a scant six hours out of twenty-four, and those hours are easily accommodated between dawn and noon. If I yearn for sunlight, I’ve all afternoon to do what the devil I please, before you’re at liberty. Then we’ve the whole night to revel or run, and fall into bed at dawn. And you, do you sleep long?”

          Flynn had closed his eyes, as if daring to believe some old fantasy could be true. “About the same as yourself. I’ve spent a great deal of my life indoors, as you expect. It’s made me an academic, I’m afraid — a bookworm. I’ve precious few books here, however.”

          “So write your own,” Bantry suggested. “You were gifted with a fine education and I’d wager you were kissed passionately by the Blarney Stone at birth. I’ll fetch paper and ink, if Houghton Green will turn up such luxuries of civilization. Sultry fiction, tales of Paris by night? Good God, you could make a fortune, and we’ll move into a castle in the Alps.”

          “Vince, you’re incorrigible. And I love you.” Flynn kissed him soundly, and snatched up his coat.

          The wind was on the rise, sighing in the woodland as they strolled around the whole property. Sure enough, four horses ran loose in the meadow. They were Brickhill’s old cavalry mounts; one very old, sway-backed and stiff, one only on the point of retirement, very limber and fit, the others spaced in between. They came to the fence to nuzzle for sugar or apples, but Michael had none and they were just as happy with tufts of sweet grass from the greener side of the fence. 

          “Do you ride?” Bantry asked. “Two of these animals would probably enjoy an outing, if you do.”

          “Of course I ride,” Flynn said scornfully. “There isn’t any tack, though — or, not that I saw at the house.”

          “A pound gets you a penny there’s a saddler in the village. I’ll order up some harness tomorrow when I stock the pantry,” Bantry offered. “And for heaven’s sake, give me a list of what to bring for you, or I’ll I take a leaf out of Lockwood’s book and puzzle through a way to force feed you.”

          Flynn shot a sharp glance at him, and Bantry winked. But the occultist remained edgy for some moments, till Bantry rued the playful suggestion. Then one cool hand reached out to stroke his throat. 

          The thumb found his jugular vein, pressed down on the pulse, somehow an almost erotic caress. Bantry shivered. “Oh, I’ll feed,” Michael said very softly, and then added, inconsequentially, Bantry thought, “fallow deer live in the woods just there. I heard them as we walked by, pretty little creatures, gentle and pliable, and welcoming of affection.”

          “I don’t understand,” Bantry said honestly. He had resigned himself to confusion.

          “And I won’t explain.” Flynn brushed his mouth with a kiss and withdrew the caressing hand from his throat. “Do you love me?”

          “You know I do.”

          “Then trust me, and let it be. All you need to know, you already know. Be with me. It’s enough, isn’t it?”

          It would have to be, Bantry decided. Flynn would evade any question about his past life, his education, even — or especially — his diet. Almost accidentally he offered up a few unconnected details at a time, until Bantry felt he were assembling a Chinese puzzle, one tiny fragment today, another tomorrow.

          It was as frustrating as fascinating, and he said as much. Flynn laughed quietly, but the humor was forced. He kissed Bantry as if to divert him. The vast, dark eyes followed him everywhere, affirming Flynn’s affection, yet disquiet dogged Bantry as he watched Michael. How edgy Flynn had become. He had armored himself to conceal his secrets and would share nothing.

          Walking on, they took to the country lane and strolled as far as the village. Houghton Green drowsed under the three-quarter moon. Cat’s eyes glittered from a tree, a dog barked from a gateway, but no human saw them go by. Bantry found the grocer’s, where he would stock their pantry, the saddlery he had predicted, and also a tiny library, which he promised to ransack. 

          Attached to the library was a post office. Peering in through the window he saw stationery for sale, and tapped on the glass to draw Flynn’s attention. “Civilization has reached the wilds! You’ll write for me. And draw. All I’ve seen of your work is the Tarot pack. I want to see more.” He patted his pockets. “I’ve a good deal of money on me and I’ll indulge you, if you’ll let me.”

          “I’ll let you,” Flynn purred, at that moment intent on the post office window.

          They discovered a small public house, a chandlery cluttered with bags of chicken feed and grain, and then more than a dozen white-walled cottages were strung out along the road before the farmland opened up once more and they left Houghton Green behind. The sense of freedom was wonderful. Even Bantry felt it. They walked for hours, not noticing time or distance. They were buried in conversation, and embraced or kissed at whim when the talk became intimate or risqué.

          The clouds in the west scudded apart and Flynn glimpsed the stars. He saw which constellations were setting — Orion was almost down — and swore quietly. “It’s time to go back, dear heart, and we mustn’t drag our feet. D’you know, the whole night has almost gone.”

          A century could go by unnoticed in Flynn’s company, Bantry thought. He said, “I lost track of time. I want every word you say, I wish I could remember everything. Also, I want you. Home, then, and quick about it. If we take the footpath over the hill, it should be a shortcut.”

          The path led directly over the saddleback rise, as Brickhill promised, the quick way to the village or back again. They had walked around by road, which was much further. A well stood on the hilltop and they paused beside it, discovering they could see the cottage on one slope, the village on the other, and off in the distance in the east, the outskirts of Peterborough. 

          “The Romans once lived here,” Bantry said as they watched the dawn beginning to gather along the wooded hills. “You can still almost feel the past, tingling in the nerves.”

          Flynn gave him a curious look for that remark, his features outlined by the powdery predawn light. “You’re a most uncommon man, Vince. Unlike any I’ve met in so very long. Perhaps this is why I made the fool’s gift, gave away my heart.”

          “Uncommon,” Bantry echoed. “Like yourself. I want you fiercely now. We’ve a straw mattress waiting for us, and we’ll sleep till noon. I’ll fetch half the library and the materials to indulge your creative streak while you wait for dusk. I’ll go to the saddler’s too,” he added as they swung down the path toward the cottage and saw the retired cavalry nags grazing in the steadily brightening light. Flynn had begun to squint, and Bantry quickened his pace. “How long, do you think,” he wondered, “before you’re well enough to leave England entirely?”

          “Give me a week or two,” Michael said cautiously. “I’m half mended but aching in the joints.” His tone hardened. “The bastard was thorough, I’ll hand him that. I’m very strong, you should know this —”

          “Very heavy, for one so slender,” Bantry mused.

          “My bones are more dense than yours,” Flynn told him. “Lockwood discovered my strength — I couldn’t very well hide it from him, when I’d already blacked the eye of one of his bully-boys! He ...” Flynn seemed to hesitate, pondering the wisdom of saying more, then pressed on with the confession. “He slung me up and hung various weights from my limbs, which bent the joints against themselves, required me to carry the weights or be injured. He added a little too much, to find my limits. If I’d been in my right mind, I’d have duped him and pretended failure early, but I was too doped with ether to properly know what was happening. My muscles are mended, nothing creaks anymore, but I know everything is weak.”

          Bantry felt a stab of sympathetic pain from his own back and knew intimately what Flynn meant. “It will all mend, though?” He was thinking of the injuries and accidents, as well as the deliberate, merciless torture of captives, he had witnessed in China. Sometimes physical damage never fully healed. His own back gave a second sharp pang, reminding him keenly that his left side was not perfectly recovered. It never would fully mend, though the scars were by now barely noticeable.

          He had seen other unfortunate men broken by unspeakable torments in the East; stolen or ransomed back, they would never be the men they had been before. How far had Lockwood gone in the name of medical science? White hot, futile anger was all Bantry felt now toward a man he had long considered his friend. He had always known research was Lockwood’s life, but he had never paused to consider the price of such work. It was usually paid by poor, dumb animals. Their suffering was no less painful, but no one spared them a moment of compassion. It was said they were less than human, unable to speak — they were without feelings, or even the ability to suffer. Lately, Bantry had begun to doubt the argument.

          “I’ll mend,” Flynn assured him as they approached the cottage. “You know I’m not the same. See here?” He lifted back his hair to expose the temple where he had been gashed. No scar was left to suggest any injury. “The disease has its benefits as well as drawbacks. This was what turned your friend Lockwood into a fiend, I’m sure. He looked at me, saw my strength, how I heal, the fact I hardly bleed, and don’t need food. Imagine, Vince! Suppose all human beings commanded these benefits and shrugged off the passage of time.” His voice was a mere whisper. He seemed intent on private, inner realms, perhaps on the past. “I think Lockwood would have taken me to pieces bone by bone to find the answer.”

          Bantry was not aware he had been holding his breath until his chest began to burn. “And you ... you know the answer, don’t you?” He prayed Michael would tell it, unguardedly, but the man’s eyes suddenly cleared. In the first real daylight, just before the sun came up, he saw the green of his eyes, rims of malachite iris surrounding black, dilated pupils.

          And Flynn nodded, but would say nothing. He went ahead of Bantry into the mill just before daylight would begin to hurt, and busied himself checking the shutters which plunged the house into dimness. 

          Biting back a curse, Bantry lit two of the paraffin lamps, stoked the fire in the stove, and set a blackened kettle to boil. “I can make tea, at least. There’s no milk, but I’ve drunk it without most of my life. China tea, you know. Will you have a cup?”

          “A small cup,” Michael accepted, yawning expansively. “I’ll make up the bed. I’m ready to sleep, if you must know.”

          “Not at once,” Bantry said coaxingly. The occultist shot a sultry look at him and they laughed easily. “If you were a woman,” Bantry said, suddenly and unexpectedly, “I’d marry you in an instant.”

          “Would you, now?” Michael tossed the fresh linen over the mattress. “Well, I’m not a woman, but you flatter me. No one has offered me so much since ...”

          “Since?” Bantry brought two mugs, one with sugar, one without, to the alcove containing the bed. The cottage had only one main room, with a tin hipbath behind a curtain in another alcove, and a velvet drape on a rail at the foot of the bed to offer privacy, if it were needed.

          “Since long gone by,” Flynn teased and prodded his ribs with one finger. “No more questions.” He took his tea and set it aside to cool, for he could not tolerate hot liquid. Bantry lounged by the woodstove, watching him throw blankets and a patchwork quilt onto the bed. 

          He moved with a studied elegance, aware he was watched. And he stood in the lamplight to undress, a little performance, deliberate but not lewd. “Were you a woman,” Bantry began once more, deep, husky now, “Paris would mortgage its soul to entertain you for a fortnight.”

          The chestnut head tossed as Michael laughed. “Idiot. I’m small and thin, white as lilies on a funeral wreath. You like what you see? Thank God! I never cared for it. I prefer roundness, a well-fleshed body, warm and alive. Like this.” He passed his hands over the curves and planes of Bantry’s chest. “You feel like a young horse, taut and hard and sweet. I want you.”

          Bantry shook his head over the man. “You’ve no notion of your own charms, have you? I suppose it means vanity will never ensnare you, but ... you’re built like a boy, but you’re not a boy. You’ve the skin and hair of a girl, but you’re not a girl. You’re more than both. You’re a man.” He reached down to prove the truth of the assertion with a caress between Flynn’s slender thighs. “People have hounded you, haven’t they? Propositioned you, wooed and bedded you — both genders, relentlessly. Did you never reason why? They see the androgynous in you, it tantalizes men who otherwise warm to beautiful women ... and what of the man whose heart aches for boys, for youth? He feels guilty for that lust, which is rightly forbidden. But in your arms he can have what he desires without guilt. Then,” he added softly, “there are others who simply love you for what you are. Like Luigi Scozza, I think,” he guessed. “Like me.”

          He had not expected the words to arouse anguish. Flynn’s eyes closed, squeezed shut, and with an obvious effort he schooled his face to blandness. “If you knew what I am! Hush, no more, Vincent. Enough that I love you. Must you always pry?”

          “I’d take a vow of silence before I begin to spy on you,” Bantry said ruefully. “Come here.” He stepped forward and pressed the lithe, naked body against his clothes. The desire that had simmered unacknowledged for hours began to boil before he was aware of what was happening.

          His hands defied his attempts to wrestle with buttons, and he kept still for Flynn to undress him, as he had done once before. Then they were tangled on cool linen, the straw mattress hard beneath them, and he pinioned the smaller man. Held him down for hands and mouth to cover him an inch at a time, charting his planes and hollows, learning his scent and taste. Flynn was strong enough to overpower him, Bantry knew, yet he lay still, willing victim, until he was desperate and in need.

          Bantry had learned all manner of delights with the sensual, loving little creature, his houseboy, but he had seldom reciprocated. Lin had never questioned this — as if it were improper for the Captain to take the houseboy’s part. Perhaps back in those days, in that place, Lin was right. But now, here, with Flynn spreadeagled, arch-backed, taut with need, Bantry wanted nothing more than to play Lin’s part. To give Flynn every pleasure he knew. Musk stung his nostrils as he bent his head to the task. Michael was helpless as he felt the heat of the suckling mouth swallowing his shaft down deep, against Bantry’s throat. Then fingers like steel caught Bantry by the shoulders, lifted him bodily until he lay along Flynn’s side, human warmth against such strange coolness. 

          Soft hair brushed his belly. He could not breathe, his mouth was commanded by the welcome invader and his nerves caught alight as he realized the pleasures would be reciprocated. No one before or after Lin had done this for him. He cried out at a shocking surge of delight, and climax rushed over him without warning. He felt Flynn swallow, and swallow again, taking the rich, salt seed, leaving him weak, shaking, empty. 

          Dislocated, divorced from reality, he felt Michael draw away and assumed he had offended or disappointed him with the barbarous surrender to lust. He wanted to offer abject apologies, but his voice defied him. He could not even open his eyes. Tears burned his lids and he rubbed his face on the quilt to be rid of them.

          Rational thought returned a little at a time as he felt his hand lifted, kissed, taken and wrapped about a warm, hard shaft. Flynn was still waiting. He gripped reflexively, felt the warmth in his palm — not heat. No part of Flynn was ever hot. Instinct and the desire for atonement spurred Vincent to effort, and soon Flynn was coming too, charged with an urgency little less desperate than Bantry’s. Tormented, released and cast down again into laxity and torpor.

          At last Bantry cracked open his eyes, almost afraid of what he would see in Flynn’s face. What he saw was love. He felt Flynn take command of him utterly. “You don’t ... resent what I did?” His throat ached.

          “You did what I desired,” Michael told him softly. “I don’t suppose you’ve ever done it, nor wanted to. I ask nothing of you, Vincent. You gave me more than enough. Just let me love you for a while.”

          “A — a while?” Bantry choked, caught between laughter and scolding, and tugged the small, cool body against him. He pressed a kiss to Flynn’s mouth and tasted himself there, salt and sweet and bitter at once. On a whim he lifted his own right hand and tasted the slick palm. 

          Flynn caught his breath at the wanton little gesture. “Don’t. It is not necessary.”

          “I desire it,” Bantry argued. “I can’t imagine why, save that I love you and want all of you. I’m greedy. Next time you’ll have what you gave me.” He leaned down to kiss the soft, cool mouth deeply. “It’s been a long time since you were pleasured, I think. I bade my Chinese boy farewell only a few months ago. I’d expected to feel deprived — and I was right!” He gathered Flynn up, delighted that he was allowed to, and lifted him onto his chest. “Sleep now. Sleep and get well.”

          He heard no arguments from Flynn, and they lay tangled in sleep until well past noon. The stove had burned out, one of the lamps was dead, and Bantry woke cramped under the other man’s astonishing body weight. He groped for his pocketwatch, saw two o’clock and grunted in amusement. Never in his life had he slept a whole morning away and woken in the afternoon. Flynn stirred a little, yawns gusted across his chest though the occultist was barely awake. Bantry smiled, feeling moist, oral caresses shivering his left shoulder, his throat ... the tongue tracing along the big vein there as if cherishing it... 

          ...the graze of teeth fastening, biting delicately into the skin over the vein — just the slightest pressure that would leave a mark but not really hurt...

          Then Flynn started awake, realized what he was doing and withdrew fast, as far as the other side of the bed, with a slurred apology. Bantry chuckled. “Don’t be sorry. Even half asleep you kept those dangerous teeth of yours well under guard.”

          An unusual blush warmed Michael’s face. “But I’m sorry, nonetheless,” he muttered. “Christ, I hadn’t realized I was so near ...” He raked his hand through his hair, standing it on end. “It won’t happen again.”

          “I don’t mind,” Bantry said cheerfully. “So long as you don’t bite too hard, I find all else wickedly pleasurable. Now, I must get busy. There isn’t a morsel to eat, and unlike yourself, I’m famished.”

          “I’m just as hungry,” Flynn growled, annoyed — Bantry knew the annoyance was with himself. “And no, don’t ask questions, for you’ll get no answers!” Then Flynn stopped, collected himself and glanced up sheepishly at Bantry’s look of startlement. “I’m sorry — again. I’ve a sharp temper and it gets sharper when I’m hungry. Pay no attention. I’ll see to my ... requirements, without need of your efforts.”

          “Please yourself,” Bantry said with a resigned, mystified shrug. 

          He shaved in a mug of hot water by the woodstove, drank sweet black tea and left Flynn reading by the light of a single lamp. The occultist merely covered his eyes while the door opened and closed, and called goodbye as the key turned in the lock to dissuade strangers.

          Bantry reveled in the afternoon sun as he strode up the rise toward the old well. Twilight was less than five hours away, and Flynn also would be free. Larks sang high up, and the low of dairy cows carried from the next valley. Children played cricket on the green and he smelt the iron tang of a farrier’s workshop, behind the saddlery. He had almost forgotten the green of the English countryside. Despite all the beauty, exotic depravity and delicious sin of the Orient, nothing in China compared with home; and oddly, for the first time Bantry felt
as if he had come home.

          First he visited the grocer’s, introduced himself and put down a crisp pound note to open a household account. The name of ‘Bantry’ was almost on his tongue before he could stop himself. How stupid it would have been to use his own name! For a split second he froze, his mind was a blank. He covered with a cough and grasped for the first name that came to mind and sounded believable. ‘Brady’ sounded right, and in that moment he could think no further. It would have to do. 

          The grocer did not even raise a brow. The pound note bought Bantry a little respect and a lot of curiosity, and he found himself spinning a tale to explain his presence in the tight-woven village community. He had taken up residence, he said, at the mill cottage, which locals called ‘the Folly’. He had brought his sickly young cousin into the country to convalesce after treatment in a London clinic. Most of it was true. The details were unimportant. The grocer and his stout, ruddy-cheeked wife believed the whole tale, and in country tradition, the careful deception would be all over the village in half an hour. 

          He filled a hamper with an assortment of goods and the grocer’s spindly, twelve-year-old son set out in the pony trap to leave it on the doorstep at ‘the Folly’. Next, he went to the tiny library, where he took out a borrower’s ticket in the name of ‘Brady.’ He chose three books: a volume of Kipling’s short stories; Pickwick Papers; and Victor Hugo’s Les Contemplations translated into English, though he knew Flynn would have been happier with the French original. From the library, he went to the post office for inks, nibs, pencils, paper, anything they stocked. Never having had a lesson, Bantry could only guess what to buy. He told the story of the sickly cousin again, this time to the postmaster, and from there passed on to the saddler’s. His last item of business was an order for tack for two horses, to be delivered up to the Folly tomorrow.

          It was well after five when he turned for home and his stomach growled. But a feast was packed in the hamper, enough to feed him in style for days, since Flynn was so difficult — or so easy — to please. He put a good foot forward and was over the rise and unlocking the door by six.

          The hamper was on the step. “It’s me,” he called, fumbling with the key as he stooped for the basket. “Cover your eyes, Michael.” But the door was already unlocked and swung inward at a touch. He was blind in the dimness inside for a full minute. His sight returned, green and reluctant, not that he cared to see much while he was being kissed passionately in greeting. He chuckled when he was set free. “You missed me? You did! See what I brought.”

          Library books and drawing materials scattered across the table like gifts, and Bantry left Flynn to examine them. Food was at the top of his personal agenda. The hamper was stuffed. Salt butter, the morning’s fresh bake, pickles, sliced beef and ham, potatoes and onions, jam, kippers, eggs, sausages, tomatoes, apples, everything that could be crammed into the basket.

          He ate a great deal, leaving Flynn speechless and laughing at him. The big meal made him drowsy. The interruption to his own sleeping habits would take a while to settle, he reasoned, so when Michael pushed him into the leather armchair by the stove and fed a supply of split logs into the fire, he took the opportunity to doze.

          Without intending to, he fell dead asleep and woke with a strange, dislocated disorientation. 

          It was late twilight. The door was wide open, as if it had been badly latched and had swung inward with a breeze. Bantry stood, stiff and aching after sleeping in the chair. “Michael? Michael!” Flynn did not answer. Vincent rubbed his eyes, and from the door peered into the gathering mauve of twilight. The sun was half an hour down; the birds were quiet, the whole world was hushed, ready to settle for the night. 

          Woodsmoke was on the air and the sky promised a clear night with little cloud. The wind was only a breath on his face, not cold, as he stepped outside. He called Flynn’s name once more, but still there was no answer, and his own voice seemed intrusive. He padded out along the meadow fence and leaned on the still-warm wood to pet the horses. The woodland came right down to the fence. The light wind sighed in the branches of ancient trees, elm, beech and oak, masking quieter sounds.

          Not until his eyes were fully accustomed to the twilight dimness, and his ears had began to compensate for the rush of the trees, did he become aware of Michael. Flynn was no more than twenty yards away, and obviously believed himself alone. Bantry held his breath, watching. Flynn knelt in the grass, clad in loose slacks and shirt, sleeves rolled up, one hand held out toward the timid little fallow doe which had just appeared at the edge of the woods. 

          He faced away from Bantry and his voice was so soft, Bantry strained to hear. “I’ll not harm you,” he was saying gently in a tone like crushed velvet. “Just a moment, little one, it won’t hurt, I promise. Come to me. Come to me.” 

          And the doe went to him. Her eyes never left his, as if she were mesmerized. Bantry had never seen anything like it. The little creature stepped right into Flynn’s hands and relaxed, trusting implicitly. He stroked her face, kissed her twitching nose, and Bantry realized, she was indeed mesmerized, like the rabbit before the cobra. Flynn passed his fingers over the creature’s eyes, and they closed, as if she were asleep. 

          “Quiet, little one,” he crooned, under the wind and trees. Bantry was rooted to the spot, unable to move. Flynn reached into his shirt pocket and produced something — Bantry squinted to see. 

          It was a tiny, bone-handled knife. Bantry had never seen it before. The blade opened. With one hand, Flynn petted the doe’s face, turned her head, and Bantry bit into his lip as he watched the knife stroke gently, just behind her ear where the skin was soft, thin, and easily cut. Blood welled fast, black in the twilight. Flynn leaned forward to cover the gushing wound with his mouth. 

          Drinking. 

          Bantry’s throat numbed, his whole body was as paralyzed as the doe’s and he could not take his eyes away. He watched Flynn drink as if he were parched. Several minutes passed, and when Flynn lifted his head again Bantry saw the cut had entirely stopped bleeding.

          Like the nick in Bantry’s tongue, that night in the park when they kissed. The blood stopped in moments beneath Flynn’s mouth.

          Horror and a dreadful fascination mingled in him. Flynn sat back on his heels. His whole body looked lax with satiety, even relief. He took a few moments to gather his wits before he cleaned the knife in the grass at his feet, returned it to his pocket, and passed his hand over the doe’s eyes once more. 

          They opened, and she licked his face tenderly, as if she were his pet. He stroked her nose and took his hands away, but she rubbed against him like a kitten until he petted her and laughed quietly. At last she pricked her ears, hearing her kind in the woods, and as she left him Flynn straightened, stretched languidly.

          Only then did he turn toward the fence and see Bantry there, still paralyzed with sheer disbelief. For an endless, elastic moment Flynn stood like a carving in marble, inanimate and icily unreal. Nothing moved but the breeze in his hair, for what seemed a lifetime. 

          Then Bantry watched him crumple to his knees, put his face into his hands and began to grieve.

 

 

 

Chapter Nine                        

 

With the door closed behind them, Flynn slumped into the chair by the stove and once again set his face into his hands. He was inconsolable. Bantry barely knew what to say, even to think. “I didn’t hurt her,” Flynn whispered hoarsely for the tenth time. “I swear I didn’t hurt her. Oh, Christ, it begins, it begins. Why did you have to see? You were never to see.” He hugged his arms about his chest and rocked to and fro.

          Still shaken but by now more troubled by the haunted, anguished face before him, Bantry pulled up a three-legged stool. He sat by the stove and watched Michael slowly subside. Flynn seemed to withdraw into himself and turned away, shutting everything out. At last Bantry found his voice, but did not try to touch him. Flynn would not permit it. He flinched away from any physical contact as if he expected a blow; or as if he dreaded having to lash out, injure, in self-defense. 

          “You’re like the riddle of the Sphinx,” Bantry said quietly. “All right, I was shocked, but I’ve seen stranger things than your little scene. And all I want now is for you to tell me all of it. I’ve had enough of your secrecy to last me a lifetime! It’s all about what I saw out there, isn’t it?” 

          Flynn nodded mutely and would not look at him. 

          “Then where’s the point of further secrecy? For better or worse, it’s time you told me everything. Luigi Scozza wanted to know if you’d confided ‘the whole truth’ to me, as he put it, and was relieved when he thought you had. He made me promise, literally on my honor, to look after you. I didn’t understand then, I don’t understand now. I wish to God I did! Luigi knows your damned secret, why not me? Michael?”

          The dark eyes met Bantry’s for the first time, and they were not wild now, as Bantry had expected. They were filled with an inexpressible sadness. The whites were pink, and Flynn rubbed one hand across his cheek as he searched for words. “You already know most of it but you haven’t put together the pieces of the puzzle to make the whole, as if you can’t bear to. Luigi did. He guessed. In a few days he’d put it all together ... and he was just a lad, he’d seen less than you have. There’s no more than you already know, if you only think about what you have seen and heard.”

          “More riddles?” Bantry’s voice tightened in annoyance. “Like the Sphinx?”

          “What walks on four legs in the morning, two in the afternoon and three legs in the evening?” Flynn whispered. “The riddle of the Sphinx is the story of all Mankind. The child that crawls, the man who strides, the ancient with his walking stick. There’s your Sphinx riddle, as simple as that! The sorrow of all life is bound in it. The ravages of time to which all you blind, foolish humans are prey.”

          “All we humans?” Bantry echoed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

          The dark eyes closed as if Flynn were weary. “I lock myself away from the light lest it burn out my eyes and scorch the skin from me. I never age. I’m cool to your hands, and strong enough to snap you like a twig if I wanted to. I can’t eat, I can only drink. And my eye teeth were filed, sharp as any cannibal’s, when I was younger that you. Vince, you know already, don’t you? You know what I am. What I was made.”

          The sadness threatened to overcome him — and all at once Bantry did know. It came over him as a blaze of intuition and he recoiled as shock surged through his raw nerves. “You’re telling me —” He seemed to swallow his heart. “You feed on fresh blood?”

          A weary nod. “It’s all I can stomach. I’m so very sorry.”

          Numbness spread outward from Bantry’s chest into every extremity. He almost rejected what he knew must be the truth as his thinking mind rebelled. “You’re trying to tell me you’re not — quite — human?”

          “How very delicately put.” Flynn set his head back against the leather of the chair. “I was, once. I wasn’t born this way. What I’ve become, what I was made, has a name. I’m a changeling.” His eyes remained closed, as if he could not bear to see Bantry’s attentive face, and he took a deep breath. “I’ve never hurt a living creature in my whole life. If you can’t believe that, let me walk through the door, this moment. You won’t see me again. Go quickly back to London. It’s less than a day since you left, there’s every chance Farraday won’t even know you’re gone. He need never know you left the city. It’ll be over for you, all the horror and the pain. He has nothing to implicate you, nothing to involve you with me.”

          Bantry dismissed the proposition as beneath comment. He leaned closer, intent on Flynn’s face. “Why don’t you tell me what Scozza knows?” he suggested quietly. He reached out, one hand on Michael’s forearm. “You’re shaking. Do you want to lie down?”

          “No.” Flynn tried to draw his arm from Bantry’s grip, but Bantry’s fingers tightened. “Luigi was a peasant boy. Peasant brats are brought up on superstition. He knew all the stories of my kind and guessed what I am the night he seduced me, in a room over a taverner’s tapbar, nearly thirty years ago. We were together for five years, until he left the cathedral choir and went to study for his career on the stage, and I moved on. Luigi was kind to me, not afraid of me. I don’t know why he wasn’t. Everyone else who finds out is always afraid.”

          Bantry traced the line of one blue vein in the slender forearm. “Do I look afraid?”

          For the first time Flynn looked directly at him. “No,” he said softly, and he sounded curious. “I won’t ever hurt you. I’ve never hurt anyone, ever. Can you believe me? If you doubt me, let me go before I lose the night hours. Dawn will kill me. You know what I am.”

          “A changeling.” Bantry tried the word on his tongue, accepted the sound in his ear.

          “Yes. Almost but not quite, one of the vampyre. Not one of them, yet not quite human either. In fact I’m a nothing, rejected by both worlds. I’m an outcast. I always have been, like all the rest of my kind.”

          “And lonely,” Bantry added.

          Unexpectedly Flynn smiled. “Only in these last years. Before then I was happy for several human lifespans. Through all that time I barely thought about what being alone meant. My ...” He caught his breath and began again. “He was killed by the mob in Bucharest, in ’43. I got out with my life, the rags on my back, nothing else. I whored for my lodgings to get out of the sun and made my way to Avignon, nearer dead than alive. It was there I met Louis — Alphonse Louis Constant. You read about him as Eliphas Levi. He wrote the Tarot book you read about in Lockwood’s library.”

          “Stop! Please.” Bantry’s head was reeling. “You escaped with your life almost half a century ago, from Bucharest?” 

          Flynn nodded, rolled his neck this way and that on the back of the armchair and gazed away into the cottage’s shadows.

          Unbidden, the odd remark about Giovanni Casanova returned to Bantry, whispering in his ears, and he swallowed his heart again. “Christ almighty. How old are you?”

          Flynn sighed deeply, eyes closing once more. “Disbelieve everything I tell you if you wish. I shan’t coerce you to believe, but I owe you the truth and you’ll have it. I ask only one favor. If dawn is close when you decide to send me away, let me stay in the cottage till twilight. I won’t approach you or touch you anymore, my word on it. I’ll let you tie me, if you choose to. I won’t fight you, but dawn will burn the life out of me and even now I’ve no wish to die. Make me this one promise.”

          “Oh, Michael!” 

          “Make the promise!” Flynn’s voice was a rasp file.

          “All right.” Bantry licked dry lips. “Consider it made. Now, for the love of God will you just tell me what Luigi assumed I knew? You idiot! I’ve seen stranger things in China than anything you can even imagine. Let me take care of you. Luigi made me swear I’d look after you, and I’ve been trying, but you won’t let me. Why, damn you?”

          “Because I’m afraid of you,” Flynn whispered. “I love you, need you ... and when you know the whole truth you’ll leave, or send me away. I’ll be alone again. I always knew it would come to this. I just didn’t expect it so soon.” He took another breath and smiled sadly at Bantry. “The truth, then — to disbelieve as you see fit.”

          “Or believe,” Bantry said bluffly. He crossed his arms on his chest. “I’m listening, sir.”

          “You already know what I am. But who, and how I came to be like this ...” Flynn glared at the low timbers overhead. “Where to begin? Where is the beginning, my beginning? I was born in a place called Rath Cuair — Rathcore, as you bloody English will have it, not so very far from Dublin. My father was a ricon, a petty chieftain lording it over a valley full of swineherds. Our house was stone and turf, filled with children and chickens, cows and pigs ... and treason. My father may have been a chieftain, but he owned nothing but pride, but in the end the English robbed him of that too. 

          “Our lands were seized. Every householder in the county was ousted that summer, when the soldiers marched through like a plague. The chieftains were made into servants, in the houses where they’d once been lords. Many wouldn’t or couldn’t tolerate what they saw as bondage in their own homes, and took to the roads. They became the tinkers, the Irish gypsies.

          “My father was one of these. But he was a cunning old fox, and he stole a fortune here and there, from the English squires who’d looted everything he had in the first place. Enough to send me to school in Europe. His eldest son, his favorite, was to have all he himself had never had, so he told me. I was to have the greatest wealth of all. Education.

          “I already spoke Latin after a fashion by that time, so I suppose it made sense for him to send me to school in Padua. The university there was founded in the Thirteenth Century, it was already old when I arrived. The peace and quiet of cloistered halls were timeless. To me it seemed to be haunted by unearthly sounds ... matins and vespers, sung by monks and the castrati, dazzling with the splendor of High Mass, all around the stations of the cross.

          “This was the world as I had never imagined it, and I grudged every moment I spent in my classes! Between terms I was free, and I roved between Rome and Florence to watch the artists at work. The Holy Father had brought the finest in the world to Rome, and in those days art was my life. Not even twenty years old, I ran far and fast, lived as I’d never believed one could. In the sunlight. The darkness overtook me later. 

          “I went to Padua to study Latin and History and Mathematics, but it was art and music I loved, and my teachers knew it. No amount of sternness and switching could bind me to my studies, and they soon let me go my own way. I was ‘the crazy Irishman,’ they expected no better of me. I was a barbarian and they washed their hands of me.

          “Ah, God, there was life in the world then! And I was living every moment of every day. I was ripe to fall in love ... a boy’s love, but no less painful. Her name was Lena, she was the niece of some churchman from Ferrara, and her beauty blinded me. I daydreamed about her until I was beaten regularly for neglecting my work! And finally I left the university altogether. Oh, there was a drama. 

          “The Mathematics tutor received a bloodied nose — I had grown taller than him and he resented me for it. I stormed out without even taking my things, sure I could make my way alone. And I did, as a secretary in the house of my Lena’s father. I knew letters and numbers, spoke good Italian, passable Latin, a smattering of Greek, a few words of English. I wrote a decent hand and I wasn’t a thief. Those things had value. 

          “Lena’s father never knew we were in love. Not that it would have mattered, since she was promised in marriage to an old goat of a man we both deplored. She was too loyal to her father, and she died too young. I think the marriage killed her, for there was nothing we could do to stop it. Her husband was old, slack and sallow ... I like to think I softened the future for her, for she did not go to the bed of an old man as a virgin.

          “I had always known she was betrothed and the day would come when I must lose her. When it happened I just got very drunk, hid myself away from the world and slept for a week. I was still not twenty. Young people can be deeply wounded but they also heal rapidly. I flung myself into my work, and accompanied Lena’s father on business to Bologna and Lucca and Genoa. He knew something grieved me, but he never knew what. He was good to me and at least I had the wits to be grateful.

         “In Genoa, two years after I gave away my first childish love, I first saw my Greek. I suppose I had developed a need for beauty by then. I was surrounded by it every day. And here was the most glorious creature I had ever seen, anywhere. For the first time I looked on a male as a thing not only of beauty, but of desire. He was like ... like a marble come to life. Everything about him was sheer beauty, from the shape of his hands to the way he stood, the long, perfect line of his leg, the turn of his ankle, the light in his eyes, the soft curl of his hair ... everything.

          “What an epiphany! The thought of wanting a man was very wicked, unspeakable, and I confessed it. The time I spent on my knees, doing penance — what a waste. For days, weeks, I was sure my Greek, Dionysus, had not even seen me, and if he ever did notice I was alive, he would only spurn me as the coarse little barbarian I was. But he had seen me. 

          “He was passing himself off as an Italian in those years; his accent was so true, no one could tell his race. They thought his name was Cellini, Franco Cellini. He was a master painter, this they knew for certain. He sent a letter to my master, Lena’s father, saying he wanted me to model for him.

          “A letter from the great Cellini? At once I was told to go along to the painter’s house, no matter the lateness of the hour. I was to take off my clothes and sit on a couch strewn with silks and flowers. It was a scandal! Imagine how I was outraged, told to take my clothes off! Imagine how I was terrified. When I disrobed, the great artist would see how I desired him, the evidence would be difficult to hide, and I would be cast out into the gutter. I would whore for my bread and die infested with fleas. 

          “All this churned through my poor skull as I went to Cellini’s house, taking my master’s greetings and dragging the weight of my own dread through dark, hot, dusty streets. And so it began, for Cellini — Dionysus — saw my every guilty secret, and he ravished me on the couch among the crumpled sink and crushed flowers. 

          “I was his, utterly, totally, his plaything, his pet, his property. Christ, how I loved and hated him. There is always pain when innocence is cut away, but where it is buried, flowers sometimes bloom. I’d thought he wished only to toy with me, but I woke after midnight to find him still drawing by lamplight. The window shutters were wide open, the lamps were fluttering, moths were drawn to the candle flames as he showed me those first drawings of what became a whole opus. 

          “When he worked fast he used red chalk on vast yellow sheets, the same technique Leonardo favored. He’d already done dozens of studies of me, naked and asleep. When I blushed to see them he only laughed at me — and had me again. He told me he adored me, and had for days, almost since I’d arrived in the city.

          “All those days, when I’d thought he didn’t even know I was alive and I was busy confessing my wickedness! I’m afraid I forgot Lena. Just weeks after I became ‘Cellini’s amoroso,’ I heard the news from her father. He thought it was wonderful. She had fallen pregnant with her old husband’s one and only child. She also was adored, very rich, very spoiled ... and very miserable. It wasn’t fair. She deserved no less than I, but while she was cheated out of life I was happy as you wouldn’t credit happiness could be. Lena died in childbed five months later, at the age of fifteen, and the child died with her. Where was I?  

          “Franco Cellini was hosted and feasted from Naples to Milan, and I went with him everywhere. I was growing up. He watched me growing, year by year, and one summer when we’d been together three years or so, he became wild with some unaccountable grief. He would set eyes on me, all but rape me, then weep over me till I actually began to worry for his mind. And he rambled endlessly about time, and love, and the night.

          “I’d always known Dionysus loved the night best, the stars, the moonlight. I never saw him in daylight, and after a while I didn’t expect to. I knew he slept like the dead by day and rose only at twilight — eccentricity is expected of artists. What of it? They have the right to be a little mad because genius burns brightly in them. For myself, I was as careless of time as young people usually are ... but Dion was watching its ravages already.

          “I was not a boy any longer. A man’s muscles were thickening my body and soon I would become like all the others. Heavy and slow, and at last stiff, gray, sagged. Old. To me these thoughts had never even occurred yet. I thought I was immortal ... all young fools do, until they see the truth in the mirror one day, and by then it’s too late.

          “My Greek spent one hellish week, possessed by a peculiar madness. He spent the whole time pacing, fretting, in his rooms in Ferrara, where we were staying with a patron. I hardly dared go near him, for his lovemaking was so wild, it would end with me in pain and him in tears. Many times I stood outside the door, wanting to go to him, needing to see him, to feel the hard warmth of his body in my arms, but I’d listen to him railing, fighting with himself, and I’d creep away again, shaking. 

          “At the end of that terrible week he called for me and wouldn’t brook excuses. Of course I went to him, though I was very frightened. But when I saw him he was calm again, serene. I was simply relieved. The madness was gone, as inexplicably as it had come on. No more shouting and fighting with himself as if he were two people! 

          “We talked half the night through, mostly about love, and our hopes and dreams. He told me I was his life, and I confessed the same; my confession seemed to decide him. He was so gentle in bed, as if I were made of fine porcelain. Or as if ... as if I were a virgin girl. He loved me until I was insensible, and then, in the moment I thought I would die and my body tore itself apart beneath him, I felt the sweetest, most seductive little pain at my shoulder. 

          “I was paralyzed, held down against warm silk sheets, and I knew he had cut me. He had cut me! I was bleeding, and he was drinking from me. He was drinking blood from my shoulder, and I didn’t care. I was in love, I’d have forgiven him anything. Later, when I was back in my own right mind ... only then did I realize what had happened. 

          “He told me everything at last, half ashamed of what he had done. He was not Italian at all, but a Greek, though he was born in Egypt. Half the Egyptian court was Greek in the days of his youth. For many years he was a scribe, later he became a merchant, and he was one of an ancient, dwindling race. 

          “Vampyre. Legend and superstition have made them into monsters, and yes, there are vile, terrible people among them. There are vampyre whose wrath is unspeakable. But the greater truth is, most of them are too gentle, too vulnerable to survive. They are preyed upon because of their vulnerabilities, and instead of fighting they slink away into the night they love so much, and begin again. They have the time to begin again. Humans call them ‘the undead’ but this is a poor translation. ‘The undying’ is better, for time is nothing to them. Life is a melody that never ends, sweet and plaintive and haunting, like a half-forgotten refrain. 

          “My Dion was so very old when I went to him, and so very young, and in love with youth and beauty. He could not bear to watch me grow old, so he possessed me in the last way possible, as I had never been taken before. The pain lasted only moments, but I would never be the same. Changeling.

          “At first I noticed nothing. I still needed food and was happy in sunlight. Slowly, it began. First my eyes hurt and I wouldn’t go out when it was bright. I waited for cloudy days; later, I would wait for twilight. My skin was soon red, even blistered in daylight, and even the sight of food sickened me. I couldn’t eat at all, and weeks went by, my ribs growing sharp beneath the skin as I began to think, more and more, of blood. 

          “Blood. It was the stuff of life, and oh, I knew I needed it. I think I became feral in those days, and desperate. It was Dion who filed my teeth. I’ve used them only a few times. It’s so crude, I don’t like it any more than Dion did — there’s too much of the animal about it. Better to use a little knife, which does not hurt the patron at all, being sharp as a razor. And then, again, if a knife is used there’s less danger of the patron becoming ... changed. 

          “The ‘contagion,’ if you’ll call it that, is in our blood, our saliva, even in our seed. Loving me, Dion had always been so careful, I’d wondered at his fretting. He would fill me with so much oil I could never be hurt as he entered me, and his kisses were always guarded. His teeth were naturally sharp, unlike my own filed teeth. 

         “I didn’t want them filed, but he swore it was necessary. Supposing I was alone, he argued. Suppose I was desperate, and had no knife; how could I feed? So I let him do it. And oh, how my teeth ached, for days! But I’d fed for the first time by then, and could endure it. I fed from a little gray pony in the stables, who ate apples from my hands and let me cut him. 

          “I wept for what I’d done but Dion suffered more, I think, for he had begun to suspect he’d made a bad mistake. Would I sooner have lost him than be changed? Had he given me time, life without end, and as the price of it, taken my humanity ... did I hate the creature I’d become? He was wrong. Dion was my life, and life had just begun. A melody that would go on and on, without end, as Europe seemed to open like a flower before us.

          “He took me into his world, first, the world of the vampyre, rich as old wine, glittering as a sky filled with stars, unimaginable. He tried to make his kind, his peers and the elders, accept me as one of their own, but they never would — how could they? I was the outsider, just a changeling. They are so old, their heritage is so ancient and vast, I was nothing to them. Less than a mote of dust, which is all any changeling can ever be. Yet there are many of us changelings, caught between the two worlds and welcome, really, in neither. We cling to life stubbornly; cling to those who love us, and without whom we cannot survive.

          “In the end Dionysus became angry with the elders. One night their arguments led to a blazing fight with Chabrier and Hypaetia, two of the oldest. It was Chabrier who first taught me the Qabbalah, and he was always pleasant to me, even bedded me once or twice, as I’d gone with Hypaetia, whose beauty was a legend in Vienna. She remains the finest of women. Yet even they would not accept me as one of their own, which was all Dion wanted. So little to ask ... so impossible. 

          “We had been staying in Chabrier’s house ... everywhere was art and light and music, the glitter of gold and jewels, the softness of velvet and silk. From high summer, when the short nights held us prisoner, till the freedom of midwinter, we lived in their world; and I was transfixed by beauty even while I felt the rise of Dion’s anger.

          “He railed at Chabrier for ‘playing with me as if I were a living toy.’ The scene is branded into memory, as if with an iron. I thought they would kill each other at the height of it — it came to blows, almost to blades, before Hypaetia could stop it. Dion and I left, of course, we had no choice. Though I will say Chabrier apologized to both of us before we could go. He had been toying with me, he said; he had not realized it mattered. 

          “Mattered! My Dion was at once furious and wounded. You see, a changeling is nothing. A grain of sand, a dandelion seed. I was — how old? Thirty? A little child by their accounting. Less than a morning in the life of one of the Old Ones. In plain words and in Dion’s hearing, careless of his affection for me and his rage at them, the elders told me to go away and grow up, and if I came back when I had grown, perhaps they would consider my case again. 

          “Dionysus was so furious, he was white to the lips as he sat in the carriage. Chabrier was at the door, offering his hand, or trying to, a gesture of peacemaking or apology, or both. The offer was rejected and Dion barked at the driver. We were gone from their glittering world in seconds, and I looked back, saw the vampyre Chabrier standing in the snow in the middle of the carriageway. I thought never to see him again.

          “So Dion and I traveled east again, to a city that would become one of my favorite havens. To me Venice was always next to heaven, so ... civilized. More than anything Dion wanted to paint, and he knew one of the great painters of the day. Master Bellini was an old man when I met him for the first time, but he had a rare talent that has survived the test of time. He painted me — as an angel, if you can credit this. His study of me was on a wall in a chapel in San Zaccaria, it survived for many years until green mold destroyed it. He painted Dion too, but I don’t know what happened to the canvas. 

          “From there we went on to Padua, and Rome. I had heard of a young man — actually still a student — in Rome. The boy was as gifted and divine as any of Dion’s kind, and to Dion he was a prince. I was jealous and he scolded me. He told me to go and work with the young man, to discover for myself his genius. I lived his art for over a year, and for most of that time stood naked on a table for him for him to cut my shape out of a tall block of marble. 

          “It flattered me, so I was embarrassed and gave him only scant praise. That hurt him, I know, and was foolish of me. How was I to know the statue would become a legend in its own right? I don’t think the artist ever forgot or forgave me. In any case Dion was restless, wanting to leave. He was always moving on, and on again, in search of a place to call his own.

          “Now we went north. My Dion was at his happiest when he was painting and drawing, and everyone loved him. We stayed for a long while in a glorious villa among vineyards and olive groves near Fiesole, in Florence. Leonardo was literally exiled there, with the government baying at his heels over a commissioned work he had thoroughly ruined. It was The Battle Of Anghiari, of course. A good deal of what I know about sketching, I learned from watching the maestro work by lamplight on those long, warm evenings, before he left for Milan. I rarely learned much about sketching from Dion since I was usually his model.

          “I wanted to go with Leonardo but Dion was yearning for Greece, and I had never seen any part of that country. One could spend a lifetime in Greece and not notice a week going by. We felt a depthless serenity there. I learned to swim! Balmy nights in the Aegean — I cannot describe them, save to say the sea was like warm velvet, the air like the kiss of warm silk, and I bathed in moonlight. I was never happier, nor any more in love. 

          “I believe I could have stayed there forever, but as time passed Dion began to pine for Rome, and we went back. Years had passed. Decades. Dion was Cellini again, but ‘Cellini the Younger’ now — his own son, or even grandson, so people assumed. I was just the boy who modeled for him, no one even asked my name. The barbarian youth from Rathcore was utterly forgotten.

          “Rome was a world within itself, alive with art and music. I modeled for Dion again, and soon others saw his work. He lent me out to new friends now and then. Modeling irked me but Rome was joy, everywhere I turned art and music seduced me. I heard the glories of the Pope’s new composer, and I lost my heart. 

          “These were the years when I studied music — who could know and adore Palestrina without needing to understand his magic? His was a true genius, his melodies were golden, soaring like clouds, like angels’ wings. His music was the voice of the age. 

          “How long was it since I had attended an evening Mass? For Palestrina’s music I dared go, though I had no real right to slink into any house of God. Once, I would have confessed the sin of even setting foot inside the door, but by now I had no faith. I knew I was one of the worst abominations, reviled and excommunicated by the Church. My own priests would have believed a vampyre must spontaneously burst into flames if he entered a church! 

          “The superstition was dense, ignorant and cruel. But I remained an abomination, a demon in human guise. Moreover, I had accepted myself as the monster. So long as I had Dion, what else could I want or need? I never dirtied my hands with an hour’s work; wherever we went we were guests, and pampered. So I went into churches to listen, not to worship. I knew heaven was forbidden me; the priests would accuse me and God would burn me forever if the Inquisition did not incinerate me first! 

          “Bless him, Palestrina never knew. He took me into his home, evening after evening, and taught me music, and Dion would laugh at me for my fads and fancies. I never minded. Life was like fine champagne, effervescent and irresistible. I was in love — with the world. And with Dion.

          “We lived quietly most of the time, moved from Rome to Naples and then back again, years later, so no one ever questioned it was a son of Cellini’s who returned to the Eternal City to paint and sculpt. Again and again, Dion commanded the affections of the world of art. Once, we met an old painter who remembered us from our previous time in Rome. He had been just a young boy when last we were in the city, and he told us he had known our fathers. Titian was a gentleman, a Venetian, Bellini’s student, and a great maestro. He painted us both, but what happened to the canvases I can’t say.

          “And then ... I could not believe it was true. Dion fell in love again. She was a noblewoman, and dazzling. In her day she was called the most beautiful woman in all of Italy; some said, Europe. Dion was commissioned to paint her portrait when she was seventeen and still unmarried, trying to choose between princes and dukes. All at once he had less and less time for me. I was desolate, arid. I was a frozen desert. And I was wild. 

          “In those years there was a growing perversion about the art world, a delicious vice in which I dabbled, against Dion’s advice as well as my own better judgment. Had I been normal, human, and mortal, I have no doubt at all, I’d have rotted and died of some disgusting disease. But I was none of those things. Not human, not mortal. I ran all night, seized what I wanted, anything, everything — gambling, fighting and whoring for the hell of it, trying to reconcile myself to the fact Dion loved another.

          “It was foolish of me, and I soon learned. In fifteen short years Dion’s glorious woman grew old. Her teeth fell out. Her bright red hair became dull gray. Her body thickened with fat and one realized that the inane chatter which had seemed charming when she was young and lovely was simply vain, empty, arrogant. Dion was disenchanted and yearned for me again. Meanwhile, I had become sickened of the perversion and promiscuity of the Roman gutter, and yearned for him. I ... went home. 

          “It was as if we had not been lovers before, and we rediscovered each other. He had his stories to tell, tales of the Holy Father’s court, masque balls, the triumphs and tragedies of great art — and I had my stories. Wild tales of murder and mayhem. My tales made his eyes widen, made his jaw slacken. I’d seen and done things that shocked even a vampyre born before Alexander walked this earth. I felt uncommonly proud of myself.

          “For almost four years I’d run, hard and fast in the night, with that lunatic Caravaggio. I modeled for him, lied to the police for him when he killed people, hid him so he would stay out of prison and off the gallows. My God, and the man was made a knight! Still, I’ve never seen a more gifted artist, despite his madness and wild ways. And in the end, he paid his price, dead of awful diseases before he was forty. I read about it and grieved quietly.

          “By then Dion and I had gone to Greece. Fled. The fine, rich times couldn’t last forever, and as we had feared for some time, the purges began. The godless, the sinners, all who were less than normal and ordinary, were singled out and systematically disposed of. Purified by fire in this life to save their souls in the next. The Inquisition reigned supreme in those dark, horrible years. Blood was spilled, enough to fill a dark ocean.  

          “We knew we were at risk and we ran while we could. Chabrier and Hypaetia ran also, they to England, we to Greece, which even I thought of as home; other vampyre and their changelings went elsewhere. Nowhere in Europe was especially safe, and many of them fled to Persia and the Near East. The dark times settled down like a thundercloud ... so many were killed, I used to wonder if any of us would survive at all, or if the legend of the vampyre would become merely a story told to frighten ignorant peasants. We die so very easily. In those years we perished by hundreds.

          “It was so simple. A village priest or friar would suspect an individual of demonism, black magic, consorting with the devil. The victim would be tied to a stake in the night, and the sun would rise. If the accusation were true, the sun would do its work and a painful death waited for a changeling. We’re strong, but not so strong we can break chains. And sometimes, when we’ve been alone, frightened, for a long time, it’s easier just to die.

          “So Dion and I fled to Greece and took refuge again on the island in the Aegean we’d come to think of as our own. It was many years before the furor even began to die down ... those endless, terrible years have come to be called ‘the burning times.’ Sanity prevailed in the end, thank gods; the fires were doused, and we were safe to return. 

          “Dion took a new name, for safety. He was Ferrara now, Marco Ferarra, and again he was an artist. Rome had changed a little, but Dion was still adored. The great portrait painter, Velazquez, was in the city in the year when we returned, working under commission to paint the Pope’s image. It was very odd. The Spaniard was an artist of uncanny ability but I never liked him. Perhaps because, even in Rome, Velazquez owned a slave. Juan de Pareja had been stolen out of the New World, and I was shocked when I learned he was owned, body and soul. 

          “Velazquez painted him for practice before tackling Pope Innocent — and it’s a wonderful painting, as if he loved the slave. The painting survives even today, but the affection it seems to show is false. I wanted to buy Juan, to make him free, but the artist would not agree. Velazquez took him back to Madrid when King Felipe sent for his favorite painter to come home. What happened to the slave, I never knew. I doubt he got home.

          “Dion and I traveled — oh, Germany, France, Russia, Italy and Greece. A few years here, a few there. Where time went, I could not say. Dion fell in love again, this time with a shoemaker’s daughter! She was tiny, frail and gorgeous, and I was wise enough, now, not to begrudge the child a few years of happiness before time ravaged her. 

          “I had my own household, a villa high on a slope in the foothills of the French Alps. Dion would be there half the time, and with his poor girl the other half. I had the company of a contessa, if I wanted it, and a young priest who would worship at my feet in a bewilderment of fear, for the things I made him feel. I loved them both a little, and only smiled when Dion told stories of his woman. I knew time would have its way.

          “And it did — time had its way with them all. My young priest became fat as a eunuch, and poor Dion watched his woman’s teeth turn black. At thirty she was old — simple people lived shorter lives in those days, and often in ill health. I knew Dion loved me deeply. On the nights he was mine it seemed there was no one else in the world, just we two.

         “No matter his affection for the shoemaker’s daughter, he did not change her as he changed me. I remember the terrible time of decision, when he broke every rule of his kind to change me ... his madness, as he fought with himself. I don’t know that he ever threshed through the decision for the shoemaker’s daughter, but if he did, he decided to leave her mortal. He made her comfortably wealthy, with a fine house and staff, but eventually, inevitably, one night he took his leave. 

          “We moved on again before people could notice we were unchanging. Undying. The undead. For a long time I had yearned for Ireland, just to be there, to drink in the spirit of the place. We’d delayed and delayed because we knew the journey would be difficult, but now Dion indulged me. We traveled by closed carriage and then by boat, and at last I set my feet on the soil of my mother country. My heritage. The home of my fathers, my seed, if not my soul welcomed me back ...

          “But I found a land subjugated under the heel of the English and at war with itself. Filled with soaring poetry and depthless hate. It was still a beautiful land, though, haunted and haunting. A land for which, in time, Dion learned a great love. We lived — I don’t know how long — in a croft with foot-thick stone walls, a turf roof and a peat fire. A tiny house facing west into the mad Atlantic, where screaming gales would rouse the soul of the ocean, salt spume filled the air and there would be white horses as far as the horizon. 

          “No one lived within miles of us and we were at peace with each other as we had not been in years. Ready to share our lives once more, no others between us. For days we would say nothing, merely look, and touch, and smile. And then a priest wondered why we were never in his church, and looked closely at the two young men. He guessed, rightly, he had a pair of sinners in his parish. Sodomy can be flogged out of a man, so they believed; or failing that, he can always be burned. The scene was bitter, the night when they came for us. But, thank gods, not as evil as it could have been. 

          “They thought they were hurling stones and abuse at a pair of ‘filthy, bastard sodomites.’ Imagine their prejudice, their vengeful fury, had they known the truth. Their cherished, precious little parish was the home of a member of the oldest race on earth ... a vampyre, and his changeling lover.

          “We survived. We slunk away, took what we could carry, which was not much. A ship from Cork, a closed carriage from Dover to London. Chabrier was in the city but Hypaetia had gone back to France. Once again we stayed with Chabrier for some time — after Dionysus overcame a fury I thought would kill him where time and the mob had failed.

          “Chabrier had a changeling with him! He, Chabrier, who had spurned me, forbidden me a place in their world, had made a changeling! It was a boy called Christopher, a slender English rose with brown eyes and brown hair and the smile of an angel. Chabrier had lost his heart to a mortal at last, and changed him. This act of love earned him Hypaetia’s disapproval, if not her ire. Hypaetia is still convinced changelings are dangerous. 

          “We are so young, so unstable, and always inclined toward folly and suicide. And the changing is cruel to us, often as not. When the love dies at last — as all love does in the end — we are alone as one of the vampyre never is, because they have their world, and we have none.

          “It took weeks, months, but in the end Dion saw the black humor of Chabrier’s predicament. Here was the great, the immortal vampyre Chabrier, scolded and scorned, and in very much the same position as Dionysus had been forced into over me! Chabrier could barely believe we had remained together, that I was alive, much less that Dion still adored me. Many changelings don’t live, either by choice or through murder. 

          “I knew little of London and spoke English with an awful accent, a confuson of Italian, Greek, French, German, until no one could say who or what I was. But I learned a great affection for the city, its theater and music ... oh, its music! At that time George Frederick Handel was the light and life of the world of music, everyone loved him, almost as much as they adored Dion, albeit for different reasons. My Dion was a portraitist with the knack of finding loveliness even in the plainest face.

          “At last it was safe to study occultism openly in England, beyond the reach of the Church — and I did. In those years I traveled into Wales too, studying Druidism and the island’s old religion. Much more of it endured than the churchmen might have liked. Dion let me go. I’d lived long enough by then to know how to fend for myself, and in the wilds, feeding myself was never a worry since the woods are filled with animals, any of which are as eager for affection as people. 

          “I believe I would have been happy in England for many years, but Dion would never be English. He could not be, and felt himself always the outsider. He was restless again, and I knew it. Pining for Italy and Greece, his own home. When he packed to leave, of course I went with him, and this time we left a friend behind us when we farewelled Chabrier.

          “In fact it was very good to return to Europe. The bad days were over. The dark times from which we’d fled were past, as if they’d never been. The fighting had been endless, war, purges and plague, as church fought church and armies pillaged across whole countries. We’d escaped by the skin of our teeth, I know. We were simply lucky. 

          “But now, all those times were gone. The infamous Casanova, and many others, were free to practice rites and rituals, and Chabrier himself became quite notorious as a magician. He and Casanova had many a violent argument over the role of sensuality in magic. Chabrier swore it clouds the judgment; Casanova argued that sex is the only way an average human can touch powers which are normally out of reach. It was endlessly amusing to sit on the sidelines and listen. 

          “Those were rich, wonderful days. I once played hopscotch in a shadowed courtyard with the child who became a legend. Mozart. A brief while later, I laid flowers on his grave in the rain, but his music lived on, becoming even greater after his death. God help me, I cherished every second.

          “And then, little by little, the whole spirit of the world began to change. A darkness began to gather like a storm out on the horizon ... like a flock of crows gathered beside a sick creature. You can hear the change setting in, I believe, in Beethoven’s music, which was the soul of the new century. 

          “We were in France with Hypaetia when it all began: war, again. Chabrier sent for Hypaetia to come to England and be well out of it, and fetch both of us with her. I was ready to go back to London, even eager to, but as always when trouble threatened, Dion ran back to Greece. His home. I was torn between east and west. He begged me to stay with him, and I yielded, of course. I loved Greece too, and I still do.

          “Years passed as we roamed the whole Mediterranean, from Venice and Naples down to Alexandria. We were still in Egypt when the French invaded. I thought for a while, our luck had expired ... fate had caught us up. We knew of nowhere we could run to escape them — they were peasants on the march, thousands of them, scattering all before them.

          “Still, the French did little real damage. Egypt is too old and vast to be very troubled by a mass of unruly peasants visited upon it for a brief span. And they did perform various useful services ... they dug the Sphinx out of the desert; and of course, if it were not for the digging of their trenches at Rashid, humans might never have discovered the Rosetta Stone. The secrets of the Pharaohs would probably still remain secrets — certainly Dion and Hypaetia, to whom the ancestral tongue is native, would never have made them public.

          “Dion was fuming, furious all over again, when the French linguist, Champollion, broke the cipher and liberated the ancient writings. The sacred rituals of Dion’s world, long protected by time and illiteracy, could now be performed in English drawing rooms. Dion muttered angrily about profanity, blasphemy. And he was right — the ancient rituals have been profaned ceaselessly ever since. 

          “I knew of them, of course. I’d studied with Chabrier, and I’d been inside my beautiful Dion’s mind and heart for so long. Champollion was literally made a saint. Dion fussed and fumed in silence, and we retired to Capri while the French rampaged across Europe and assaulted Russia. 

          “One winter we heard from Hypaetia the story of what had come to pass, how the winter demolished them, and then the English, and Blucher. Blood and death and woe — what a price to be paid in suffering. But I’m afraid Dionysus celebrated. He had no great love of that fat little corporal with the fancy to rule the whole world.

          “Peace settled down again and I began to chafe at the solitude of Capri. The ocean and the stars were fine, but I wanted the opera, the theater, music and dance. As always Dion let me go with an indulgent smile. Now I traveled alone, and came home, and traveled again. I painted, I practiced arcane ritual for the entertainment of unbelievers — until Chabrier boxed my ears for it. 

          “And I met Paganini, one night in a gambling house in Vienna. Was he an angel? A demon? Beautiful or ugly? No one was prepared to make up their minds. Certainly, his was a talent far ahead of its time, far beyond the merely mortal. Niccolo Paganini was Europe’s darling that decade, and as much a child of the night as Dion or I or Chabrier had ever been. He would play Tartini — that sonata, The Devil’s Trill. He would play his own demonic caprices, woo and seduce his audience until they showered riches on him. He could easily have been one of Dion’s kind, he was so vastly gifted ... but no. He was mortal, and time had its way with him too. He became old, and ill, and it depressed me to watch his light burn out.

          “At last I went back to Capri, and I found Dion working in marble. It was a study of me, full of vitality, and love ... I had been gone too long. He’d been sure I would not return, and he’d mourned all he thought he had lost. Ah, God, what a homecoming! We almost killed one another in the throes of such passion, and he cut me again, teeth like razors opening the skin of my shoulder, just like the first time, as he lay on me and had me. Wicked little pains shot through with pleasure. 

          “Then ... then Dionysus let me cut him, which I had never done before. And I used my teeth to do it, at his breast. It was the first time I tasted the blood of a man, and it remains the only time. It’s a seductive flavor, but its richness comes from loving the patron, not from the blood alone. The blood of a deer, a dog or horse, is just as satisfying as a source of nourishment. 

          “I was shaken and somehow ashamed of what I’d done, and I lay curled in his arms, weeping, afterward. He only laughed at my shame, told me how he’d dreamed of that particular act, all the years while I was away. It was a new beginning. Life’s endless melody poised to begin a new verse. 

          “We should have gone home to Greece. I wouldn’t have minded. I spoke the language and no one there ever seems to notice if two young men lie down together out of love. But Dion wanted to see cities he hadn’t visited in so long, and he took us to Prague. To Kiev and Copenhagen. They’re bleak in winter; dour places I didn’t like. He was the only warmth and beauty in them, at least for me. 

          “There, he brought me once again into the world of the vampyre. He flaunted me, I knew, for I had survived through the centuries, I’d flourished, learned to live with what I am, where others had destroyed themselves. From Hypaetia we learned how Chabrier’s English changeling had taken his own life when a stupid, cruel old priest railed at him that he was the antichrist, the devil incarnate.

          “I was shocked to learn Christopher was dead. I’d been lucky to escape, and I knew it then. Dion was always a shield between me and the evils of the world. Again, the vampyre refused me as always, citing Chabrier’s Christopher as more than sufficient reason to cast out changelings, all of us, everywhere, and never make any more. 

          “As I knew he would, Dion was growing angry. I coaxed him away from the elders, made love to him quietly, told him it did not matter. In time they would accept me. In much more time. Centuries. What did it matter? They’re an old people, entrenched in their ways, but they were never stupid. Most of them are too gentle for their own good, and through these later centuries they’ve learned the meaning of persecution. It’s made them wary of humans, and even more wary of changelings. We are caught between the two worlds, the children of neither. It’s up to the individual to survive.

          “Or not. Christopher could not reconcile his loss of God, and believed the evil, foolish priest who called him antichrist. He let the dawn kill him. It was painful, but death comes quickly. Chabrier will mourn forever. He and I spoke gently to Dion, loved him between us, one winter’s night in Copenhagen. The firelight glowed on cut crystal, the wind was hushed at the window and snow carpeted the city. The scent of lilac rose from our sheets, and Dion’s voice was like dark velvet, filled with his own pain, as we soothed the fury and grief from Chabrier.

          “We didn’t remain long in Copenhagen. A great darkness had settled over us all. I’m sure it was premonition. Chabrier felt it, so did we all. We went to Paris first, where Hypaetia was living in a house of changelings who became my friends. They clustered about Jean — Jean Fourier and his changeling daughter, and his companion, the woman who is not a woman, the gelded boy with the voice like polished diamonds. 

          “Their house is so safe, so — ordinary! It’s like a home. Not a mansion, nor a palace. It was the only family place I’d known since I left my father’s lands, how long before? But the darkness of premonition followed us even there. Even Chabrier and Hypaetia felt it, and Dion refused to be still. Restless to wander, he packed, and I couldn’t let him go without me.

          “I was more than a little afraid by then, aware of a shiver in my spine, as if I were half frozen. It was not a cold of the flesh, but of the spirit. For some reason I never knew, we went to Bucharest. An icy, ill wind blew over the city. The crops had failed, illness was rife in the provinces and I heard it said the wolves outnumbered the people in some valleys. The churchmen were out, crying heaven and hell from the town squares. 

          “After long years of running, dodging and hiding, at last we really were in the wrong place at the wrong time. First they accused us as sodomites, and the mob had us before we knew what was happening. They took me from him and laid a whip across my back as I lay in the frozen mud, to force a confession from me, until they thought they would kill me. Had I been normal ... human ... they would have. I never said a word. I never confessed, nor betrayed Dion. Not that it made any difference.

          “I was sick and weak for some time, but when they took their eyes from me at last I got away. I had no chance to get to Dion. For him they read other charges. Heretic, blasphemer, antichrist. And I heard the murmur of vampyre from the peasants, who still believe in the old lore. They showed him to the sun, and it was soon over. Dreadful pain came, but it was brief for he was weakened from the beating and starvation. I could not even be there to watch. I was in a cellar, hiding from the daylight, licking my wounds and cursing every human who ever lived. 

          “Three days later I was strong enough to move. We don’t bleed very much, and we heal rapidly. A whipping that would have crippled or killed a normal man caused me a great deal of distress, but I lived — and I made my way out of Bucharest. I whored for lodgings and fed where I dared, the blood of swine and donkeys, gentle creatures whose blood was better than their masters’.

          “Grieving and desolate, I found my way to Avignon months later. I knew Chabrier would be there. At first he did not even recognize the ragged, filthy urchin on his doorstep. He gave me a bed, grieved with me, held my head while I wept for Dion. I don’t know where the months went, but the melody of life does not end, even when you might want it to. 

          “Eventually, as I began to return to life, I took an interest in Chabrier’s odd friends. Alphonse Louis Constant was one of them. He worked, wrote, under the name of Eliphas Levi, the master of the Qabbalah. I plunged myself back into study, consigning love to the past. Oh, I indulged in affairs, too many affairs. Sometimes a woman, most often men and boys who wanted me and made no secret of the wanting. I chose what I liked and callously discarded all else. I demanded the very earth from those who desired me and gave grudgingly in return, yielding my body just enough to captivate them and keep them captive. There was no love left in me; at least, none I had to give. 

          “But I would stand in the Louvre for hours, gazing at one particular painting. It was done by a friend of Dion’s — we hadn’t known he’d done it, because he began the work while he was in prison for political crimes, and we’d left Paris when he was released. France was a risky place to be in those days, if you were unwise enough to hold opinions! He painted us both in the one image, from memory. 

          “He romanticized us, I admit. He made my profile too classically Greek, I think, and he made Dion bearded and too fleshy, but that was what David liked, and it was his painting to detail as he chose. And he did capture the essence of Dionysus, naked and martial against a background of war. And I, with the javelin, the shield and helmet — how he flattered me! That’s my bare rump and legs on display in the Louvre, no mistaking them. 

          “The canvas is vast, over ten feet high and fifteen feet wide. I would stand gazing at Dionysus, immortalized as David remembered him, or liked to picture him. I think Dion was more beautiful, and he never wore the beard, of course. The painting is fading now. It’s almost a hundred years since it was begun. I like to think I see a lot of love in it.

          “I stayed in Paris, where several changelings and no few vampyre make their homes, and where there’s so much opera and theater, no one even notices if one is a creature of the night. Louis took me on as his protégé. For some time, where he went, I went; but he was busy and no longer young. And I was so lonely, I was barely half alive.

          “We were in Milan and I was sketching church architecture in the light of a thousand votive candles, when a boy surprised me, coming into the choir loft with a broom. He looked so young and innocent, I was bemused, and I actually let him seduced me that night in the tavern down the road. Heaven help me, I was easy pickings. Luigi Scozza was a little angel who kept his black wings and ram’s horns well hidden. I stayed in Milan, painting — designing my Tarot pack, among other things — to be with him until he went on to Rome to study music. I was alone again.

          “Louis taught me the Qabbalah and Tarot till he died fifteen years ago, and in his absence I’ve taught it, and demonstrated his arts. In the course of one such session I made the acquaintance of Madame Helena Blavatsky — actually, at one of Chabrier’s parties. She tried to persuade me to come to London but I never wanted to. I was happy buried in my painting, arguing with Renoir over technique and style. The man is headstrong and has flair, but I’ll never embrace his style I’m afraid. And in Paris I always felt closer to Dion.

          “In the end it was Helena Blavatksy who broke me out of this prison. She guessed I was pining for a lover and told me to get up and move, go out and live. Louis had passed away, Dion long gone. Even Luigi had taken his own path, made his own world. I was letting life go by — not that it matters to the undead, the undying, but Blavatsky was not to know. Her intentions were kind. 

          “I took her advice and did travel. I went to Venice again, and from there to Stockholm, where I knew several vampyre and changelings. But changelings are often such sad people. They depress me. And the vampyre are lofty and disdainful. Chabrier speaks out on my behalf when he can — God knows, I’m as old now as some of the younger members of their ranks! When will they accept me into their world? Or is it my human blood they abhor, and I’ll never be good enough if I live a thousand years? Like the African, the Chinaman, the male who loves other males: we’re all outcast, irredeemable. 

          “At any rate, I was alive again after a long dormant phase ... the butterfly escaped from the cocoon. My heart quickened once more. I fell in and out of love too quickly, gave my heart and made a fool of myself, like any young buck. No affairs worth mentioning took place, and sad to say, I took lovers who used me and threw me aside. Quite belatedly I came to discover, there’s a dark side to male loving, where pleasure and pain are too nearly indistinguishable for comfort. I learned to be wary; soon enough I forgot every vestige of trust.

          “Paris beckoned me home and Blavatsky visited Chabrier again. This time, when she cajoled me to come to England, Chabrier told me, ‘Be a devil, and go’. I didn’t need money. I’ve a great deal of that. People give me things and I rarely have to spend to live like a prince. I’m a guest wherever I go, and spoiled. Am I a whore, accepting jewels and hospitality? Perhaps. If I ever cared, I no longer do; and I’m not sure I ever did.

          “Coming to London was like being welcomed home by an old friend. I was accustomed to being alone. I ached, to be sure, needing someone of my own, but trust was a quality I’d misplaced. It was easier to choose a companion for a night and run before dawn! I moved from one rich house to another, praised too highly, given gifts for performing silly little services.

          “The widow of a politician invited me to stay. I went to her house to read the Tarot for her friends, one of whom is the daughter of an eminent surgeon, and who brought with her a young man, lately returned from China. It seemed he was invalided out of the military with a piece of his back missing after a battle with privateers on the Pearl River. And for one wonderful moment I thought the unending melody was about to continue.

          “I know, now, I’ve just been a fool again, and you must believe me, I’m ashamed to have duped you. I thought I could keep it from you. You know by now what a complete idiot I am. The vampyre are wise to distrust changelings. We create nothing but trouble and pain wherever we go. 

          “There’s time for me to leave tonight. I can walk back into Peterborough, find a room for the day, and be gone on the train tomorrow evening.”

          And there Flynn stopped. His voice wound down as if he were a clockwork mechanism, its mainspring spent. Rain pattered quietly on the roof, the kettle was singing on the hob, logs crackled in the stove. Vincent Bantry had not moved a muscle in over an hour as he hung on every word.

          First disbelief had raged through him, the hot, acid-burn suspicion he was the butt of a bad joke. And then he was swept with fear for Flynn’s sanity, because Michael himself obviously believed the unspeakable delusions. But the story flowed on and on, heady and intoxicating as old brandy, with its million details. Too many details, too much passion. 

          It could not have sprung, full-fledged, from any man’s raw imagination. At last he was dizzied, beguiled, even drunk with confusion and bewitched by the incredible fantasy unfolding before him. It was the decision of Bantry’s gut to believe. His heart recognized the truth even if his mind still reeled. 

          Before him sat a very human being, a young man who was tired and sad, and a little frightened. He was trapped, alone, and relying on compassion. If Bantry chose to tie him hand and foot present him to Farraday as a dangerous lunatic, Flynn would probably not lift a finger to stop him. A changeling, hurt once too often, surrendering to death in the end? History would simply repeat itself.

          They were silent for a long time. Flynn sat with closed eyes, as if waiting for the sword of Damocles to fall. Bantry studied him, every line of his face and body, as he searched the storm of his own feelings. Where was his horror? Where were fear and revulsion? He should be terrified of ‘the undead’ and in fear for his very life. In the dim, smoky warmth of the cottage, like a cocoon separate from reality, Flynn’s condition appeared no more than a pitiable ailment. Bantry could see clearly how the burden of folklore caused the persecution of vulnerable people.

          At last curiosity seemed to get the better of Michael, and his eyes opened. They were wide, the whites showing like a frightened horse’s, and he spoke in a husky murmur. “I didn’t hurt the animal. I swear to God, the cut was small, the knife was sharp, and by the time I’d taken all I needed she wasn’t even bleeding. She might smart a little, like an insect bite but no more, and she probably won’t even be aware of it. I’ve never hurt anything or anyone.”

          For the first time in an hour, Bantry found his voice. “Did I accuse you?” He watched Flynn flinch at his low growl. Sheer exasperation commanded him for a moment. “I thought you were a survivor. Where’s the spirit that sustained you through the years?”

          “Gone,” Flynn murmured. “I’ve lost you, and it’s my own fault, and I’m so tired. Too tired to go on. I don’t care what you do. If it all ends here, so be it.”

          It seemed he merely waited for Bantry to make some gesture, strike out at him, even kill him. Bantry rose stiffly from the stool and came to sit on the arm of the chair. Flynn was tense, his whole body taut as a bowstring, but he would not permit a muscle to twitch, nor his eyes to move. Bantry swept the heavy chestnut hair back from his forehead, leaned down and kissed his mouth, tenderly at first and then with demands that he yield utterly. Flynn was confused. His throat made a feral whimper as the lush mouth surrendered. Bantry took it, all of it, at last carefully caressing the filed canine teeth. A gesture of acceptance, even approbation. Ultimately, of belief. 

          “Vince?” Flynn whispered when he was allowed to speak.

          “It’s all right,” Bantry soothed. “I believe. How could I not? You’re right. Subconsciously I must have known for days, and I think Lockwood knew much sooner. Why else would he become a fiend I couldn’t even recognize as my friend? Imagine it — immortality, the end of hunger in the world, the end of illness and disease, people who are physically so strong. So you can’t tolerate the sun, and you must have blood. It seems a tiny price to pay for life, health and vigor without end. But I’m full of questions! I’m going to make tea. Do you want a cup?” Flynn shook his head. “I don’t suppose you need it. I’ll have one, though. And you’re going to sit right where you are till midnight, if need be, and answer my questions.” He gave the stunned, immobile Flynn a hard look. “If I’m going to risk everything for you, and we’re going to share everything, I’m bloody well going to know and understand! There’s nothing I hate more than ignorance, and on this subject I’m as ignorant as the village idiot. Christ, what do I know? That a vampyre attacks girls, bites their necks, makes them into undead monsters. He can’t bear garlic or silver, can’t see himself in the mirror, and any image of the cross burns him. This can’t be the case, not if there’s one shred of truth in what you’ve told me tonight.”

         “I spoke only the truth,” Flynn said wearily. “It’s just the disease. Lockwood calls it phototonic mydriasis, and that’s all well and good. But the name only describes the most obvious effects. There are many more, as the disease invades every part of us. Obviously, the most telling is — digestion. It almost stops, all we can stomach is pure, fresh blood. Body temperature drops, but our blood coagulates so fast we can barely bleed. Even when I was flogged in Bucharest, I hardly bled. It was brutal and painful, but the welts closed while they watched. The rest of it — well, you’ve seen my reflection in mirrors, and silver is just silver. I don’t know where such nonsense stories came from. Garlic is a difficult matter. It contains a substance which makes some changelings sick. The body temperature rises, a sudden fever, then comes the dizziness and headache, the nausea. Some of us can faint, which puts us entirely at the mercy of whoever exposed us to the plant. Most changelings back off and run at a mere whiff of the stuff. Even for those of us who are less affected, it’s so unpleasant, we go to great lengths to avoid it. 

          “A crucifix, a cross? Why should vampyre, born before the Christian era began, be bothered? But changelings can be irrational about their lost religion. Some of us were full of simple, naive faith, love of God and Church. Innocence is cut away. We know we’re denied heaven, and God will burn us. One night a pious, cruel old priest says the word ‘antichrist’ and it’s often too much to bear. I was lucky, for I never had any great faith to lose. I saw too much barbarity in Ireland as a little child. And Dion kept me sane, kept the world away from me while I grew, and learned. Most changelings are less fortunate.”

          “And the phototonic mydriasis, it’s the catching kind of disease?” Bantry went on.

          Flynn nodded. “I’m afraid it’s in our fluids. Saliva, blood, even our seed, as I told you. Were I to sink my filed teeth into you, you’d almost surely receive my saliva. And again, were I to possess you roughly, carelessly, and break your skin, I’d be sure to pass it on.”

          “The first time we kissed,” Bantry said sharply. “You cut me. Was that enough —”

          “No. The blood welled fast, and I drew the outpouring away. I’ve never heard of the change happening after such insubstantial contact.” Flynn’s expression was shamefaced. “I should never have done that. Kissed you.”

          “Leave those decisions to me,” Bantry said quietly. “Now tell me something.” The dark eyes lifted, anxious, cautious. “Tell me when you were born.”

          “I’m not sure of the exact year,” Michael admitted, “but I know it must be somewhere about 1475. I’m sorry.”

          Bantry’s mind reeled drunkenly and for a moment he came close to rejecting the story again. Then his own memory played its part — not a memory of anything Flynn had said, but a scene from his own past. 

          China was a land of greater mystery and greater magic than the West would ever properly comprehend. Bantry had been out there for so long, he learned enough of the language to chuckle at esoteric Mandarin wit, puzzle over the Tao, pay a few pennies for the I Ching to be cast for him, and be caught in uncommon rapture as a scant few words of Lao Tzu were spoken in English by an ancient priest from Shandong.   

          And once, he saw a young man, a teacher, in a tiny priory on a mountain road, when a rain storm was bringing down the cliffs in torrents of mud. Three British officers were caught short, one of them with a leg broken when his horse went down in the filthy flood off the hillside. A spur of white bone had pierced the skin, and then-Lieutenant Vince Bantry headed his group for the nearest shelter. Young Bobby Boyne had already taken chills and pneumonia seemed at hand. 

          The Taoist priory took them in, fed them and provided a room; they were welcome to eat with the acolytes and Taoist holy men. Bantry never allowed anyone at the priory to realize he spoke their dialect, so the monks saw no reason to guard their conversation. They spoke freely, and while Bantry followed little of the local gossip, regional banter and careless sedition, he found much more to fascinate.

          Another stranger was also sheltering from the night’s wild weather. The young man, obviously a traveler, sat at the end of the hall, aloof from the others. He was richly dressed in silk and furs, as if he hailed from the Imperial court, yet he did not eat and the younger acolytes whispered about him. It was so odd, they said — he would not eat or drink, but asked for a cup of pig’s blood, let so recently it was still warm. 

          Bantry had known all along. Like Scozza, he had put the pieces together easily enough; unlike Scozza, he had not allowed himself to consciously acknowledge what he knew. 

          The memories of the storm, the Taoist priory and the beautiful stranger sheltering there, were buried by time, deep in the nooks and corners of his mind. They had always been there. The young traveler smiled and bowed thanks; acolytes approached him as if he were the most venerable ancient. And as he lifted the cup to his mouth — Bantry saw it again in the unblinking eye of memory — his upper lip lifted back, a little animal expression, as if to bare his teeth, before he drank slowly, deliberately. Finished the cup, he sat on a dais at the end of the hall, given precedence over the prior, and he spoke in a soft, lilting voice, telling tales of his life. Bantry had mastered enough of the dialect to follow his stories at least in principle, and unlike most of the foreigners who beset China, he had been interested to read the country’s history. 

          He knew the names of emperors and heroes from centuries past, and he heard those names from the tongue of a beautiful youth who seemed to be reminiscing about events a thousand years old. At the time Bantry assumed he was simply relating folk tales, or else speaking of past lives. Reincarnation was a Taoist belief not shared by Christians, but Bantry had always found the concept charming. 

          Now, with a sudden, blinding flare of memory and intuition, he saw the truth. The cup of rich red liquid, the little betraying gesture, the baring of sharp teeth, the reminiscences, told with personal warmth and a wealth of detail, of the events centuries, millennia old ...

          And as he deliberately troubled himself to stir up the turbid depths of his mind, he recalled other incidents. For six months he served as a regional magistrate, in an outlying province where order had fragmented into near-anarchy following an outbreak of plague. A few weeks short of rice planting, panic erupted — ignorant peasants were frightened out of their skins at the rumors of the ‘undead’ in their hills. 

          Was somebody ‘corpse walking?’ Had a Taoist magician roused the dead of a battle long ago, and for what purpose? The Army sent men to police the district, but in a week of exhaustive patrols nothing was found. The only incident worth a footnote in dispatches was a group of innocent young people traveling by coach on a lonely road at night. They were as frightened as the peasants, and much more cooperative. Descriptions of them were taken down before they were allowed to go on. Many months later, a Taoist exorcist read the descriptions and wagged his head sagely. They were the undead, he said. Those young people were the never-dying, who drank blood and bathed in moonlight, and prayed to gods long forgotten. They were thousands of years old. 

          At the time Bantry ascribed the whole episode to abject superstition. He told it over drinks in the officers’ mess for laughs, but he never quite forgot it. The story was too strange to be entirely forgotten. 

          And here, two continents away in a farmhouse in Norfolk, was a young man echoing all he had heard a decade before. He cleared his throat. “Dionysus was born a vampyre? When? You said he was a Greek, but born in Egypt.”

          Weary, acquiescent, Flynn began softly, “The Egyptian court was Greek. The Pharaohs were gone, the Romans were about to invade. When they did, Dion left for Greece, unable to tolerate military invasion. He held Caesar in no less contempt than he held Bonaparte. To him, both were no more than mass murderers. What was the difference, he always said, between the illegal murder of an innocent, and the organized murder of a thousand? Death is death, and he deplored the waste of life. He never injured a living thing, as long as I knew him. 

          “He was a scribe in Alexandria, privy to the innermost ritual and occultism. I don’t know exactly when he was born. I don’t think he was sure himself, but he was born in a town that no longer exists, near what is, today, the ruin of Thebes. Hypaetia is older yet and was born in Persia, so I was told. From their stories, their reminiscences, I believe they were both born in the years just before Alexander passed through like a whirlwind. Dion always called him ‘Iscander,’ as if he’d known the man personally. If he did know Alexander, he bore for him only the same anger he held for Caesar and Bonaparte. Till he died, he spoke little of any of them.

          “Hypaetia still lives, thank gods. She’s in Avignon at this time. Chabrier was born in Iberia and is much younger. The vampyre are not sterile like changelings, you understand. We are the mules who cannot breed, neither with the vampyre nor with humankind. Lockwood took my seed for the microscope, and he told me the cells are incomplete, or improperly formed, which must be the reason. I don’t know any more about it. I’ve only ever known, I can’t have children ... just as well, since how would a changeling even begin to raise a family?” He paused and blinked owlishly at Bantry. “What else can I tell you?”

          “How many?” Bantry had itched to know this. “How many of you are there?”

          “Vampyre, or changelings?” Flynn seemed to be relaxing at last as he saw that Bantry was neither reviling nor mocking, but was genuinely fascinated. He sat on the stool with his cup of tea, sipping the scalding liquid, intent on Flynn’s face. “There were never many vampyre, and as time goes by they can barely keep up their numbers. So many were murdered during the burning times, and our kind are easily caught in the wars that have raged across the continent without pause, these last centuries. Lately, it’s not quite so desperate because — God help us, this is the Nineteenth Century, the age of reason and of science! Who believes the legends anymore? People laugh, the word ‘vampyre’ has become almost a joke. The whole legend has dwindled to the same credibility as Mary Shelley’s book. The Gothic novels are very much to our service. They consign us to the pages of fiction, and set us free. Science has also served us well: educated people are far too lofty to believe folklore, and we pass in the night, invisible as if we don’t exist.

          “Perhaps a thousand vampyre are left in the world, and just as many changelings. Once there were many more. Our numbers will gradually increase, now the Church can’t embark on wholesale slaughter campaigns, and folk usually laugh at a mention of our name. One day, I hope there’ll be a future for their race. Dionysus had several children, you know. Two daughters and a son. All were killed, across the centuries. Hypaetia had four sons, but only two survive. Chabrier had three daughters but only one survives; she’s somewhere in Spain. All the rest were murdered. As you know, the changelings don’t usually live long. A few decades, in rare cases a couple of centuries. We don’t fare well alone. We cling to those we love, band together in little knots to survive. 

          “We need our elders, like parasites. Like the orchid. And they tolerate us because, like the orchid, we offer beauty, freshness. We were changed for our beauty or love, and sooner or later we end as the pets and toys of the vampyre.” Flynn shrugged. “We endure. Here in London? At this moment there are no vampyre I’m aware of, but I know so few people here. There’ll be several vampyre. Every great city has its Old Ones.” 

          “Old Ones,” Bantry echoed, drawn to the words, trying them on his tongue. 

          “The immortals,” Michael whispered. “However, they’re buried deep, hidden away like the richest of treasures, and they are as wary of changelings as of humans! I could pass them in the street and not know them, and they wouldn’t know me. A changeling can’t be identified so casually. So you see, save for yourself and Luigi, I’m alone in England. If you send me away I’ll run like a child, back to Chabrier, who loved Dion. And he once loved a human enough to change him. Chabrier will shelter me, let me heal the wounds and begin once more. He’ll do it for Dion, and for his own changeling, if not for me. He’s the finest of men, and I’ve the greatest respect and affection for him. I’ve known Chabrier a long time.”

          It was a dreadful understatement. Bantry took a breath as he began to assimilate the overwhelming story. “So you don’t actually — well, that is, bite into the necks of virgin girls to whom you’ve not even been properly introduced, at midnight in other people’s churchyards?” he prompted ruefully, trying to make Flynn smile.

          The smile was tired and sad, but genuine. “Not ... as a rule. I don’t say it hasn’t happened; it probably has. Imagine a changeling whipped into a fury and taking his revenge, going about at night with his teeth filed, sharing the agony and injustice around before he too dies. In those last moments, as the sun burns out his eyes, he’s red-eyed and feral, white as porcelain, wild with misery and grief. He’s dying in great pain. He leaves behind others just beginning to change — his victims — who’ll also die in pain, starved and ill, hiding in cellars because they don’t know what’s wrong with them and don’t know where to turn for help. It’s pitiful, and there’s sound basis for the folklore. But vampyre scorn the behavior.

          “They rarely take human blood, and never each other’s, except in moments of great tenderness. It’s the ultimate sharing, as not even the physical union of sex can be. It isn’t painful, unless one cringes at a sharp smart for a few moments. Only a little blood is let. It’d be ridiculous to bite into anyone’s neck. The wound will bruise and be visible to all and sundry for days, and arteries gush. Such waste. We don’t need so much. Your teacup would hold enough for a week, and we take it in several smaller amounts. The patron never notices the loss. And in the rare event we have only a human to be the patron, many of us ... make payment for what we take.” He blushed faintly. “Vampyre will give sex in exchange for the gift of blood. This is what the patron remembers when he or she wakes, because the cutting is already healed, and on his back as often as not, covered by his clothes, invisible. All he remembers is being seduced. Bite into the jugular?” Flynn feigned a shudder “Only a barbarian would think of it. It’s just peasant imagination. Bloody-minded folklore. Pay it no mind.” 

          “Yet you’ve bared your neck to me several times,” Bantry said quietly. “You were weak with delight when I mouthed you there. Later, half awake, you did the same to me and were shamefaced.” 

         “Because I could feel the pulse of the blood there,” Flynn said huskily. “You can feel the beat of life itself beneath skin so fine and thin, and it’s sweetly, wickedly seductive. When you mouthed my throat I was dreaming you would feel what I felt. Pleasure, almost rapture. I wanted badly to make you this gift.” 

          “Oh.” Bantry felt his face warm. “So you’d planned to go out at night on whatever excuse you could contrive, take a little blood here and there from animals — you have the trick of somehow mesmerizing them — and simply evade my questions?” 

          “For years and years,” Flynn sighed. “I’d take care of my hunger with, shall we say, circumspection, and be with you. Be loved. Not be alone anymore. I’m so sorry.” 

          “For heaven’s sake, will you stop saying that!” Bantry stood abruptly. He lifted Flynn bodily by the shoulders and put him on his feet. The slender body was heavy. “Why are you so weighty?”

          “My bones are dense,” Flynn said softly. “It happens in the early years after the changing. We become stronger and stronger, and consequently, heavier. I could actually break you like a fresh carrot.” Yet he was shivering as if, even now, fearing a blow. 

          With a small start, Bantry realized Flynn would not lift one finger to prevent a beating, as if — in his mind — he had done everything to earn it. “You’re right about one thing,” Vincent said ruefully. “You are a complete idiot.” Dark eyes widened in surprise. “You should have told me the truth at the outset. I might have found it difficult to believe, but you could have shown me these elegant proofs of yours, one by one, until I was convinced. I’d at least have listened. I’ve served as a magistrate; it was my job to hear outrageous evidence and sort wheat from chaff.” 

          Flynn frowned at him. “Why on earth would you want to hear me out? It all sounds so ridiculous to humans.” 

          “You’re more foolish than you know.” Bantry chuckled richly. “I love you. Haven’t you always known? Or does the phototonic mydriasis make you deaf too? Listen again. I — love — you. Do you need it louder?” 

          Flynn gaped like a stranded fish. “You believe? You forgive? Why?”

          “You don’t want me to?” Bantry cupped the cool face in both hands. “I don’t think being in love is a particularly rational condition. If I cared for you one iota less, I’d probably be terrified of you and advising Farraday to lock you up safely in an insane asylum. As it is, I’ve cared enough for you to listen and think. And remember.

          “I’ve seen a great many strange things in my time, Michael. Taoist magicians, rites of exorcism. A young girl seen alive and walking a week after her burial; a yellow-robed priest who stepped through a solid stone wall right before my own eyes ... I convinced myself I was drunk that night, and imagining things. Now, I ask myself if I was sober! It’s even possible I may have met your kind before. 

          “Where?” Flynn was hoarse, his eyes wide — as if it were his turn to disbelieve.

          “In China, where else? It’s not the first time I’ve been presented with such stories as yours, though it’s the first time I’ve had good reason to believe them. The East is full of tales of magic. Dragons, spiders from the moon, ice princesses, warriors who can fly, priests who can resurrect the dead, swordsmen who are armored by magic against bullets. And the Immortals.” He nodded. “Immortal ancients on their cloudy mountain tops. Taoist sages, ancient as the ramparts of the earth itself. And if you happen to be lost on the road in a rainstorm one night, if you should chance to take refuge at a certain priory, perhaps you’ll see a beautiful young man bare his teeth with that odd little lifting of the lip, and indulge in a cup of warm, rich red, and then tell stories of the time of the Titans.” 

          “I don’t understand,” Flynn said thickly. 

          “That night at the priory, neither did I,” Bantry said thoughtfully. “Three of us stayed the night at the Taoist house on the south shoulder of NineDragonMountain, while a storm raged across the whole province. The road was treacherous with mud, the hillsides were collapsing in cascades. If we’d gone on, I’m sure we’d have been drowned, and I had a badly injured junior officer to think about. We were not the only travelers taking shelter under that Taoist roof. A young man — I thought he was a teacher or an acolyte — was another guest, and after he drank his cup he entertained his countrymen with stories. 

          “I was arrogant enough to assume he was just parroting back the folk tales and popular histories his masters taught him. I thought, how odd, the way he would bare his teeth as he lifted the tiny cup brought to him by a servant ... and what a wonderful raconteur he was, weaving tales of other centuries with such detail, one would think he’d actually been there.” Bantry considered his own cup and shook his head. “Four days later, when the storm had passed and the sky cleared, I rode back over Nine Dragon Mountain. I thought to drop into the priory with a few bags of supplies in return for their hospitality. I hoped the young man was still there, but he’d gone ... and no one in the Taoist house would admit to remembering he had ever been there.” Bantry lifted a brow. “One of you?”

         “I don’t know. Very possibly. We’re everywhere, despite the centuries of war and persecution.” Flynn said softly. “We’re in every race, from every age.” He paused. “You’re not afraid of me.” 

          Bantry smiled curiously at him. “How could I be? You sat there and wept out of loneliness an hour ago, and swore to heaven you hadn’t hurt the deer. I know you didn’t, I watched the whole thing. You won’t hurt me, I’m sure of that, if nothing else. If you’d wanted to, you could have torn my throat out a dozen times by now.” 

          “I could, but I ... we don’t do that.” Flynn said desperately, wearily. “I tried to explain.”

          “I heard every word.” Bantry tipped up Flynn’s chin. His thumbs lifted the curve of the cool upper lip to expose the filed teeth. Flynn closed his eyes, permitting it. Bantry touched the cutting edges carefully. They were like razors. Then he kissed the man, enfolded him, held him tightly.

          Flynn murmured some small, choked sound of relief and fell against him. A fraction of his strength crushed Bantry’s ribs. A long time later his mouth was released and he found his voice. “You’re not going to send me away.” Not a question. 

          “I’ll not make you prisoner either,” Bantry said levelly. “Don’t be afraid you’ll be held to ransom. A changeling could be owned as a slave, with his vulnerability chaining him, I can see this. I won’t betray you. I don’t think I fully understand yet, but I will. Give me time to learn. If you’ll teach me.” He smiled faintly into wide, astonished eyes. “Luigi made me promise on my honor to look after you. I made him that promise, and I intend to keep it. So?” 

          “I do love you,” the changeling said quietly. “Forgive me for gawking like an idiot. I just can’t believe you care, much less understand or believe. You don’t know what it’s like to be one of us. Nor will you ever. I give you my word. I’ll take the utmost care, you’ll be in no danger.” 

          “You mean, you won’t pass on the contagion?” Bantry considered the pledge thoughtfully. “To live forever, immune to illness, physically very strong, free from the tyranny of hunger? These sound like advantages.”

          “Counterbalanced by terrible disadvantages,” Flynn said bleakly. “Never to walk in sunlight, nor have sons of your own, or friends who know who you really are, or a place among your own kind. For you have no kind, you are what you’ve been made —
a mongrel, changeling, sterile as a mule. The hybrid, spurned by both races.” 

          “But you’re not alone.” Bantry pressed a kiss on him. “Are you?” 

          “For these few moments,” Flynn admitted, “until you tire of me.”

          “Until,” Bantry corrected dryly, “I grow fat and sagged, as time has its way with me too.” He was teasing now. “How much do you love me? Will you watch me grow old and smile?” 

          Flynn wrenched away from him, turned his back and wrapped his arms about his chest as if he were in pain. “Do you think I don’t know where the future’s going?” His voice was hard as steel. “Do you think I don’t ache to sink my teeth into you? Feed from you, make you like me, so you’ll be mine, forever, needing me because you’ve nowhere else to go, no one to turn to but me? Don’t mock me, God damn you!” 

          Chastened, sober, Bantry set his hand on Flynn’s back. “I wasn’t mocking. Or, only to make you smile. Michael, let it be for now. I’m still quite young, you won’t have to face those difficulties for years. Even Dion let you grow for years before be changed you.” He felt the shiver course through Flynn’s slender back. “Kismet, you said to me a while ago. What will be will be. Let it happen as it will, and when it will. If you’re content with the arrangement so am I.” He rubbed the cool back through the linen shirt, lazy, soothing circles. “Michael? Please.” 

          The changeling would not lift his head. His voice was husky with emotion as he spoke against Bantry’s shoulder. “You’re wiser than you know. Wise enough, strong enough, to keep me tightly reined.” 

          “You’re not a prisoner,” Bantry swore. “I won’t bind you, my word on it.” The dark eyes closed and the chestnut head tipped back. Bantry massaged the back of his neck, felt tense muscles gradually relax. Flynn’s fingers sank into his arms, hurting a little. “If I am the antichrist, as I’ve been called, why does God smile on me this way?” 

          “And who said,” Bantry demanded, “you’re the antichrist? Enough of this. You’ve fed, as you put it, so you’re all right for a few days, correct? And the woods are full of deer. We have horses in the meadow, I saw sheep on the next hill. It must be a veritable smorgasbord for you — all right, I’m teasing. Smile. I’m only trying to make you laugh.”

          Flynn did smile faintly but the dark eyes were too bright and he turned away to hide tears. “Can we go out? I’ve been shut up all day and yearn for the open air. Come with me.”

          They walked again, this time following the bridle path over the hill to the south, away from the village. The path skirted the woods and meandered along the course of a stream which chuckled down from the higher hills. Flynn was very quiet. He spoke in whispers now, as if hesitant, wary of offending. And he was openly affectionate, inviting every intimate liberty. Bantry knew he could ask for anything and it would be granted. 

          In fact he asked for nothing, unwilling to use Flynn, make him the victim of his vulnerability. They returned to the cottage in the predawn light, tired and yet tingling. Bantry wanted a late, late supper, or early breakfast. He fried sausages and tomatoes and chopped onions while Flynn turned down the bed and secured the shutters. 

          The sun was rising as they retired. Every chink of daylight was shut out. The lamps burned softly, raising a pearly gleam on the changeling’s pale velvet skin. Bantry loved him thoroughly. No inch of him, no curve or plane or crevice received less than its share, until Flynn gasped and was helpless, begging to be released. 

          Again, Bantry could have demanded anything and been given it, but he let the moment pass. Tonight, cherishing hands and mouth granted the gift of simpler pleasures. Flynn was too frighteningly vulnerable in these hours for Bantry to see any justice in sensual demands. 

          And Flynn was very much aware Bantry was making it simple, and why: the honor of a gentleman. Gratitude, as well as affection and desire, shone in the strange night-dark eyes. Changeling eyes. Fine hands with the skills of untold centuries returned the pleasure he had been given with interest, and kisses mutely echoed his promises. Nothing would be denied. Bantry need only ask, for anything at all. Flynn waited then, as if half expecting Vincent to take what was offered as his due. 

          But Bantry merely swathed them in the patchwork quilt and tugged the changeling against him. “Go to sleep,” he growled bluffly, and turned down the lamp.

 

 

 

Chapter Ten                    

 

 Changeling. 

          Bantry felt a twist of pain beneath his breastbone as he thought of Flynn, looked at him, touched him. Nothing was the same. How could it be? Yet in fact nothing had changed. Bantry had always known the disease made Flynn a thing of the night; he had known for some time Flynn could not stomach food. The only revelation was blood. And how it was come by.

          Still the absurd weavings of folklore taunted him. Tales of the vampyre, bats, wolves, transforming human beings into hideous monstrosities. In the cold light of day, looking into the eyes of the reality, the folklore seemed ridiculous, and he said so. Flynn shrugged philosophically about the legends which had accreted around, and obscured, his people. The stories came from poor countries whose peasants still seemed to dwell in the past. Romania, Bulgaria and the dark lands of Eastern Europe, where the mass of the common people, still largely uneducated, remained tangled in the web of religion. 

          Carefully, Bantry framed the question of bats and wolves, and Flynn sighed. He had he heard of, and once even seen, in Persia, a display of shapechanging, just as he read secondhand reports of it in South America, and more recently the West Indies — islands steeped in Vodoun and ancient ‘animal magic’ from Africa. Shaping was a very real occult art, Flynn attested, but rarely born naturally in either humans or vampyre. Chabrier had been a master occultist all his life, yet he had no such gift.

          The whole business clearly wearied Flynn. Bantry saw his tired resignation and questioned him gently. Flynn continued to give honest answers, as if he felt he owed Bantry the whole truth, nothing more held back. But as Bantry grew accustomed to the fact his partner was a changeling, he found fewer questions. Almost at once he saw it as a communicable ailment that, unlike other diseases, produced more positive symptoms than negative. Everything else was folklore. Longevity, strength, immunity from hunger ... sterility, mydriasis, terrible vulnerability, making the changeling prey not only to the normal humans with whom he lived, but also to the punishments of his own mind, which was often his greatest enemy. 

          Bantry was haunted. His brooding reverie reminded him constantly, mercilessly, so many changelings chose death over the pain of life. He felt a tide of anger, too. The vampyre were callous — or careless — enough to change beautiful humans, make living toys, then allow them to be abused or neglected till death became desirable. How lucky was Flynn, that Dionysus had cared enough to keep him safe while he learned how to live. 

          Fact was almost stranger than the legend. Folklore had made the vampyre into the hunter, the monster, when the reverse was more often true. The hybrid children of two worlds were more to be pitied than feared. They could certainly be driven until they were dangerous, as any creature will turn at the last; but left to themselves they were appallingly fragile, often unable to accept what they had become. 

          Bantry thanked God Flynn had accepted. But of course he had — he was over four hundred years old. Bantry’s mind reeled at the thought. Now the truth had been told, Flynn relaxed a degree at a time. He no longer guarded his words but spoke openly of his friends, changelings and vampyre alike; and of those he hated. He had enemies, though not many, and most of those who despised him were half the world away, stubbornly nursing centuries-old grievances. He spoke only fleetingly of enemies, then held Bantry rapt for hours with stories of Chabrier and the changelings whose house in Paris was now his real home. 

          His warmest stories were of Jean Fourier and his daughter Cosette; and the girl whom Parisian society assumed was Fourier’s wife — the woman who was not a female at all. Jean Fourier had been changed in his youth by a woman who was a vampyre born, and they remained together for many years. In the end they quarreled, and the rift was not yet patched. Katerina had returned to the old city of Kiev, where she was born not long before Flynn came into the world. Fourier himself returned home to Paris. 

          The argument concerned his daughter. Cosette was born to Fourier just before Katerina found and changed him. The child grew up into a lovely young woman, and time began its merciless ravages while the changeling father remained ageless. Jean could not bear to see his daughter spoiled by relentless time, especially since Cosette had grown up in a vampyre house, privy to every secret they possessed, surrounded by their timeless art. 

          He changed Cosette against Katerina’s wishes; and he called Katerina cruel for the imperious demands, that Cosette age and go to ruin among the immortal magic of the Old Ones. The accusation may have been more than a little true, for Katerina flew into a righteous fury. She and Fourier began to fight in earnest, until Fourier accused the vampyratrix of actually envying Cosette’s beauty, and out of spite dooming her to age and death.

          The fight flared white-hot then; it came to blows, and blood. Blades were drawn in the old style; Katerina had fought many a duel in centuries gone by. Her vampyre speed and strength easily overcame human males, and her skill was too good for the changeling Fourier. She wounded him so badly, if he had been human, he would have died. The feud remained far from reconciled, though two centuries had passed. They might never make up their differences. Fourier was untroubled. 

          Why should he worry, what had he to fear now? The law constrained both the church and the mob; Cosette was still with him, her youth intact; his circle of friends included several vampyre and Chabrier himself. And Jean shared his bed with his one real love. Flynn swore Maria Rinaldi was one of the loveliest creatures ever born. A youth, gelded in boyhood for some Neapolitan cathedral choir and changed before he was twenty by a vampyre who was captivated by his beauty and his voice. 

          That vampyre was long dead, burned alive by the mob one season when famine and pestilence rampaged across the German countryside, as they frequently did. Alone, Maria whored by night and hid by day, making his way to Lyon, to the house of his vampyre’s friends, where he knew he would be safe. Fourier was there. Out of comfort in the wake of grief came a new love. He was another survivor, much younger than Flynn but already incredibly old by Bantry’s own human standards.

          The story was repeated countless times, tales of infatuation, flight and persecution, triumph and tragedy. Bantry would prompt Flynn to speak then settle back to hear the past come alive in his tales, which were as rich as the classical romances. Stories of the Florentines, and Leonardo’s outrageousness. Of Palestrina, Paganini and Stradivari, Vivaldi and Tartini. Names etched into history. Cagliostro, Casanova and Levi were mentioned in a breath with Chabrier, Hypaetia and vampyre whose names Bantry was learning to accept. Flynn’s had been an incredible life, filled with light and love, despite its periods of despair. 

          Only after that terrible night in Bucharest did the stories become bleak, even depressing. Still, Bantry wanted those too. He heard of years spent in retreat, of wasted summers and desperate drunkenness as Flynn tried to escape into oblivion. He had only to inhale the vapors rising from spirits to become hopelessly inebriated, and if he desired opium or hashish he burned it on charcoal like joss, and breathed the smoke. The slightest tendril entered his strange blood and he was out of his mind for days. 

          He had buried the dark times down deep, and it bruised him to sift through the layers of his memory, hunting for Bantry’s histories. He spoke truthfully about years of wildness, where sheer stupidity could easily have killed him, but Bantry could not mock or revile. Flynn ran wild out of a loneliness that might as easily have been the death of him. 

          Chabrier had learned his own lesson all too well — loving and losing a changeling. Poor, doomed Christopher. Perhaps in his memory, Chabrier sheltered Dion’s changeling when he could, took him to his home and kept him sane until the madness began to pass. 

          Until he came to me, Bantry thought as he watched Flynn reading not long before sunset one evening, several days after he had fed from the deer. He would feed again tonight; he had already confessed the hunger. A great weight of responsibility gradually settled on Bantry’s shoulders. Scozza had demanded his honor on the promise, and Chabrier would demand no less. Bantry’s nerves prickled. 

          The cottage was a haven, but they would have to leave soon — Flynn was restless and fretting, knowing Farraday might be so near. In fact, he was also simply eager to leave England. In Paris, he swore, he would take a human into a house of changelings, where the elder race themselves often visited. Chabrier would come as soon as he received the message that Dion’s changeling had returned to the nest. Bantry would look into the face not of an altered human, but of a vampyre. A man born to the species. The prospect was at once sobering and terrifying. Yet Flynn was eager to return. He was going home, and was homesick for his own kind. 

          And I? Bantry wondered. Will I pine for my own kind, in the years to come? But the concern was foundless; he was not a prisoner. Unlike Flynn he was always free to walk through the door into the sunlight, at liberty to wine and dine with humankind. Free to have children and grow old — shackled securely to the Wheel of Life, as it was called in the East, the cycle of death and rebirth from which no mortal could escape. 

          Unless it was an escape into the twilight world of the changeling. 

          He shivered and reached for the cup of coffee he had set aside moments before. Flynn had taken one, set it to cool and forgotten it. His eyes were skimming a Jules Verne text from the library, and he was enjoying the book. His spirits were mending. The dark eyes had begun to sparkle once more, and Bantry often felt the old, familiar thrum of desire. 

          He finished the coffee and lounged in the heat of the woodstove to observe his partner in silence, taking in every feature of the long-limbed, slender body. It was easy to imagine Flynn standing naked on a table for the painter, the sculptor. He almost wished he had the talent himself. He had never been an artist, but Flynn could inspire the whim in a man. Bantry smiled at his own fancy, and the throb of desire redoubled. 

          He put down the cup with a quiet clatter. Flynn looked up from Verne and the changeling-dark eyes widened as he saw a look of undisguised and unashamed lust. He closed the book and stood; Bantry wondered at his acquiescence, remembering only later that Lockwood had discovered for himself another side effect of the disease of the vampyre. They were sensual creatures. Physical desire was in their nature, they could rarely help their passions, especially when they were in love. And Flynn was in love. Bantry had heard the words many times, spoken freely by one who had long outgrown the foolish human reluctance to admit his feelings. 

          Desire coursed through them both in equal measure. The caress of skin on skin, heat on coolness, was irresistible, and Flynn seemed to revel in the human’s body heat. He capitulated to his primal urges with an abandon Bantry would once have envied, but was lately discovering in himself. Lying with a male lover might once have been so strange but now seemed as comfortable as breathing. In the same moment he was endeared, amused and scandalized by Flynn’s careless wantonness. Each day, he pressed Flynn a little further to explore his limits, but it seemed Flynn had none. He was entirely at ease with his body, and anything Bantry might want. 

          Bantry’s blood was alight with the old, familiar cycle of arousal and release. And his body had known since the first what it wanted. This evening Flynn lay spread beneath him. His breath panted in harsh little gusts as he was subjected to a sensual torment; his eyes were blind, flickering just a little in surprise as he felt knees between his thighs. He defied Bantry only long enough to turn onto his belly, and Bantry was still thinking clearly enough to realize how much easier it would be to mount him that way. The beautiful buttocks seemed to have been designed to fit his palms. They spread wide and he kneaded them as he considered the entrance to Flynn’s body. It seemed too tiny, dry and guarded by tight-clenched muscle. It refused his fingers at first, and with shaking hands Bantry reached over the side of the bed for his bag. 

          A green glass bottle was drawn out of his shaving kit and unstoppered. The olive oil floated on, cool, thick and smooth, and at once the clench of muscle yielded, first to his fingers, soon to his shaft. His mind spun away in dark, sweet madness. Beneath him Flynn gasped, wriggled and cursed as he rode it out, but now Bantry was aware only of the throbbing grip as Flynn’s body seemed to hold him like a fist. 

          A desperate urgency surged through him, some heedless imperative to take and take, no matter his partner’s needs. His hands clenched, fingers bruised fine, pale skin, and his hips bucked until Flynn cried out sharply. The sound reached Vincent; love rolled over his mind like an ocean breaker and as the animal lust ebbed he was dismayed to discover his near-violence. He blinked open his eyes, saw the tautness of Flynn’s back, the grip of his fists in the linen.

          Was he hurting? Bantry murmured some inarticulate apology and, as the furious need to take and use diminished, the coupling became tender. Gentleness endured almost till the end, when the heat was on them once more, and Bantry was overcome. Demands were made and met, no quarter offered, none asked. Nothing withheld. Feverish again, Bantry’s mind was lost in the spiral of delicious madness. 

          Afterward he wondered if he should apologize, but Flynn was stretching and arching to ease his spine. He almost purred, as if he were a cat, and content. Bantry swallowed the words of apology and kissed him instead. “I believe you’re mine now,” he observed quietly.

          “I have been for quite some time,” Flynn said just as softly. “I told you once, I’d withhold nothing. It’s a long time indeed since I was last possessed. Believe me or not as you choose ... few men have been permitted that liberty. Dion, yes. A few others, but less than you might imagine, given the life I’ve led.” He stretched again. “I’ve rarely been chaste.”

          “Now, that I believe.” Bantry twisted an unruly lock of hair about his fingers as Flynn continued to wriggle on the rumpled bedding. “Is your back aching?” 

          “You know it is. What else do you expect after such sweet abuse with so large an object!” He chuckled as Bantry rolled him over and began to rub his spine. “It was what I desired, so if you’re inclined toward guilt, don’t fret on my account.” 

          “I wasn’t going to,” Bantry said, pretending to mock. 

          In fact he had felt sharp pangs of guilt for what he had done. It was one thing to bugger a Chinese houseboy, quite another to do the same to a man who was his equal. Yet Flynn had reveled in the coupling no less than Lin had. Bantry had never really considered being the recipient of such loving, but if Flynn was his equal, he realized, it would surely happen. A peculiar thrill, hot-cold, like a pleasant ache, rushed through his innards at the fantasy of his own surrender. He applied himself to the spinal massage as a means of atonement for unspoken and absurd cowardice.

          The sun was down when they left the house. Flynn dressed lightly, enjoying the balmy night, but Bantry wore a cricket pullover since he felt a definite chill on the air. He carried a basket in which were a light meal and a flask of brandy. He knew he would be hungry before midnight, and each could appreciate the spirit in his own way. 

          The tack had been delivered that morning and two of Brickhill’s cavalry nags were eager for exercise. Flynn whistled for them, bringing them to the fence, and they stood like statues, honoring the old military training while they were saddled. The gate latched up and the horses headed over the hill trail, by the woods and stream. A mile or more away, as the stars of midnight wheeled around the pole, Bantry chose a hillside with a view out over a moonlit Norfolk, and swung down to the ground. He loosed his horse to graze along the slope, and spread a rug on the grass.

          Flynn took a brandy from him, inhaled its rich vapors and lolled carelessly on the rug, eyes on the stars. “I could be happy like this for a long time,” he said softly. 

          “How long would that be, in your concept of time?” Bantry was investigating the chicken — wishing he could see it properly.

          “Many human lifetimes,” Flynn admitted. “And yes, you know what I’m thinking.” 

          “Perhaps you’d like to sink those sharp little teeth into me, and make me like you.” Bantry wiped his fingers, took a sip of brandy and reached for Flynn’s head to kiss. “But then, it’s probably too soon to think of that, isn’t it?” 

          “Much.” Flynn savored the brandy in the kiss and stretched out again. He gazed at the stars as if seeing them for the first time in an age. “It’s good to get away from the city lights sometimes. Do you know, to me this sky looks a beautiful blue. Mydriasis. The stars blaze like fires, and when there’s a full moon the night is a cool, blue daylight. I love the night, Vincent. I always did, even before I was changed.” He rolled his head on the rug to look up at Bantry. “And you?” 

          “Night is for poets ... and those who would walk with the gods,” Bantry quoted thoughtfully. He set himself down, full length beside Flynn. “I’ve watched Taoist priests dancing through the rites of the sword in the moonlight, and magicians in the hills, calling forth demons for the entertainment of their encampment. I’ve seen so much, Michael. What you are is not so very strange. Not to one who spent half his short lifetime in China. Have you been there?” 

          “No, the journey would be too difficult for one of us,” Flynn whispered. “But Helena — Madame Blavatsky — has been to Tibet several times, and I’ve had all the stories from her. Tibetan astrology, demonism and the arts of the exorcist. Rites and feats sometimes transcending those of our own occultism. I found it all quite close to home, since I’ve worked as an exorcist myself. I may have told you.” 

          “You did.” Bantry tugged him closer, enfolded him and acknowledged the last pangs of guilt. “What I did to you this evening ...”

          “Was what I wanted you to do,” Flynn mocked lightly. “I know my own mind and heart, don’t you think? It’s a long time indeed since I was a shrinking virgin!” He laughed, brought the brandy to his nose and inhaled deeply. “Much more of this, and I’ll be quite drunk.” 

          But Bantry was far from satisfied — he had been unsure since he took such liberties, not with a servant boy, but with a man so much older and stronger than himself. “What I did to you,” he insisted, “I did out of love.”

          “I know.” Flynn smiled. Starlight raised a glimmer from his teeth, drawing Bantry’s eyes. “I’ve been used roughly and carelessly. You think I can’t tell the difference?” 

          “Someone hurt you?” Bantry was incensed. Possessive. It was absurd, but he had lately begun to consider Flynn as something belonging entirely to him. “When?” A demand, as if he would ride over the hill and deal someone a bloody nose.

          “When?” Flynn snorted a rude laugh. “About twenty years before you were born! I slunk out of Bucharest any way I could get out, and it was a long, hard road to Avignon. I don’t need food, but the mob took everything I had. I didn’t even have a knife to feed myself. I whored for coppers, if you want the truth.” Not long ago he would have stopped there with a swift, curt, ‘No more questions,’ but tonight he took a breath and went on, since Bantry had the right to know. “I did anything and everything for pennies, and I’ve no doubt, if I’d been human I’d have died very badly It was lodgings out of the sun I needed — an attic, a wine cellar, a cave. And the smallest, finest knife I could buy, as soon as I had the coins for it. No, I wasn’t going to steal. The risk of landing myself right back in a cage was too terrible. Leave it there, Vince, please, because it’ll do you no good to know the details. You’ll only fret, eager to revenge wrongs, when the men who used and abused me are dead and buried. Time has avenged me, don’t you think? Finish your meal and we’ll ride on.” 

          The pill was bitter but Bantry swallowed it and struggled to put his possessive streak back into perspective. Flynn was right. A survivor did what he must and lived to tell the tale. The end justified all. It could have been a changeling’s motto. With a sigh he returned to the food.

          The night was mild and pleasant, and spent itself all too soon. Dawn had already begun to flush along the treeline in the east as they returned to the cottage. Flynn retired at once and Bantry took an hour to groom and feed the horses before he let himself into the shuttered dimness and ran a tub of water to bathe.

          Late afternoon saw him shopping for groceries and exchanging library books. Villagers recognized him, and he answered polite queries as to the health of his cousin. No, the lad was no better, but nor was he worsening. The locals were satisfied. A sickly boy, they thought, debilitated by the barbarism of doctors. They recommended a local herbalist, and Bantry was inclined to take them up on the advice in the event of sickness. He had seen, heard, enough about doctors and their research to last for life.

          A storm billowed up in the evening, imprisoning them in the cottage. Flynn sat at the window, shading his dazzled eyes against the lightning and glorying in the thunder. To him, the sky was a swirling blue vortex and the rain was warm. Bantry envied him the spectacle. 

          In the wake of the storm the weather brightened and for days it seemed summer was about to bloom. Nights were growing noticeably shorter — another reason Flynn was restless to find his way to safety before he could be trapped by the sun. But the same sunlight lured Bantry. It drew him out, and sheepishly he deserted Flynn to ride and walk for miles in every direction.

          On a Sunday afternoon he found himself on Brickhill’s tall brown gelding, Agincourt, in the outskirts of Peterborough. The townspeople ignored him, save for a few laborers who stepped aside to let the horse go by, and Bantry realized how divorced he had become from the mass of humanity. He had not seen a paper or heard a word of news in a week. England could be at war again for all he knew. 

          Intrigued, he bought the new Times and folded it in his jacket as he turned for home. The shadows were already lengthening. Agincourt knew his own way as soon as he recognized the bridle path over the hill. Bantry let him set his own path and pace. He took out the paper to mull over this political wrangle, that armed altercation in the colonies, feeling a mere spectator on human events. 

          He turned the front page over, and as he folded the paper back on itself to hold it down against the wind, his throat dried. In a second the idyllic life, freedom, liberty, happiness, everything was gone. 

          The terse notice from Scotland Yard gave the names of two men suspected of being the ‘Putney Slasher,’ as they had dubbed the killer. The man had struck again — a second girl in Putney had died as badly as Mary Trott. Young Esme Brett was savagely raped, and then as usual her throat was laid open like a slaughtered pig. 

          A shudder of physical sickness crawled through Bantry as he remembered how, once, he had half-believed Flynn might be capable of this. But the revulsion was smothered before he properly felt it. He saw, beneath the column of type, two police sketches of the men suspected. The drawings were done from descriptions and not quite accurate, but they were good enough. 

          The artist had made his nose too short and snub, and his jaw too square, but the browline was right, the forehead and hairline. The same portrait artist had made Flynn’s eyes too wide and his mouth too full, but it was impossible to mistake the shape those eyes, the fine, straight nose and the rich hair. And just so there could be no mistake, their names were printed beneath the engravings made from the sketches. 

          Randy Brickhill would see them soon, if he had not already. And everyone in the village of Houghton Green would see them before the day was out. Word would race through the tiny community like wildfire. Bantry thanked heaven, then, that some native cunning had made him introduce himself with the false name of Brady. But ‘Brady’ and ‘Bantry’ were still close, and allied to the image of his face —

          It was time to run. 

          He shoved the paper back into his jacket and dug his heels into Agincourt’s flanks to urge him on. The implications cooled his blood by degrees. The Winthrops would see the item; so would the art dealer, Henry Archer. David Lockwood would defend himself to Farraday, saying homicidal tendencies were part of Flynn’s disease. Farraday’s superiors would already have built a watertight case. The trial would be a mere formality. Capture meant the gallows, even if they were proved innocent on other circumstantial evidence ten minutes after the execution. A frightening percentage of suspects hanged by the legal system were in fact innocent. 

          Then again, Helena Blavatsky and Luigi Scozza would see the newspaper. Phoebe Lockwood could not possibly believe them guilty, and there was a good chance Brickhill would refuse to believe it, and stand by Bantry. They were not completely without friends. But to bring a friend into this tangled web of blood and deceit would only risk implicating innocents, and when the charge was murder, accomplices hanged right along with the killer. 

          Better to just vanish, Bantry thought as the horse broke into a canter, covering the miles home with a vitality belying his years. 

          A few minutes before sundown, Bantry knocked to warn Flynn to cover his eyes against the momentary flood of light, and let himself into the cottage. Flynn was drawing, as he usually did in the afternoons. His work was beautiful, studies of the horses, the mill, the doe who had fed him three times now, because she had never felt the slightest pain and liked the petting. Studies of Bantry also, portraits and figure sketches, sensitive nudes and clinical surveys. The style was Leonardo’s. Only one who had sat for hours at the elbow of the maestro could be so free in that pen and ink technique. 

          Bantry was normally spellbound, but this evening he swept the sketches aside and set the newspaper down on them. “We have to get out, right now, tonight,” he said bleakly, without preamble. “We’ve no more time. They’re calling him the Putney Slasher, and they’ve discovered we’ve both vanished, so they’re hanging it on us. We knew they would.” He took hold of Flynn roughly, fingers digging into his shoulders, hurting. “Pack your things. It’s almost twilight, go out and feed while you can. God knows when you’ll get another chance. We’ll take the train up to Glasgow. There’ll be a boat for hire, something to take us to France the hard way, around the north of Scotland. It’d be the last place they’d search for us. Pound to a penny they’re turning Southampton and Dover inside out, looking at every well-dressed man on the ferries, and they haven’t the manpower to cover Scotland too.” 

          If it were possible, Flynn’s face was paler than usual. His skin was translucent. He said nothing, merely nodded, a little gesture of resignation. For a moment he leaned heavily against Bantry before he drew away and went mechanically through the motions of packing. He had almost full darkness when he sharpened the tiny knife on its whetstone and slipped out into the night to feed. Bantry had never gone with him, not because he did not care to watch, for in fact it was quite touching, but because he knew he would frighten the deer. They trusted Flynn, perhaps recognizing a creature who, like themselves, was not human. Or was Flynn more than human? 

          Bantry buckled his bag and took a quick turn about the cottage for the last time, making sure nothing was left to incriminate them, before he sat down to wait. He carefully rolled Flynn’s sketches and packed them with his inks, pencils and blanks. His bags were packed and buckled when he took one small sheet of paper and uncapped his fountain pen to write swiftly in the minutes before Flynn returned. 

 

 My dear Randy, 


            By this time you will have read the worst in the newspapers and come to wonder how your old friend could stand accused of such insanity. I can’t force you to believe what I am about to tell you, nor should I try; but I hope you will indeed believe me. You’ve known me so many years, and you know I’m no murderer. Nor would I consort with the kind of man who is capable of atrocity. 


            I’ve nothing to do with these awful killings, but there’s no shred of evidence I can produce, either to support myself or prove the innocence of my friend, Michael Flynn. Flynn is innocent, a gentle person incapable of causing injury. I know he is innocent, for he was in my company when several of the murders took place — but we cannot alibi each other. You realize, I’m sure, Inspector Farraday would be delighted to hang us both. 


            Suffice to say, neither Flynn nor I will make the job easy for him. We’ll be long gone from England by the time you read this letter, and won’t return. I don’t think you and I shall ever meet again, which I regret. If you destroy this letter at once, nothing exists to tie your name with mine or Flynn’s.


            I thank you deeply for the use of the farm. Flynn and I have been so happy here ... yes, he is the lover I mentioned to you. I know from past experience you’ll not be offended, though you may be surprised to find me on this road. I’m happy; surely that’s the important thing. 


            Can you believe me? We’re innocent ... and we’ll at least make Farraday work for his pay. I wish you every happiness in your future endeavors and I remain, always,


            Your old comrade, 


            V.B.’ 


 

          He folded the paper into three, wrote Brickhill’s name on it and left it on the table, one corner under a dead paraffin lamp. Randy would be out here on the next train, the moment he had the paper in front of him, and until he informed Farraday the fugitives had been here, the Inspector would not know. Bantry sighed. It was going to cause Brickhill considerable upset, the moment he told Farraday an old friend had contacted him, but silence would only implicate Randy, if he failed to volunteer the information. Brickhill was in no personal trouble with the police, since he could not possibly have connected an old comrade with the murders, but Bantry regretted the anxiety and upset he was about to weather.

          Flynn stepped back into the cottage as he finished the letter, and Bantry put on his coat while Flynn collected the bags. “We won’t need to worry about money,” Flynn said thoughtfully. “I’ve several hundred pounds tucked away about me, and Fourier is holding a great deal more. I don’t even bother to count it. I’ve no idea how much there is. No shortage of it, certainly.” 

          “Earned in what manner — if you’ll forgive the question?” Bantry asked. “I’m not suspicious, just interested.” 

          They left the house just as they had found it, save for the wood shavings and dust. The key turned in the lock, and Bantry left it under the mat. Tonight, their walk would take them several miles, to Peterborough station. The express from London would be in shortly after nine.

          “My funds are not earned at all,” Flynn said indifferently. “I never charge a fee for casting the cards, or exorcism, or for working as a medium. I rarely work as a medium. It’s physically demanding, often downright painful ... and disappointing,” he added. “Dion refuses me any contact. Hypaetia is right: he does it to make me go out and live instead of sitting in the dark being with him, but it hurt me for years. I’m not really sensitive enough to act as a medium, but I know a good many tricks. The vampyre taught me. Tricks from the Book of The Dead — one reason Dionysus was so furious when Champollion puzzled out the cipher and handed their ancient ritual to drawing room charlatans! I could teach you the tricks in a month, if you had enough patience. But no, I don’t take payment. However, if a gift is made later it’d be bad manners to return it, since it was made with a full heart, out of gratitude.

          “A dowager gave me a ruby the size of a pigeon’s egg when I rid her daughter of a nasty little possession. A young woman gave me a diamond pendant when I spoke in her husband’s voice, a year after was killed in South Africa. She knew it was her husband, I could not have fooled her. Only he had ever called her by that ridiculous little pet name, or been so overjoyed to speak to the baby son he’d never known existed And ... so forth. It isn’t a trade or a job, but I live very well.” 

          “And I’m to be a kept man?” Bantry asked ruefully. 

          Flynn merely shrugged, as if the question were inconsequential. “A man might object to being supported by a woman, or another man. But I’m not even human. You can take all I have without a qualm.” 

          “And you’d let me take it,” Bantry observed quietly as they reached the lane and turned toward the town. “Wouldn’t you?” 

          “I’d give it to you,” Flynn corrected mildly. “What need have I of the trinkets Fourier keeps for me? I can go to almost any city in Europe and be a guest in the richest houses. I perform little services, and soon ... more gifts. Take them, Vincent, if you want them. I can’t remember the last time I actually had to spend money. Although,” he added, “I’ll be glad I have it tonight! We’ll have to charter a boat and be out of here by morning, or we forfeit everything. The police will very likely kill me the first morning without ever intending to. They’ll be careless, thoughtless, never intending cruelty. But I’ll pay the price all the same.”

          “They’ll hang me as the Putney Slasher’s accomplice soon thereafter,” Bantry said darkly. “Rough justice, Michael.”

          “Justice?” Flynn considered the word, even the concept, and shook his head slowly. “My kind never enjoy the luxury of any kind of justice ... and since you joined yourself to me — understand this, mark me well! — you’ll be judged right alongside me, tonight as the Putney Slasher, a year from now as a blood-gorged abomination. Vampyre.”

          He said no more, and Bantry’s bone marrow seemed to crystallize into ice as they quickened their pace along the blue-shadowed country lane. The lights of Peterborough already glittered in the distance, and he thought he smelt chimney smoke on the breeze. He checked his pocketwatch; they were in good time for the express. 


          The station was crowded, and no one seemed to notice two travelers who dumped their bags in a corner of the First Class lounge. Flynn took a seat there, reading a dogeared copy of The Strand and minding the luggage while Bantry secured tickets and bought himself a large buffet supper. The express pulled in a minute early and left a minute late. Bantry had paid for a double sleeper compartment, and Flynn sat on the bottom bunk, watching the station signposts flash by in the darkness. 

          He spoke in undertones, reminiscences of the great steam-powered iron monsters of Europe. His random anecdotes were alternately chilling and amusing, about inebriated wine waiters in Greece and the Spanish heiress who had fits when her luggage was scratched — a locomotive torn apart when a boiler exploded, a bridge washed away by a flooding river, and starving wolves hanging around the tracks in the Balkans, waiting for rubbish to be dumped off the passing train. He talked as much to distract himself as his companion. Dread was etched in every line of Flynn’s face and body. How often had he been a fugitive? Too many times. And Bantry realized how pointless it was to pray for this to be the last time.

          They left the compartment in the early hours of the morning as the train rumbled into Glasgow. The loco hissed like a sleeping dragon but the station was otherwise quiet at that hour. No one paid much attention as they walked up to the cold, gaslit street, and as dawn began to threaten across the rooftops of the old city Bantry woke a hansom driver with directions to take them quickly to the docks. Flynn put on a pair of green glasses, turned up his collar and pulled on gloves. He did not say a word, but Bantry knew time was short.

          Despite the month, Glasgow was cold and bleak. A mist rolled silently in off the sea, muffling every sound and all too quickly the sky grew gray as an army blanket. Flynn appeared not to notice the bleakness and chill. Copenhagen and Stockholm would have been much colder and probably more dour, Bantry supposed, especially in the midst of winter. 

          As he paid off the cabbie, Flynn began to cast about for the dock office. Yellow gaslight stabbed through the mist, beckoning, and he applied his knuckles to a half-open door. Inside was a fresh-faced young man in uniform, who produced a battered file of shipping schedules. 

          They chose a Norwegian steam tramp that had been tied up in Glasgow, waiting for a cargo, for five tides. Port dues were charged to the vessel not by the day, Bantry remembered, but by the tide. By now her owner and skipper would be desperate and would take anything to get the little ship out, away from the crippling fees. It would do, if the skipper would accept a charter to France.

          Captaining the tramp was a man in his middle years, with a permanently suspicious expression and a hungry look he was not good at hiding. The man doubled the asking price for the charter the moment he was asked to land the passengers on the coast, rather than in a port. He knew they were running, and was not above making mileage out of it. So long as he did not alert the authorities, Bantry did not particularly care. 

          Cynically, Flynn greased the man’s waiting hand. Half the fee in advance, half upon arrival. The skipper was a Viking, tall, blond, bearded, his eyes netted with wrinkles, his teeth crooked but white. He took the money and winked, as if he knew their every secret. If he had known even one tenth of them, Bantry thought wryly, he would probably have chased the Englishmen off his vessel and paid harbor fees for another tide.

          The Skaidi, out of Bergen, wallowed like a pig as she lumbered slowly through the Firth of Clyde and out into the gray, heaving North Channel. Nowhere on board could one escape the drum of her engines. She was an old hull that had been converted to steam; she still had masts up, but the sails were reefed and stokers were working hard in the heavy weather. A full gale screamed out of the north. She butted through swells the size of mountains, pitching and yawing as she tackled the arduous pull through the Hebrides and Orkneys before turning east for the French coast. 

          The islands could barely be half-seen through a sheet of stinging rain, while the hull often seemed to stagger as she hit an oncoming wave. Bantry might have been concerned about the safety of the old ship in the pitiless conditions, but the Norwegian and Danish crew seemed unperturbed.

          Imprisoned in a tiny cabin as daylight brightened to its full dim, steel gray, Flynn was placid, resigned to his captivity. He read, dealt the Tarot and inhaled a good deal of brandy. Bantry stood on deck, eyes fixed on the swinging horizon in a vain attempt to keep his middle ear in harmony and avoid the punishment of seasickness. The sickness swamped him anyway, and he followed the old seaman’s ritual. Cotton wool stuffed into his ears, his belt tightened several notches — and a lot of whisky under it. 

          Flynn was not distressed by the pitching of the ship, but seasickness was a tailor-made excuse for his absence at meals, and on deck. Slowly Bantry’s ears settled. He slept away the afternoon, rose at twilight and went out with Flynn to stand in the stern and gaze at the fragmented coast of the Western Isles. The tramp was making slow time, but on the downward leg toward France she would have the wind at her back and all sails set too, and she would be much faster. They would sight France after dark, so the captain promised. 

          But, where? Bantry was worried, and he was surprised when Flynn merely smiled about his misgivings. “It’s wonderful to have someone to fret for me — but there’s no need,” Flynn assured him. “How long do you think I’ve had to safeguard myself? This is nothing new. I’ve already paid the man to land us within sight of Boulogne. I know the place well. I’ll buy you a sumptuous meal to make up for the dregs you’re eating —” 

          “Cod steaks and fritters, and apple pastries,” Bantry admitted almost apologetically. “And as much as I could eat. Hardly dregs. I’m only guilty that you can’t join me.”

          Flynn’s chuckle answered him, and the changeling solicited a kiss. “Ah, God, to be in love again is to be alive. I can’t imagine, now, why I ran away from you. There’s a quite reasonable hotel in Boulogne. We’ll be there before sunrise, and probably sleep the day through. Then we’ll stroll down to the station and take the night train to Paris. Home,” he added. “Fourier’s house. He and his people, and Chabrier who is often there, are the nearest to family I’ve had since Dion was murdered. They’ll open ranks and admit you, even though you’re human. On one condition.” 

          “Which is?” 

          “That you go out to eat,” Flynn said lightly. “The smell of French food is the one thing about France we find unbearable ... garlic, of course. Most of us aren’t really hurt, but it affects us the way humans react to goldenrod. Now and then there’s a changeling who’s very sensitive and the reaction is so bad, he’ll collapse. Suffocation and even heart failure — but there’s nothing supernatural about it, folklore notwithstanding. Will you kiss me?”

          “Foolish question,” Bantry retorted. Flynn was sitting on the side of his bunk, shirt open to bare his chest, his hair tousled, the gorgeous Tarot pack dealt out on the rug beside him. Bantry could have devoured him alive, but instead simply kissed him.

          They knew when the ship began the downward leg. The butting and pitching stopped, the hard starboard list evened out, and they heard shouting from the deck as men went aloft, setting canvas to augment the engines. It was morning, and they would be ashore in France that night. 

          The skipper watched Bantry shrewdly in the afternoon, as if trying to fathom the crime from which he was running. It irked him that his English was too rudimentary for him to force unwelcome questions. Bantry gave him glare for glare, dined with the crew and returned to the cabin as night fell. Flynn was dressed, his bag repacked, already waiting. 

          “We’ve made good time,” Bantry told him quietly. “I saw the French coast a moment ago — the rain has stopped. There’s a thin moon tonight. We should be ashore in an hour or two.” 

          Flynn nodded mutely, clearly ill at ease. He would be anxious until they were alone and the ship was gone. Experience had taught him to trust no one, and he was right to be wary. The skipper stood at their door, blocking it, two hours later. He had seen the lights of Boulogne ... and the costs of the voyage had overrun expectations. A further fee was due. Bantry stood back. He had watched Flynn prepare. 

          The greater bulk of the money had been taken out of an alligator wallet and stowed with the Tarot pack. Only twenty-five pounds remained in the wallet. He opened it, displayed exactly what he had, and handed over the whole wad. Against what he actually possessed it was not very much.

          Believing he had surprised the passengers, the skipper was satisfied. Bantry saw a glint of humor in the man’s pale blue eyes as he fed his ego the tale of how he had taken everything the Englishmen had. Let him believe it, Bantry decided darkly. Deception was safer than truth. 

          The rough weather had gradually smoothed as they ran in toward France, and a dinghy carried them ashore without mishap. The lights of Boulogne lay a mile or two in the south as they were abandoned on a rocky little beach below a grassy headland. Flynn picked up his case without delay. His whole mood had lifted — he was free, and near his own kind. Bantry need only follow him; he knew his way from here. 

          It was late when they found themselves on the streets. Whores and buskers, con men and thieves were abroad, fleecing the unwary, entertaining those who knew better. Two well-dressed travelers passed by without obstruction. They walked up toward the heart of town, and Flynn brought them to the door of a little restaurant. From it issued the aromas of wine and onions, spices and garlic.

          “Go and eat well,” he told Bantry. “I’ll watch the jugglers and meet you outside here. Go on! The air will reek of the food in there — not to mention the diners. Do you want me to be red-eyed and sound like I’ve come down with a cold?”

          In answer Bantry told him exactly, in fundamental, even crude terms, what he most wanted at this precise moment. A faint blush rose on Flynn’s fair skin. Satisfied, Bantry took charge of the cases and headed into the restaurant, leaving Flynn shaking his head in exasperation. Intimacy spelled the end of propriety between them, and Bantry only chuckled, acknowledging the wicked pleasure to be derived from making so worldly-wise a man as Michael Flynn blush like a girl. 

          His meal was a delight of steak and mushrooms, red wine, brandied fruits, Turkish coffee. He took his time over it, ate a lot and was lethargic as he returned to the street. Flynn was sitting in the light of three lanterns, his buttocks comfortably on an upturned barrel while he smiled at the antics of a troupe of acrobats. One vied with the other to astonish him and earn a coin or two. English coins were acceptable in any coastal town, easily changed whenever a boat came by. 

          The changeling’s head lifted as Bantry appeared, and Flynn waved farewell to his acrobats. He picked up his case. “The hotel is this way. We’ve plenty of time — the sun won’t be up for hours yet.” He drew a deep breath. “Do you smell it? Freedom.” 

          In fact Bantry smelt only the ozone tang of the sea and the taint from the river, the smoke of the town’s hearths and the slight reek of its drains. But he felt something else. It was not an odor but it might have been, and Flynn was right. It was freedom. 

          The hotel stood on a street corner with a view into a marketplace where wagons had already begun to gather. Laborers and barrow boys were setting up for the morning’s trade as Flynn stepped through a colored glass doorway into a warm, polished-rosewood foyer. He stood aside to listen as Flynn shifted into rapid, accentless French, flirting with the landlady as he booked them adjoining rooms on the top floor. 

          A bellboy in a blue uniform he seemed to be rapidly outgrowing took their bags up and presented them with their keys. The plush rooms were joined by a common door, and each had a wide double bed. Deliberately, Bantry threw back the linen, tangled the sheets on one of the beds, and closed the door on it.

          Flynn was sitting on the arm of a chair by the hearth, watching him with a smile. “I don’t intend to sleep alone,” Bantry informed him.

          “Perish the thought,” Flynn agreed. “Not when we’ve so much to celebrate.” He stood and stretched both arms over his head. “Tomorrow night we bed at home. Liberty tastes very sweet! Fourier’s house will be your home too, I’m sure of it. Within Jean’s walls you can let go all pretense. Be the human, my lover. No one will care. We’re too old a people to be at odds with the idea two men might fall in lust. In fact,” he went on, his tone mockingly confidential, “the truth is, men do it all the time.”

          “Is that so?” Bantry tousled the auburn hair, gratified when Flynn turned his face toward the warm human hand. 

          “True.” Flynn pressed a kiss to his palm. He went to the windows to close the drapes, weight them, careful to close out any chink of daylight, which had begun to brighten in earnest. He pushed the plush brocade settee against the drapes to hold them tight against the frame. “That should suffice. I’m not as paranoid as some. Some changelings and vampyre insist the windows be actually boarded up or painted over. Fear can become a disease in itself.”

          “But vampyre are more sensitive than changelings?” Bantry asked shrewdly. He turned down the wide bed, tingling with weariness though he knew his churning mind would not let him sleep soon.

          Flynn nodded. “Whatever we are, they are more by a factor of ten. I’m strong, but Dion could pick me up, throw me down, as if I were a rag doll. My night vision is amazing by human understanding, but theirs — the night is not dark at all to them. Humans think the vampyre live in a narrow, blind little world, hemmed in by night, but it’s nonsense. The night to them is as bright as the day to you, which is the very reason daylight blinds them. If the nights are short in summer, only wait for winter and the reverse is true! Vampyre don’t feel the cold, so while humans huddle inside, hiding away from the beautiful frosty night under the brilliant moon, that’s when vampyre will be abroad. The night, to me, is a cool twilight, a hundred shades of mauve and blue. Don’t fear the vampyre, Vince. They can be terrible enemies, but they’re driven hard before they strike out at humans. They’re an ancient people, vastly wise ... wise enough to know they’re outnumbered — and humans are vengeful. Don’t pity them either,” Flynn added sharply. “Envy them. They are more than we.”

          And Bantry was beginning to glimpse the truth of it. “I’ll meet Chabrier,” he mused as they retired, “who is a vampyre born.”

          “Sooner or later.” Flynn yawned. Moist air scudded across his neck. “I’ll send him a wire, tell him I’m back in Paris ... with my enamorado.” A tongue-tip traced the line of the jugular vein, cherished it for its own sake; the pulse of life was under the skin. “Chabrier will come to Paris out of curiosity if nothing else, to meet you! But remember, when Scotland Yard fails to find us in England, they’ll alert the French police. They’ll be looking for us in Paris soon. We can stay with Fourier only as long as it’s safe. I won’t implicate him any more than I’d take Luigi to the gallows with me.”

          “So we run again.” Bantry sighed. “Does it never end?”

          “It ends, if we can keep our freedom long enough,” Flynn said quietly. “In ten years, twenty, they’ll still be hunting for the madman, Flynn, but they won’t be looking for a young man. I’ll be at liberty to show my face in public again, with a new name. The years will also change the way you appear, Vincent.” The observation was colored by regret. “There’s no escaping time. A new name for you, documents, papers and ...” He gave Bantry an apologetic glance. “In the meantime we’ll be safe, trust me. There are many places we can go. Fourier has a cottage on the Camargue, similar to your friend’s cottage in Norfolk. I’ll arrange with him to go there at the first hint of trouble. No one need know we were ever in Paris.”         

          For the moment Bantry let the subject drop. Flynn was growing heavier with sleep, needing the rest. He had been living on his nerves for a long time. One step at a time, Bantry told himself. He courted sleep, knew it would defy him, and resolved to rest instead. They had at least a few weeks, perhaps a month, before they would have to move on.

          Before Farraday concluded his suspects had escaped abroad he would first turn England inside out and shake her hard. The time it took to perform a major manhunt gave Bantry the opportunity to put the pieces of his life ... his new life ... together. It was still far too much like a dream for him to believe it even while he lived it — rich, and unreal with the aspect of fantasy. On the fringe of sleep he reminded himself for the thousandth time, the man with whom he shared every part of this new life was not human. 

         And the evening express to Paris would deliver him into the heart of an alien world that should have been nightmarish yet seemed, now, bright with the allure of sanctuary. Was this madness? If it was, Bantry opened his arms and embraced it.

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven                    

 

In the afternoon the hotel sent a message by telegraph, a brief salutation to Jean Fourier from L’Enfant Terrible, as Flynn signed himself. Bantry took it down to the desk and paid the fee with a peculiar thrill as he told the elderly man there, the travelers who had signed in before dawn would be leaving at dusk. When the train pulled into the Paris station they knew Fourier would be there to greet them.

          With the telegram on its way, Bantry took the opportunity to stroll in the afternoon sun. Flynn was sound asleep, but Bantry himself could not rest. His body was tired enough but his mind was charged with endless, restless speculation, leaving no space for peace. 

          The streets of Boulogne were warm, bright and busy, but he found himself apprehensive at the sight of every policeman. Could Farraday be quick enough to have guessed his suspects had flown the coop already? If he was, they could be at risk even here. Skulking around corners and backing into doorways when a uniform approached was a sure way to draw attention to himself, and soon enough Bantry turned back to the hotel. He must get a meal, bathe, shave. Apprehension always made him hungry, and he wanted to present his best face to Jean Fourier.

          Flynn was just waking as Bantry stepped back into the room. He remained in the bed, watching without comment as Bantry turned up the lamps, stropped his razor and set out fresh linen. “We’ll soon be safe,” Flynn reminded him as he began to bathe.

          “I know.” Bantry gestured at the door, and by extension, the town. “Forgive me, but the sight of police uniforms raises my hackles today.”

          “The police are out in force?” Flynn sat up at once.

          “No more than usual,” Bantry admitted. “I doubt they’ve had a message from London ... but it’s difficult not to jump at shadows.”

          “Impossible not to.” Flynn swung his legs off the bed. “The wire?”

          “Will be at Fourier’s door in an hour or so,” Bantry guessed. 

          “Then relax.” Flynn stooped for his clothes and began to search for something clean. “Even if Farraday has guessed we’ve slipped through his fingers, he can’t know where we are. We could be in Germany, Holland, Scotland — even New York, for all he knows. He may alert the police all over Europe, but it takes time for those messages to be delivered, and even longer for them to be disseminated to the poor policeman in the street. Well before a ‘Peeler’ here in Boulogne knows our names and faces, we’ll be out of sight.”

          He was right, but Bantry could not relax. He was tense as a runner under the starter’s pistol as they left the hotel, and his eyes were everywhere, searching the crowd for any kind of trouble, while Flynn bought tickets for the train. Local Boulogne people headed up to Paris thronged the platform, and Bantry edged closer to a group of businessmen, deliberately putting them between himself and a gang of loud, disagreeable British travelers. Was there anything, he thought, less appetizing than the average Britisher abroad.

          Just as he began to hear the approaching thunder of the locomotive, Flynn returned with the tickets. The train pulled in a few minutes late and left very late indeed, but the only policemen on the platform were intent on a young pickpocket who had tried to rob a businessman from Marseilles. They did not even see Bantry or Flynn, and as the train pulled out at last Bantry felt some nerve inside him relax.

          He leaned heavily against Flynn’s shoulder as the train began to pick up speed, and heard Flynn say quietly, under the rail noise, “You never get used to it. The running. I’ve done this ... several times. It never gets easier, but the block of ice that’s cramping up your belly just now does indeed melt.

          “I’m glad to hear it,” Bantry said ruefully. He gave Flynn a sidelong look, a lopsided smile without humor. “I don’t like feeling like a fugitive.”

          “I don’t doubt it.” Flynn looked away. “I was afraid of this.” He took a long breath and exhaled it as a sigh. “America.”

          “I beg your pardon?”

          “The United States of America,” Flynn said tersely, “is big enough to swallow you whole. I’ll talk to Jean, see if we can get you safely away. There’s no need for you —”

          “No.” Bantry’s tone was emphatic. “I’m not going anywhere, save with you. I said, I don’t like feeling the fugitive.” He lifted one brow at Flynn. “I’ve done many things I haven’t enjoyed in my time, Michael. If the Army teaches a man anything, it’s how to do deplorable things and maintain at least a righteous sense of duty, because the deplorable was necessary at the time.” 

          “Duty,” Flynn repeated darkly.

          “Queen and country.” Bantry heard the glib tone in his own voice and regretted it. 

          “And love, fraternity, partnership?” Flynn was watching the moon-shadowed countryside go by.

          “Are the reward,” Bantry told him, “for the chores a man performs out of duty. We do what we must. All of us, yourself included.”

          Flynn did not answer, and despite the changeling’s obviously unresolved misgivings Bantry was grateful for the chance to order his thoughts, settle his stomach, before he must put on an intelligent face. He was about to meet a man who had lived almost ten times his own paltry lifespan, and he felt absurdly ill at ease — like the fiancé about to be presented for the first time to the disapproving parents. He mocked himself with a soundless, cynical laugh and settled back to get what rest he could before the great city of Paris swept him up like flotsam.

          The closer they came to the city, the more Flynn’s spirits rose. He was effervescent as Bantry had never seen him before as they stepped down from the train into a chilly, echoing hurly-burly of passengers, porters, sightseers, steam enthusiasts, hawkers and buskers, all chattering and shouting in at least four languages. In any one moment Bantry heard French, German, English, perhaps Spanish or Portuguese or Italian, and hints of other languages he could not even identify. 

          In the chaotic crush was a sheltering anonymity. Among the ocean of strange faces he felt safer than he had in weeks, and clearly Flynn considered the danger over. Michael’s eyes glittered as he searched the crowd eagerly for one particular face, which would welcome him home. Bantry might have envied him, for in fact Vincent possessed no such luxury as a ‘home,’ but many times Flynn had assured him, the Fourier house would make him welcome, lifelong.

          Once their troubles were settled, Bantry thought soberly, they might even deserve the hospitality. And lifelong was another matter entirely. To a mortal it meant a scant handful of decades, each one more precarious than the last, after a man reached his prime. The old injury in his back chose that exact moment to give a sharp, acid-burn pang, and he clamped his teeth on a curse as Flynn began to wave. 

          In the sea of humanity eddying around them, Bantry would never have set one face apart as belonging to a changeling, any more than Flynn himself looked or sounded peculiar among humans. But a man was returning Flynn’s wave, and as Bantry watched he shouldered through the crowd, pressing among, and through, mortal humans without a qualm.

          He was a young man with thick, glossy brown hair swept back from his forehead above the wide, changeling-dark eyes Bantry expected by now. His skin was the color and texture of cream; his face was unmarked by any line betraying the passage of time, nor was there a beard line Bantry could see. If this was a changeling, like Flynn he had been changed in his youth. It must have happened very soon after the birth of the daughter, Cosette. Bantry remembered the story of Fourier and Katerina, and looked Flynn’s friend over curiously.

          This was the man who had utterly bewitched a vampyratrix. Jean Fourier wore evening dress, a white scarf loose about his neck, white gloves held in his left hand, and his walking stick was a mere affectation — he was almost certainly on his way back from some occasion. Bantry perceived about him the palpable aura of wealth. Old money. Without being urged the crowd parted to let him pass, and he opened his arms as he approached Flynn like a long-lost brother. He clasped Flynn tightly and kissed both his cheeks. 

          They spoke for some time in rapid-fire French — much too quick and complex for Bantry’s basic restaurant and boudoir grasp of the language. Flynn was giving Fourier the whole sorry tale of their flight from England: Bantry could almost follow it in the parade of expression crossing Fourier’s face. The delight of reunion was swiftly supplanted by shock as Flynn reported the business with Farraday, the murders, the poison of suspicion, the filthy trail of circumstantial evidence. 

          But at last Fourier only shrugged it away and Flynn sighed, nodded: history was apparently repeating itself, and Bantry wondered how often this had happened. The changeling conveniently singled out for suspicion and punishment, whether warranted or not, when violent death visited humans. With a resigned half smile Flynn turned back, extended his hand to Vincent and moved smoothly into English. 

          “And here he is,” he said, obviously the conclusion of what they had been covering, a thumbnail sketch of the weeks just gone by. “You see, Jean? I’ll have to hide him from Hypaetia, else she’ll have him! And I’m not too certain of Chabrier either.” 

          Bantry felt his cheeks warming, and Fourier chuckled earthily as he offered his hand. “Monsieur Bantry,” he said with a smile, a half-bow. “Anyone close to Michel’s heart is more than welcome in my home.” His English was almost without accent; Bantry was surprised. “If what he’s told me is true, you’re doubly welcome, not merely in my home, but in my family. I’ve been worried for mon enfant terrible.
Helena took him away, and do you know, he has written to me once in all this time!”

          “I’ve been ...” Flynn’s dark eyes met Bantry’s, teasing gently. “Otherwise engaged.”

          “So I see.” Fourier said dryly. “But come, a railway station is no place to celebrate a reunion. Has Monsieur Bantry eaten? I’m sorry, it’s Captain, isn’t it? I regret we’ve nothing to eat in the house. We haven’t entertained humans in weeks — oh, Michel, Chabrier was here last week, and brings a commission for you. At your pleasure.”

          “What kind of commission?” Flynn stooped for his bag.

          “A dowager in Gratz has been asking for the painter who did the ‘Androcles’ to paint her son’s portrait. The young man is insane but she loves him and wants a flattering picture before they chain him to an asylum wall for good. Will you do it?” 

          “Dear God, these commissions will be the end of me,” Flynn groaned. “Did Chabrier tell her I would? Where on earth did she see the Androcles?”

          They made their way quickly up to street level. The evening was pleasant, the lively wind growing almost warm as they left the chill cavern of the station. To the changelings, Bantry knew, it would be balmy. 

          “The painting was sold at auction a short while ago, in Vienna,” Fourier was saying. “Your rich old Gratz lady bid for it, lost it to a local gallery and demanded to be introduced to the artist. Chabrier was there — isn’t he always? He volunteered your name in all innocence. At the time, why would he withhold it? There’s a handsome fee, if you’ll accept the work.” He paused. “Not that you need money. I’ve done well with what you left with me, for both of us.” 

          Flynn turned to Bantry with a smile. “You see? Jean is a jewel. He buys and sells things. Any sorts of things, from paintings and sculpture to mansions and estates. I do believe he once sold a steam tractor. You give him a few francs today, he’ll hand you back a fortune next year. It’s his hobby as well as his business — I swear, he’ll own half of Europe one day. Another reason, Vince, why I never have to even think about money. But this commission.” He rubbed his palms together. “Later, perhaps. I can’t afford to have my name bandied about European society at this stage, Jean, not with a Scotland Yard bloodhound behind us. It could end badly, and all for the sake of a painting. Is it urgent, do you know?”

          But Fourier could only shrug. “Chabrier knows better than I. I’ll write to him tonight with the news you’re back, and ask him to come at once. Perhaps he can help with this awful business in London. I wish to God you’d never gone, Michel, but at the time I could only agree with Helena. I thought you needed the freshness of new places and new people, even if they’re human.” He gave Bantry an apologetic smile. “Your pardon, Captain.”

          “Even if ...?” Bantry echoed, taking the humor in good part.

          “And you were right.” Flynn touched Fourier’s wrist. “I found my heart in London. This business of the ‘Putney Slasher’ will pass. In an eyeblink the bloodhounds will assume their man has suffered middle age. No one will look twice at this face of mine. A new name, and I’m free, even if Scotland Yard suspects me forever. Time is my savior.” 

          “And Captain Bantry?” Fourier had led them to a private carriage on the rank outside the station. His initials were on the door, and a curious household crest. Crossed sabers, an eagle and the crescent moon. “For a human,” Fourier added thoughtfully, “it’s not so simple.” 

          “I know.” Flynn passed his case to the driver and stood aside to allow Fourier and Bantry to go ahead of him into the carriage. “This is why I must see Chabrier, and soon. I’ll not have Vince’s life made into chaos because he stood by me. For him, a new name and a fortune, a family history, a new language. Would he pass for a Frenchman, do you think?” The proposition aroused amusement from Fourier and Bantry alike. “Well, perhaps not,” Flynn agreed. “An American or Canadian, then. An Irishman from New York who made his fortune in — what do they do over there? Is it oil, or cows or some such thing?” 

          “Gold, perhaps. It’s possible,” Fourier said thoughtfully. His night-dark eyes sparkled as he saw the look of mingled horror and fascination Bantry could feel on his own face. His voice became very soft and he spoke to Flynn, not Bantry, though he remained in English. “This human is your heart, Michel? Not merely the fleeting affair de couer?” 

          Flynn’s expressive mouth widened in a faint smile as he looked at Bantry. “Ask him.”

          They were both looking at Bantry now, and he struggled to find words. “I’m new and raw ... a child in your world,” he said, hushed, as if in the confessional. “A month ago I’d have fled from the idea of falling in love, though I wouldn’t have scorned the idea I could fall in love with a man. This is the first time I’ve had the ... the privilege of a relationship with a man, but those feelings have been inside me a long time. If I seem to have misgivings —” Bantry shrugged eloquently. “It’s been so fast for me, I’m a little dizzy. I think I knew where my heart lay the first time I set eyes on him.” In the cover of the carriage, which had just pulled out from the curb, rocking on powerful springs, he took Flynn’s cool hand. “He’s mine. Or, I’m his, if you prefer. One is as true as the other. Does that sound fatuous and inane?” 

          “It might, to one of your kind, a human.” Fourier said gently. “Not to one of us. The trouble with humans is, they grow old before they grow up properly, and never even begin to comprehend their own minds.”

          “Painfully true.” Flynn sat back, relaxed and seemingly drowsy. “How is the family? Cosette is happy? And Maria?”

          “Cosette is teasing a young man from Fontainebleau, and so never happier, silly child. She is too lovely for her own good, and worse yet, she knows it. Maria is, as always, just Maria.” Fourier smiled ruefully at Bantry. “I presume Michel has explained? I don’t want you to be shocked by Maria’s little ... Differences.” Bantry arched a brow at him. “The male in my bed.” Fourier seemed exasperated. “I won’t say man, for Maria is not a man. He was cut for a cathedral choir in the days when such barbarity was permitted. Did Michel mention him?”

          “He did — and don’t trouble yourself,” Bantry told him. “There are a good many eunuchs in China, and I spent half my life out East. With the Army,” he added as an afterthought.

          “Ah. Indeed,” Fourier wore a thoughtful face. “I don’t know how it is in China, but in Europe today there’s no place for such as my beautiful boy. Were he human, still he would be a curiosity, even a freak. He’s chosen to be a girl in these last years. He was Mario, and is Maria now. Don’t be shocked, Monsieur Bantry, if he dresses to please the people of Paris. He has no particular affection for petticoats and rouge — even if he looks very good in them! He passes more easily as a woman, you see, and he’s had a great deal of practice. In his day gelded singers often performed as women on the stage — as often as women performed as men! Do you know, Orfeo and Euridice was once performed by a rich contralto woman in the man’s part, and a glorious castrato coloratura, don’t ask me why. But it was magnificent, so Michel told me.”

          “The boy had a voice like pure crystal,” Flynn said easily, “and the woman’s voice had been roughened by cognac until it was deep as many a tenor, and husky. Very sexy, actually. She was tall and buxom. The boy was like a willow and blindingly lovely. In the costumes, you’d have to have known them personally to see the truth. The whole house was on its feet, they were the toast of Padua.” 

          Bantry shared their chuckle. “And the year?”

          “I forget,” Michael said indifferently. “Late last century, perhaps. I don’t remember dates anymore. Once I tried to, but it’s been too long. The centuries have been so rich, now I only recall the high points and discard all else.” He gazed at the streets of Paris as the carriage rolled away from the Gare de Lyon and on, into suburbs where the shamelessly wealthy lived. “Mario will sing, I hope. Simply for us, eh?” 

          “If you sing for him,” Fourier said teasingly.

          Flynn made a face. “None of you will ever let me forget it!”

          The changelings laughed, and Bantry felt himself caught on the hook of catlike curiosity. “Forget what? What, Michael, keeping secrets, still?”

          “Oh, twenty years ago,” Fourier said easily, “when Luigi was still very young and just starting to get leading parts, he wooed a rich Neapolitan opera patron to include his friend in a grand production of Verdi’s Macbeth. An Irish tenor with a sweet voice and perfect Italian diction.” Fourier chuckled richly at Flynn’s stricken expression. “He performed well but the audience was neatly divided in two. One half said he was glorious and must stay and perfect his art, the other half said his Irish voice was out of place on the Italian stage and he must go away at once.”

          And Bantry remembered the night he had found Flynn standing on the empty stage at Covent Garden, gazing up into the body of the theater as if he remembered past glories. “So you left?” he prompted.

          Flynn’s profile was limned first in gold and then in mauve by the lights they passed. “I stayed the season out but declined other engagements ... I was just satisfying a curiosity, to be truthful.”

          The carriage had taken them into a quiet suburb of tree-lined streets and graceful architecture. From this and that house came the shimmering sounds of a string ensemble or the heavier tones of the piano, and lights beckoned the passerby to evening parties where gaiety spilled out of bright drawing rooms into manicured gardens.

          At the corner of a quiet avenue the carriage slowed and pulled in through a tall wrought-iron gate. The wheels crunched on raked gravel and Bantry leaned into the corner for a first glimpse of Fourier’s home. The house was old and sprawling. Chestnut trees, Lombardy poplar, dense yew hedges and ivy secured its privacy and anonymity; the windows were open to the night air, welcoming it, where humans more often closed up their houses and drew the blinds.

           Lights were bright within and he heard music. A piano, a sweet, light girl’s voice echoed by an untrained but pleasing baritone. “That’s Cosette and her young man.” Fourier gestured toward the sound as the carriage stopped. “Have you eaten, Monsieur Bantry? We can’t offer you dinner, I’m afraid — food is one thing we don’t keep in the house. I’ll send one of the boys to run an errand for you in the morning, of course. Tell him whatever you want.” 

          “I dined earlier,” Bantry assured him. “I had manners enough to swear off the garlic sauce, in fact.” 

          “I told him he’d be celibate for a week if he touched the stuff,” Flynn snorted. “How practical humans are, when they desire to be.”

          They left the carriage, abandoned the luggage to the liveried servants, and Fourier went ahead of them into the house. The music came from the drawing room. A candelabrum drew the eye to a great, gilt-cased grand piano at which sat a young girl in a white gown, cut low and sculpted around the shoulders. At once Bantry thought of a swan.

          Cosette was in the midst of an Offenbach duet with her beau. She was pale, with pearly skin and blonde ringlets, a pleasant smile and an engaging laugh — a pretty woman, but not startlingly beautiful. Features that were handsome indeed on her father seemed out of place on her, which did not prevent her from being vivacious and unforgettable. Bantry saw at once, she commanded all her father’s considerable charm.

          Fourier did not interrupt, but passed by with a wave from the door. Time enough for introductions later. Instead, he led them to a sweeping stairway and invited them into the house’s sanctuary. Bantry smelt jasmine, lilac and roses; the house was a world of Turkish carpets, cut flowers and framed paintings, some by artists he knew. He saw Renoir and Hals and David, and he recognized Flynn’s hand in several. He would have stopped to savor Flynn’s work but a clamor at the foot of the stairs heralded servants with their bags, and Fourier was leading them into the east wing of the massive house.

          “I’ve opened your old room,” he was saying over his shoulder to Flynn. “I’m so pleased to have you home. Captain Bantry will be with you, I hope — otherwise I’ve committed the dreadful faux pas!” He stood aside to show them into a plushly-fitted bedchamber with one massive four-posted bed.

          “Vince is with me,” Flynn said in a tone of affectionate amusement. “He’s not come all this way to be denied at the end.” He turned to the servant who had labored up with the bags. Drop them there, Gerard, we’ll unpack later. My things are still here, Jean? You didn’t dispose of them?”

          “Idiot,” Fourier accused fondly. “I disturbed nothing but the dust. How long since you fed, if you don’t mind me asking? You may have Irene or Diana tonight, if you wish.”

          Flynn hung his jacket over a chair and took off his tie. “Thoughtful. If Diana could come to me later —?”

          “I’ll see to it.” Fourier lingered at their door.

          “For the present,” Flynn told him, “I need a few moments with my poor, bewildered Vincent. I see a thousand questions trying to escape at the same time, and he’ll burst with curiosity before long.” He gave Fourier his hands. “We’ll be down in a few moments. Where’s Mario?” 

          “The last time I saw him, he was rooting about in the cellar for the finest brandy we possess.” Fourier grasped Michael’s hands. “He’s been looking forward to your homecoming since we got your telegraph.” He kissed Flynn’s cheek, let him go and stepped out. “Don’t be long.”

          With the door closed, Bantry caught Flynn by the shoulders. Too many questions bedevilled him and he could not find words to voice even one. He surrendered curiosity in favor of an embrace, and crushed Flynn’s ribs until he protested.

          “Vince? Vincent, what is it?” 

          “You should have told me. Why did you never tell me?” Bantry accused. “All this. How could I know?” 

          The changeling drew back to look at him. “You’ve been imagining dank retreats full of mildew, spiders and cockroaches, and vampyre sleeping in coffins? Vincent! Have you listened to anything I said?” 

          A little embarrassed, Bantry took a deep, calming breath. “I’m just a little overwhelmed. And sad too, that I’ll lose you so soon, and to a girl who has probably waited and pined for you for months. I’m being a jealous boor, but I hadn’t expected to lose you just yet.”

          Puzzlement creased Flynn’s brow. “What on earth are you talking about?” 

          “Diana.” Bantry looked away. “I’ll not make a fuss. I’ll leave when she comes.” To his astonishment Flynn laughed, loudly and rudely. “You find it amusing?” 

          “Highly.” Flynn caught him by the ears and drew him close for a kiss. “You’re a complete idiot and I love you. Diana,” he said with exaggerated patience, “is a wolfhound. One of six who live here and are kind enough to serve us once or twice in a week, out of affection. They are extremely spoiled. Big, gentle creatures to whom our small needs are no encumbrance. Now, what have you to say for yourself?” 

          “I ... Oh.” Bantry ducked his head sheepishly. “And here I stood making eloquent speeches of abject self-sacrifice. Trying to be the noble altruist.”

          “Nothing you said was foolish or selfish,” Flynn scolded, “save that you could possibly imagine I’d abandon you, all the while professing to love you.” He cast a glance at the four-poster. “It’s a long time since that bed has accommodated two.” A sharp fingered jab for Bantry’s ribs. “Relax. This is your home. Come and meet Mario — Maria, if you prefer. And try not to gape at the boy, though I know it can be difficult not to gawk when you first set eyes to Circe and Ganymede and Europa, rolled into one and sent to torment you. He’s much older than you, remember.” 

          “And younger than you,” Bantry teased.

          The remark sobered Flynn. “Few changelings live so long. I’m something of a curiosity, I never pretend otherwise. There are many vampyre younger than me, and they know it.” He opened the door and shooed Bantry toward the stairs. 

          The couple in the dining room were laughing, very much like young people anywhere. “The suitor from Fontainebleau is a changeling?” Bantry asked as he was shown into a more private parlor. 

          “Probably not. And if he’s human, he certainly has no idea what Cosette is.” Flynn was indifferent, focused on another couple, elsewhere. Bantry felt the breath catch in his throat as he looked into the room. “Mario,” Flynn was saying to a young woman in oyster-gray satin, “my beautiful boy. You grow more lovely with the years. Come here.” And then the two kissed — not a formal peck on the cheek but a clinging lovers’ kiss. Bantry was breathless. 

          By the hearth, Fourier poured a rich brandy into four balloons, watching Mario and Flynn with a fond smile. They suffered no jealous rivalry, Bantry saw. They had quite simply outgrown human folly. The woman who was not a woman stepped back, laughing, and Bantry actually saw it was a male in the lamplight, though certainly not a man. A gesture would betray him; the way he held his head, even the way he stood, the way the rich brown hair grew. One recognized the masculinity in him, despite the gown which he wore with studied elegance. 

          His speaking voice was light and clear, pitched high but soft-edged, and he spoke quietly in thickly-accented English. “Michael Flynn, you’re shameless. And I’ve missed you.” The dark changeling eyes looked over Flynn’s shoulder at Bantry as he spoke, and Bantry realized the use of English was deliberate. The breathtakingly androgynous face smiled at him. “Will you introduce us?”

          “Of course.” Flynn beckoned Bantry forward. “Mario Rinaldi ... Captain Vincent Bantry, British Army, retired. My companion.” 

          “Your paramour?” Mario asked, teasing outrageously. 

          “My paramour. Who’s being shameless now?” Flynn accepted a glass of brandy from Fourier and inhaled the rich vapors deeply. “I’ve missed you also, Mario. Dreadfully, if you must know. You can’t guess what London was like for me. I was so alone. It was — bloody awful until I met Vince, then it was wonderful, even if he did frighten me half to death.” 

          “Frighten you?” Mario extended his hand to Bantry.

          Bantry did not know whether to shake it or kiss it, and so merely clasped it firmly enough to suffice for a moment and let it go. Like Flynn’s hand, it was noticeably cool.

          “He frightened the very life out of me!” Flynn confessed. “I knew I was falling in love and it was like knowing I was falling from a precipice. I even tried to run away. Oh, yes, I was terrified.” 

          “And now you’re alive,” Fourier observed. “I can see it in your face. I haven’t seen this light in your eyes since...”

          “Since Dion,” Mario whispered.

          “Yes. And I’m pleased to see, also, the mention of his name no longer causes pain.” Fourier sat down on one end of an overstuffed settee and brought Mario down beside him, one arm about his narrow waist. They looked up at Bantry, both faces brimming with delight at the reunion. “Go on then, you Englishman,” Fourier invited. “Say it, whatever it is. I imagine we’ve already shocked you to the core.” 

          In fact Bantry was beside himself with curiosity. He suspected the question was unpardonable, but the changelings were vastly amused, as if they were entertaining a misbehaving child. “Monsieur,” he said to Mario, “or is it Signore? I understand you play the part of the woman to fit yourself into society, here and now. That is, you’re Madame Fourier. Do you choose to be a woman at home too? Please forgive me.” 

          Mario was not offended, nor even surprised. Bantry wondered how often he had answered the question. “Times have changed,” he said easily. “Once many boys were like me. Castrated for the sake of art. Now there are none, and in this day and age how do you explain me? If I dress as a boy I’ll surely be seen as one! Jean and I are inseparable, everyone knows us as a couple. In the days of my youth a man could keep a gelding as his companion, no sin in it, since we are without gender. I’m probably the last of the castrati. Certainly, I know of none other, and ... I’m out of my time. The last human castrato in Europe perished of old age decades ago, so people will look at me, now, today, and see only a boy. If it were suspected Jean keeps a boy for his catamite — prison gates are waiting for men so accused in most countries. Jean would die in the first sunrise, before he could even answer the charges.” Mario took Fourier’s hand in a firm clasp. “What’s a dress, when all’s said and done? A piece of cloth, for modesty. People see me. They think they see a girl, everyone is happy. At home, I am what I am. Tonight Cosette has brought a young man, so I am Madame Fourier. I wear this. Last night we went to the ballet and I wore scarlet silk. Tomorrow we have no human guest, and I’ll probably wear Jean’s discarded oddments.” He smiled. “Pay me no mind. Captain, it’s unimportant. Isn’t that so, Michel?” 

          “Quite.” Like Fourier, Flynn was inhaling the fine old brandy.

          It was midnight; the grandmother clock in the hall struck the hour. In the drawing room the piano began again, a slow, even melancholy song. In the street, a carriage rolled by. Its lanterns angled into the gardens as it swung wide to negotiate the corner. 

          “I’m hungry for Paris,” Flynn admitted. ‘‘Tomorrow night, Vince, I believe we’ll go out on the town, and I’ll show you everything.”

          “Everything in one night? Bantry echoed dryly. “How disappointing. I’d imagined Paris to be somewhat larger.”

          Where the night went, he did not know. He was lightheaded after far too much brandy and effervescent company as the sky began to brighten little by little. He found himself sitting on the ottoman under the open window in Flynn’s room to watch the predawn light creep, catlike, across the city’s rooftops. Flynn was bathing, singing softly to himself, in the alcove which held the enormous tub. As daylight began to strengthen he appeared, clad in a green robe and rubbing his hair. He was almost dry, and the scents of cedar and jasmine rose from his skin. But his face was creased, eyes squeezed shut, and he held up his hand to block the light.

          Resignedly, Bantry closed the window and drew the curtains. They were very heavy; he discovered the bottom seams were lead-weighted and the fabric was fastened to the window frame down either side.

          In the sudden gloom Flynn’s voice was very soft. “Don’t feel you have to be a prisoner on my behalf. Go out if you want to.”

          “That,” Bantry remarked, “was a witticism, I hope. I could sleep for a year. Your bed looks more alluring than a dozen sirens waiting for a fleet of galleons. I —” Then he stopped as he heard a patter of feet at the door. As Flynn opened it, Bantry turned up the lamp and watched an enormous gray hound leap up on the bed. She was licking Flynn’s hand in greeting, she knew him well. “This would be Diana?” Bantry guessed.

          “The huntress,” Flynn affirmed. “She can hunt, and does, when Jean and Mario take her to the cottage on the Rhone. But at home here in the city —? Like the others, she’s a spoiled creature of leisure. Aren’t you, my sweet?” He took the dog’s face between his hands and petted her very much as he had stroked the doe.

          The hound quietened. Her whole body became still, eyes growing heavy, closing. She seemed to be asleep when Flynn tugged his discarded jacket across the bed and rummaged through the pockets for the little bone-handled knife. Bantry held his breath, though he had seen the small ritual once before. The gray fur parted under his fingers and he held it aside. The blade cut delicately, and blood blossomed. The changeling put his head down, his mouth closed over the wound and Bantry was aware of his own heartbeat in his ears as he watched Flynn take what he needed.

          By the time he had taken enough the cut was entirely dry and already closing. “Sweet Diana,” Flynn whispered as he smoothed the fur back into place. “Wake now. Come on, girl!” She yawned and licked his face, shook herself and rolled over for her belly to be rubbed.

          Bantry put both hands on Flynn’s shoulders, made him look up. “It’s something in your saliva that causes a cut to heal so fast.”

           “Yes.” Flynn looked ... well fed, Bantry decided. “Blood seems to coagulate as the flow naturally slows,” he went on, “and the healing is many times faster than you’d expect. Diana won’t feel anything of the wound, and she’ll be healed without a scar in day.”

          “And — I’m sorry — what does it taste like?” Bantry had to ask.

          “My senses are not like yours.” Flynn stroked the dog’s head fondly. “To you, blood will taste tangy, like iron. To me ... it has the richness of wine and tastes sweet or salt, or even spicy, depending on the patron’s system at the moment. Diana likes chocolate. The human boys who look after the horses here feed her all the worst things for her teeth. She tasted sweet tonight. Didn’t you, my pet?” He stroked his fingers through the thick gray fur. “You’re pleased to see me? Good.” Diana yawned in his face and he laughed. “It doesn’t hurt them, Vince.”

          “I saw.” Bantry brought Flynn’s damp head back against his chest, rested it there. “True Vampyre are as gentle as changelings?”

          “Most are. There are also cruel, vindictive and thoughtless people among the Old Ones, but it’s rare. Most are like Dion and Chabrier. And it depresses me to tell you they’re a dwindling race, when their kind ... our kind ... would have been the masters of this Earth, if the Old Ones had possessed the easy, casual cruelty of humans.”

          “Not all humans,” Bantry protested.

          “Yes.” Flynn leaned back against him as Diana put her head down and began to doze. “Forgive me, I was thinking of Dion. Of Bucharest. You know.”

          “Tragic days.” Bantry gave him a hug, hoping to divert him, but Flynn’s thoughts were elsewhere. 

          “The Old Ones could have commanded everything,” he was saying, just rambling. “They still could, and might, one day, if they choose to. They have the power, the influence. They are — ‘force majeure’, as Jean would say. Superior in every way to humans. But they’re so few. An endangered species, if you will. It’s not so bad now as before. Popular fiction did us all a great service, in an odd way. The published collections of folklore and legend did us many a favor! The word ‘vampyre’ has about as much credibility as Frankenstein. Mary Shelley began a tradition of horror that, for us, is a boon. Few people take horror stories seriously these days. It’s the Nineteenth Century, Vince, haven’t you heard?” 

          “The age of science and engineering,” Bantry mused. “Ghosts, vampyre and monsters are just figments of human imagination.”

          “Exactly.” Flynn smiled faintly, as if satisfied by the turn of events. “Now the vampyre are free to live, even be fruitful and multiply. Changelings can’t, of course, as David Lockwood discovered.”

          Bantry digested every word slowly, thoroughly. If the Old Ones had the numbers, they might still command the world? His heart skipped as his mind’s eye glimpsed a vast, terrible war; then he remembered Flynn’s half-joking remark about the financial wizard Jean Fourier, who might own half of Europe, if he ever had any desire to. Bantry cleared his throat. “Vampyre can, pardon me, breed with humans, I take it?” he asked.

          But Flynn’s warm, damp head shook against his chest. “No. It’s never happened that a vampyre and a human produced a child, and you can believe me, Vince, relations between the two peoples have gone on since time began. Vampyre have always been beguiled by lovely humans ... and humans find the vampyre seductive indeed.” He yawned and stretched. “But the Old Ones are long-lived. If one of their women were heroine enough, she might produce enough children to staff a battleship in time! The future will tell. For them. For the changelings, there is only one future. Our own lives, for as long as we live, if we can find a way to live at all.” He drew back and looked up at Bantry, his eyes like mirrors for the soft gaslight. “We can’t be alone. I tried.”

          “Foolishly,” Bantry added, petting him the way Flynn had petted the dog. “No more of that. Not ever.” 

          “Ever?” Flynn set his cheek against Bantry’s shoulder. “Oh, God. Is this what Dion felt? Madness and desire, despair and fear and hope, all at once. I want you forever. You don’t understand — how could you?” 

          “I understand more than you credit me for,” Bantry remonstrated. 

          The changeling pulled away from him. They regarded each other silently for a long time, and Bantry swallowed a thousand questions. He had asked enough for the present, and some line in Flynn’s face cautioned him to patience. So he slid onto the bed and pulled Flynn against him. As they moved, Diana jumped down and trotted out. With a sigh, Flynn subsided. It was pleasant to lie down together in a companionable silence, and share a curiously tender lovemaking.

          At last Bantry surrendered to oblivion. He knew nothing for hours and the bed was empty when he woke. He groped for his watch and was astonished to see it was well past noon. Flynn was long gone — the other side of the bed was cold. He heard the sound of laughter from a great distance, a sudden trilling soprano that could only be Mario; more laughter, and the soft undertones of voices. 

          He slid out of bed and padded naked into the alcove enclosing the bath. A bewhiskered face peered out of the mirror and he gave himself a disapproving look. He had never seen Flynn shave, and had begun to envy the abnormal, slow metabolism that made his body so cool, so ageless, while his hair, beard and nails did not seem to grow. 

          He bathed, shaved and was dressed in his favorite baggy tweeds when he ambled downstairs in search of company. The house was comfortably dim, and Bantry had grown accustomed to it. Every shutter and blind was drawn and the lamps were low. He saw Fourier first, and Jean beckoned him to the kitchen. Bantry was shown the pantry, the basket of food fetched in that morning. Cheeses, sliced meats, fruit, wine and fresh milk, bread and butter. 

          “I trust these will suffice,” Fourier said apologetically. “I sent one of the houseboys on the errand this morning, guessing you’d wake hungry. I had no idea what to get. If I tell you the truth, I don’t even remember what food tastes like.” 

          “It’s perfect,” Bantry assured him. “Your houseboys are human?”

          “All the servants are.” Fourier opened a drawer and produced a selection of silverware, each piece carefully wrapped since it was seldom used. “The houseboys and gardeners know only that they work for a very wealthy and ridiculously eccentric household. If you pay your staff enough, Monsieur Bantry, they will turn a blind eye to almost anything.”

          “Just so — and please, my name is Vincent.” Bantry had already assembled an enormous sandwich, selected several apples and poured a glass of white wine. “Where would I find Michael?” 

          “In the library with Mario. Cosette is still sound asleep. That child could sleep the sun across the sky. Don’t feel compelled to remain indoors. Use the scullery door to keep the daylight out — come and go as you please. There’s a stable of rather fine horses and a carriage at your disposal. The Louvre is that way, the Gare de Lyon is yonder, and if you’ve a yen for a little harmless debauchery or perhaps the casino, take a cab and drive that way.” He gestured northwards. “Of course, these places only really come alive after dark.” The dark eyes sparkled with humor. “Vampyre are not the only children of the night.”

          But Bantry wanted to see it all with Flynn, and he could wait. He finished eating, disposed of plate and glass and followed the sounds of laughter to the library. Mario sat at the piano, Flynn was lounging on the window seat before drawn blinds, and they argued in quick, volatile Italian until Bantry appeared. In high spirits, Flynn came to embrace. 

          “I thought you’d sleep forever! I sent the telegraph to Chabrier hours ago.” A kiss, and he drew back with an odd expression. “You’ve eaten. Wine and apples.” He licked his lips thoughtfully. “No, don’t apologize, it’s not unpleasant. You’re human, and lately I’ve been relearning how to appreciate that quality in a man.”

          They drew Bantry into their mood of revelry and he sat on one end of the settee, amused by their reminiscences. They sang — a French duet, earthy and passionate, and he was at once bewitched by Fourier’s partner and captivated by his own. Mario was a boy today, in white slacks and a shirt open at his throat to reveal creamy skin, smooth chest. His hair was brushed out, allowed to fall where it would, and every trace of paint was gone from his face. Today he was simply a lovely boy, Bantry decided, as he began to accept Mario Rinaldi for himself. A thing out of his time, with no place in the world save the niche he carved out for himself. 

          As the duet ended Flynn hugged him and kissed his cheek. “You sing divinely, cheri, little amorino, as ever.” 

          “You sing like an Irishman,” Mario told him, closing the piano. “But then, since you are an Irishman, singing like one is the proper thing. You slept well, Captain?” 

          “Like a log,” Bantry affirmed. “And please, don’t call me ‘Captain.’ Those days are over. Just ...” He looked at Flynn and felt a smile tug at his mouth. “Vince will do.” How long was it since he had invited, even permitted, the informality? He lifted a brow at the Italian boy. “Michael promised to show me Paris. Would you care to come with us?” 

          “To the simmering fleshpots of Montmartre?” Mario giggled, outraged. “I should say not! I’d be abducted and sold to white slavers the instant you took your eyes off me. Not to mention, my reputation would never be mended as long as I lived. Jean has told half of Paris his wife is a delicate, consumptive soprano from Genoa whose doctors told her to leave the opera stage at once or drop down dead. It’s their pleasure to believe the romantic story, and I’d be foolish to go against their expectations.” 

          “It doesn’t offend you to be thought a woman,” Bantry observed. 

          “Should it?” Mario looked down, considering himself amusedly “I’m not a man, nor even human, any more so than Jean or Michel. And in any case, women are human beings, Vince. Why do men vilify them, and be so awfully offended if they are ever pictured in their guise?” 

          The question preoccupied Bantry through the afternoon, which he spent in Fourier’s vast library. He found many volumes in English, as well as French, Italian, German. In the late afternoon he dressed and strolled half a mile to a restaurant recommended by both Flynn and Fourier. He enjoyed a large and exquisite dinner, and with a sigh of resignation declined the garlic as if it were poison. 

          Just as twilight began to settle into night proper he returned to find Flynn ready to go out. The evening dress was, elegant, immaculate, the silver-handled cane with the head of Thoth his single affectation. He was eager for Paris, as he had said, hungry for it, and Bantry gave himself over totally into the changeling’s care. 

          How many years was it since Bantry himself had walked these streets? He had visited the city only once — little more than a boy, years before he first put on the uniform — and he had been infuriatingly chaperoned, kept well away from the very follies he had most wanted to visit. Tonight Flynn promised to show him a whole world he had known existed but had barely imaged. 

          They lost themselves in Montmartre’s dance halls, the chanceries and bordellos. At last, long after midnight, Bantry found himself in the Moulin Rouge itself, with its absurd, enormous cardboard elephant, its bars and troupes of gyrating cancan dancers, clowns, singers, acrobats. And in the private suites, into which he glimpsed only briefly, were the bare-breasted sirens, professionally enticing, and fleecing, the unwary. 

          Flynn stood back with an amused expression, let Bantry amble through the whole tableau, look his fill and be entertained, titillated and shocked in equal measure. Michael had seen all this before, countless times. In Shanghai and Hong Kong, Bantry had seen even more outrageous scenes, but like many an Englishman abroad he had told himself the scandalous business was ‘only China’ — it was the East, where morality was not the same thing at all, and European women were ‘different.’ In retrospect it all seemed so absurd.

          In the small hours of the morning they were in a cafe by the Seine, drinking coffee, one of the very few refreshments Bantry could share with Flynn, and pretending to deplore the decadence of the place; and despite the exuberant debauchery they had just seen Bantry was haunted by Mario Rinaldi, Maria Fourier. Why was it, he wondered, a man would be so offended to be thought of as a woman? Because so often women were degraded into symbols of lust who were, in fact, little more than live toys? When a young man joined their sensual profession, he was degraded and despised along with them.

          Memories of a pitiless house in London, the smell of blood and the rapacious lust on the customers’ faces haunted Bantry then. He put those memories aside with an effort. The worthless lives of the young people who worked in such places depressed him, and he wondered for a moment at the ennui and despair which must be simmering behind the gilt and satin façades of the brothels for which Paris was so famous.

          Flynn watched him brood, waited for him to comment, but he said nothing. They stirred as the cafe began to empty, and as chairs were overturned onto tables and the cleaners appeared, Flynn led them along the deserted riverbank.

          “We’re in luck tonight. There’s a reception at the Louvre for a big exhibition opening tomorrow. A new Renoir collection. Do you want to go?”

          “At this hour?” Bantry was surprised. “Even the cafes are closing!”

          “But the party will be in full swing till dawn. The guests will stagger home as the sun comes up, and when they wake tomorrow afternoon probably won’t remember the half of what went on at the gallery.” Flynn rested his cane over his shoulder. “The Louvre ...?”

          “Why not?” Bantry fell into step beside him. “I’ve been itching to see the painting you described — the one in which David painted both you and Dion on a vast canvas, quite naked. Or were you teasing me?”

          “No need to tease. The painting will do that all too well,” Flynn said wryly. “It’s terribly flattering. But luckily it’s also actually the artist’s personal vision more than the reality of either me or Dion. Jacques-Louis had every intention of painting the both of us, and were it not for his preference for Greek noses, I wouldn’t be able to go anywhere near the work, for fear of being recognized! Fortunately, his preference won out. Come, anyway, and see for yourself.”

          They hailed a cab, threaded through the warren of half-lit streets until the Louvre beckoned them with a spill of bright light, fluttering pennants, the sound of a string orchestra. Fourier had probably received invitations to the gala night, Bantry guessed, and one certainly needed an invitation to enter. For a moment Bantry was worried, but Flynn recognized both the doormen, waved to them and called out to them by name.

          Delivering French with as much comfort as he spoke Italian, he chatted with the doormen for several minutes; he knew them as Patrice and Andre, and seemed to have known them for years. Bantry heard Fourier’s name — and Chabrier’s, several times. The matter of invitations was forgotten; the doormen overlooked them, or more likely assumed Flynn was on the guest list. Perhaps he was, Bantry thought, for when Michael simply shepherded Bantry inside, Patrice did not hesitate to open the door and pass them through with a smile.

          The new Renoir collection was roped off by the ringing marble enclosure of the foyer. Renoir was not really to Bantry’s taste, but he admired each painting for a polite moment before passing on, almost demanding Flynn entertain him. Flynn’s mood had shifted the instant they entered the building. Bantry needed no divining rod to be aware of the same inestimable regret, just short of sorrow, he had seen in Michael on the night they first met. Flynn led him away from the bright lights and echoing laughter of the reception, into a quiet side gallery where they were completely alone. Bantry suspected they were not supposed to be there, but the gallery’s guards were too discreet, too polite, to frog-march two well-heeled gentlemen back to the foyer. 

          And there, dominating one vast wall, was David’s Intervention of The Sabine Women. Enormous, overpowering, it was a melange of light and energy, chaos and desperation. In the background was a castle turret, in the middle distance, the crush of the killing field of battle, while the foreground was dominated by David’s superlative individual figures. The warriors and the women, the Romans and Sabines, the children and the dead. The figures commanded attention and held it. To the left was a man, muscular, naked but for the cloak about his shoulders, the shield on his left arm, the helmet and baldric. His skin was like velvet, his handsome face bearded. 

          Dionysus.

          Flynn was rapt, mutely gazing at the figure as if for the moment he was quite unaware of Bantry’s presence. The gallery’s silence seemed impenetrable. Bantry wished he could have said something, perhaps even apologized for bringing Flynn to this sadness, but in fact his own eyes were drawn elsewhere, to the figure on the vast painting’s right. 

          This subject also was life-sized and naked, though partially obscured by a round, Greek-style shield. One slender arm was uplifted, holding a javelin, and the red hackle of the helmet was tossed in the wind. Bantry could not breathe. The figure was a youth, as familiar as he was beautiful. The profile had been Hellenized, but the long bare legs and rump were beyond any mistaking. David had captured his model with such an uncanny knack, Bantry was speechless.

          “Dion was more beautiful,” Flynn whispered. “Less fleshy, and he never wore the beard. I think Jacques-Louis added it to give him the air of ... I suppose, of veneration he perceived about the Old One. I know it’s very difficult to paint veneration into the face of youth! Dion was ... special. There was something about him that invited you, no, commanded you, to sit at his feet as if you were an acolyte. Worship, perhaps. It’s impossible to capture the quality on a canvas. But, see his eyes? David captured them exactly.” Flynn took a long breath, held it, exhaled it, then deliberately turned away from the painting, turned his back on it as if he did not wish to see it anymore. “Then there’s what he did to me! He made me too pretty.” 

          But Bantry shook his head. “The painting is lovely, but the reality is more so. Turn your head. Please. Stand just there.” He had placed Flynn against the painting to compare the side-views of the two. “These Greek profiles are all very well, I suppose ... each to his own. Let David prefer what he painted, let me prefer the flesh and blood original. When was the painting done?” 

          “He began when he was in prison, in 1794, and finished about five years later when he was released. Dion modeled for him several times. One day perhaps I’ll find out what happened to the other canvases. They must be scattered all over Europe. I should ask Fourier to buy them.” 

          “You could paint him yourself,” Bantry suggested.

          But Flynn made negative noises. “It would be a mistake, I’ve always believed. A magnificent obsession only shackling me to the past. I’ve been tempted, but ... no. Well, not yet. Later, perhaps, when I’m less imprisoned by my own memory.” He smiled faintly. “You’ve begun to set me free, and it’s quite an accomplishment. Something no one else has managed in all these years.”

          They lingered in the galleries until the gala for the Renoir exhibition began to break up. Flynn was subdued, deeply preoccupied, as they slipped away with the departing guests, dodged among the carriages, and he remained moodily silent as they walked down toward the Seine. 

          They were completely alone in the hour or so before dawn. “Perhaps it wasn’t a good idea to go there,” Bantry said softly. “The painting only reminded you of the past and all you lost. I didn’t intend to hurt you.”

          “Hurt me?” Flynn gave him a fond expression. “Only you would say that. Only you would care! I’m not hurt at all — quite the reverse. I’m just wondering if any man was ever so lucky, to have found his heart, lost it, and found it again. And,” he added thoughtfully, “to have forever in which to savor life. As you’ve heard me say many times, the melody is never finished, it merely pauses for a time.” He shrugged expressively. “No, I’m not depressed, merely thoughtful. So tell me, what do you think of Paris now?”

          “She’s sinful, beautiful, shameful, grand and tawdry, magnificent and debauched,” Bantry admitted. “Like any old city, I suppose. More so than some. Your home?”

          “It’s not the city, it’s the people. Home to me is not so much Paris as simply Fourier’s house, his family. And Chabrier, whom I miss.” Flynn leaned his weight on both hands on the black railings to look out over the river at the streetlamps on the other bank. “And you,” he added. “Home, now, is where you are.” The last was said in a throaty whisper.

          “I want you,” Bantry said in the same husky tone. “Desperately.”

          The dark eyes blinked at him, wide and beguiling. Flynn actually laughed. “In that case we’d better hail a cab and head back to Jean’s, since I don’t think even Paris would forgive your ravishment of me on the riverbank.”

          Few cabs were still working but something was usually to be found plying between Paris’s two railway stations. The sun was still half an hour away when Flynn paid off the driver and shepherded Bantry into the sanctuary of Fourier’s private world. The dawn colors had just begun and for just a moment Flynn lingered on the threshold to drink them in with eyes so much more sensitive than Bantry’s, before the sky began to hurt him.

          The scent of jasmine greeted them at the door. The windows were still open, though a yawning maid was going about, methodically closing them. Mario was singing upstairs, something lilting and sweet, and Cosette did not appear to have returned home from the night’s outing. She would be with her beau and might not come home till tomorrow evening. The young man from Fontainebleau, Bantry remembered. He had seen almost nothing of Cosette — she had her own life, her own friends, some of them changelings, some not. 

          According to Flynn, half a dozen houses like Fourier’s were scattered between Paris and Avignon, each with its doors open for changelings on the road. They embraced each other as a vast family, trying desperately to support one another. Always aliens even in their own country, and if they saw safety in numbers, Bantry thought, they were probably right. Time was their strength, if they lived at all. Like Fourier himself, like Mario. They reconciled themselves to what they had become, learned the tenacity to scorn the humans who called them evil, and made a home for themselves, a nest in which other changelings could shelter. 

          Bantry felt the stirrings of kinship, though he knew how absurd it should have been. He was a child beside them, if he measured his paltry thirty-two years old against Flynn’s centuries. Would these people even want him as kin, supposing Michael —

          Supposing Flynn did it to him. 

          Bantry caught his breath as the idea skittered, uninvited, though his mind. If Flynn sank those filed teeth into his flesh. Mingled changeling saliva with human blood. Passed on the contagion. He shivered, deep in his bone marrow, as Flynn closed the bedroom door behind them and began to undress them both. Flynn’s hands possessed a timeless sensuality, but Bantry was preoccupied, picturing another act of possession.

          What had Flynn said? A sweet, seductive little pain, quickly dulled; a cut, closing almost at once, a sharing in a moment of great tenderness, as Flynn took his blood. Fed from him. A shudder racked Bantry from head to foot, causing Flynn to look curiously at him. Flynn whispered in concern, but Bantry could not answer. 

          He wanted it. He realized the whole truth in a blinding flash of insight. He wanted to be part of this world of opulence and art, where love was the language of the night, fluently spoken by timeless people. And then the word ‘vampyre’ echoed through his mind and his heart turned over, his belly clenched. Confusion left him tongue-tied and feeling foolish, as if some stubborn part of his mind still clung to the ignorant, horrible folklore. 

          He tried to shrug it all away as Flynn asked, “What is it?”

          “Nothing. Come to bed.”

          “You’re troubled,” Flynn said quietly as he checked the curtains one last time, secured the door and turned the gaslight to a flicker. He stretched out across the bed, still waiting for an answer, but Bantry had none to give. Or, none that could be expressed in words.

          Instead, he pressed Flynn into the soft feather mattress and began the slow, ancient ritual of possession. It was a rite of belonging, as if Bantry could prove once and for all, he was part of this world because he owned part of it ... he owned Michael Flynn. For a brief time he felt it was true, for he knew, if Flynn had wanted to reject him, he could effortlessly have thrown off Bantry’s weight and refused him the submission of coupling by way of a black eye. Changeling strength was formidable. Yet Flynn accepted him completely. Every gasp and panted moan confirmed the belonging as Bantry rode him, as if Michael knew and understood the emotions driving the coupling.

          It was fierce, even rough, and later — regaining his senses to find himself still pillowed on the smooth, cool back — Bantry would have apologized, but Flynn was asleep beneath him. Still impaled, entirely exhausted, he lay with his face lost amongst lace pillows, his hands relaxed, his throat making soft sounds. 

          Bantry slid away, stroked his shoulders, where finger-bruises had already begun to fade, and his hair, which was tousled. “Mine,” he whispered as one finger outlined Flynn’s features. He rested the tip on Flynn’s mouth. Beneath the deep upper lip were the filed canine teeth that, one day, would make his words a reality. “Oh, yes. Forever. And you’ll fight me, not wanting to give this to me ... and you’ll do it anyway.”

          He smiled as he fetched a basin of water and a sponge. On some instinctive level he had always known where he was going. On some plane, where precognition or intuition overcame rational, conscious thought, he had known the truth since the beginning. Flynn and those like him were at once cursed and blessed, doomed to darkness yet caressed by the gods.

          Vampyre.


 

 

The nights were long and glittering, his mornings lost to the sleep of exhaustion, his afternoons spent in Fourier’s library, or riding by the river and playing with Irene, Diana and the other wolfhounds in the house’s private gardens. No one minded if he cherished sunlight, and some part of Bantry clung to it as if in dread. But the greater part of him scorned the hesitancy, called it cowardice. If the price of love — and endless life — was the loss of a few hours of daylight, what of it? It was a small sacrifice.

          He went to the ballet, Sleeping Beauty, The Nutcracker and
SwanLake. Ballerinas accepted Fourier as their financial patron and sent invitations to parties lasting the whole night through. Mario’s greatest love was always the opera, and he was fascinated by the new Italian sensation, just arrived in Paris. Tetrazini was only nineteen years old, a soprano with a voice like cut diamonds. Every season seemed to produce another.

          One night Flynn stayed at home to play cards with friends who were staying only the one evening. Bantry took Maria Rinaldi, Madame Fourier, on his arm as a woman. He escorted her to La Traviata and brought home a beautiful man-child who had overindulged in cognac vapors and was drowsily affectionate.

          His return to Paris was Flynn’s opportunity to paint. Bantry watched him uncover a half-finished canvas that had been neglected for months or years. It was a study of a man, dark and compelling — Greek or Iberian — and cast in the role of Icarus with great sweeping wings. On many evenings when Flynn worked on this, Bantry escorted Mario — or Maria, he was never sure. Flynn smiled indulgently and wished them a good evening together. His work commanded him, and in the morning he would be exhausted, still smelling of turpentine when he slid between the sheets and curled around Bantry’s human warmth. 

          The summer nights were growing shorter. Even Bantry was aware of the scant hours of darkness, and was unsurprised to find most changelings made their work and amusements indoors. Cosette was in and out of the house constantly, consumed by her own life and preoccupied with several lovers. Shielded by her father’s house, she was blossoming as Flynn had bloomed. Bantry remembered Flynn’s words and marked them well: a changeling could not be alone. 

          He allowed himself a small thrill of prideful satisfaction as he watched Flynn finish the Icarus. Flynn’s style was not at all in the current mode. While Renoir and Lautrec were impressing the critics, Flynn painted only to please himself, in the fashion of other centuries. If his work was scorned at the auction and languished in the attic, he could not care less. In fact, the Icarus had already been promised to several galleries and would tour briefly before being auctioned. The model was arresting, smoldering, with deep, brooding eyes, skin like wild honey and the physique of an athlete.

          Almost a month after their arrival in Paris, Bantry saw the model in the flesh and he felt the breath rush from his lungs. It was Chabrier. He should have known. A letter had arrived two days before, handwritten in a mix of English and French to please Flynn and Fourier both, a lingua franca Bantry found amusing and charming. Chabrier was traveling from Vienna; he brought good news, he brought bad news, he wrote — and would say no more on paper. 

          By then Flynn had the painting almost complete. The work brought him a kind of peace and calm. Bantry would sit drinking brandy, watching him labor over one tiny area of the canvas until he was satisfied. Hours would pass in companionable silence, and the face of Icarus was ingrained in Bantry’s memory so deeply that, when the drawing room doors opened and the man, the flesh and blood, stood before him, he stared rudely.

          If Chabrier noticed, he made no comment. Flynn had told him he had brought a human into this house, and in all probability the vampyre had learned not to expect too much of humans. He was not tall, perhaps an inch above Flynn, well under Bantry’s height; and he was made, and moved, like a dancer. His hair was a rich dark brown, almost black in the gaslight, and his skin reminded Bantry of coffee cream. 

          Chabrier smiled as he gave Fourier his hands. His face did not crease. His teeth were large, white and glistening. Bantry could not help looking at the canines, but without close inspection they seemed as normal as Flynn’s. The outer edges would be like razors, for slashing, for cutting, contrary to the folklore — Bantry had read the zoology in Fourier’s library. Not even the bat actually bit its victim. It preyed on cattle, slashed the hide where it was thinnest and lapped at the cut. Folklore, even regarding the bat, was absurd. 

          The human could not take his eyes from Chabrier. He saw the man as Icarus as he opened his arms to embrace Flynn, offered the formal kiss for each cheek, then a deep kiss for Michael’s mouth. They were lovers, Bantry knew; they had been intimate — for how many years? His mind reeled, refusing to even think for a moment. It was enough to gape at Chabrier like a schoolboy taken by mistake to the Follies, and think to himself, over and over, this is a vampyre, this man is a vampyre. 

          Not human. More than human. Chabrier was elegant and suave with a poise many dancers would have envied. His eyes laughed as he looked at the foolish human at last and let Flynn go. “So this is the man.” The voice was like liqueur coffee, rich, deep, sensual, at once bringing calm and exciting the nerves. “Michel?”

          Introductions were a mere formality. Chabrier had clearly read the whole story in some letter of Flynn’s, and Bantry had heard so much of Chabrier, he felt he already knew him. Flynn gave Bantry’s full name and rank, but quoted the vampyre’s name merely as Chabrier. No more, no less. Bantry gathered his courage, came forward and offered his hand. 

          As he had expected, Chabrier’s own hand was very cool, very smooth. He dropped a formal bow and held his tongue, lest he sound like an idiot. For some time Chabrier merely looked at him — looked him up and down, deliberately evaluating him without any regard for politeness. Bantry felt his cheeks warm under the benign, amused eyes. He felt more like a precocious child with every second until the vampyre said, “You always did have exquisite good taste, Michel. This one is a bonne bouche.”

          In the corner of the room Mario giggled helplessly, leaving Bantry to wonder at what had been said. Even Flynn chuckled, though he disguised the ribald good humor as a cough. “Thank you. And thank you for coming so quickly. Have we put you to any trouble?”

          “It’s never an imposition to come to Paris.” Chabrier seated himself in an armchair by the hearth. “Tetrazini is here. And so are you. I was pleased when you went to London, began to live again. But the stories of these murders were reported even in Vienna, and I ... wondered. I spoke with Cornelius just yesterday.” He paused and frowned into Flynn’s face. “He was in London last week on Hypaetia’s business. It’s not good news, I’m afraid.” 

          “Oh, God.” Flynn took a breath. He perched on the edge of a chair, folded his hands and studied his thumbs. “Cornelius is Hypaetia’s heir, and her protégé,” he told Bantry. “He deals in rare commodities, even medicinal drugs now and then. Curare and obscure venoms. I’m sure you came across them in the Orient.”

          Bantry nodded mutely, dividing his attention between Flynn and Chabrier. “And what news from London, then?” 

          “Scotland Yard has circulated a pamphlet with your names and images, it’s the talk of the city.” Chabrier’s face was filled with regret. “Helena Blavatsky has been compelled to deny any social knowledge of you. Various people did speak out in your defense ... a Madame Craven, you may know the name though it means nothing to me. She was described in the newspaper as the widow of a Member of Parliament. But, alas, even her argument on your behalf fell on deaf ears. There have been no further killings since you vanished.” Chabrier looked from Flynn to Bantry and back again. “As if, with your vanishment the evil simply stopped. From what we’ve seen, it’s very serious. Madame Blavatsky herself has been forced to distance herself from the case ... the reputation of the Theosophical Society, you understand.” 

          “She was right to do so. Cornelius spoke to Helena?” Fourier asked. 

          “He did, at length and in private.” Chabrier took a small brandy from Mario and held it to his nose. Long slender legs crossed and he rested one white hand on the leather arm of his chair. “She is stricken. Naturally, she knows instinctively of your innocence — Helena is too sensitive to be fooled. She would sniff out the kind of man who is capable of murder and atrocity in a moment.” Chabrier swirled the brandy and inhaled again. “Cornelius also saw the Italian, Scozza. The singer is furious, apparently. The police have hounded him mercilessly since they learned you stayed with him for a time, Michel.” 

          “That was my doing,” Bantry began.

          “Nonsense,” Flynn argued at once. “If it’s anyone’s fault Luigi has been hounded, it’s mine for ever being at his home! I should never have gone there.” He rubbed his face, leaving his cheek ruddy. “But what was done — was done. When Inspector Farraday got after me in earnest, he’d have found out soon enough I’d been with Luigi — Scozza’s servants would have volunteered their observations. Why should they not?”

          “That was my thinking,” Bantry sighed. “At the time I thought it better to tell Farraday some fraction of the truth,” he went on, to Chabrier. “If nothing else, it won me the chance to get Michael out of there. He was ... rather badly hurt just then.” 

          Chabrier’s brow lowered in a frown. “Doubtlessly you acted wisely, Captain Bantry, and I should have done the same. But Michael, you were hurt? You mentioned nothing of it in your letter?”

          “There were some ... experiments,” Flynn said uncomfortably. “Did the newspaper mention a surgeon called Lockwood?

          “It did.” Chabrier leaned closer, elbow on his knee. “He was reported as having taken an interest in you because of your ‘disease,’ as he called it.” His lip curled on the word.

          “Taken an interest —” Bantry almost spluttered with indignation. “He literally abducted Michael off the street following an accident, held him prisoner and —”

          “He tied me down,” Flynn interrupted, “and went over me rather enthusiastically. Hoping to win his knighthood with a new disease. Lockwood’s Mydriasis, or some such twaddle. You remember Guilbert, in ’25? I think Lockwood would have gone that far with me. Vince stole me out of the clinic. The fact is, I owe him my life.” He gave Bantry his left hand. Vincent took it, and held it tightly. 

          “Experiments?” A look of distaste, of disgust, shadowed Chabrier’s face. “I heard the name of David Lockwood from Cornelius. Luigi Scozza delivered a tirade on the fellow. The doctor was summoned by Scotland Yard, and at one point was quite close to being charged as a criminal — the reason being yourself, of course. He talked his way out of trouble by presenting documentary evidence to prove you have a dangerous illness. A sexually conveyed disease which leads to homicidal insanity, and a morbid fascination for blood. You’re the Putney Slasher, Michel. The detectives believe it completely. They will hang you, no question of it.”

          “And Vince?” Michael whispered hoarsely.

          “Your accomplice,” Chabrier said levelly, “who appears to have been deranged by his years in the Orient. The popular rumor is that he was invalided out of the army after being captured by the Manchus and subjected to gruesome torture, which turned his mind. You two are in some grim partnership, preying on women, whom you rape and sodomize before cutting their throats.” Chabrier made a face. “Humans disgust me.” Then he seemed to remember the presence of the human and gave Bantry an apologetic glance. “Forgive me, I meant no insult.”

          “Unnecessary,” Bantry said quietly. “Humans often disgust me equally. Mr. Chabrier, are Michael and I safe here in Paris?” 

          The vampyre turned his enigmatic, night-dark eyes on Bantry and looked unblinkingly at him for a long moment. “Sadly, no. The pamphlets will begin turning up here as curiosities very soon. They may already be in the city. The French police are almost certainly aware of the possibility the English murderers came here. Paris has more than its fair share of blood letting. They can do without further violence, and you can expect the police to react swiftly. I’d be surprised if Farraday has not alerted his contacts in Belgium, Germany, perhaps even Spain and Italy.” 

          “Is nowhere safe?” Bantry was uncomfortably aware of the tightening of his muscles and nerves as the animal began to wake in him. He felt hunted as he looked at Flynn. Michael was gazing at Chabrier with an odd expression, almost yearning. Perfect trust. The expression with which a child might look on the elder who had every answer to every question. 

          “It will be the nine day wonder,” Chabrier said gently. “In six months no one will remember save the most slavish constable with the memory of an elephant. But until then you must go to ground like hunted foxes, both of you. Let this duststorm settle. A year at the longest, then ... we’ll see.” He smiled at Flynn, offered a caress. “You suggested in your letter, we should write him a role to play. Would you like that? In a year or two we might make him a rich American bon vivant, with a full set of papers, even steamship tickets to prove his passage from New York. A new name, very Irish, and he could drawl like those colonials in public.” 

          “Please.” Flynn smiled faintly. “In the meantime we should go away, as soon as possible. Dear God, we could implicate all of you.” He shuddered. “I’m so sorry.” 

         “Don’t be.” Chabrier threaded his fingers through Flynn’s hair and tugged him closer. “None of this is your fault. These things happen, sadly too often. You can’t have forgotten Karas, in Austria, all those years ago? He was as innocent as you but it did not matter.” He looked up at Bantry’s frowning face. “A changeling, innocent and shot dead as he tried to run, to escape a noose, after the brutal murder of some little boys. Something about blood drives humans to madness. To our people, blood is almost sacred. We never let it without reason, and make use of every spilled drop. Humans spill it without qualm, then look for the most likely scapegoat when someone must pay for the crime. Vampyre and changelings are easy targets, when the time for public justice arrives ... more blood, and all of it innocent.” He paused and turned aside to Fourier. “Speaking of which, Jean, it’s been a long journey and I find myself in need.” 

          Fourier called Irene, but Flynn said softly, “I owe you so much. Can I serve? Let me, Chabrier, if only to make my thanks.”

          The vampyre’s brows arched in surprise. “If you’re sure,” he said slowly. “And if your Captain Bantry has no objection.” The question was directed not at Flynn but at Bantry.

          A peculiar thrill rippled through Bantry’s insides. “We do owe you a great deal. And I don’t own Michael, he’s not mine to order. It’s his right to — to serve, if it pleases him. And you.”

          “It would please me a great deal,” Chabrier admitted. “We find an intoxication about the blood of a beloved. Do you know, Captain, I’ve never touched your amado in this way?” He smiled at Bantry, drowsy, mellow with the brandy vapors. “This is something we do very seldom. Michael, one of the hounds will suffice.” 

          “But it would please me also,” Flynn insisted. “For old times. We must leave soon, and I don’t know when we’ll meet again. It could be so long. And I’ll miss you, as always.”

          “Will you?” Chabrier stroked Flynn’s hair, and stood. “Have you finished the painting?” 

          “Yes, just this morning. I worked all night, as if I had an intuition it was my last chance.” Flynn sighed. “Sweet Christ!” He turned to the mute, attentive Fourier. “Jean, we spoke of your cabin on the Camargue just the other day. We would be safe there, surely.”

          “I would say it’s too isolated,” Fourier protested. “If misfortune befell you, you’d be terribly alone. Still, you know best. And Vince is with you ... take Diana — and keep a weather-eye open for trouble. If you stayed there till spring, surely the duststorm, as Chabrier puts it, would have blown over and we can construct a whole life for Vince, until he’s not sure himself who he ever was.” Fourier nodded to himself. “Yes, perhaps it would be for the best.”

          The vampyre made noises of agreement. “As you say, Jean. And now, Michel...? It was an arduous journey, as I said, made with all speed.”

          Flynn stirred. “Forgive me, my mind was wandering. Come this way.” They were at the door when he turned back to Bantry. “You don’t mind?”

          In fact Bantry was caught in a spiral of resentment, envy, possessiveness and terrible fascination. He minded. He knew these two had shared sensual pleasures and half suspected Chabrier would casually require those services too. Yet they were deeply in the man’s debt, and Chabrier obviously treasured Flynn. Most of all, Bantry wanted what they had for himself. Not the intimacy. The other rite. Human resentment seemed unpardonably juvenile, and he took a step forward. “Might I accompany you?” He addressed the vampyre, not Flynn. “I’ve seen him feed twice. Animals, both times. It doesn’t trouble me. I just want to be with him when — it’s a somewhat intimate act, I believe. I’ve come to feel foolishly possessive.” 

          “You wish to ensure I don’t hurt him,” Chabrier asked amusedly, “or pleasure him?” He chuckled. “Human that you are, you’re probably displaying your race’s best traits even while you scorn yourself for them. By all means come along.” 

          They followed Flynn to a room upstairs, into the scent of jasmine incense and the soft illumination of gaslight. Chabrier closed the door. He stood in the breeze from an open window as Flynn took off his shirt and gave it to Bantry. The vampyre discarded jacket, tie and waistcoat and rolled up the sleeves of his silk shirt as he shook his head in fond exasperation over Flynn. “Had I begun to forget how lovesome you are? Humans have their angels as well as their devils. Come here, little one.”

          Flynn looked once at Bantry before he stepped closer. Apology? Or did he seek approbation? Bantry nodded, and looked back at Chabrier’s face. He glimpsed the great wealth of affection these two shared, and was grateful for it. Through many years Flynn was alone; bad times could easily come again. Chabrier had been his salvation. Chastened, Bantry admitted how deeply he was in the vampyre’s debt. He gave Flynn whatever approbation he needed, and stepped closed to watch. 

          It began with caresses and they kissed before Chabrier sat on the foot of an unused bed and brought Flynn down beside him. Michael sighed under stroking hands that must have made him feel like a beloved pet, and soon Chabrier took him in his arms, turned him to lie across his lap. Bantry held his breath. The vampyre bent over the slender, bare back and mouthed the soft white skin of his left shoulder blade. Had this been one of the hounds he would have used a knife, Bantry knew. In any other circumstance the knife would be used. What Flynn offered was unusual, a great sharing, perhaps something Flynn felt he had owed for many years.

          There would be pain, since not even the vampyre’s cutting teeth were as sharp as the knife, and Flynn closed his eyes to wait. Bantry watched the kisses cling, and then, in the midst of them he saw a little shake of Chabrier’s head. Flynn grunted in a moment’s discomfort. It was done. The vampyre’s cheeks hollowed as he suckled over the wound and Bantry never saw so much as a drop of Flynn’s blood. Chabrier took everything before it could spill. 

          The two were quite still for minutes; Michael’s expression became dreamy, drowsy, as the hurt faded and Chabrier’s hands continued to caress. Then the rite was finished, and the vampyre lifted his head, allowing Bantry to see the wound. It was a single red line, just slightly swollen along the lips, and the surface was already closed. It would bruise and perhaps be a little sore for a day or so, but a human would call it half-healed. Chabrier stroked it. He turned Flynn in his arms as if he weighed no more than a child, and kissed his forehead. 

          “Thank you, little one. You’ve indulged in your fair share of brandy lately, I believe! You’re rich as fine wine — I’m quite intoxicated. You didn’t need to do that, you know.”

          “No, but I wanted to.” Flynn sat up and stretched. He moved his left shoulder experimentally. “You took enough?” 

          “Amply enough.” He held out his hand to take the discarded shirt from Bantry and hung it about Flynn’s shoulders. “You’ve not ... taken your human, have you?” He glanced from one to the other and back.

          “Not in any sense of the word,” Flynn said ruefully. “Too soon, Chabrier, too soon. I’ve been lovers with him for only a short time. He must be sure before that. It’s too late to change his mind when we fight and fly apart ten minutes after the deed. He’d have no way back into the human world, and I’d be desolate, knowing the road I’d set him on. Vince knows as well as I do, the terrible price the changeling pays for all we gain.” He looked away. “It’s the reason I’ve yet to possess him. There’s always a little risk, and I’ll not take the responsibility! If he ever chooses it — the changing, like the possession, must be his own decision. Made soberly and willingly.” 

          “As you say.” Chabrier stood and stretched supple limbs. “My thanks, Michel. I’ll be in Paris for some time, but regretfully, I think you must go while you’re still safe. I’ll make arrangements for you, leave everything to me.” He put on his jacket and smiled at the silent, frowning Bantry. “Perhaps you should have words with this one. He looks ... a little faint.” 

          Bantry stirred to life at last. ‘‘Faint? No. Merely at odds with myself. It’s the first time I ever ... forgive me. You leave my head reeling.” Chabrier nodded, touched Flynn’s face in farewell and left them. Flynn sat on the foot of the bed and looked up at him. Shirt unbuttoned, hair tousled, he looked deliciously wanton, as provocative as anything Bantry had seen in Montmartre’s steamy labyrinth. Bantry took a breath, held it for a moment and released it. “He loves you,” he observed quietly. 

          “I love him,” Flynn admitted. “Not in the way I love you, however, so there’s no need for jealous outrage. He is parent, teacher and guardian to me. Don’t begrudge him my affection. I couldn’t stop feeling it no matter how resentful you were.”

          “I don’t resent it at all,” Bantry said honestly. “I know how much we owe him.” He sat down and opened his arms, hoping Flynn would accept his embrace, and was gratified as Flynn moved against him. “Did it hurt?”

          “Of course it did. But not as much as you might fear. And it closed so quickly, it’s just a little sore now. Tomorrow I won’t feel a thing.” 

          “Oh.” Bantry swept the heavy chestnut fringe back from his brow. “One day you will let me feel that. I’ve decided.”

          “Too soon,” Flynn murmured. “Much too soon.”

          “Nevertheless,” Bantry said lightly, “it will be done. One day. For the moment, I think we’d best repack. How will we reach this property of Jean’s?” 

          “The train to the coast, then a ride over the marshes. We’ll buy a pair of saddle horses and order a carter to fetch out supplies for a season. We’ll be there for the winter, remember. I won’t feel the cold very much, but you will.” He prodded Bantry’s ribs with one sharp finger. “You’re always so hot. Your skin is burning as if you have an awful fever.” 

          “You’re always so cold,” Bantry mimicked, “as if you have an awful chill. So sink your teeth into me, make me as cool as you, then we’ll feel normal to one another.” He lowered his voice. “Or possess me, as I’ve had you several times now, and perhaps it’ll happen like that. I wondered why you didn’t desire ... I’d begun to think there was something unattractive about that — portion of my anatomy.” 

          Flynn burst into laughter. “Idiot. You heard what Chabrier called you. A bonne bouche. Which you are, from head to foot.” 

          “And what,” Bantry demanded, resigned, “does it mean?” 

          “It means you are a ‘tasty morsel.’ Edible.” He gentled and bestowed a caress. “And yes, I want to possess you. And no, I’ll not take risks. Not yet. Come and cool your heels with me on the Camargue all winter. In spring you may retch at the sight of me and be eager just to escape. If that’s the case, you’ll go on as a rich American human, with a fortune in New York. I owe you no less, since I’ve made a ruin of your entire life, as I always knew I would. I’ll make amends, if only for the sake of my conscience!” 

          A smile warmed Bantry’s face. “Utter nonsense. As my aunt would say, pish-posh. You made my life complete.” He stood and tugged Flynn to his feet. “Does Chabrier mind a mere human’s company? The man is fascinating and ... beautiful, don’t you think? Almost as beautiful as you, in fact.” 

          “The man,” Flynn said huskily, “is vampyre. Vampyre born.” He lifted one brow. “It no longer disturbs you?” 

          “No,” Bantry said slowly, truthfully. “It doesn’t trouble me at all.” He searched his heart and gave Flynn a shrug of abject confusion. “I feel excitement, fascination, even a little lust. But, am I afraid? No longer, if I ever was.”

          “Good,” Flynn whispered, but the half-smile he gave Bantry was haunted.

          Biting back his questions, Bantry followed Flynn down to the drawing room where Chabrier and Fourier sat reminiscing over past victories like old friends anywhere. Permitted to listen, Bantry took a brandy and sat by the open window in the shifting, warm night air. He allowed the effervescent conversation to fill his mind and flow over. They moved from French to English to Italian and back. Much of what they said, he could not hope to follow word for word, but he would grasp the feelings and sentiments. Was this how mute animals followed humans, so much older and wiser than themselves?

          It was a chastening experience, and Bantry admitted as much when he and Flynn retired at last, an hour after sunrise. They lay quietly together, Flynn spooned against Bantry’s chest. The cut where Chabrier had fed drew Bantry’s fingertips. It had bruised but the skin was intact and already the lividness was fading. Flynn let him examine it. Let him learn.

          “You’ll do this to me,” Bantry said against his ear. “One day. Next week, next year, the time doesn’t matter. You’ll have me, one way or another.” 

          Flynn did not answer, but Bantry knew he was awake for some time. Flynn’s reluctance to even discuss the subject troubled him, but deep inside Bantry himself still entertained a single lingering, stubborn misgiving, so he could hardly question Flynn. Patience, he told himself. Flynn’s reluctance was the product of centuries of experience — most of it bad.

          They were a long time finding sleep, and Bantry woke with an anxious tightness in the neck and shoulders. They were moving again, running, and he felt the separation keenly. In a short time Fourier’s house had become home. Leaving, especially like this, was painful. He astonished himself. As a soldier, he had never let himself become attached to anyone or anything, not even the Ching palace outside Peking and the boy who took care of it for him. 

          They slept until late afternoon and woke to the sounds of wagons in the street and the human servants cleaning the windows at the back of the house. Chabrier had risen hours before and was sending a telegraph when Bantry went to the kitchen for a hasty meal. He dined out every evening, and during the day ate as the fancy took him. No one minded; they seemed to look on food as a harmless human eccentricity. Under normal circumstances Bantry found it amusing. 

          He was eating cheese and apples as he joined Flynn in the drawing room. Flynn frowned over Chabrier’s shoulder at the message, nodded in agreement, and one of Fourier’s human houseboys was waiting to take it to the telegraph office. The vampyre looked up as Bantry appeared and without preamble told him, “I’m sending news to Stockholm. Cornelius went directly there from London. It’s he who’ll fabricate a whole new personality for you, Captain. Cornelius has influential friends both in America and England, as I have influential associates here. Would you like to keep your rank? You could have been a Captain in the United States military, if you like. Cavalry, perhaps. Well, we shall see.” He handed the paper and a few francs to Fourier’s waiting boy. “Send it at once.”

          As the youth hurried away Bantry came to stand beside Flynn and kissed his neck in greeting. Chabrier smiled faintly and took Flynn’s hand. “Your fortunes are on the rise. This one is your future, I think, human or no. What did the cards tell you?”

          “I haven’t cast them for myself,” Flynn said levelly. “I never do. I’ve always considered it a grave mistake to read the Tarot for yourself.” 

          “But he cast them for me once, the night we met,” Bantry added. “And our lives are so bound up now, what’s true for one of us must be true for both.”

          “And he saw ...?” Chabrier prompted.

          “He saw my entire past life erased,” Bantry said with a certain chill. “My future was in jeopardy, he said; I’d have decisions to make and much was going to go awry. He saw isolation, too, but as I recall the cards said we’d win through in the end. Was that it?” 

          “Yes. I remember the casting well.” Flynn moved to the hearth, which had not been lit, and wrapped his arms about his chest as if he were aching. “The isolation begins tonight. Jean has already sent a lad for tickets on the southbound express. We’ll be in Montpellier by dawn. I’m a prisoner behind shuttered windows until sunset, but you can secure us a couple of horses and I know the way from there. It’s a cabin, just a cottage in the marshes, facing the Rhone. You ran smell the sea and the gardians often go by, driving horses and bulls. We’ll have all the late summer and autumn to wander the Camargue at whim, then the marches will flood — and it may even snow, it’s not unknown. Isolation indeed.” His face was drawn, whether with fatigue or anxiety, as he looked at Bantry. “You may rue the day you ever saw me.”

          Bantry made noises of scorn. “Rather, I’ll have you to myself at last. Perhaps in years to come we’ll look back on this time as our honeymoon.” Flynn gave him a look of mock disgust. Bantry chuckled, and the humor was not forced. “We leave tonight?”

          “Yes. So this afternoon we pack,” Flynn said grimly. “Practical clothes, Vince. Necessities only. There are no places requiring fancy attire, no restaurants, no evening parties and dances to attend, and you’ll find it very cold, especially as we go by the equinox.” He turned toward Chabrier, who was still seated at the table, and gave the vampyre both his hands. “No sooner do you arrive than we leave. I wish it wasn’t like this.”

          “So do I,” Chabrier agreed. His thumbs brushed the backs of Flynn’s hands. “It’s for the best. In spring you’ll return, and by that time the police will have more pressing matters to be attended to. They’ll go on to other atrocities, which seem to happen with numbing regularity. They can only assume you escaped to the Americas, or into Africa, and will cease to search for you here.” He gave Bantry a faint smile. “Michel is right. You need this time to yourselves.” He cast a sidelong glance at Flynn. “I see love in the human’s eyes. He’ll ask you, soon, for a changeling’s favors.”

          “I already have,” Bantry said. “He refused me.”

          “Wisely,” Chabrier mused. “A la bonne heur. Our people have a saying, that life is a melody. You must learn its cadences and lyrics before you begin to sing. You’ll sing all the more sweetly if you do.” He gave Flynn a push. “Pack. It’s later than you know.” 

          Woolens, tweeds, corduroy and linen stuffed their bags, and Bantry barely had time to scramble together a hasty snack before Fourier’s carriage was at the door. The sun was down already — he had lost all track of the time — and if they did not tarry, they had just enough time to meet the express. He would have dinner on the train.

          Fourier fondled the wolfhound, Diana. She was on a chain leash, and he handed this to Flynn, for she would be Michael’s patron until spring. Fourier was obviously fond of the animal. “Take good care of her,” he warned. “She’ll hunt for herself. The marshes are full of game, just let her roam as she pleases — but be aware of human hunters on the Camargue also. They can be dangerous, they shoot at anything that moves. They’ll shoot you just as easily as ducks and geese. We go to the cottage for solitude now and then, Mario and I, when the pretense begins to distress him. Ah, here’s my boy now.” He welcomed Mario with an embrace and then released him, since Mario had come down to make farewells. 

          The boy hugged Flynn tightly. “I’ll worry till spring,” he said in English, before adding much more in a curious mix of French and Italian. Bantry could tell the two languages apart, though even now he could barely recognize a word of either.

          “We’ll be back soon enough,” Flynn remonstrated. “Chabrier has already sent a message to Cornelius — ah, Jean, Mario, stop fretting! I have your lovely cottage, I have Vince and I have Diana. What else is there in life, really, but peace and quiet, good company and a soft bed?” He stroked Mario’s exquisitely coiffured head. Today he was Maria, and about to go out for the evening. He was dressed for the ballet, in pink and white, lace frothing about his throat, and he was as beautiful as any woman Bantry had ever seen. “Till spring,” Flynn whispered. “Where is Chabrier? I can’t go without making some kind of farewell.”

          “Chabrier is here,” the rich, velvet voice said from the stairs. If seduction had a sound, Chabrier’s voice was it — Bantry was aware of an unaccustomed shiver along his spine. The vampyre was apparently escorting Mario. His evening dress was immaculate down to white gloves and white bow tie. “Tetrazini awaits even now — forgive me, I’m late and must rush.” He cupped Flynn’s cheek in one palm. “I’ll be here in spring, when you return.”

          “Chabrier,” Flynn began.

          “There’s no need for thanks. You’re almost my own kin and have been for so long. Now, take this human of yours and be gone. And as for you, Captain.” He accorded Bantry a mock-stern glare. “Take care of my little one.”

          “That,” Bantry said ruefully, “is what I have been attempting to do since the night I met him. He’ll scarcely ever let me, but — I persevere.” 

          Their bags were already loaded into the carriage. Two gray horses drew it onto the street and into the gloom of late twilight, when Paris was just starting to come alive. Bantry watched the flurry of preparation for the night’s celebrations with a pang of genuine regret. A man could get used to this life. 

          The station was chaotic. They pressed through the crush, stowed their bags in a sleeping compartment, and Bantry had already ordered dinner when the locomotive pulled its nine carriages out of Paris, southbound. Before it lay a journey of three hundred miles ... Nivernais, Bourbonnais, Auvergne, and at last the marshes along the incurvated coastline of the Mediterranean. The Camargue. To Bantry it was only a word. Soon it would be a place, a world he thought of as his home. Anywhere Flynn was, was home.

          They settled in a comfortable corner of the salon car, sent for cognac, and he commanded Flynn’s attention with an arch of one brow. “Now you can begin to instruct me.”

          “In what?” Flynn was surprised. “What could I possibly teach you? You want to learn the Tarot?” 

          But Bantry shook his head. “I’m a tongue-tied child among these people! It irks me,” he confessed. “You’re going to teach me French and Italian, so that in spring I’m as fluent as you, without any accent. Begin.” 

          The changeling’s brows rose and he laughed. “Very well. How much do you know?”

          “Enough to order a meal and proposition a — a fille de joie,” Bantry said dryly, making Flynn chuckle. “In other words, all too little. So...?”

          “Repeat,” Flynn said fondly, “after me.”

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve                    

 

On one hand was the Grand Rhone, on the other, the Petit Rhone. To the south, the Mediterranean, to the north the Massif Central. And all about, an endless world of marshes and lakes, badlands and sporadic islands of grass and rare woods, across which whipped a wind the French called the Mistral.

          The Camargue seemed an infinity within itself, nothing but sky and water and tall grasses, its herds of ponies and fighting bulls strung out along the shorelines like toy animals on a child’s miniature landscape. It might have been the loneliest place on earth, if Bantry had been there, exiled and alone. Instead it was a retreat from a world that had begun to hound him. Solitude was heaven.

          It was never warm. The Mistral had a sharp edge, day and night; after dark, when Flynn was at liberty, it was cool enough even for him to feel the chill. They had stayed the day at a boarding house in Montpellier, and while Flynn was behind closed drapes and latched doors Bantry purchased three decent saddle horses, a gelding and two mares. Some instinct told him not to flaunt their money, and he chose animals on the point of retirement. Two would be ridden, one would carry their bags.

          From Montpellier they rode by posted trails Flynn obviously knew well, and reached Fourier’s cottage after midnight. Cold and tired, Bantry was eager for a glimpse of it in the moonlight. The timbers were sturdy. It was built around a stone chimney, and stood on the long rise of the high ground, ostensibly above the lowlands, which usually flooded in autumn and the spring thaw.

          Still, Bantry smelt a faint reek of dampness inside the moment he opened the door, and while he tended to the horses Flynn lit a dozen sticks of joss before he even began to unpack. The changeling’s fine senses were offended by any taint of decay. 

          Bantry turned the horses loose to graze, as there was nowhere for them to stray. Before the cabin was a vast lake; to the west, not a mile away, was the river. In the east, the badlands stretched away, too marshy to be crossed on foot by man or horse, growing steadily more brackish, while directly behind the cabin was a rocky outcropping, sheltering it from the worst onslaught of the weather.

          In an hour or two of open windows and smoldering incense the cottage smelt good enough, dry enough, to satisfy Flynn. Fourier’s things were everywhere, books, half-finished artworks, even ceramics. Bantry had not realized Jean was also an artist; Fourier had no professional pretensions, though the works here at the cottage seemed very good to Bantry.

          The closet was full of fresh linen. The furniture was locally crafted of spruce and pine, table, tub chairs, and a large bed which Flynn made up while Bantry put away the groceries he had bought in Montpellier to sustain him until the carter arrived with the bulk of his supplies. He had walked out of the tiny shop with a wry look for Flynn, and an observation only half in jest. “See? You’ve no need of carrying the kitchen around with you. You may begin to realize how fortunate you are!” Flynn chuckled but refused to be drawn on the subject.

          The pace of life slowed at once from a rush to a stroll. The summer days were very long for Bantry, since Flynn was shut up inside, and the nights were too chill to be really comfortable when Flynn was at liberty. In a few days he discovered the badlands were treacherous with bogs, too dangerous for casual hiking, and the nights, so far from any city lights, were densely dark to human eyes.

          He dressed warmly and explored doggedly, until he had found a path by the river and around the lake, safe enough for him to walk it in the pitch darkness of a moonless night, when he was so nearly blind, he clung to Flynn’s arm for guidance. A cold rain often fell, blanketing the whole of the Camargue and imprisoning them in the cabin through the short summer night too. Flynn accepted the confinement calmly, but Bantry had begun to chafe a little. 

          The solstice passed by unnoticed, and imperceptibly the days shortened. Humans mourned the ‘loss of sunlight,’ but Bantry welcomed the earlier twilight even if the wind grew steadily colder after the equinox. They walked where they were able, and for hours at a stretch he would repeat French words, then sentences. Soon, without realizing it, he was able to string a whole conversation together. 

          Flynn was an uncommonly patient teacher. With a life as long as his, impatience was probably absurd. He was fluent in several languages, picked up by ear over the course of years of residence in the great old cities, and he could make himself understood well enough to get by in several more. The discovery he made on the Camargue, surprising himself, was that he liked to teach. He had never done it before.

          For himself, Bantry had always known he had a good ear for languages. While Europeans in China routinely swore they could never understand a word of the Mandarin spoken in the north, nor the Cantonese of the south, Bantry had achieved a surprising fluency. He had always known he had a gift for languages. Soon Michael was not teaching words or phrases, but perfecting his accent, and days would pass when they spoke only French and Italian. 

          The chill weather persisted until the equinox was well behind them, and then to their delight the wind turned south, out of Africa. An odd Indian summer washed over the Camargue like a warm breeze, and the longer nights were kinder to Flynn. In the afternoons while Michael remained a prisoner, reading, drawing and writing by lamplight, Bantry wandered, learning the safe paths even through the marshes. He watched the wildfowl, the season’s yearlings growing steadily toward maturity, the gardians passing in the distance. Without a newspaper, or even the gossip of a neighbor or housekeeper to remind him of the week, the month, only Nature marked the passage of time.

          Did Flynn envy him the sunlight? Bantry had never been sure. Flynn did not actually pine for the sun, yet often he would stand at the door to watch the dawn and sunset until his changeling eyes could bear no more. He seemed happy to sleep past noon, occupy himself with art and writing until twilight, and then take Diana out and roam by night as Bantry roamed during the day. One found all kinds of delights in the badlands by moonlight, he said. Foxes, deer, owls — wildlife as nocturnal as himself.

          He wrote a great deal to please his eager, if small audience. The stories, raveling gradually into skeins of tangled fact and fiction, were Bantry’s endless delight. Tales of the Florentines, of Michelangelo, Bellini and Leonardo himself; of the warring Popes, Palestrina, the castrati, the Medici. Padua and Genoa and Napoli. The worlds of art and music, the church, the opera, the virtuosi; murder, intrigue and love. 

          Fiction like it had never been written, to Bantry’s knowledge. Though he said nothing to Flynn just yet, he had already vowed to take the stories to a publisher in Paris or London just as soon as Chabrier and his powerful inner circle had constructed their new, safe future. Instinctively he trusted Chabrier, even with his life. It was easy to be overpowered by the man’s personality, overwhelmed by the knowledge he was vampyre, unspeakably ancient, and Bantry would never forget the night he had watched Flynn serve him. 

          The memory was deeply erotic. It haunted him, colored his dreams with persistent, nagging speculations. How would the submission feel? A little pain, a little pleasure, a sharing between people who cared for one another, and then the world changed. He courted the fantasy ... he feared it ... he desired it more than anything he had ever wanted before. 

          Still Flynn refused him, and at length Bantry decided not to ask again. When Flynn was satisfied he would make the correct advances, and Bantry would be waiting. Flynn was still slavishly careful in every way. He never allowed himself to grow desperately hungry, since Diana was always at his heels. The wolfhound was as much a playmate as his patron, and twice in the week she would set her great shaggy head in his lap and — so she thought — doze for a while. Nor did Flynn permit his kisses to become ungoverned, wild, and in bed he refused the offer of Bantry’s willing surrender, no matter how often it was made. 

          For some time Bantry was content to accept his judgment. He had never before seriously considered going to his knees or lifting his legs in submission, and he still harbored the virgin’s natural apprehension. In the Army, barrack room speculation among bored young officers was always rife, and men who survived capture by China’s hill bandits whispered of the agonies so easily, even carelessly, inflicted when one man’s sensual pleasure became another’s torture.

          But Bantry would watch, hold and listen to Flynn as he was possessed and grew wild, ecstatic. Every time, Bantry was tormented with the desire, the growing need, for the possession Flynn would not give him. Frustration and bewitchment aroused his curiosity as well as a surge of irresistible animal lust. One morning while the wind out of Africa brought an Indian summer to the Camargue, he set about Flynn’s seduction, tormenting him in the hopes of making him too wild to resist the offered lure. The olive oil was all over both of them in hand prints before he had finished playing. To Bantry’s mind, there was no chance Flynn could hurt him, even if he were too excited to be gentle. 

          He sprawled on his belly, sultry and outrageous, behaving in a manner that might have shocked him a year before. For just one moment he was sure Flynn would give in, give him what he wanted. Then the changeling awoke to the ploy and was annoyed. “Never,” Bantry said, equally as annoyed, “in all my life have I met anyone so difficult or so stubborn!” 

          Reluctantly, Flynn saw the humor in the situation and made love to him in other ways, just as pleasurable. As they lay together afterward he reiterated the changeling wisdom he had already stressed many times: later, much later, when they were both sure. “Forever,” he whispered against Bantry’s neck, “can be a long, long time.”

          So once more Bantry courted patience, allowing Flynn’s writing to consume and divert him instead. Flynn spun stories, tantalizing half-truths, of Tartini and Paganini, Bonaparte and Marat, Champollion and Hugo. The glitter of Mozart’s world, the dark magnificence of the boreal cities, the ocean mirages of the Aegean. He had the Irishman’s natural gift with words, an education gathered indiscriminately at the feet of some of history’s masters, and the experience of so many lifetimes on which to draw. When he wrote of art and music especially, the pages came alive. When he wrote of love they were delicately, irresistibly seductive. “You’ll be rich beyond even your dreams when your stories put to shame Kipling and Dickens and your Monsieur Hugo,” Bantry told him. Flynn shrugged. The stories, he said, were just for Vincent, who had asked for them. 

          He was wrong. The stories were for the world, even for the future, Bantry mused, and he put the pages carefully away. They were hoarded against the day when they would be read in Europe and America, and treasured. 

          But a strange kind of poetry also flowed from Flynn’s pen, and while his fiction entertained and diverted Bantry, it was the sweet, dark verse that haunted, bruised. One poem in particular took root in his mind. He could never quite forget it, for it could have been a hymn, even a prayer. 

          

          I have walked alone

          Through the silent places of the world

          And tasted of night’s shadows,

          Which coil like troubled smoke upon the mind.

          I have heard the sigh

          Of calm, deep waters; they call to me

          To rest in stillness, everlasting and resigned.

          The hollowness within

          Is filled with echoings of cherished dreams

          That, one by one, have died;

          And, hearing those still waters

          In the labyrinths of endless nights, I’ve cried.

 

          And this alone, of all things, have I learned and kept:

          Love is worth each tear of blood I ever wept.

 

          Their Indian summer at last blurred inexorably into autumn, with rainslashed horizons and capricious winds. The Camargue never really changed, but the sky clouded, rain fell more frequently and the level of the lake waters began to rise. As the wind grew cooler the sky filled with geese and flamingoes, heading south. More than anything, the mile-long arrowhead formations of migrating birds told Bantry summer was gone. 

          On many nights they stayed inside while a storm lashed the badlands. They were surrounded by such solitude, Bantry often thought they might have been the last two people alive. Once in a week a gardian might ride by, perhaps driving a few wild ponies before him. Four gardians worked in the area and he quickly learned their faces, names and family gossip.

         But as the season closed down and the sky thickened with an impenetrable overcast, for weeks on end no visitors would come by at all. In the midst of the profound isolation Bantry felt his kinship with Flynn grow deeper. Words became unimportant. Often they would merely look, smile or not, touch or not. An unspoken dialogue passed between them, theirs alone, a communication not even friends could have shared. In those times Bantry felt closest to him, and he believed he had at last begun to fully understand what the changeling was — what a vampyre might be. 

          They were an unfathomable race, very different from humans; arcane, subject to codes and ethics set down before Western society even suspected such ethics might exist. A few cultures were ancient enough to have embraced them across time — China, India. One found vampyre everywhere, Flynn said, in every people. And their changelings.

          Now Bantry found it difficult to believe he had once ascribed the ancient race to the outrageous fantasy of legend, the superstitions of ignorant folklore. It was harder yet to equate the truth with the folklore. Flynn’s senses were so exquisitely sensitive, he could not bear the slightest taint of decay — even the smell of damp in the cottage revolted him. Yet folk tales made him a red-eyed monster, haunting cellars and waiting for any opportunity to tear the throat out of a young girl. 

          The lore only made Flynn chuckle exasperatedly, now he had begun to relax in Bantry’s company, beyond the reach of the police. The shadow of the Putney Slasher must have haunted him, Bantry thought, as if Flynn were living out the nightmare that had dogged his kind for many centuries.  

          They had been completely alone for a month when the first flooding began. The equinox had gone by, the wind was sharply cold, and by now they barely noticed the isolation. In the brief period of fair weather between squalls one day, a gardian rowed across their lake in a little boat to see if they were well — it was Luc-Pierre, a small man, swarthy after a lifetime spent in the elements, and perennially cheerful.

          Bantry met him outside in the early afternoon when Flynn was still drowsing. He waved, offered him coffee and shared the day’s gossip with him in rapid, fluent French. Luc-Pierre wanted to know if they wished to leave the cabin before the floods rose any further. Bantry told him no; they were fine, but they needed a small service of the gardians, if Luc-Pierre could arrange it.

          With winter coming on, they could not stock enough feed for the three horses. The old animals should be rounded up with the last of the straggling Camargue ponies and taken in for the season. And the cottage would need pantry supplies in a month, if Luc-Pierre could arrange for a boat to return. The gardian said he would, and passed on into the wan, early winter afternoon. 

          Two days later the three saddle horses Bantry had bought in Montpellier joined a herd of shaggy little wild ponies, and the last he saw of them, they were trotting away for all the world like prisoners just released from a life sentence with hard labor. Luc-Pierre waved a gloved hand and called back on the rising wind, good wishes for the winter. It was early November. The exact week no longer mattered. Bantry felt the strongest urge to hibernate. 

          On a sunless day when the wind was especially cold, the rain steady, the lakes brimming and the marshes treacherous with their bogs, he felt no desire to put a foot over the doorstep. He and Flynn would idle in the bed as often as not, or lie on the rug before the hearth, reading to each other, making love when the desire came over them. Every intimate skill learned in four centuries was invested in Flynn’s hands; if there existed a sensual art he did not know, Bantry also was ignorant of it. 

          He had no single real complaint — only the ache of wanting, grown fierce now, for the dark intimacies of coupling, and his own surrender. Time and again Flynn would listen to his demands with patience, shake his head and kiss him for the generosity of his offer. Once, Bantry was angry enough to confront him openly. “Dionysus made love to you constantly in this way,” he argued, “and never hurt you, not one drop of blood to pass on the vampyre contagion, through three whole years!”

          “Dionysus,” Flynn countered ruefully, “was not human. I couldn’t guarantee to be so patient. Christ, you can incite me to wildness! No, Vince, I’ll not do it.” 

          And yet again Bantry let it drop, at once flattered, annoyed and intensely disappointed. But his time would come, and he knew it. He was more sure of it with each day. The time was not long away, when he would feel not only the hard, driving heat of Flynn’s possession, deep enough to touch his heart, but also the sting of his teeth. 

          The filed canines would cut deeply, letting his blood; the cheeks would hollow rhythmically as his life’s blood was suckled from the wound and drunk, savored like wine — 

          Such thoughts brought a shiver of anticipation, and to torment Flynn he would whisper them in the flicker of firelight, while the wind battered at the cabin. Yet Flynn would only smile and caress him, refusing to be hurried. He was content to read, spin his own stories of Europe’s glittering past, and stubbornly make love his own way. He would play with Diana, walk with her for miles along the safe trails, allow the wolfhound to curl up on their bed, and then call her when the cold had aroused his hunger.

          Bantry stood back mutely to watch, no longer shocked or squeamish. Not long before Christmas, when the sky began to darken for days at a stretch and the clouds became tinged with the odd yellowness promising snow, he began, absurdly, to envy the dog. But by then Vincent felt as if he had descended into semi-hibernation, and could no longer find the energy to argue. Flynn seemed quietly relieved.

          Game was scarce in the badlands now, and Diana was allowed out all day if she needed that long to hunt. She came back late, muzzle sticky with the blood of her kill, feet sodden, coat furred with snow. She was bred for these conditions and barely noticed the cold; her kind were only a few generations away from the ancestral dogs — the wolves of Siberia, where the winters were savage beyond description.

          And then, one day after she had been released in the late morning to hunt, Diana did not return. Hemmed in as they were by the river, the lake and badlands, she could not roam far enough to get lost, and by nightfall they were worried. Diana knew the whole area around the cabin, but there remained pitfalls, bogs that would swallow a man whole, or a hound. Since morning snow had been falling in a steady curtain. 

          The whole of the Camargue was hushed, silent, blanketed in white. Their lake was black with a glassy rime of ice, and the wind was like a knife. The cold was so intense, Bantry thought it was like a garment; it clung to the skin, one seemed to wear it. As night fell with a light flurry of new snow and an overcast shutting out every vestige of moonlight, the marshes were a deathtrap for Bantry. Still he was dressing to go out, shrugging into the heaviest woolens he had, boots, jacket and overcoat, scarves and gloves, but Flynn stopped him. 

          “I see better than you ever will in this gloom and I don’t feel the cold as much,” he argued. “Even now, with no moon and the clouds five miles deep, the night’s like a bright blue twilight to me. Oh, Vince! Stay where you are. Wait for me, for God’s sake. Be reasonable.” 

          Against his instincts, Bantry admitted the sense of Flynn’s argument. He stood at the door and watched the changeling vanish into the impenetrable gloom. He heard Flynn calling Diana’s name, far off, though they were both aware of the futility of shouting for her. If she had not come home, she was not in the area. She must have wandered, who knew where? Perhaps she had found a way through the marsh, and was lost. 

          Bantry waited until midnight. By that time he had begun to fret more for Flynn than for the dog, and he was about to reach for his coat and boots again when the cabin’s door creaked open. A flurry of snow came inside before Flynn shut it heavily; he was alone. 

          “Well?” Vincent hovered over him. “Was there any sign of her?”

          “No. The new snow covered every trail, and she didn’t answer.” Flynn came to the hearth, held his frozen hands to the warmth. Even he felt the cold in such conditions, low body temperature or no. His face was a bleak mask of poorly disguised anguish, grief, even fear. Without Diana he faced all manner of troubles Bantry could not share.

          “I’ll go out at first light,” Bantry promised quietly as he threw more wood into the hearth. Sparks flew up like fireflies. “Fourier’s field glasses are still in the cupboard. He must be a bird watcher, I think, for they’re very good ones. I’ll find her.”

          Flynn nodded mutely. As he warmed he discarded the outdoor clothes and sat on the rug by the hearth, gazing into the blaze. “It’s going to be ... difficult for me ... if she doesn’t find her way home. I climbed to the top of the rocks, for the view all around .... we’re snowed in, Vince. There’s nothing alive for miles in any direction. Even the horses were driven off.”

          “We should have kept one,” Bantry said grimly. “We might have been able to lay in enough feed to keep one through the winter.” He dragged his fingers through his hair, which was growing very long. “Damn. I wasn’t thinking.”

          “Neither was I.” Flynn sighed. “I’ve lived the easy, idle life of a rich man for much too long. In the end it makes your brain just as soft as your hands. You get complacent. Lethally so.”

          As a career soldier, Bantry knew how right he was. “There’s a little game in the badlands,” he suggested, searching for alternatives.

          “Rabbits and foxes? Foxes are big enough, but their pelts are full of oil. Have you ever smelt it? They smell very bad with the oil, and it’s dangerous. Were I to swallow it, I’d be ill.”

          The voice of experience was usually bitter, Bantry thought. “And rabbits?” 

          “Even if I could find one,” Flynn mused, “which I very much doubt, in this weather, I probably couldn’t catch it, and the creature has to be alive ...” he swallowed. “Alive, so I can kill it. I’d bleed a rabbit to death, it’s not big enough. And if you’re about to ask if we could trap for them ... no, Vince. A lifeless carcass is dinner to humans, not to one of us.” He hid his face in his folded arms. “I looked for rabbits an hour ago. I saw no sign of them. At this time of year they’re in their burrows, asleep.” 

          His voice was a whisper; Bantry had to strain after it, and his teeth worried at his lip in thought. They could not walk out, not when the badlands were covered with snow and the trails could not be recognized. He must find Diana, or the consequences were dire. He was sure Flynn would never accept the offer of Bantry’s own life’s blood. 

          They passed the night quietly; it seemed a year long. Dawn was no more than a ruddy glow in the east when he took the binoculars and went out to comb the marshes in a military grid pattern, looking for the big, shaggy shape of a wolfhound. Flynn stood at the door until the daylight was bright enough to drive him inside.

          He found the ducks first, and they had been shot. A few always stayed on the Camargue through the winter, if they could find a sheltered spot. These would not see the spring — their feathers were dark with dried blood and they floated at the water’s edge, half iced over. Hunters were in the marshes, out of season. He knelt to examine one bird, found shotgun pellets, and his mouth dried. Diana’s chances had just worsened. 

          As Jean had warned, shooters were infamous for pot-shotting at anything that moved, until nothing was left alive. They seemed to place no value on life, as if the gods had put every creature on earth for Man’s sport, until everything was dead. Laws governing hunters were all too few, and out here, in this weather, who would enforce those laws?

          He found Diana only minutes later. She was half buried under the new snow, just a patch of her flank drawing his eye through the powerful lenses. He labored around the edge of the lake, forced his way through a bed of rushes, and found her on a hillock. Brushing the drifted snow away, he saw her throat was peppered with shot. She must have died quickly, and he was grateful for the small mercy. Grief snatched at him; and dread.

          The ground was like iron. It was impossible to bury her, and a wolfhound had the mass of a small man. She was too heavy, and it was too far for him to carry her back in these treacherous conditions. With the career soldier’s resignation he mourned her and left her, though he marked the hillock so he might return when the weather allowed it, and bury her deep enough to keep her from the foxes.

          The walk back seemed longer, harder. His feet were numb, the bones of his face aching, as he slipped into the dim cabin and waited for the temporary blindness to abate. Flynn had already guessed the truth. His face was pale with grief and Bantry saw his fear. For the first time Vincent’s hands were so cold, Flynn’s felt warm as he took them. “She’s dead. Hunters,” he said tersely. “I see no need to panic. There’s a way out of every problem. Always. Just sit down and think. How long since you fed last?”

          “Three days,” Flynn said soberly. “You don’t understand, Vince.”

          “I understand hunger,” Bantry began scornfully, but even then Flynn was shaking his head.

          “You understand hunger in humans,” he said very quietly. “Not blood-hunger in a creature whose teeth have been filed to hunt.” He hugged his arms about his chest as if he were aching. “Dion told me, he hid nothing from me, and it’s happened before, I don’t deny. I’ve hunted like a wild thing, insane with despair. I’ve never killed anything, but I’ve used my teeth. It was a calf, when I stumbled into a farm. I don’t even know where. It could have been Italy — I’d been traveling a long time.”

          “When you escaped from Bucharest?”

          Flynn nodded, hardly aware the question had been asked. “I used my teeth like a feral thing. I was insane. I hadn’t spoken to anyone in weeks. I was hiding from the daylight, running by night, feeding once in a week to stay alive. Just trying to reach Avignon.” He closed his eyes, rocked back and forth, under the burden of memory. Bantry drew him into an embrace, held him tightly. “You don’t understand,” he repeated in a hoarse whisper.

          “What is there to understand?” Bantry kissed his temple. “I love you, you’re not alone, never alone. I’m ... at your disposal.”

           “No.” Flynn murmured the negative. “I won’t.”

          “It’s my right to choose,” Bantry told him. “If I choose suicide over life, though the church and the law certainly object, many people of other faiths and countries believe even this is a man’s own choice. So I choose life over death — can it be so perverse to prefer youth and life everlasting over decay, old age and death? Are you saying decay is desirable?”

          The changeling’s dark eyes looked up at him, anguished. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

          “Oh, for Christ’s sake!” Bantry took him by the arms. His fingers dug in between the sinews, hurting. “What could I misunderstand? I’ll have to stay indoors during daylight? I’ll hunger for fresh blood instead of steaks carved off the corpses of animals butchered in a killing works weeks ago, and left to hang? You make too much of it, Michael. I’ll be sterile, and likely as not retch if I smell garlic? Now, there’s an awful thing. I’ve never had any desire for children; I believe I’d make an awful father — I don’t have the mind for it, much less the time. It takes a special kind of man to be a decent parent. Pity the poor brat who called me his father, for I’d be gone when he needed me, and preoccupied with a hundred other things even if I were there! And as for garlic,” Bantry finished in a lighter tone, seeing unlikely humor, “I’m English. Garlic is not a British tradition. You’ve no idea how many Englishmen turn their noses up at it.”

          A faint smile lifted one corner of Flynn’s mouth. “As Chabrier says, humans have their angels as well as their demons. And I love you.” He solicited a kiss, an embrace, and then released Bantry and began to pace before the hearth. “It’ll be a week before I really begin to suffer. I’m afraid the cold will hasten the hardship, but with luck this hard freeze might end. Then I can walk to the gardian’s compound ... the horses. I can feed there.”

          They had seen the compound in the distance, over the river. The nearest bridge was five difficult miles away, through some heavy ground, around the edge of the marshes, and then a long trudge through thigh-deep snow. All this to be covered in dense, moonless darkness, and home again the next night — the process repeated at least once a week, just to keep Flynn on what Bantry would have called minimum rations.

          “If the weather warms it would be possible to try,” Bantry mused grudgingly, “but don’t underestimate the challenge. And if we don’t get warmer weather?”

          “I can hunt,” Flynn whispered. “There has to be game in the marshes somewhere.”

          Bantry said no more. Flynn was in full retreat, immovable. He was sounding irrational, Bantry thought, but it would do no good to say so. For the time being he set the problem aside and listened to the wind under the eaves. It was northwesterly and would bring more snow by morning. He was not surprised to open the shutters at sunset and find the world deeply carpeted. Nothing moved, not even a bird called over the badlands and the snow-heavy grass was still, silent, under the light wind.

         Flynn had been restless, even morose, all day. Bantry did not intrude into the private world of his thoughts. The next week — ironically, the week before Christmas itself — promised to be bleak in every sense.

          It was. Flynn was too agitated to make love, too moody to make conversation. He did not write or draw, but paced the cabin ceaselessly, rubbed his arms as if he were chilled and then rejected, sometimes with a snarl, the offer of a jacket or a stoked fire. Bantry understood his mood and left him to himself. In a way, this obstacle course gave him a means to measure the feelings he nursed for the changeling. Even now, with Flynn in a surly, disagreeable mood, Bantry shared the anguish and forgave.

          But as the week wore on the moroseness deepened. Blue became deep, violent mauve in an aura Bantry had almost begun to see like a cloud around Flynn, and he knew Michael had not slept in days. He was losing flesh. The cold was exacting its toll, as they had known it must. Listening to the whistle under the eaves, he heard no shift in the wind. Even if it had swung southerly and warmed enough to allow a night-long hike, the snow would have begun to soften, the marshes might have flooded and become even more impassable. This was the pattern, winter-long, the familiar routine of freeze-thaw, freeze-thaw. 

          Bantry held his tongue and resigned himself to wait. He had two cards tucked up his sleeve, both aces. He had no idea which Flynn would accept, or if either gamble would win the game for him, but he could not let himself imagine losing the wager. His loss was Flynn’s death, and he would bury Michael beside Diana.

          It was Christmas Eve when the changeling’s pacing began to falter. He was weakening quickly now. His stride was short, unsteady, his skin as pale as moonlight, and his eyes were wide. Feral? The crisis had begun, and Bantry knew it. Flynn crouched by the hearth, trying to warm himself as his body temperature dropped lower than ever, and he murmured softly, constantly, to himself. Bantry wondered if he was thinking aloud, like the idiots in the asylum. Coming closer, hovering over him, he heard words even older than Flynn. 

          “Ave Maria, gratia plena, Dominus tecum, benedictus tu ...” Michael was praying, as he had when he was a young boy, and he rocked back and forth, ridden with despair, guilt, shame. “Alta Maria, Sancta Maria, ora pro nobis —”

          “Michael?” Bantry took him by the shoulders, but Flynn could not, or would not, move. “Sweetheart, answer me!” 

          Did the term of endearment reach him? Slow, sluggish, he began to move. But it was not into the offered embrace. He stumbled toward the door, somehow remembering to take his coat from its hook on the cloak rack. He said nothing until Bantry barred his way, refusing to allow him out. For a moment then the feral eyes cleared. They glittered. Wild. Mad.

          “I’ll hunt,” he slurred. “I have the whole night. Let me go.”

          “In your condition? You’ll stumble around in the snow till even you are dead of cold! No.” Bantry physically barred the door with his own body. “This is the end of it. The end of your stubborn, mulish stupidity. I’ve just been waiting — long enough for you to agree to common sense, because you don’t have any choice left!” 

          In fact he had two cards left to play, and out of respect for Flynn, he would play them in order. He pulled his sweater over his head and heard buttons tear as he opened his shirt. “You’re asking me to decide between letting you go out and kill yourself, or — damnit, feeding you myself!”

          “Get out of my way,” Flynn warned, growling. His lips curled back. His hands were clenched into fists. “I won’t do it. I won’t — let me out!”

          “Listen to yourself.” Bantry matched him snarl for snarl, hoping to reach him again with rough words, as he had with an endearment. “You sound insane, Michael. You didn’t even hear what I said. I told you to let me feed you.” He had his shirt off now, and his skin prickled in the chill by the door as he thrust out his arm. “Open a vein, catch the blood in a cup and — and drink it! Goddamn it, I saw one of your kind in China, I watched him drink blood from a cup!”

          “Open ... a vein.” Michael’s face twisted. “Bleed you. Blood on the floor. Treading in blood. Walking in blood. Bleed you — to death. Death.”

          “You can bind the vein, it’ll heal, I’ve seen it done,” Bantry said, trying to be calm, rational, while his own words made his belly turn. He make a fist, pumped his forearm, watched the veins come up like ropes beneath the winter-pale skin. He took a breath and swallowed hard. “Give me the knife.”

          “Knife?” Flynn echoed stupidly.

          “The knife you use on — on the patron,” Bantry muttered between grinding teeth. “Or must I open my wrist with the carving knife?”

          Flynn’s eyes rolled over to white. He faltered, fell back a step, and Bantry thought a human would have been retching. “Bleed ... bleed to death,” he was whispering, over and over.

          “You’ve seen someone open his own veins before, haven’t you?” Bantry whispered. “You saw someone bleed to death right in front of you. You walked in his blood.” 

          “Tried to —” Flynn whooped for air as if he had been held underwater. “Bind the wound. Bind it, tight. Tried.”

          “And still he perished.” A shudder overtook Bantry, a vicarious sharing in Flynn’s horror. The dread paralyzed Michael, and Bantry realized the truth. He would die before he let Vincent open a vein; the risk was more than he could bear.

          Despite Bantry’s bravado, the risk was considerable and he knew it. In many ways Flynn was right — an opened vein might not heal, and Bantry would have to run the same risk every week until spring. The danger was undeniable, and he could only wonder which human had tried to do this for a loved one, in a time of great need. The human had perished in the trying. Someone close to Flynn, Bantry was sure. The experience had written itself into his memory in the garish colors of pain.

          So the first card Bantry had kept up his sleeve for so long was played, and he had lost. The cold seemed to be eating into his extremities; he was shaking as he put his shirt back on. “All right. Take a deep breath, slow down, be calm.” He took a dose of his own advice too, but he was still standing squarely in the doorway as he said, “It’s time, isn’t it? You knew the day would come. You would do it to me ... at the right time, as Chabrier said. A la bonne heur.  And this is it.”

          “Get out of my way,” Flynn whispered, though he made no move to the door.

          “Why won’t you give me what I want?” Bantry’s voice rose, he heard a strange shrillness in his own tone; more than anger. “By now the decision should be mine — to accept your life, your world! Jesus Christ, I’ve wanted your world almost since the night I stumbled into it. It’s a twilight world, to be sure, but it’s mine. I want it, and I’ll have it! Listen to me — selfish and avaricious. My world, my right, my choice. You think this is something that goes against my grain? Stop being so blind!” He made a grab for Flynn, pulled the man against his bare chest and held him. “Give me what I want. I’m not asking any longer. I demand it of you.”

          From some reserve Flynn produced a burst of blind, furious energy. If he was thinking at all now, Bantry did not know. He obeyed the primal imperative to hunt, yet the soul-deep experience of a lifetime still made him put humans beyond his reach. Steel-claw fingers took Bantry by the arms, physically lifted him and tossed him aside as if he were a sack of wheat. The door wrenched open, admitting a blast of icy air. Bantry went down heavily and was on the floor, for one bare moment too stunned to move, and Flynn dove fast into the darkness.. 


          Bantry struggled his feet, cursing fluently, the kind of language he had not used since he had lived in a barracks. He caught up trench coat and scarf and slammed the cabin door to hold in the warmth. His slippered feet sank ankle-deep into the drifted snow as he began to run.

          There was a thin sickle moon tonight, and a brilliant Venus aloft beside it. The world was silent, still, the whole landscape glittering under a clear sky filled with stars. It was Christmas, the time when all of Europe celebrated the beginning of life — an ancient pagan festival dressed up in modern guise, the birth of Christ. Of Mithras, of Cerne. Every culture had its ‘magickal childe’ born in midwinter. 

          And Michael Flynn was about to die. The irony embittered every nerve as Bantry struggled through the snow, twenty paces behind the changeling. “Come back! Michael, will you come back here? Flynn, goddamn you!”

          How far they went he would never clearly remember, but at last the changeling checked, faltered and fell, face down in the snow, allowing Bantry to catch up. Cursing, oathing by every saint he could remember, he made up the distance. He turned Flynn over and peered into a face that looked stiff already. 

          “Oh, you fool, you idiot,” Bantry muttered — to himself, because Flynn was out in a faint. But he was alive. Bantry took his hands and stooped to hoist him over one shoulder. “God almighty, you’re heavy as a carthorse,” he muttered furiously to the unconscious burden.

          He was still cursing minutes later when he fought through the last drift, back to the cabin door. It slammed, and only then did he realize his feet were, quite literally, frozen. In the headlong rush he had gone out without boots. He held his feet to the fire, face twisting as they warmed and began to hurt. His toes were yellowish, and after many a winter in north China, he recognized frost-nip. 

          He was back inside not a moment too soon. He had set Flynn on the rug, as close to the heat as he dared. He was ominously still, and Bantry could only wait for him to recover his wits. It was some time before Flynn even twitched a muscle, long enough for Bantry to be deeply concerned. The dark lashes fluttered open at last and he began to stir, his movements uncoordinated. His throat made tiny growling sounds.

          The relief, as Flynn moved and found his voice, was banished in the same second as Bantry looked into his eyes. If a human being looked back from them, he could not see it. They were wild, feral. Not Flynn’s eyes, but those of a stranger. Of a wild creature. Bantry took an involuntary step backward, physically recoiling as Flynn struggled to his knees, panting air into his lungs. His lips were drawn back, baring his teeth. The whites of those eyes showed, like an enraged horse. 

          Did he know where he was, did he recognize his companion? Bantry’s mouth dried as he watched the changeling rise unsteadily to his feet. He was hunting. Bantry felt a numbing fear, now the moment of reckoning had arrived. Flynn was beyond any rationale — he would give Bantry the very thing he had wanted for months, yet fear made the sweat jump out on his brow, made his heart pump. 

          He had always imagined this being done with at least as much affection as was shown to Diana. He had pictured it as an act of tenderness at the culmination of sexual union. Instead, it was a stranger before him, wild eyed and prowling; the act was not going to be gentle at all. Bantry set aside the delusions and clamped his own teeth as his eyes were drawn to Flynn’s canines. He had nowhere to run, and why would he flee? Feral or not, Flynn would still give him what he had yearned for, and if it hurt, what of it? Bantry had endured such pain in his life already, a little more meant nothing.

          He took a breath and fell back against the wall. His fingers were thick, clumsy, still numb and stiff after their freezing, but he managed the buttons and dropped his shirt to his feet. He tensed, gasped in a breath as the changeling came at him. Flynn reached out to him with inhumanly strong hands. Clawed fingers closed about his arms as if to wrestle him down, but Bantry did not fight. Instead, his own numb hands went to Flynn’s waist, fastened there and drew him closer. Then Bantry held his breath.

          Odd little whimpers escaped the changeling’s throat as he bent his head to Bantry’s breast At last ... at last. Bantry looked down at the dark, tousled hair as it brushed his shoulder, even then half expecting the filed teeth to seek his neck. But they did not. They fastened into the thin skin near the juncture of arm and chest and bit down hard. A shake of Flynn’s head — the same movement exactly as Bantry had seen when Chabrier fed — a thrill of raw, burning pain ... and then the smarting dulled quickly as the suction began. It settled into a rhythmic, determined suckling at his left breast, and soon the pain of the cut was no more than discomfort. 

          Bantry lifted his hands, held Flynn’s head to him, made it an act of giving, even if Flynn had driven himself over the edge of sanity and was no longer able to share in it. The rhythmic suckling went on and on, growing harder as the flow of blood began to slow. Bantry gritted his teeth, prepared to be cut a second time if Flynn needed more. But no, it was enough. Cool air replaced the feeding mouth and the changeling’s head dropped down to rest on his belly. 

          “Michael?” Was he sane again? Bantry found his voice with an effort. “Michael?” Flynn was certainly stronger but his eyes remained glassy, wild. The imperative to feed was gone, but he was still hunting. His hands grasped, wrenched, without direction for a moment, slowly becoming coordinated as he won back some control over them.

          The hunting was still strong in him, and with a blinding flash of insight Bantry realized what he must be hunting for. His breath caught in his throat again and he tried to step away. “Michael, no. Listen to me!”

          But Flynn was incapable of understanding. His fingers tore at Bantry, inhumanly strong. It was the first time Bantry had been subjected to the changeling strength, and belatedly he realized the truth. Fighting was futile. He groaned and closed his eyes. He should have expected it, should have known it would happen. He was unprepared, like a fool, and his heart raced. He really was the prey now, but what guilt and shame there would be later, when Flynn was sane enough to know what he had done. 

          As Flynn let him go him for a moment to wrestle with his clothes, Bantry grabbed for his shaving kit, the olive oil. He had just enough time to be slick, inside and out, when hands like steel clamps seized his arms. They dragged him down onto the rug and he went willingly, let himself be shoved onto his knees, and spread himself deliberately to make it as easy as it could be. 

          He caught one glimpse of Flynn — rampant, like a cudgel, a pagan tribute to primal masculinity — before his shoulders were shoved down and his took his weight on his forearms. The act was rapacious, quick, hard, and it hurt. The instinct now was to rut, and Flynn obeyed helplessly, unable to stop as he drove the bone-hard shaft into the sheath of Bantry’s unresisting body. Bantry’s teeth closed on his lip, drawing blood as deep, racking pain reached its crescendo and began to abate.

          Little by little it faded. Slick with the oil, Flynn moved strongly inside him, and now it was like nothing Bantry had imagined. Unbelievably, he felt arousal quicken his pulse as the hunter used him. It was neither tender nor loving, but it was wickedly exciting. Flynn was close, his breathing harsh, ragged, and suddenly Bantry was not far behind. 

          It ended as Flynn froze, howled like a wolf and spent himself. He withdrew with a last sharp cry and slumped onto the rug, weak again in the vulnerable moments after the bloodstorm of coming. Bantry needed little more, a few touches from his own hand. Climax racked him too, glorious and terrible, and he went down beside Flynn, fighting just to pull air into his lungs. Long minutes passed before he could see again, and he turned carefully onto his side to look into the face of the man beside him. Flynn was asleep — fainted was probably nearer the mark. 

          Far from resentment or outrage at what had happened, Bantry felt an overwhelming tenderness. He had seen the very worst of everything the changeling could become, driven to the brink of death, and he had faced it down. Survived. Flynn was so vulnerable now, much more the victim than Bantry had been. He would chastise himself, when he woke. He was going to call it plunder, rape, despoilment, and nothing Bantry could say would ease his conscience. But he had to be alive and sane to fret himself with guilt, and at least survival was no longer an issue.

          And then realization ripped through Bantry like lightning.

          Changeling.  Christ almighty. He’s done it to me.

          He peered at his breast, where the cut was no more than a red line, beginning to bruise about the lips. Flynn had not wasted a drop of his blood. It smarted, but a dab of oil soothed it. He searched between his legs, found a trace more blood after the rigors of the coupling. At worst, he was sore, aching. His back throbbed; his insides were still quivering. 

          Yet he wore a self-satisfied smile as he got stiffly to his feet. The worst was over. Lovemaking now would be easier, with the hapless virgin exorcised. Flynn had nothing left to fear. Vincent Bantry was as much a changeling as Jean Fourier, or Mario Rinaldi, or Michael Flynn himself. They were kindred. Family. The knowledge tingled through him as he washed, put on his robe and rebuilt the hearth. 

          Welcome heat filled the cabin, but still Flynn did not stir, and Bantry labored beneath the weight of the thin, hard body, putting him to bed. He slid beside him under the covers, pulled Flynn close and held on. Sleep was impossible. Every atom in his body reverberated with what had happened. He was aware of the smarting at his breast and the soreness at his center, and rejoiced in both. “You idiot, lovesome idiot,” he said into Flynn’s hair. “You’ll learn. Yes, you’ll learn.”

          It was hours before Flynn woke with a start, a groan. By then Bantry was warm to the core, so relaxed, his bones seemed made of jelly; even the hurts had subsided. Flynn was as cool as always in his arms, trying to turn over, and Bantry let him sit up. He held his skull in both hands as if he were hung over. Behind him, propped against the pillows, Bantry chuckled richly, earthily. 

          “My head,” Flynn groaned. “What happened? I feel —” He took a deep breath, and another. 

          Bantry saw his spine stiffen and reached out one hand to rub his back, soothing circles from shoulders to waist and up again. “It happened. You remember now?”

          Flynn turned toward him. The dark eyes searched out the bruised cut, and for a moment Bantry was sure he would strike out blindly. But no; it was the same as the evening he had been caught with the doe in the woods on Randy Brickhill’s farm. His face crumpled and he went down onto Bantry’s chest, inconsolable. 

          “There’s no need for this.” Bantry enfolded him. “It could have been more tender, but I was forewarned. I gave freely, everything you needed.”

          “God damn me to hell, I raped you,” Flynn muffled against Bantry’s shoulder, so mortified, anguished, his voice was hoarse with shame. 

          “Rubbish. Did I black your eyes or break your nose? Did I? No, and you know I can give good account of myself in a fight. Changeling or no, in a brawl with me you wouldn’t have it all your own way.” Bantry smiled smugly. “I went for the oil and knelt by the hearth. You did all sorts of things to me, but rape wasn’t one of them. It was ... feu d’artifice, mon jeunesse doree. You hear me? Mon bonne bouche. Mon cher. Ah, smile, Michel.”

          Flynn lifted his head and kneaded his eyes with his knuckles. “I remember forcing you.” 

          “You’re not remembering clearly.” Bantry stretched, languid, satiated. “I remember it differently. I remember belonging to you, body and soul, and you en deshabille, on me, in me, and suddenly we were one body, not two, and I was alight, wanting everything.” He shrugged. “It hurt for a little while. It was you, yourself, who told me, there’s always a little pain when innocence is cut away.”

          “Blood? Was there blood?” Flynn asked in a whisper. 

          Bantry nodded, and the smug expression redoubled. “So I’m twice changed. You took me as one of the vampyre, you took me as a lover, and made me like you both times. I’m one of you now. Les gens de soir, oui?”

          “I ... would say so.” Flynn carefully fingered the cut, and kissed it. “I’m so s—”

          “Don’t you dare say you’re sorry!” Bantry retorted. “I’ll feed you once a week or whatever you need, until spring, and not an argument from you. We’ve plenty of supplies in the cabin to feed me. Now, tell me. How long do I have before I begin to feel the change in myself? When you told me your own story, you said it was some months and the ‘disease’ settled over you slowly. What I mean is, must we get out of here at once? How long before my body rejects food?” 

          The words sounded peculiar on his tongue. His voice was so small, he thought he sounded almost childish and for a moment wondered if Flynn would scorn him. But he saw only the soul-deep affection of kinship in the changeling’s face, in the eyes that were darkened by their mydriasis as, soon, his own would be. He shivered, though he was not cold, and was grateful when Flynn offered an embrace. 

          “The changes do begin slowly. You’ll notice them in a week or two. Daylight will seem gradually to grow brighter and brighter. In a few months you’ll squint painfully even on an overcast afternoon, and choose not to go out after dawn or before dusk. Your skin will burn even on a cloudy day, another reason for staying inside. In a year, a chink of sunlight under a door or between curtain and window frame will cause you a striking pain through the eyes and you’ll take great care to shutter your rooms. But if necessary you’ll be able to wear green glasses, pull up the hood of a cloak, slick your face with oil, and get by, right at sunset.”

          “But what of my belly?” Bantry prompted quietly. “Necessities first.”

          “You’ll eat normally for months. One day, you’ll find a food you always liked makes you sicken. You’ll know it’s begun. In six months any food at all will not only turn your stomach aesthetically, but will make you ill if it was forced on you. You’ll feel hungry much less often, though. In three months you’ll eat once a day; in six months you’ll feed twice a week, as I do. You’re going to get heavier, also, as your bones grow denser, more solid. A year from now those bones won’t break so easily. In fact ...” He paused and smiled self-mockingly. “You could have an altercation in the street with a rearing horse, and your bones will be strong enough to serve ... do you remember?”

          “The evening by PutneyBridge is engraved on my brain,” Bantry informed him wryly.

          “As you say.” Flynn stroked the place in his hairline where he had suffered a small wound and Bantry realized, he had not survived the accident uninjured by sheer luck. The blow would have felled a human, perhaps even killed him. Flynn was speaking again and Vincent forced himself to listen. “The cold won’t bother you so much,” he was saying, “because your body temperature, your heart, everything slows down.”

          “I’ll feel cold to — to humans,” Bantry said softly.

          “Yes.” Flynn drew a caress about Bantry’s jaw, which at that moment was prickly. “You’ll shave less and less often, and at last, hardly ever. On the other hand, your teeth will become vastly stronger, along with your bones. Muscles and sinews will strengthen a great deal, as will your heart. And your vision will become sublimely suited to the twilight and predawn hours. The night will be a beautiful, cool mauve fantasy. But you won’t be able to sire a child for much longer, just a few weeks, even though your sensual appetites will soon double and triple. Most changelings need sex more often, and almost always after they’ve fed, especially if they’ve gone a long while between patrons. But there’ll be no illness. Cut, you’ll heal with astonishing speed. And ...” he hesitated, sighed, smiled. “Of course you won’t age a day more.”

          “So,” Bantry concluded thoughtfully, “we’ll be all right here till spring, if I can eat normally and feed you when you need it.”

          Flynn tugging him closer. “It’s Christmas Eve. We can probably get out in February. Till then, I’m afraid I’ll need you every five or six days. I won’t be insane in future, of course. With the knife ... you won’t feel it much. Afterwards I’ll be a lover to you, not a monster. I would have done anything to prevent what happened.” Shame was back, roughening his voice. “I was ... mad. It can happen to changelings.”

          “Hush.” Bantry tightened his embrace. “I told you, I gave willingly, you took nothing I wasn’t prepared to give. As soon as the pain was gone you gave me back as much as you took. Next time, and all the other times, will be more pleasant for us both. As my body temperature lowers, you’ll feel warm to me, won’t you?” He kissed the soft, waiting mouth. It was cool even now. “These lips will soon feel warm.”

          “And you’ll feel less feverish to me!” Flynn was the consummate pragmatist, a master in the art of resignation. He had already accepted what could not be changed and was determinedly making the best of it. “Now, listen to me. If in future you no longer desire me, don’t make a martyr of yourself, and for the love of God don’t just disappear on your own. It’s suicide, Vince. Understand this, grasp it well, before you even begin. If you tire of what we share together, come right out and say so. We’ll always remain kindred, you and I, no matter whose bed you share. Go to Jean and Mario, find Chabrier or Hypaetia, or even Cornelius. Luigi would cosset you, and I’ll introduce you to others. You’ll be meeting them all, now you are en famile. You’ve been given a great gift, Vince, or a great curse,” he said softly, as if considering his own predicament. “What you make of it is up to you. But, choose life. Please. Choose life, for I’ll always care for you, no matter how you’ve tired of me.”

          “Tired of you?” Bantry wriggled, vaguely aware of his sore places, the stiffness and throb of his mildly abused spine. “It’ll take several centuries for me to fall into ennui in your company. By which time, you may have cast me out as a boor or a nincompoop. Now, will you go to sleep? The both of us are below par and could do with the rest.”

          Grateful, Flynn subsided. He tucked into Bantry’s side and in moments was asleep again. But Bantry was sure he had felt the restless unease Flynn was struggling to reconcile, the disquiet that made him lecture Bantry about survival after their separation, as if going their own ways were inevitable. Bantry was exasperated, but he knew Flynn well enough to be sure he had to thrash through his misgivings in his own time.

          He fully expected a submissive mood to grip Flynn from Christmas to New Year. Michael spoke softly, and offered every gesture of affection until Bantry was even more exasperated. Was Flynn trying to atone? He had no need to, but atonement was something he might need on the personal level, and Bantry kept his silence. With what patience and good humor he could muster, he accepted each gesture of affection or intimacy and relished the hours they spent together. He was waiting now, watching his partner with great care, gauging how long Flynn could endure without sacrificing his health, before he must feed again. 

          Late on the bitterly cold New Year’s Eve, Flynn came to him, head bowed, voice apologetic. “Vince, I’m sorry I — that is, I need you.”

          “You mean, you’re hungry?” Bantry cuffed his head affectionately and took him to bed. “This time I want what you described to me. I want it to be a sharing. And the coupling afterward. I want it gently, for a long time, avec amour. You know I’d give you the world, if it were mine to give. What’s a little blood compared to the world? Oh, take that look off your face! Come here, and for once in your life have a little faith!” He was undressing the man with sharp, jerky movements betraying irritation and apprehension, and did not look up until he heard Flynn’s throaty chuckle. “What amuses you?”

          “I only mock myself,” Flynn admitted. He allowed himself to be put to bed like a child, though childishness was no part of what followed. “You know I’ve no faith. I’ve never had any. Not in God or gods, church or temple.”

          “You prayed,” Bantry reminded him as he slid into the bed beside him, luxuriating in the glide of soft, smooth skin on skin. “Before you ran out that night. Desperate prayers from your youth,” he insisted, when Flynn looked astonished. “If you’ve no faith, why did you pray?”

          “I was out of my mind at the time,” Flynn said aridly. “If I have faith in anything at all, it’s in you.” He opened his arms. “Let me show you.”

          This time it was long and slow and very gentle. Bantry felt no tearing pain, no desperation or cruelty, witting or unwitting. He seemed only to spiral upward on a thermal of pure sensation, captive, sweetly tormented. He was not even aware when Flynn reached for the knife and he was surprised when he felt the sharp little smart of a cut at his shoulder. 

         Somehow he hung, suspended, in the last moment of pleasure before his body would have torn itself apart. It seemed there was no time, no real world, nor past or future. Only a tumult of feeling, part dream, part delight. And part physical yearning also, as Flynn took what he needed. It was over with a sweet, slow glide into the final pleasure. Bantry lay in a muddle of exhausted confusion for a long time, unsure if he should laugh or cry, and he hunted vainly for words. 

          Flynn seemed to know, and words were unnecessary. Bantry was bathed, rubbed with oil, and the cut was dressed though it was dry almost before Flynn had taken his mouth from it. 

          “This,” Bantry said thickly, his throat almost defying him, “is how it is, what it’s like — to serve a vampyre?”

          “Yes.” Flynn caressed the smooth back. “There’s nothing to fear, save being alone. Never let it happen, Vince. I’ll show you changeling houses that will shelter you, even should something befall me.”

          “Nothing will,” Bantry said lazily. “You cast the Tarot for me, have you forgotten? Everything it foretold has come about, and it promised I’d win through in the end.” He yawned expressively. “Well, dear heart, in order for me to win through you must prosper. Without you, what am I?”

          “A changeling without a mate,” Flynn said dryly. “I think Hypaetia would keep you. I’m sure she would. She’s Greek, with an astonishing beauty, if the Greek is to your taste. I’m told Helen of Troy herself was very like her.”

          “The face that launched a thousand ships,” Bantry said lightly.

          “So goes the legend. You’d come to be fond of Hypaetia.” 

          “In the event some dreadful catastrophe has overtaken you.” Bantry snorted. “None will. You’re not an innocent, nor an infant — terrible or otherwise, no matter Jean’s pet name. And there are two of us to confront whatever troubles your dreams. What is it, Michel? What haunts you? Can’t you tell me?”

          “Nothing you can help me with.” Flynn stretched, replete after the double satiety of feeding and sex. “I’ve simply not forgotten Dion’s last day. I don’t think I ever will. Still, there’s change in the wind, haven’t you felt it? Tomorrow is 1893, a new century begins in just seven years. I’ve watched them come and go and liked each one less than the last, if you must know. But the Twentieth may be worth our attention. Science has just begun to flourish.” Flynn paused and seemed to focus on some reverie he had not shared. “The next hundred years may well see those absurdities of Jules Verne’s become reality.”

          “Oh, come now,” Bantry remonstrated drowsily. “From Earth To The Moon? It was hardly believable as a work of fiction.”

          “You think not?” Flynn traced the pattern on the quilt. “Leonardo dreamed the same dreams. I read Verne’s book the year he wrote it, more than a quarter of a century ago now. He believed, as Leonardo believed. One day men will fly. Even leave this planet. It’s not so absurd. Look at what the folk lore does to us! Us,” Flynn repeated quietly, looking long and hard at Bantry. “You’ll have to grow accustomed to the folklore. You can’t escape it. You’re one of us now, there’s no way back. Even if the Pope himself singled you out as the antichrist, there’s no way back to humanity, and the only escape is into the oblivion of death.”

          “I choose life,” Bantry whispered. “Life, not death, is why I chose you, and your world. This future of yours — ours. This twentieth century for which you have such fascination. I’ll see all of it, from its first year till its last. And the one after, and more. Leonardo should have been half as fortunate.”

          “I think Leonardo suspected he knew what we were, Dion and me,” Flynn said thoughtfully, allowing himself to be held close. “He never said anything to me, but he would watch Dion and myself, as if he half suspected.” He closed his eyes. “Oh, God.”

          “What?” Bantry rubbed his back. “Tell me.”

          “I still grieve for Dion,” Flynn said apologetically. “Loving again makes me remember loving before. Yours is the first human blood I’ve ever taken. Dion made me the gift, all those years ago, but he was not....”

          “Human,” Bantry finished, knowing. “But did he make you the gift twice?” he teased. “You’ve had my life’s blood twice already, and you’ll have it again several times before we’re on a train for Paris.” He wriggled comfortably. “You dressed the cut?”

          Light, cool fingers explored the patch of linen, stuck to the wound with ointment. “I thought it wise. It must smart dreadfully.”

          Bantry gave him a scornful look. “I’ve become a milksop of a sudden, have I? I need hardly remind you, I was invalided out of Her Majesty’s Army with wounds you would no doubt consider horrific. You’ve seen the scars. One could hardly miss them, since they’re the size of your palm.”

          Beneath the eaves, the wind was on the rise again, but for the first time in weeks it rattled the shutters on the east wall. The sound was subtly different. Flynn lifted his head to listen. 

          “You hear? The wind has begun to shift. Soon we’ll have a southerly, bringing the waterfowl back from Africa. Soon —” He took a breath, closed his eyes. “We’ll be free.” He looked down into Bantry’s drowsy face and could not disguise an expression of genuine regret. “I’ve made the most terrible chaos of your life. I always knew I would.”

          Bantry’s flat palm slapped a small buttock. “You smashed it and remade it with the same stroke,” he corrected. “As you would say, the melody is just at rest between verses. It begins again soon. It may have already begun. Can you hear it?”

          The speculation inspired a smile and Flynn nodded readily. “I’ve been able to hear it for days. Since Christmas Eve. The world was given to me. Quite the gift.”

          “Perhaps,” Bantry allowed. “But you gave me the future. Of the two, I’m not quite sure which gift is the more astonishing.” He stretched languidly. “I’m like you now, or I soon will be. The world you gave me was yours.” He reached over with a kiss, unabashedly affectionate. 

          “Vampyre,” Flynn added, just above a whisper.

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen                       

 

Spring came in with a rush and, with the thaw, the Camargue flooded. The lake rose until the water lapped only yards below the cabin. February wind storms, promising the equinox, lashed the marshes and the sky was sullen with an angry overcast. Bantry was grateful for the daytime gloom. The change had begun.

          The night was silver-blue. Stars burned with a ferocity he had never known before, and at midday he could barely tolerate daylight. After an afternoon’s exercise he would return to the cottage to find his face pink and sore, his eyes gritty and half blind for an hour. The process was disturbing, but he had spent seven weeks growing accustomed to each small change, and no element came as a surprise. Flynn prescribed olive oil for his skin, rest for his protesting eyes, and he gave Bantry a pair of green glasses, which would give him the freedom of daylight for a few more weeks.

          The time was swiftly approaching when Bantry would decline the invitation of the sunlight and, briefly, he mourned. But he had already experienced so many benefits from the change, he was as beguiled as disquieted. Greatest of them, to his mind, was that Flynn felt warm now. His skin and his mouth were almost as warm as Bantry’s own. Vincent could hardly keep his hands away, delighting endlessly in what he perceived as human warmth. The rational part of his mind told him the truth. His own body temperature was falling fast. Now, to a human, it was Bantry who would feel cool, no matter how warm the evening. 

          A human would also notice how strange his eyes were: vast black pupils surrounded by only a thin rim of blue. If humans thought he dwelt in the dark, they were wrong. The night was a fantasia of light and color, such as he could never have imagined before. 

          When Flynn fed, the little cut made by a razor-honed knife was no more than a tiny bruise the following day. Bantry was already healing almost as fast as any changeling, and by the time the flooding was in spate Flynn no longer bothered to dress the cuts. Bantry merely smiled over the tingling, smarting little reminders of intimacy. 

          Feeding once a week was not enough, but Flynn would take no more. He was still losing flesh, his bones growing closer beneath the skin, his face beginning to look gaunt, but no matter how Bantry framed his advances to serve more often as the patron, Flynn would never agree. He was hungry and tired, but his resolve was immovable.

          The flood waters were still high in mid-February, but their gardian, Luc-Pierre, had not forgotten them. One sullen morning when the marshes were dark under a storm overcast, a shout wafted over from the swollen river, and they knew the voice. “Bonjour! Monsieur Brady? Comment ca va? Puis-je vous aider?” 

          It was dim enough for Bantry to still tolerate the daylight without too much discomfort. “Luc-Pierre! Ne vous en faites pas — il fair mauvais temps, mais nous nous sommes bien amuses! Blag a part, vous etes tres gentil.” He smiled as the French rolled easily from his tongue. Often, now, he and Flynn would shift back and forth between the two languages and not even notice they had done it. His grasp of Italian was less profound but he was determined to master it, and Flynn was always delighted to teach. Michael had the patience of one to whom time meant nothing, and who had been taught harshly in his own youth, not least by life itself.

          Bantry had told the gardian not to worry; though the weather was bad he and his companion had enjoyed a good time; still, they appreciated Luc-Pierre’s concern. In fact they did need him, and his boat, if they were to get out of the Camargue before the equinox. “Can you take us to high ground, and can we ride from there?” he called to the swarthy little man. “What about our horses?” 

           The animals were in fine health, sleek and fat after their winter with the Camargue ponies in Luc-Pierre’s enclosures. Yes, the gardian could row Bantry and Flynn across, and the Montpellier road was still passable. He wanted to take them at once, but it was impossible. Even Bantry’s eyes were uncomfortably sensitive to the sullen daylight, and he understood, now, the striking pain Flynn endured. 

          The anger he nursed for David Lockwood burned white-hot with every memory of the experiments that had exposed Flynn to the sun, half blinded him, burned his skin. The fury was impotent; justice, even vengeance, were unattainable, but accepting it made the anger no less passionate. He gave Luc-Pierre their apologies and the story that Flynn was indisposed, but would be well enough to leave by twilight. Could Luc-Pierre come back for them then? 

          This suited the guardian’s plans. He was on his way out, around a tour of all the outlying farmsteads and cabins, making sure friends and acquaintances were safe, and he would be on his way home at twilight. Bantry thanked him, waved him off, and returned to the lamplit cabin to tell Flynn to pack. 

          Underfed and unwell, Flynn was still half asleep, still in the process of quitting the bed. He had heard the exchange between gardian and Englishman, and began his packing at once. He was clumsy, Bantry saw, thick-fingered with fatigue. “Will you feed one final time before we go?” 

          “No.” Flynn took his hand for a moment to soften the rebuff. “Vince, there’s no need. Luc-Pierre rows us across, and there are the horses. I only need a few minutes of privacy. We ride into Montpellier by midnight and secure tickets on tomorrow’s night train. I’ll sleep all day if I must. Send a telegraph to Fourier, from his enfant terrible —” he smiled faintly. “There’ll be a carriage to meet us, and a pack of big, affectionate hounds at home.” He sighed heavily. “And I must tell Jean his Diana is buried here.” He shook his head slowly. “He’ll grieve. Jean is ... like me, I suppose. We can never remain aloof from affection offered us, and Diana was as loving as often family doesn’t know how to be.”

          “It wasn’t your fault,” Bantry insisted. “If you’re trying to atone by half starving yourself this way —” 

          “Oh, mon idiot!” Flynn caressed Bantry’s cheek. His fingers, now, were warm. “Pack your bags and stop your fretting. I’ll be quite all right.”

          In February twilight settled early and was sharply cold, but Bantry was no longer so troubled by the chill. To him, the wind was merely a little cool as the gardian hailed them again, and they clambered into his boat for the journey across the flooded marshes. The man was cheerful, full of gossip from the farms and outposts about the Camargue. But Luc-Pierre could not read, and even if he had seen a newspaper he would not have known what was in it. Many peasants in the hinterland were illiterate; it was no reflection on his intelligence, merely on the hardships faced by poor people here, where education was patchwork. 

          At least, Bantry thought, he and Flynn had little need to worry about their faces being recognized after the police pamphlets were circulated across France. Simple people here took scant account of such things. He held on as the boat pulled into the river current and helped to steady the roll as the gardian turned gratefully toward home. 

          They tied up at a stone landing by Luc-Pierre’s cottage. His family was large, the house was crowded with eleven children, his stout, ruddy-faced wife and his ancient father. The children brought out the horses and saddled them while Bantry and Flynn stood talking with the gardian. Luc-Pierre stoked a pipe and struck a match on the cottage wall. Bantry actually smelt the sulfur from the match, and the tiny flame burst like a furnace, making him blink, making his eyes water. Flynn was watching closely, and as Bantry’s face creased Michael said quietly in English, 

          “The sooner we get to Paris, the better. You’re more nearly changed than you know.”

          “I know it,” Bantry muttered. “And I’m as eager as you for home.”  

          Home. Before the moon was up they were on the road north to Montpellier. Luc-Pierre’s eldest son insisted on riding with them, to make sure they got through safely, and Flynn could never find those few minutes of privacy to feed before they were within sight of the outskirts of the town. Their young guide turned back a hundred yards short of the livery. The horses were for sale, but they were left at the stable with instructions for their price be paid to the local church, for the poor fund.

          The sky had grown light. Dawn was bare minutes away and Flynn was dragging his feet with bottomless exhaustion when they stepped into the lobby of the same hotel where they had lodged on the way out. He tarried downstairs only long enough to send the telegraph to Fourier before retiring, while Bantry ambled to the station for tickets. They looked thoroughly rustic, he thought, in threadbare tweeds, woolens, scuffed boots. His own hair was shaggy, unkempt — no one at the station cast a glance at him, and he had the presence of mind to pay for the tickets in well-used notes and coins. 

          Fourier would laugh, until he heard about Diana. Regret sobered Bantry as he returned to the hotel. He found Flynn already asleep. The hearth was cold, he felt no need to light it, and when he joined Flynn between the sheets it was to enfold a thin, hard body that felt warm at last, even if Michael was unwell. Bantry still felt hungry; he still had a taste for food, but the pangs came more rarely. He realized, on the brink of sleep, he had not eaten in more than thirty-six hours. 

          So he would take lunch tomorrow and indulge himself on the train — his opportunities to dine were numbered. Soon indeed, the sight of food would turn his stomach; the taste of it would make him physically ill. A peculiar thrill of apprehension, anticipation, tingled through his nerves, for when the change was complete he would want fresh blood, only blood. The hounds or a calf, a pony, a deer. He swallowed his heart as he imagined the act of cutting into living flesh, laying his mouth over the wound and suckling, tasting the heat, the wetness, the richness. Blood.

          Not yet ... the drive, the need, was still not there to banish the thrill of dread at what he must do ... but one day soon, one night when he and Flynn were especially close, it would come to blood. He would possess Flynn in the last way possible. He searched his heart for revulsion or fear. Those feelings had dwindled until only the little frisson of dread remained, and he had come to wonder why humans, who were horrified by the feeding on fresh blood, were unmoved by the butcher’s industry. The wholesale slaughter of animals — carcasses hung for weeks till they were rank, green-moldering, before they were quartered and devoured with relish. To Bantry, now, the needs of the changeling seemed innocent by comparison.

          Twilight was bright as day as they walked to the train. The February wind was almost balmy. Bantry found himself hungry for Paris, its art and music, life and people — its changelings. Jean Fourier and Mario Rinaldi ... and Chabrier, whom Bantry could not forget and always pictured in the role of Icarus. Flynn had finished the painting before they left; it stood drying in an airy corner when they walked out, and Jean must have framed it by now. Bantry hoped it had not been sold already, like the Androcles. He wanted to see it again, perhaps to own it, an image of Chabrier. He wondered who Flynn had painted as Androcles. 

          The night train was half empty. He dined well on chicken and apricots with white wine, jellied oranges and cream with cognac and coffee, and he returned much later to the salon car. Flynn was inhaling the vapors of a very old brandy, and offered him one. He was not far from the point of complete exhaustion; Bantry saw blue smudges beneath his eyes, an unhealthy pallor, but Flynn waved off his concerns. 

          “I’m underfed, which you already know! What else is there? My ribs would do service as a xylophone, you say. What do you expect?” 

          “Fourier,” Bantry said glibly, “is going to accuse me of abusing you.”

          But in fact Fourier — who waited for them at the bustling, noisy Gare de Lyon as he had met them the first time — was so preoccupied, he had no time for humor and little enough for grief. He did not even seem to notice their shabby dress, which Bantry had expected to inspire bad jokes about rustics and yokels. Bantry’s hackles rose at a glimpse of Fourier’s face, but he waited for Jean to speak in his own time. Fourier embraced Flynn, saw his pallor at once and asked after his health. He took the news of Diana’s death painfully; he had been looking for her, and knew her absence at Flynn’s side could only mean there had been trouble.

          “There was nothing to be done,” Flynn said softly as they walked up from the platform. “I’d heard hunters in the marshes a few days earlier, but the wind often carries away the noise of guns, as you know. She went out in the morning, and ... we searched everywhere, that night and the next morning. It was already too late.” 

          “I know. I’m not accusing you,” Fourier said softly. “Who knows better than changelings — death is the way of all life. Ah, Christ, if there is justice in this world I’ve yet to see it.” He turned a bleak face to Bantry. “I also have news, much worse news. I’m so sorry, Vincent, Michel. This will be so difficult for you both, since you know the young lady involved.”

          “Lady?” Flynn echoed sharply. “Something has happened to Cosette?”

          “No, of course not. But you knew Mademoiselle Lockwood rather well, didn’t you? Both of you, so I believe.”

          “We do ... we did,” Bantry spoke French so fluently, so accentlessly, Fourier had not yet noticed he was speaking it at all. “For the love of God, Jean, what’s happened?”

           But Fourier shook his head. “It’s not for me to tell. Luigi is staying at the house. He’s been here since ... ah, merde. Let Scozza tell it. I’ve no stomach for this.”

          “You know Scozza?” Bantry was surprised, and then realized he should not have been.

          Flynn’s eyes flashed an apology. “Forgive me, but Jean’s house was my home for a long time. When Luigi was performing in Paris, which he does almost every season, I would bring him home with me. More than once, he was Jean’s house guest for weeks at a time.”

          “You’re apologizing,” Bantry said softly, “as if you think I’d be offended because you were intimate with someone else, years ago?”

          They were on the street now, and Fourier ushered them into the familiar carriage. All around them, Paris rushed and bustled, its convivial spirit only mildly dulled by the chill, damp February weather. A light snow was falling as the carriage threaded into the traffic, but melted off as soon as it hit the road. Paris was simply wet by now; the snow was thawed away; only mounds of black, compacted ice remained on  street corners to echo the winter. 

          The city was busy, lights and music called from restaurants and cafes, buskers worked the queues for the theater, hawkers called from doorways, and over it all was the taste of humankind and their business, not quite a smell, not quite a sound, but more than both. After the months in the wilds of the Camargue Bantry had been eager for this, but the pleasure of homecoming was overset by a clay-cold dread.

          “But, your health, Michel,” Fourier was saying as the carriage pulled out. “Whatever is wrong? You cannot be ill!”

          Flynn told him everything in a flat monotone, as if he half believed he would soon be defending himself against changeling outrage. Fourier’s eyes flickered to Bantry as he outlined the events of Christmas Eve. Absurdly, Bantry felt his cheeks warm with a blush, but Fourier brushed aside both his self-consciousness and Flynn’s guilt, as if both were unimportant. He was so preoccupied with his bad news, little Flynn said to him registered. 

          Let Scozza tell the story? Something terrible had happened. Bantry could not allow himself to believe it involved Phoebe, of all the innocents in the city. Flynn was still talking, and he forced himself to listen

          “So there you have it, Jean,” Flynn finished awkwardly. “I was an animal, I used him. I savaged him, in fact, in every way you can imagine. I’m not proud of what happened, but I can’t undo it. He’s forgiven me. Absolution for my sins will have to be enough.” 

          “So it should be,” Fourier said tersely. “It takes two to cement a grievance, Michel. Did you beg him to forgive?” 

          “He didn’t give me the chance!” Flynn sighed. “Not that I wouldn’t have.” He took Bantry’s hand, warmth on warmth now. “He’s kept me alive these last weeks. I’m afraid he has been my patron since that night.” 

          Again Bantry blushed, darkly this time as Fourier peered at him. “It was quite agreeable, I assure you,” he said bluffly under the intense scrutiny. “He took nothing I couldn’t give, and made it rather a pleasure. I’m —” He hesitated, unaccountably embarrassed. “I’m changing, it’s happening more swiftly than normal, probably because I’ve been the patron often, rather than just once. I’m painfully sensitive to light now.” 

          “And warm ... or should I say, cool,” Flynn added, “and hardly predisposed to food.” He looked anxiously at Fourier. “He’ll need a patron of his own, quite soon. I’ll be his first, I owe him the service, time and again. Of course,” he added thoughtfully, “he’ll use a knife. Those teeth of his are entirely blunt, human-blunt.” He spoke matter-of-factly, but Bantry perceived a gravity about the words. “I don’t want to file them.” 

          “It could mean his life,” Fourier mused, for the moment distracted. “We’ve all filed our teeth, it’s necessary. I’ve always considered it so.” 

          But Flynn was adamant. “Soon it’ll be the Twentieth Century. No one believes the legends anymore — we’re faery tales. There’s less and less chance with every passing year of a death like Dion’s happening again. Soon there’ll be no chance at all.” He looked sidelong at Bantry, openly perplexed. “I want to leave his teeth well alone.”

          “Perhaps. As you say, the future won’t be the same.” Fourier stirred as the carriage turned into his avenue and slowed to swing in through the gate. “Besides which, there are more important matters ... dreadful matters ... to hand. Speak with Scozza. Please, don’t ask me! No Michel, not a word. From Luigi you may believe what’s happened,  and perhaps even stomach it. I’ve no belly for humans.” Then he seemed to remember Luigi was human, and  sighed. “You know what I mean.”

          No belly for humans? Bantry’s mouth was dry. “We know what you mean, Jean. “Luigi is not like the others.”

         “Any more than you were like the rest of your race,” Fourier added. He reached over and, as the carriage rolled to a halt before the door, gave Bantry his hand. “Welcome home, Vincent. Welcome to my family.”

          It was indeed like coming home, and Bantry had to remind himself, he had spent only a brief a time in this house. He hoped to find Chabrier here, but he was not, though he had left a letter. He had been called to Madrid on business and would return in a few days, a week at longest.

          In the meantime the painting, the Icarus, awaited them. Fourier had framed it in red wood and gold leaf, and hung in the wide passage on the upper floor. Once, Bantry realized, he would have needed the full spectrum of daylight to appreciate the nuances of color. A good measure of how much he had changed already was that he could see every tone, every shade, in soft gaslight. He stood before it, transfixed. Flynn possessed the hand of a master painter. The work could almost have been ascribed to David or Titian, two painters who were clearly his mentors. “It’s so beautiful,” Bantry whispered. “What does Chabrier say of it?” 

          “Very much the same thing.” Fourier sighed. “I’d have exhibited it, but ... not the right time. The signature of Michael Flynn would attract the wrong kind of attention just now. The police are still searching for you, though there were no more killings until — until a couple of weeks ago.” He took a forced breath. “Then, two in as many days, and a third — oh, God. Talk to Luigi, please.” With an effort Fourier brightened. “Let me be the pragmatist for a moment. The new killings have persuaded the British police at last, their Putney Slasher must be in London. No officer is wasting further time searching the Paris gutters for two madmen. I think,” he added cautiously, “you are safe here now.”

          He had led them up the winding stairs to Flynn’s familiar room; their room now. The windows stood wide open and the February night wind was simply cool and refreshing. Bantry welcomed it. “Why don’t you bathe and change?” Fourier invited. “I’ll tell Luigi you’re here.” 

          Too puzzled and disquieted to take much pleasure in being home, or in each other, they cleaned up quickly and pulled fresh clothes out of the closet. Mario and Cosette were not at home, but Bantry heard voices from the library, one French, one Italian. Flynn went ahead of him down the stairs, and welcomed the little Italian with an embrace.

          Scozza was delighted, even relieved to see Flynn, but his good humor was short lived. He took Flynn by both hands, made him sit down. “You don’t look good, you look terrible, what you are doing to yourself?” 

          “I ... thought my paramour might like me pale and interesting,” Flynn said self-mockingly. “Seriously, Luigi, I just haven’t fed enough lately. I’m home now, old friend, don’t concern yourself. Tell me your news instead. Jean has scared me half to death, and he won’t say a word.”

          Scozza perched on one arm of the settee, considering their reflection in the big, brassbound mirror over the mantelpiece. “Does he tell you this madman, this Putney Slasher, he kills again?”

          “He told us,” Flynn traded bitter glances with Bantry. “It seems we’re free, though some poor women paid a terrible price for our liberty.”

          “No, no, not free yet, at least not go back to London,” Scozza said quickly. “The police still believe you and Captain Bantry are murderers. But ... two more girls are dead.” His voice was hoarse, as if it hurt to speak. “A third is very badly injured. She sleeps. She’s in the coma, in St. Bartholemew’s Hospital.” He looked up, his faced twisted with pain. “Jesus God — is my fault, is all my fault! I should be with her. With Phoebe. She leaves the theater, she will not wait for me. A friend she wants to meet is at the cafe. It is late and dark ... and I know I should walk with her. Jesus, two girls already are killed, why I let her go alone?” He hugged his barrel chest, distracted, wild-eyed. “I take responsibility for everything. For every little part, blame Scozza.”

          “Luigi, please.” Bantry came forward and gripped Scozza’s shoulder tightly. 

          “She is raped,” Scozza said, as if he could barely believe it, even now, “then the man, he opens her throat. But there is life in her, you know. So much life.” He rocked back and forth, reliving the horror, and English began to defy him. “My Phoebe, she reach a street corner, someone see her. But she lose blood, so much blood.” 

          Ice water seemed to fill Bantry’s veins. “Phoebe is alive?”

          “Si. In the coma, like I say. She may never wake. If she wakes, she can show the man, tell Farraday.” Scozza was getting a grip back on himself, little by little. “She can tell them you’re innocent, but...” He shrugged. “Even if she lives, I don’t know will she ever sing again. My poor Phoebe, he ... he cut her throat. My poor, beautiful girl.” And he was weeping.

          Bantry gave the man’s shoulder a squeeze. Before him was a very mortal, very vulnerable man, and it was difficult to remember the arrogant maestro he had seen perform to an ovation at Covent Garden. “You care for Phoebe very much, don’t you?” he said gently. 

          “We are going to be married this spring.” Scozza rubbed his face hard with a handkerchief, as if angry with himself for the helpless emotion. “She comes to Roma with me to continue the study, make the debut with me. We make Fourier and Chabrier, both, to give the money, stage Aida for us.” He rubbed his eyes, determined to control the numbing grief. “She may never sing again — I don’t care, so long as she wakes. Please God, let her wake.”

          “Amen to that,” Bantry breathed. “It’s very bad, Luigi.” 

          “Is worse,” Scozza said hoarsely. “You don’t hear all yet. The police still believe you two are killers, but of course it means Paris is safe. They search London, top and bottom. If my Phoebe wakes, she can tell the man who —” He took a deep breath. “But her father is — what do you say? Insane? Mad? What happens to his daughter ...” Scozza wrang his hands. “It takes Lockwood, his mind, tears it apart. I don’t know if he is believing you did this to Phoebe! But I know one thing. He hunts for you.” Luigi’s eyes were wide, glittering as he looked from Flynn to Bantry and back. “Lockwood, he talks with Farraday for days after it happens. They call him for evidence again, he is the surgeon, also is the father of the only survivor. Farraday tells him, one time you stay with me, Michael, in my house, short time. Is no secret. So Lockwood, he comes to me, soon as Farraday’s back turns,” Luigi muttered, and his face twisted as if he were in pain. “He is mad, he spits at me with fury. He can barely speak for anger.” Scozza looked up at Flynn, haunted by guilt.

          “What on earth is the matter, Luigi?” Flynn sat on the settee and put an arm around him. “Tell me!”

          Bantry watched them together, tried to picture Luigi Scozza as a young student, meeting a seemingly-young artist in a choir loft and, later, seducing him. Luigi was past his best now, rotund and silvering at forty-seven years, but some quality endured, hinting at what he must have been in his youth. 

          The singer took a calming breath. “One night, I decide to walk from the hall, back home. Is a nice night, not cold, and I need air. Too many cigars in the hall. Bad for my lungs. So I walk, why will I not? I am halfway home when I see two men, they come toward me, right at me. There is a little fight, there in the street — I am thinking, they going to rob me! Then ... chloroform in my face, the stinking rag on my nose, my mouth. Everything is black. I wake, very sick. I am tied, I don’t know where, but ... dark. Then I smell the opium. Lot of opium. And questions, on and on and on.” Scozza’s face twisted in an agony of guilt. “Lockwood asks, over and over. Where are you? Where you come from, where you go to? Where he finds you?” He set his face into his hands. “The vampyre Cornelius, he talks with me one week before, he tells me where you are, he says you are safe with Jean. So I know where  you are ... and I know, in the dark, in the dreams, the opium, I know I tell Lockwood. About this house. Jean’s family.”

          “Sweet Christ,” Bantry whispered. “If he knows about this house —”

          “I know. Hush for the moment,” Flynn said tersely. “Go on, Luigi.”

          “He wants to know more.” Scozza hugged himself. “About you, Michael. Your life, illness, I tell everything. The opium ... I cannot help.” 

          “It doesn’t matter,” Flynn said gently. “A few more days in his tender clutches at the clinic that time, Luigi, and I should have told him the whole story myself. At least you were allowed to go free when he was done with you.” 

          “Si,” Scozza said raggedly. “It happen two days before my performance ends. I wire Jean, I tell him, warn you quick. Then I get on the first boat train.” He looked up, haunted. “Lockwood will come. He is not the man you think you know, Captain.” 

          “He is obsessed,” Fourier finished. “Whether with his desire to study your ‘illness,’ or thinking you did this to his daughter and simply wanting vengeance for Phoebe, I don’t know. Perhaps he’s taken it upon himself to decide you are the devil incarnate and must be executed. Since he can’t make the police listen to stories of the vampyre — they’d lock him away as a madman if he so much as mentioned the word! — he’ll certainly come hunting for you. Luigi is right.” 

          Flynn’s face was an expressionless mask. He sat back, sank into the couch’s deep cushions, folded his hands in his lap and studied them. “He may be in Paris already, Vince. We’re at jeopardy right now. We should leave this house at once.”

          “Perhaps,” Fourier said slowly, “but if you’re hoping to save my house by leaving, luring Lockwood away in the hopes he’ll follow you, think again, Michel.”

          Bantry’s mind had already raced down the same road as Fourier’s reasoning. “We’re not sure,” he said to Flynn, “if Lockwood is coming here for Phoebe’s revenge, or just to nail down a laboratory specimen.”

          “Oh, God.” Flynn’s eyes closed.

          “Forewarned,” Bantry said sharply, “is forearmed. Remember, I was a career Army officer. The military was my life; I learned strategy like a language. Lockwood is a doctor on the point of retirement, and his reason may well have wandered.”

          “He’s surely obsessed, but I doubt Lockwood’s insane,” Flynn argued, disquietingly rational. “He’s grieving for Phoebe on the one hand and eager to get his knives into me ... us ... on the other. Ruthless, callous, consumed by his work, furious, grieving for a precious child. Previously, he had no way to pursue his experiments. Farraday handed him Luigi on a silver plate. Lockwood is more likely ambitious than mad.” He gave Bantry a speculative look.. “When have you ever known a pathologist or scientist retire?”

          “They don’t,” Bantry agreed. “David can sniff his knighthood, and what he needs to get it is to uncover our secrets.” He hesitated. “Then again, perhaps he saw enough while tormenting you to make him wonder if Phoebe’s life might be saved if he can gain access to those secrets. Is he mad?” He shook his head. “I’m not so sure.”

          “Exactly,” Flynn agreed bitterly. “It’s very likely this whole scene stems from his communication with Farraday, who made the connection with us, and this house, when he simply handed Luigi to him. Farraday believes Luigi was duped and had no idea where we would go ... dear heaven! If Scotland Yard had drugged Luigi —”

          “They wouldn’t stoop to it,” Bantry said, “for which I’m grateful.” 

          “Yes.” Flynn shivered visibly and rubbed his arms. “All Lockwood ever needed was the knowledge of where to find a vampyre house.” 

          “And your vanishing into the night won’t take the knowledge from him,” Fourier added. “He could kill you both and return here for a live specimen for his studies, or he could give you the slip, betray you to the police and be back here in a day.” He glared at his reflection in the mirror over the mantelpiece. “I have two choices only, Michel —”

          Flynn was there before him. “We all leave this house, run away and disappear, begin again with Chabrier’s help, lose everything we have here. Our home, our things, a place to belong. Or ...” He looked at Bantry.

          The soldier had awoken in Bantry for the first time in so long. “You fight to protect what you have. Lockwood is coming here as the hunter? Fine. So we wait for him. This house is the most perfect, baited trap I could have designed. We lay down an ambush and we wait for him. It can be done. Trust me. I’ve done this many times before, and trapped bigger game than an elderly doctor with an obsession about vampyre.”

         “Yes.” Fourier actually smiled, though it was a grim expression. “This has been my thinking also. I’ve had this house over twenty years, and you’re right, Michel. A place to belong, you said.” He lifted his chin. “I want to keep my home, if I can. Time enough to cut and run like abject cowards when we must. If we must. Yes?”

          “Yes,” Flynn said, dark and moody. “I’m so sorry, Jean.”

          “Don’t be.” Fourier almost shrugged away the apology. “It happens to us all, and it happens often.” He gave Bantry a thoughtful look. “This is the world you’ve entered, Vincent. I hope you don’t begin to regret it.”

          The silence was long and troubled At last Bantry said, “There’s no chance, is there — our ‘secrets,’ as you put it, might save Phoebe’s life?” The question had nagged him. It could be the reason for Lockwood’s o session, his hunting. If it was, Bantry found absolution an easy gift to give.

          For a moment Flynn and Fourier looked at each other, then Michael stood, one hand on Scozza’s shoulder. “It’s possible. Who can say for certain? If she could live long enough in her coma, the changes occurring as she became one of us might bring about healing. He would take blood from me and inject her. She would begin to change, but would she live long enough for the changes to work their charm? Her life processes would slow at once,” he mused, “as yours did, Vince. Would this be the saving of her, or would it simply kill her? Slow heartbeat, and coldness. It’s not an experiment I’d willingly participate in.” He looked down at Luigi. “I’m sorry. If you’ve been nursing this hope, Luigi, I’ve nothing to tell you for sure. It is possible the changing would heal her. It’s equally possible the falling body temperature and hibernating life processes might finish her.” 

          The Italian only sighed. “Is the last resort, I know. She is young and strong. There is still the chance she might heal herself, and wake.” He slammed his right fist into his left palm, an expression of frustration and fury. “I wish I know, does Lockwood hunt you for her sake, or his own? Is it research or revenge, or mercy? What I have done to you?” 

          “What have you done?” Fourier echoed. “You haven’t done anything, silly boy! Why don’t you take some more brandy, go out and get a good meal. And you, Vince? You still need food, don’t you? Are you hungry?” 

          “I ate on the train,” Bantry told him. “I won’t want anything more for a couple of days.” 

          Given Scozza’s befuddled condition it was not surprising it took several moments for the sense of what they had said to sink in. Then he looked up at Bantry, both brows arched. “He — Michael —?” 

          “Of necessity,” Bantry said quietly. “For him, because his patron was shot by hunters, and there was only me. For me, because I refuse to relinquish him, lose him and his world and the future. They’re my world and future now.” He smiled into Flynn’s face and then looked into his own eyes in the mirror. Already they were almost as dark. “Tell me, Luigi, have you never wished to become one of them?” 

          “Sometimes, long time ago, I think about it,” Scozza admitted, “but I don’t got the courage. I love the sun, and children, and the good food. The price is too high. I am Catholic, also.” He shrugged.

          “All good reasons to embrace humanity,” Bantry agreed. “Now, Michael, it’s time you sent for a patron. I ate hours ago, and you’re looking more like a shadow every moment. Jean, is there a hound he might have?”

          Young Jason was still almost a puppy, one of Irene’s last litter, and closely related to Diana. Now, in the sanctuary of their room, Bantry watched carefully as Flynn fed. Learning. All too soon he would need to be able to do this for himself. Flynn became the teacher again and did it slowly, despite his obvious hunger.

          “I can’t teach you so quickly how to charm your patron into sleep. It took me many years to learn the trick. So you’ll use a knife so sharp, nothing is felt when you make the cut, and then apply a lot of pressure with your thumbs, here and here, see? The pressure causes numbness while the blood flows, and by the time it coagulates, the cut is closed and will merely smart. The patron feels almost nothing. If you’re clever and deft, it doesn’t become a fight.” He stroked the dog’s shaggy head. “If you’re stupid and clumsy, expect the patron to fight. But there’s no need for pain and fear. It’s the rare changeling who enjoys the struggle.” 

          “So I see.” Bantry watched Flynn smooth the hound’s long, gray fur back into place. “Tell me, don’t you get hair in your teeth?” 

          Flynn laughed quietly. “Pull the fur apart, along a line where you cut, stroke it first, to remove loose strands.” He looked up, his cheeks slightly flushed. “Of course, the first time your patron will be myself, and it won’t be a concern. You’ll learn quickly.” 

          “Yes.” Bantry cupped the warm cheeks. “It’ll be a little while yet. I rather enjoyed dinner on the train, and I’m looking forward to good restaurants and fine wine. But I’m hungry so infrequently now — the change won’t be long.” He put his head down to nuzzle Flynn’s neck, where it joined his shoulder. “Then I’ll delight in you instead.” 

          A limpid softness filled Flynn’s eyes, reminding Bantry of the doe in the woods, on the farm in Norfolk. It was more than acceptance, it was an actual eagerness, a desire to provide him with the stuff of life — 

          And just then — in that instant — it came over Bantry for the first time, startling him, almost shocking. A need to taste ... a terrible hunger, not for food, not for sex. His eyes widened and heat flushed his face. Saliva flooded his mouth and he swallowed hard. 

          Flynn saw the sudden startlement and flushed cheeks, and smiled. “It will happen, and it begins like this. But not quite yet ... I love you.” 

          Bantry echoed the words huskily, and kissed him. “Now, if you’ve fed enough —?”

          “Quite enough.” Flynn woke Jason with a shake, and the hound yawned in his face.

          “Then we should talk about Lockwood,” Bantry said soberly. “We have to make plans.” His brows arched as Michael looked sharply at him. “He’ll not get the better of us, this much I promise you.”

          “I’ll leave the whole matter to you,” Flynn said dismissively. He was still stroking Jason. The wolfhound was awake, but had settled down again with his head in Flynn’s lap. “You were a career officer, as you said. Who would be better suited to being my bodyguard — safeguarding this whole house, in fact.” His tone became self-mocking, and he sketched Bantry a flamboyant salute. “Guard my life as if it were your own, Captain.”

          But Bantry was not mocking. “I intend to. Because it is mine,” he added, low and quiet, making Flynn angle a glance at him. “But as you said yourself not long ago, this is a vampyre house, and Lockwood knows where it is. Now, unless Jean is going to pull up stumps, lose his home and move his household — change his name and begin again! — we must deal with Lockwood once and for all.” He gave Flynn a dark look. “Don’t underestimate him. He’s very intelligent, and every bit as dogged and determined as any good scientist. He knows what he’s sunk his claws into! He doesn’t dare speak the word ‘vampyre,’ but he knows. Damn!” He raked his fingers through his hair, standing it on end. He had never worn it so long before, and made a mental note to see a barber. “I can’t believe I used to call him my friend. Was I so dense, so blind?”

          But Flynn made dismissive noises. “Don’t chastise yourself. All the years of your friendship with Lockwood, he showed you only one of his many faces. The one he wears for his wife and family. It’s a pleasant face, I saw it myself several times, at the Craven house. Then I made the mistake of letting him examine my eyes, and I swear, I saw Lockwood’s other face peek through the paternal, sociable mask right there!” He shuddered. “It made my flesh crawl.”

          “A feeling as if you have spiders running down your back.” Bantry rubbed his palms together. His mind had begun to race as the soldier in him awoke after a long slumber. “If you’ll excuse me, I must see Jean — about a gun.”

          In fact, Fourier possessed no such thing, but they were easy to obtain. Sporting pieces were on sale quite openly. A gunsmith called Gavriel Ducleau worked in a little shop by the river, the third generation of his family to work there in the same trade; even Bantry, who was still so new to Paris, knew the name. Fourier had never done business with him directly, but knew the man furnished the best firearms money could buy, to an elite corps of clients.

          With his directions, Bantry ventured cautiously out in the afternoon. The sky was overcast; a cold drizzle was steadily banishing what little remained of the snow and ice. Paris was gray and dull, but the daylight made his eyes water. He could bear it if he wore the dark green glasses, until he was in a cab.

          The gunsmith’s was a dim little cave better suited to his vision. He spent an hour selecting two repeating rifles, two shotguns, and two Luger .45 caliber pistols. The weapons would be delivered to Fourier’s by Ducleau’s own smithy vehicle later in the afternoon, since the police quite rightly frowned on private citizens carrying firearms on the street. 

          The covered van arrived on the drive at dusk, just as Flynn rose. He had slept most of the day, still tired and debilitated, but recovering before Bantry’s eyes. He came down to the door as Bantry tipped the driver and took charge of the guns. Flynn helped set them on the sideboard in the hall, but he was deeply curious.

          “Vince, you’ve bought a whole arsenal for the sake of one old man who was never a soldier in his life?” 

          “There are,” Bantry informed him, “seventeen rooms in this house. I counted them. We have four doorways and twenty windows. It’s too far to run, Michael, to get from one end of the house to the other to reach a single gun, if Lockwood surprises any one of us alone. There are also six of us here, and with the exception of Luigi himself we are all changelings. Targets. If Luigi told David everything, anyone in this household short of Scozza would serve Lockwood’s purpose, it does not have to be you! We have one trump card. Me. Luigi did not know, at the time he was David’s prisoner, that I’ve become like you. So David will probably ignore me —”

          “Or reckon you to be the greatest danger of the pack, and put you down first,” Flynn said bitterly. He sighed then. “You’re right. All the more reason to have the guns salted away everywhere, so there’s never far to go to find one. Why on earth didn’t Luigi go to Farraday and tell him Lockwood’s nasty tricks?”

          Bantry made scornful noises “And have Farraday merrily discredit everything he said, in the firm belief Luigi had indulged in opium or laudanum and dreamed the whole thing? Scozza is known to have helped me, and he sheltered you, which in Farraday’s mind very nearly implicates him as our accomplice. And remember, Farraday sets a high value on Lockwood’s work. I doubt he’d believe such a slanderous story, especially from an artist. Everyone knows, simply knows, you artists are partial to loose living, drugs and immorality.” 

          “Your point,” Flynn admitted. “So where will you put the weapons?” 

          They were hidden in places a stranger would never guess, but places where access was quick and easy. The top of a cupboard, behind a chest of drawers, under the magazines in a bronze rack, behind a china cabinet.

          The shotguns were at front and rear of the house to cover the doors, the rifles at either end of the passage, upstairs, covering the whole length of it and the stairway. The pistols were in the library and the dining room, since Bantry pointed out these rooms had terrace windows, easily breached. Each was loaded, with spare ammunition kept close by. And Bantry was still not satisfied.

          Stealth was a quality he respected highly after years of living in China, where thieves were wickedly clever and weeks could go by before one discovered he had been robbed at all. The only counter to stealth, short of a powerful house guard, was a system of alarms. The evening the guns were delivered, Bantry dispatched one of Fourier’s human houseboys to visit a foundry in Paris’s poor quarter. Young Paul-Robert was to purchase copper tubing and have it cut into lengths. Fourier’s entire household was mystified until well past midnight, when they watched Bantry suspend the lengths of tube on twine and shake them together. 

          They rang, high pitched and musical, like sweet tubular bells, and they were hidden among the curtains at each window. “Now,” Bantry mused, “let’s see Lockwood get in without being heard.” He resisted the impulse to be smug about his precautions; they were the same measures taken by a Manchu elder whose whole household was put to the sword one night. Still, the magistrate’s investigations showed the rebels were invited into the house by a bonded concubine, so Bantry was still almost certain his precautions were sound. 

          “A little trick I first saw at the Viceroy’s palace in Hong Kong,” he told his bemused companions. “They were bedeviled by thieving, and they hung wind chimes like this at every unguarded window and door. A small regiment of thieves lost their hands before it was discovered.” 

          “And then?” Mario was wide eyed at the suggestion of cutting off a man’s hands for stealing. Half of Paris would be maimed if it were a local custom. 

          “And then,” Bantry told him, “the wily Orientals came prepared with scissors and a rug, and when they took a panel out of the window, they simply cut the twine and caught the bells. The thieving soon began again, and the Viceroy was completely disgusted. But the trickery worked once or twice.”

          “So we’re safe.” Flynn straddled a chair by the dining table, dressed in baggy white slacks and shirt, barefoot and comfortable. 

          “As safe as I know how to make us,” Bantry said carefully. He looked over his lover’s head at Fourier, who stood watching from the doorway. “I want to get Mario and Cosette right out of here. I want you to ask Chabrier to take them away. They can go on a short holiday — they might even take the train up to Fontainebleau until it’s all over.” He smiled at the castrato. Tonight Mario was a boy, since there were no visitors in the house; Cosette had taken her young man out to the theater. “I wouldn’t like to see them hurt, and they’re not as strong as us. Strong enough, being what they are, yes, but not like us.” 

          “I’ve been thinking the same,” Fourier agreed. “Chabrier will return in a couple of days. He’s going to be furious. He knows this Lockwood of yours by reputation, who does not?”

          “Cornelius and I told him the whole tale,” Flynn said darkly. 

          “Yes.” Fourier sighed. “But now Lockwood is — hors la loi. And what is outside the law we can deal with ourselves, eh?” 

          Bantry settled the last of the chimes and checked the pistol he had hidden behind a piece of Venetian glass on the dresser. Now they could only wait, and he began to fully appreciate the vulnerability of the changeling, and the vampyre. If they were attacked during daylight hours they could fight or hide but not run, for a more dangerous enemy than any human lurked in ambush just outside. 

          The sun waited to burn their eyes into blindness and scorch the skin from them. Lockwood knew it all — so he would come in daylight, Bantry guessed. Lockwood would hope to catch his prey asleep or at least at a great disadvantage. Shutters and drapes thrown open were weapons as effective as the cudgel or knife.

          The next morning Cosette argued stridently to stay and, after thinking on it, Mario supported her. But Fourier would hear none of it, and had them packing before the hour was out. The offer of a holiday in Fontainebleau mollified them. Mario had always loved the place, and Cosette’s beau had returned there. Mario deliberated over whether to be girl or boy, and at last he elected to accompany Cosette as a female. Her young man knew Madame Fourier from many visits to this house, so the ruse was sound. 

          In the early evening Fourier took the carriage to the station to meet Chabrier’s train. The vampyre had spent the day en route from Spain, whiling away the daylight hours in a darkened sleeper compartment on the pretext of being unwell, and he arrived in Paris at late twilight. Flynn and Scozza remained at the house with Cosette and Mario, while Bantry accompanied Fourier to the station.

          Even Chabrier was not traveling alone, Bantry saw. A changeling was with him, a tall, big-shouldered man with astonishing Viking looks and white-blond hair. Safety in numbers, Bantry assumed. The changeling from Copenhagen reboarded the train after helping to unload Chabrier’s luggage. By midnight he would be in Amiens, visiting friends and changeling-kin of his own. Interesting, Bantry mused as he picked up two of the red leather cases, that even Chabrier himself traveled in company.

          The vampyre greeted Fourier with an embrace, but bade his traveling companion farewell with only a handshake, for the last, short leg of the journey to Amiens. As Fourier’s carriage threaded through the evening traffic, Chabrier looked into Bantry’s eyes ... and he knew at once. The mydriasis was very obvious now.

          With a perplexed but pleased expression, Chabrier touched Bantry’s face instead of shaking his hand. “You had your own way after all. And are you content? Or is it a mistake?” 

          “I’m content,” Bantry whispered. “I have everything a man could desire. There was a price to be paid, I don’t deny, but ... the choice was mine, and I made it.” He gazed at Chabrier, bewitched by the man’s rich looks and reminded of a verse of Flynn’s. It was written for Dionysus, but could have been for this man:


 

          Beauty, like the night, surrounds him everywhere, 

          Starlight in his eyes and moonlight on his hair; 

          As, softly, comes the dawn he steals away to sleep ... 

          Enthralled so by his spell, all those who love him weep. 

 

          Bantry could never see Chabrier without picturing him as Icarus, and thinking, over and over, vampyre. He felt no fear now, if he had ever been afraid. Chabrier was merely richly seductive and deliciously, even dauntingly sensual.

          Just inside Fourier’s door, the vampyre greeted Flynn with an embrace, a kiss. He sat in the drawing room, inhaling the vapors of a fine cognac as he listened to their news. Flynn, Fourier and Scozza told it by turn, and Bantry finished with a brief description of his precautions and the request.

          “Take Mario and Cosette away,” he asked. “The rest of us can probably fend for ourselves, but I don’t want to be responsible for Mario or Cosette. None of us could bear it if either of them should fall into Lockwood’s hands, his prisoner, and endure the torments Michael had to.”

          “Changelings are stronger than you know,” Chabrier said slowly, “but your point is well taken. I’ll spirit your little ones out of harm’s way.”

          “Also,” Flynn said as Bantry fell silent, “I’d be happier to see you out of the firing line. I don’t want to see Chabrier hurt on my account.” He was standing by the mantelpiece, and looked down into the vampyre’s wide, enigmatic eyes. “Please. For my sake, go.” 

          At last Chabrier, who had heard them all out with a frown, smiled. “How could I refuse you anything? Dion never could, and nor can I.” He gave Bantry an amused glance. “I expect you wrap poor Vincent into knots about the smallest of your fingers. All right, I’ll take Cosette and Mario to Fontainebleau. I’ll keep them there until you send word that — for better or worse — it’s over.” He studied Bantry, who was by the fireplace, actually drinking his cognac. “And the captain is quite equal to the task of settling accounts with one troublesome human physician, I have no doubt at all. But Vincent, don’t misjudge Lockwood,” Chabrier warned. “Cornelius told me a lot about him. Apparently he met Doctor Lockwood face to face on one occasion and was vastly amused, because Lockwood failed to recognize Cornelius as a vampyre born. Cornelius wore spectacles, stood well back and stayed out of the light, and Lockwood was none the wiser that he was in the same room as Hypaetia’s named heir. Still, your adversary is an intelligent man, he knows what he’s up against when he approaches this house, if only because of Vincent’s presence. Don’t assume he’ll blunder in unprepared.”

          “You mean, he may arrive with bell, book and candle?” Bantry hazarded cynically. “A hammer, a stake, a bunch of garlic and a crucifix?”

          “No.” Chabrier gave him an admonishing look. “But he may well arrive armed with an .606 caliber ‘elephant gun,’ and I promise you, you bonne bouche —” he laughed aloud as Bantry blushed “— even one of the vampyre will be torn into a thousand pieces by such a weapon. After Lockwood’s travels in the Orient, I’m sure he knows how to handle one.”

          “He does,” Bantry said quietly. “I saw him shooting water buffalo.”

          “Then, take care.” Chabrier stood, one hand on Bantry’s shoulder. “Am I to take Cosette and Mario away tonight?” 

          “Please,” Fourier said fervently. “My nerves are crawling. It could happen any moment, and it could go badly.” 

          “No,” Bantry said bleakly. “It won’t happen at night. I know Lockwood. It’s one of the few advantages of having once been his friend. I’ve played poker with him — and he’ll want the whole deck stacked against us. He’ll come in full daylight, you can count on it.” 

          Chabrier made noises of agreement. “If I were Lockwood, this would be my strategy. Now, if we’re to leave, let’s make good time. Fontainebleau is only a short journey and at this time of year there won’t be any trouble getting tickets for the train, or finding accommodation. Who goes there in February?” He gave his hand to Fourier. “Hello and goodbye, my old friend.”

          “You’ll soon return,” Fourier argued, “and stay for a long time, I should hope.”

          “In peace,” Chabrier added. He smiled at Flynn in farewell and followed the sound of voices upstairs to find Cosette and Mario. 

          With a great deal of fuss and annoyance they departed in the carriage just after nine, in plenty of time for the last train. Without them the house seemed quiet, empty. Bantry prowled like a caged cat. How long could it be before Lockwood followed Scozza here? Luigi had arrived almost a week ago — why had Lockwood not already shown his hand? Was he outside, watching?

          Of course he was! Bantry put himself into Lockwood’s shoes, asked himself how he would plan and execute the forced entry, as if it were a raid into hostile territory. The first thing an officer needed was information ... the movements of the enemy, the lie of the land, the layout of the stronghold. If Lockwood was working alone, he could only settle himself close by and watch. 

          Bantry was sure Lockwood was working alone. The only men who might help him were his partner, George Helprin and the student, Crabbe, and from Bantry’s experience of them, neither man would jeopardize his reputation and career, hunting for vampyre. More than likely, they had washed their hands of Lockwood, weeks or months ago. At the mercy of the drugs, Luigi had told him everything, and if Lockwood had continued to observe Scozza’s movements — and Bantry knew he would — then David would be informed the moment the singer left London. 

          It was a very small leap of intuition to place Scozza in Paris, running, fast, to his friends with the warning. By all accounts, Lockwood should be close behind him, moving just as fast, before the vampyre house emptied out, its changelings and natural-borns flying apart on the four winds. 

          All of which, to Bantry’s mind, the soldier’s mind, put Lockwood in the streets near Fourier’s house, even while the new changeling paced the day through, unable to be still. 

          At last Flynn’s temper shortened. “Why don’t you go out and run some of this nervous energy out of yourself?” 

          Even one short week before it would have been an ideal suggestion. Now Bantry merely stopped his pacing and glared at the Persian carpet beneath his feet. “I can’t,” he said tautly. “I’m more nearly changed than you know. Yesterday I let the dogs out into the garden at the scullery door. I was blind in the daylight and my eyes hurt for hours. I’m not very different from you.” 

          The truth disturbed him now, and when he slept that dawn it was to dream of rich, warm redness, seductive with the lure of life itself. He held Flynn tight in his arms and the smooth, pale body glowed with warmth. His mouth was hot, their lovemaking incandescent with shared body heat. 

          The dream was pervasive. The sense of life, and blood, carried over as he woke. It was an hour past noon, he knew the time instinctively. Flynn was still asleep, his head tipped back into the curve of the pillows, and Bantry could not resist temptation. He put his head down and his lips closed on the great, throbbing vein, eager for the pulse of life. Delight ripped through him, almost sexually intense, and the very knowledge he was feeling the throb of Flynn’s blood excited him, tormented him. He suckled on the pulse, not realizing Flynn was awake until he felt hands stroking his back. 

          “So soon?” Flynn purred. “Already? I hadn’t thought —” 

          “Not yet.” Bantry forced his head up, sought a kiss instead. “But soon ... I’ll need it.”

          “Whenever the time comes,” Flynn said quietly, and began to make love to him, soothing him first into rapture and then into rest, if not sleep.

          Bantry surrendered to the knowing caresses, wanting everything, and when Flynn finished him at last he cried out, not caring if anyone overheard. In this house, who would take offense? But Flynn was so tense, even after the release of sex he was barely relaxed. Spooned against Bantry’s side, his whole body was still clenched like a fist. Bantry sighed and held Flynn’s head to his shoulder. “Sleep while you can. Lockwood will make his move in his own good time. Fretting won’t force his hand.”

          “It should have happened already,” Flynn growled.

          “Perhaps. Probably,” Bantry admitted. “He’s far from stupid — he must know Luigi came straight here and he probably expected us to cut and run ten minutes after we were warned. We didn’t, and he may be wary, suspicious. However, he may not,” Bantry added in a growl, “expect some of us to stand up and fight. Tell me, do changelings often fight?”

          “No.” Flynn whispered; moist breath scudded over Bantry’s neck. “Vampyre will usually make a stand if they’re cornered. It’s the source for the story of the red-eyed monster, hiding in the dusty cobwebs and turning into a berserker before humans kill him at last. They have nothing to lose by fighting, and more often than not they do perish. But unless changelings have something to fight for, just as we’re struggling to save this house and family, it’s easier to disappear, make our way to another, safer house and begin again. Remember, the vast majority of changelings are not very old. We’re changed for our charm when we’re young, and most destroy themselves within a few decades. Humans swiftly became a society of record keepers. Vampyre, and a few changelings like myself, are so ancient, we slither through the cracks and loopholes in their records, but today’s changelings, Vince —? 

          “Their births were recorded, where they went to school, who doctored them, if they married and where, the births of their children, and where they worked, how much tax they paid and how they run afoul of the law. After the changing, when they disappear out of the human world you can be sure the grieving family reports them to the police as missing persons. If they come to be hunted the way Lockwood is pursuing us, they can’t afford to show their faces. There’s no way back. Well-meaning relatives would be doom for us. The fear of being recognized is terrible.”

          Because, Bantry mused darkly, the changeling would first be committed for medical ‘care,’ then sent from the hospital to the madhouse ... damned by the priests, disowned by his family, confined in the dark and subjected to medical research until, or unless, he could escape. And some of them had doubtlessly done criminal things, often just to survive in the human world. Their dread was of solitary confinement in a prison cell without even a window. Or of execution. 

          The web in which they were caught had ensnared Bantry too. On the verge of sleep he found himself weighing the fight against getting out cleanly, making a new life, and he was not surprised to discover part of him wanted to go, today, as soon as the sun was down. 

          The sudden crash of shattering glass shocked them awake. Heart pounding like a hammer against his ribs, Bantry was out of bed before he was fully aware of where he was, what he was doing. The last tendrils of a dream about knives, swords, bayonets, snatched at him as he clawed for his robe. He was still belting it as he went through the door, Flynn on his heels. The sound had come from the far end of the house, where Fourier slept. Heart in his mouth, Bantry led the way from corner to doorway to corner, trying to keep them out of direct sight of Fourier’s room. A moment later voices began to shout, one French and furious, sharp-edged with shock, the other gruff, English, blustering. They argued, but Bantry could not catch the words, only the tones of anger, fear and outrage.

          Then another crash, like a piece of furniture upturning, and Fourier’s voice cried out in shock before he called, shrill with urgency, 

          “Michel! Vite! Michel, mefiez-tu de — ah, Dieu, non. Non, Monsieur! Michel!” 

          The report of a heavy-caliber pistol made Bantry’s heart jump, and Fourier fell silent. 

          Urging Flynn to stay behind, Bantry sprinted for the rifle hidden behind the china cabinet at the end of the passage. The time for stealth was gone and his footfalls pounded on the timber floors. Another gunshot slammed through the house’s dense, still air as Bantry grabbed for the weapon he had hidden, and Flynn was right behind him again. He pushed Michael back against the wall. 

          “For God’s sake keep out of the way. I think he’s shot Jean already, he’ll shoot you too, soon as look at you.” 

          “Or you,” Flynn added tersely. 

          “Except the bastard won’t get the chance,” Bantry began.

          “He heard us, he’ll see us coming, he’s armed,” Flynn argued acidly.

          “He’s got what he came for, goddamn him, he’s busy — trying to get out with his prey,” Bantry muttered, physically pushing Flynn behind him.

          This was not Bantry’s plan. Ambush — he had thought to set a trap and let the intruder blunder in. But no sound issued from Fourier’s room now, and Bantry was guessing, belatedly, why his window, out of every window in the house, had been forced. Directly beneath it was the scullery’s lean-to, which served as a storehouse for the house’s overflow. It was the easiest window on the upstairs to breach — but Bantry had hung chimes in the curtains and a rifle was hidden under the bed. 

          Had Fourier been so dead asleep, he did not hear the window being raised, or the chimes? Or had he tackled the intruder hand to hand? Bantry swore. More importantly, was Fourier alive, how badly had Lockwood injured him? He was sure David would not intentionally have shot to kill, because a dead changeling was useless. But if he and Fourier struggled, even the devil’s plans could go awry.

          Flynn was unable to be still, tormented by the knowledge Jean was wounded, and Lockwood — ironically, a surgeon — would stand over him and watch him die. They crept closer with the agonizing slowness demanded by stealth, before all at once they heard the sound of a banging window and Flynn cursed. “We’re going to lose him.”

          “We’re not.” Bantry heard the snarl in his own voice. He slid along the wall to the door a pace ahead of Flynn, and spoke in a soundless whisper. “I’ll get Lockwood. You just see to Jean.” 

          “He has a gun!” Flynn grabbed for his sleeve but Bantry was already moving.

          “See to Jean! Let me stop Lockwood, else we’ll lose Fourier and in the end we’ll have to do this again when Lockwood comes back for another of us!”

          The scuffle and shooting would not have been Lockwood’s plan. He would surely have intended stealth, but having alerted the house, all he could do now was get out fast, with a victim if possible. He had to know, next time he came here he would either find the house empty, or he would be lucky to get out alive. Lockwood was neither soldier nor thug; physical violence had never been his way and he was not good at it. 

          He could only get out the same way he had broken in — through the window, onto the roof of the lean-to, into the garden and away. Bantry was seething as he inched closer toward the door, angry with himself also. He had assumed the portly, aging Lockwood would force entry through a ground-floor window, and he chastised himself for the complacence.

          He strained to hear any sound from Fourier’s room. Where were the dogs? The whole pack had been silent, and they had the run of the entire garden. At this time of day the human servants were out to lunch, but the house was far from unguarded with the wolfhounds on the loose. 

          His hand curved around the door handle and twisted. The mechanism made no sound, and he cautiously pushed it open just an inch. A flood of raw blue daylight assaulted his eyes, as if he were looking into the heart of an explosion. Fourier’s drapes had been flung wide, they were loose and flapping in the strong, chill breeze from the broken window. The rain had gone, the cloud cover was scattered by the February wind and the sky was fiercely blue.

          Bantry squeezed his eyes shut, struggling to see as scalding tears started. Flynn was completely blind. He had his arm up to cover his eyes as they blundered into the room, and as his own eyes began to burn Bantry saw a struggling figure — bulky and slow, a man whose best days were behind him — wrestling with a dead weight under the window, trying to get a limp body through it and out. 

          The tall cheval mirror had been smashed, the carpet was a litter of broken glass, and Flynn was not only blind in the daylight, but also barefoot. Bantry shoved him back through the door in the same moment David Lockwood realized he had company. He dropped Fourier heavily, and his right hand dove into a pocket of his greatcoat.

          The pistol seemed to have snagged in the silk lining, and Bantry might have laughed. As a thug, Lockwood was ridiculously inept. The rifle lifted up only to waist height, and Bantry blinked painfully at the shape silhouetted in the window. “Drop the pistol, David. Throw it down, old man. I swear I’ll put one in you. You’ve given me plenty of reason.”

          Lockwood froze, statue-like, gaping at Bantry. He huffed for breath, muttered incoherently as if he were making notes to himself and then all at once he said clearly, “Christ, Vincent ... your face. Your eyes. You’re one of them — you’re blind!”

          It was almost true. Bantry knew his face was twisted with pain and his eyes were closed down to slits, the eyelids starting to swell, beginning to blister. But he could still see well enough to glimpse Lockwood struggling once again to untangle the pistol. The rifle kicked as it fired one shot, making his ears ring in the confines of the room, and Bantry swore. He was wide, the round only chewed a chunk out of the window frame, but the shot galvanized Lockwood. 

          He spun, moving quickly for a man of his age and girth. He dove away and a moment later was out. Bantry blinked furiously, damning his eyes for their refusal to cooperate as he blundered to the window and shouldered the rifle. Tears streamed across his cheeks as he peered out into a blistering corona of sky and clouds. Behind him, Flynn was in the room again. He snatched the counterpane off the bed and flung it down to cover the carpet of broken glass. Bantry was handling the rifle by touch alone now. A glimpse of Fourier, face down on the carpet under the window, made him curse lividly.

          “Jean!” Flynn went to his knees by the ominously still body, but was blinded by the savage daylight. He was fumbling, feeling his way around Fourier, hunting for the wound. 

          Bantry could do nothing to help him, for David Lockwood was laboring down off the lean-to and onto a bench that had been pushed against it. Bantry could have killed him outright, at whim and out of sheer fury, but revenge would have been no better than murder, and the questions boiling in Bantry’s brain would never be answered. 

          His eyes protested as he drew aim and squeezed off one careful shot. The round spun Lockwood off the bench like a top and slammed him into the grass, where he lay heavily, wheezing, both hands clawing at the wound. He was stunned as he looked up, his human eyes wide open in the February daylight and fixed on Bantry’s twisted face.

          Sobbing with the pain in his own eyes, Flynn was dragging Fourier across the counterpane and out of the room. “Get him! Vince, please gods, get him,” he panted, and a moment later the door slammed shut on the flood of daylight. 

          Down below the window, Lockwood had not moved to escape, as if he could not get up off the sodden grass. Blood foamed brightly about his left shoulder. The sight raised every hair on Bantry’s nape and he felt his upper lip begin to lift, some tiny, involuntary expression of need, half formed, half recognized. Muttering barrack room profanities he had not heard in years, Bantry clambered through the window. He turned up the collar of his robe to protect himself as much as he could from the direct sunlight, and felt his way down to the bench. 

          He went to one knee beside Lockwood, and David peered stupidly up at him, blinking against the sky. “In the name of God, man,” Bantry demanded as Lockwood focused and knew him. “Are you mad?”

          An answer seemed to hover on Lockwood’s lips but his eyes rolled up in a faint before he cold find the breath to speak. Eyes closed tight, Bantry dropped the rifle to the grass and picked Lockwood up bodily. He slung the considerable weight over his shoulder and blindly kicked open the scullery door. “Michael? Michael!” Lockwood was a big man, and heavy, but Bantry was aware of a strength in his back and shoulders, greater strength than he had ever possessed. He realized with a start, he must be almost completely changed already. Serving as Flynn’s patron each week since Christmas Eve had changed him much faster than Flynn had expected. A process that should have taken six months had happened in less than two.

          The pistol was still in the pocket of Lockwood’s greatcoat, and as Bantry reached in he found it had twisted into the silk, buried the butt in the lining. The fabric ripped as he wrenched the weapon out. Little wonder Lockwood’s thick fingers had simply fumbled it. He glared at the Smith and Wesson, and deliberately set it on the back of the sideboard, behind the clock. In the unlikely event Lockwood managed to drag himself to his feet in the dim hallway, he would never see the gun. Bantry was satisfied. 

          He was blind as he struggled through the kitchen, felt his way from door to cupboard to chair, and dumped Lockwood at the foot of the stairs. “Michael!” He really needed help to manage the climb, but Flynn did not answer and he felt his way slowly, one handhold, one stair at a time. As he reached the top his sight began to clear a little. The surreal distortions of corneal afterimages arced everywhere, phantom rainbows, sunbursts, fireworks against the gaslight. He put Lockwood out of his thoughts as he caught a dim impression of Flynn sitting against the wall right outside Fourier’s door. Jean lay on his back at Flynn’s side, and Bantry was sure he was dead as he stumbled up the passageway. 

          Thick, dark blood drenched both of Flynn’s hands and his robe. Fourier’s blood. Painfully, blinking repeatedly, Bantry made out the tiny ivory-handled knife, held loosely in Flynn’s left fingers. Flynn looked ill, but he held open his right palm to display a wicked little object. A bullet. 

          “I cut it out. It was between his ribs. It must have nicked his lung, there was blood in his mouth.”

          “Then he’s dead,” Bantry whispered. “His lung will fill with blood, he’ll drown in it, I’ve seen men under my own command die that way.” He took the bullet from Flynn, felt it, hard and cold in his palm. “This bullet, and the pistol Lockwood armed himself with before he forced entry into a man’s house, should put a noose around Lockwood’s neck. The law will take our vengeance.” He heard his voice catch. “The bastard’s murdered Jean.”

          “You’ve forgotten.” Flynn drew a deep, labored breath. “Jean’s not human. He won’t bleed anymore. No more than I did when I was flogged. No more than you would ... now. You’re blind, aren’t you?”

          “Yes. Almost completely.” Bantry lowered himself carefully to the carpet. He peered dimly at Flynn’s hands and the ugly wound at Fourier’s left breast. In his field of vision he saw burned-out patches where his eyes made no image at all. Arcs of light and weird, nightmare color through which a dim, shadow-image sometimes showed. His eyes felt as if they had been rubbed down with sandpaper, he wanted to claw at them with his fingers. “I’m done for in daylight already, but I’m stronger than I’ve ever been. The sight of blood — stirs me. I feel...” He shook his head. 

          “Pangs of hunger, or lust, or both?” Flynn reached out to touch him, but he was blood to the elbows and he thought better of it.

          “Perhaps.” Bantry palmed his eyes and pressed. “I’m as good as blind. Three minutes in the daylight, and my sight is destroyed.” Stone-cold dread rushed over him as he considered the prospect of centuries of life, lived in the uterine darkness of a blind man. Never to see even the stars again, nor Flynn’s face, down endless centuries? Cold sweat broke from every pore and he gasped in a breath.

          “You’ll heal this time,” Flynn promised. “Lockwood did the same to me at the clinic. He made me endure a few minutes of full sunlight. Even I healed in a few days, and I’ve been a changeling for centuries. You’ll heal, Vince, trust me, though it’s very painful, I know.”

          “All right.” Bantry took comfort from the promise and choked down the animal terror of blindness. Flynn knew these things. “Jean —?”

          “Is very badly hurt but I think he’ll live,” Flynn said cautiously. “He’s lost no more blood than I did, that night in Bucharest. Probably not as much. He’s strong. And what of our intruder?” 

          Bantry kneaded his aching eyes. “I put a bullet in Lockwood but I was careful, it’s just a flesh wound. He’ll live ... I want the truth out of him before we make a decision about him. What’s to become of him.” He took a breath. “We’ve a decision to make, and it’ll not be easy. We have to send for the police, no question of that — Luigi can fetch them when he returns from lunch. But ...”

          “Do we hand Lockwood to them alive,” Flynn whispered soundlessly, “or dead?”

          “Yes.” Bantry listened to the thud of his own heard. “It’s quite the dilemma, a double-edged sword, no matter how you come at the question. Damn! He must have been watching us for days to learn our routine. He waited for the servants and Scozza to go to lunch, then calmly let himself in through a back window. He probably tried half a dozen windows.” 

          “They’re all locked tight on the ground floor, right across the back of the house,” Flynn sighed. “So he found his way to Jean’s window, which is the easiest to reach on the upstairs.”

          “We should have seen it,” Bantry sighed, chastising himself for the oversight.

          “It was just bad luck,” Flynn decided. “And the dogs?”

          “I didn’t see them.” Bantry blinked repeatedly, trying to make out anything useful. “I didn’t hear a struggle either. He didn’t shoot them, we’d have heard.” 

          “He’s a doctor,” Flynn said tiredly. “I’d guess ... I pray he simply bribed them with meat full of laudanum ... I hope to God it wasn’t poison. And why didn’t Jean hear the chimes? Perhaps he did, but was just slow to wake.” He pushed himself upright against the wall. “Help me get him into bed, then we’ll deal with Lockwood. Luigi will be home soon enough. He can hammer some wood over that broken window.”

          Between them, they manhandled Fourier into an unused room and into the bed. While Bantry blinked and swore about his burning eyes, Flynn quickly stripped Fourier to the skin, swabbed the wound and spread blankets over him. Jean was settled, clean and warm before he even began to wake. He moved weakly, groaning deep in his throat. His eyes were glassy and he was in no condition to talk, though he tried. Flynn bade him rest, but Fourier whispered hoarsely, insisting. He kept opium in the locked medicine cabinet in the kitchen. Bantry sat on the side of the bed and held his hands while Flynn went down for it. 

          A match struck in the room’s darkness; the opium stick smoldered in an incense burner and Flynn positioned it on the table at the bedside, where Fourier could inhale the smoke. The feeling of helplessness when a comrade was wounded was unpleasantly familiar to Bantry. The scent of burning opium fetched back memories he wished he could escape, and he withdrew to the door, out of the smoke, even the odor. They could do no more for Fourier now, and soon the changeling was wandering in dreams, out of pain. Nature must take her own course — and Bantry was seeing another of the prices paid by the changeling, the vampyre. If they were sick or injured, there was no hope of medical care. 

         Blindly, he felt his way back down the stairs and reached behind the clock on the sideboard. He placed the bullet carefully with the gun. Many times, through his term of office as the magistrate of an outlying Chinese region in times of crisis, he had prayed for someone to have enough sense to gather the solid evidence and keep it safe. Civilians rarely did, but when it happened, the investigating officer lit a candle in thanks. 

          At the foot of the stairs Lockwood stirred, moaned. He was bleeding heavily, though the wound was inconsequential by comparison with Fourier’s. Still, if it remained untreated ... or if he should come by another, more serious wound ... Lockwood would die where he lay. He would take to the grave with him the knowledge of just who was in this house. 

          But at best Lockwood’s death could only be called execution, and the idea curdled Bantry’s belly. A dilemma indeed. He fumbled his way downstairs, keeping his footing with difficulty, and stood over Lockwood, glaring at him out of almost blind eyes. Outraged and angry, feeling the bite of friendship betrayed, he regarded the doctor with less compassion than he would have accorded an insect.

          “Will you at least tell me why? Why this absurd hunting? Are you trying to save your daughter’s life? You could have written us a letter and asked for our help! Are you working for your knighthood? You don’t have the right to abduct human beings for research. You can’t treat people like the rats and monkeys you buy for the laboratory! Or have you just come here to execute the vampyre?” 

          Glassy eyes peered up at him and Lockwood coughed hoarsely. “I was right. You ... you’re like Flynn now. It’s in your face. Flynn is the vampyre, isn’t he?” He babbled almost plaintively. “I’ve known since I had him in the clinic. Then Scozza rambled about them. Madness ... they told me it was madness. Helprin and Crabbe. Said it was a mistake ... but I was right. The vampyre. The vampyre. I knew it as soon as I saw Flynn!”

          “So you came to kill him?” Bantry demanded. “Like trying to prove an extinct species still exists by killing the last one and stuffing it?” He shook his head. “You’re a churchgoing man. A God-fearing man. I don’t know if heaven exists, but you’ll surely burn in hell.”

          “Kill...?” Lockwood shook his head. “Not kill him, you fool. I want him. Or one of them. Any of them. Scozza said there’s half a dozen here. I must have one —” Coughs racked him, blessedly silencing him.

          “To torture like one of your pitiful little monkeys?” Bantry peered at Flynn, who was drying his hands as he returned from the bathroom. “You’re pathetic, David, like all your kind. Death and suffering mean nothing to you. Science is everything, you’ve turned it into a god. You make me sick.” The surgeon did not grasp a word he said, and Bantry turned his back on the man. 

          “I don’t think it’s even occurred to him,” Flynn whispered. “Our kind might be Phoebe’s only chance at life.”

          “He’s not here to avenge her.” Bantry hesitated. “Michael, if there’s a chance the changing might save her —” 

          “Or might it kill her?” Flynn reminded. “I don’t want to open that nasty little tin of worms. Leave well alone, at least for the time being.” As he spoke the scullery door opened. They heard the shrill giggling of the maids, and Luigi Scozza’s voice, subdued but pleasant in his thickly-accented French. “We have a dreadful decision to make now. Will we let this fiend die, or hand him to the police and trust them to lock him away in a comfortable madhouse, for a long, long time?” 

          “I wish I could be there,” Bantry said bleakly, “when he tries to explain his way out of this. He’ll babble about the vampyre, no doubt, and they’ll find space for him in a quiet little asylum. Fitting that he should end his days confined in an institution.”

          Footsteps behind them announced Scozza. Bantry turned, working his eyes hard and mopping at the hot tears, in time to see Luigi cross himself. The singer said quickly, “Lockwood?”

          “That part’s over, Luigi,” Bantry told him. “Jean has been shot, but Michael cut out the bullet. He’s resting upstairs.” He paused to let Scozza catch his breath and peered at Flynn, saw him sink wearily into a chair.

          “Send someone to find the dogs,” Flynn said quietly. “If Lockwood poisoned them, there’ll be charges on that account also, and this household will need new patrons, quickly.”

          The returning servants had hovered at the kitchen door, horrified as they heard the news, saw the blood on Flynn’s clothes, and at a word in French young Jacques ran out to search the gardens. He took care of the wolfhounds and was genuinely fond of them. He was back minutes later, and Bantry heard the relief in the lad’s voice. The dogs were unconscious, the five of them sleeping like the dead under the rhododendrons in the side garden. 

          And Jacques fetched back the remains of a flank of horse meat, part of which was not yet devoured when the dogs were overcome. “Then they were drugged.” Flynn murmured thanks for the small mercy. “Run an errand, Luigi. Fetch the police. Tell them to ... to take away this madman. And send a telegraph to Fontainebleau ... tell Chabrier. Warn Mario and Cosette, tell them Jean is hurt, but I think he’ll be fine. Tell them —”

          “To come home,” Bantry finished.

          Scozza gaped mutely at them, for a time too overcome with emotion to speak. Then he shooed the servants away and joined Bantry and Flynn in the hall by the staircase. He dropped his voice to a whisper and spoke deliberately in English, which the servants would not follow. “The police? You are sure?”

          “No,” Bantry admitted in the same undertone. “I can see the danger as well as you can. But I’ve never executed a man in cold blood. Nor have I stood back and looked on while a human being lay at my feet and died.”

          The Italian’s face was bleak. “You know your own business, maybe.”

          “I wish we did,” Flynn muttered. “But ... there’s a fine line between execution and murder. Vengeance and justice. In all my years I’ve never strayed across it. Sometimes I’ve been tempted; I’m tempted now. But I think ...” He stopped to gather his thoughts. “Little of my humanity remains intact, Luigi. I don’t want to squander the fragments.”

          “After what humans do to you?” Scozza’s brows knitted in a dense frown. “You show Lockwood mercy like he never shows to you.”

          “Perhaps,” Bantry mused, “the ‘quality of mercy,’ as the poet called it, is what keeps a man human.” He paused. “Michael, how would the vampyre handle Lockwood?”

          Michael sighed. “According to their history, their tradition, they’d execute him ... at least,” he added, “in the past this would have been their way. Now? Times change. It’s not so simple, especially when the one marked for execution is a man of Lockwood’s public stature.”

          The same thoughts had begun to whirl through Bantry’s mind, behind blind, painful eyes. Lockwood was a Member of the Royal College of Surgeons, an assistant to Scotland Yard and a well known figure in London society. Were he to vanish utterly, the French Police would launch a search.

          If he were shot dead, with the unlikely story that an eminent British surgeon had forced entry to a gentleman’s house with the intent to commit violence if not murder, a massive investigation would begin, into the house and householder. No vampyre house would survive scrutiny. To save his family Fourier would have no option but to identify Bantry and Flynn to the police, to divert suspicion from himself. He was well known as a respected Paris art dealer, and the police would believe he had been duped, as had Scozza. They would launch a manhunt across Europe for the Putney Slashers. 

          “Be careful,” Scozza said quietly. “Come twilight I tell you, disappear. Right now, before questions, before policemen see your face.”

          “Before Lockwood wakes up in hospital,” Bantry added grimly, “lucid, and makes any statement at all to the police.”

          “We can’t let nature do the dirty work for us.” Flynn closed his arms about his chest. “Even the vampyre would hesitate to execute, in these days and with this man. His death, like this, will mean serious trouble.”

          “The police, then,” Scozza said gruffly. He gave Bantry a hard look. “I get you all the time I can, and ... do what I can for you before they arrive.” He gave Flynn a look filled with anguish.

          “We’re ... I,” Flynn corrected, and gave Scozza his hand. “I’m in your debt, Luigi.”

          Scozza hurried away without another word, leaving the house’s stunned servants to stare and chatter. Flynn sank wearily into the nearest chair, which stood by the stairs. Bantry perched on the arm of the chair and peered blurrily at him. 

          “Do you know, you’re still covered in Jean’s blood. Drenched in it, and it’s — a waste.”

          “A waste,” Flynn echoed, looking numbly at his robe. He had washed his hands, face and forearms, but not yet changed. “Christ, when will this whole mess be over?”

          “Over?” Bantry swept the hair back from Flynn’s brow. “It won’t be finished until Farraday has his killer in chains, and apologizes profusely to the pair of us for the nightmare the law has put us through ... and I have the worst feeling he won’t apprehend the Putney Slasher until Phoebe wakes and describes the man. Have faith in youth and strength. She’s full of life, she’ll wake.”

          “I pray you’re right,” Flynn whispered. 

          “Now, there’s not much time,” Bantry said tersely. “Luigi will stall as long as he can but we’ll have a cohort of police officers at the door very soon. I’ll speak to them if I must. I doubt I’ll be recognized on sight. The sketches Farraday circulated are not completely accurate, and the artist didn’t capture me nearly as well as you. I should be able to buy us some time.”

          “Time to get out,” Flynn said resignedly.

          “Unfortunately. I could say I’m French Canadian — my French is good enough — from the province of Quebec. I’m Monsieur Fourier’s guest, so accustomed to shooting redskins while hunting in the United States, I didn’t hesitate to wing the intruder in Jean’s defense.” Bantry bit his lip in thought. “Thank God I didn’t shoot to kill. I wanted to! What a hornets’ nest his death would have stirred up. As things stand, there’s no doubt of Fourier’s wound, or that Lockwood came here armed. We have his pistol, and the bullet you took out of Jean. If my face isn’t recognized from the sketch I might be able to play the French Canadian hunter. Given a little time, Chabrier might set up supporting documents. Good enough?” 

          “I hope so.” Flynn stood, peering down at his clothes. “I have to wash, and get rid of this robe. I’ll light the fire in our room, burn it in the hearth. And let me see if I can do something for Jean.” At the door he paused. “Vince, mind what you say to the policemen. Give them cause to suspect, and they will.” 

          “I know.” Bantry’s mind whirled as scene after scene raced through his imagination. “If I’m not recognized, and my French is good enough to mark me out as anything but an Englishman —”

          “It is,” Flynn assured him. “The way the English speak French is so vile, there ought to be a law against it. Your ruse is safe.”

          “Then all the police will know before Lockwood wakes,” Bantry mused, “is that an English doctor broke into a house in Paris and almost killed a famous art dealer. Which is,” he added, “a fact backed up by solid evidence. Lockwood’s motive is another question entirely, and they’ll have to wait for him to wake before he can speak for himself.” 

          “He’ll wake soon,” Flynn said quietly. “The moment he’s coherent, he’ll identify us to the police.”

          “More likely they’ll buckle him into a straitjacket and tell him the Putney Slasher is in London at this moment, not in Paris, leaving a trail of victims behind him. We’ve been here, Michael, we were here when the new murders were committed.”

          “We can’t prove it,” Flynn whispered, “save by the sworn testimony of friends ... which involves Jean. We could have killed the poor women and tried to kill Phoebe, then caught the next ferry and appeared in Paris a day later, well before Luigi arrived. You know Farraday would use that to arrest us, and it would be almost impossible to prove we were here the whole time. Then you have Lockwood following Scozza, hunting for us.”

          “He can make a good case if he says he’s hunting the madmen who violated his child.” Bantry pressed both hands into his eyes to stop their smarting. “He’d say he followed Scozza. He shot an innocent man by accident, before he was put down by Fourier’s guest. It’s a sound story.”

          Flynn took a long breath. “Was he driven insane by the attack on Phoebe? Farraday informed him of how Luigi sheltered me ... he followed Scozza for revenge. In his madness, he believed Scozza would lead him to us. Hence the gun, the break-in.” He paused to work through it again. “Coming from an eminent surgeon with an impending knighthood, it’s a story the official mind will believe.”

          “Damn.” Bantry breathed. “If the French police launch any kind of investigation into Jean and this house ... Fourier must tell them he was duped, just as Scozza was duped in London — he is shocked! His house guests are the murderers? Mais non! Fourier must be sick with shock.”

          Flynn nodded. “This is how it goes. The two who duped him vanish into the night from which they came. It’s quite common ... for our kind.”

          Bantry knuckled his eyes again, wondering how soon he would see. How did a blind man outrun the police? Fear prickled down his spine as he said, “We  must vanish completely, you and I. Chabrier would get us into Spain. Until Phoebe wakes.” He gave Flynn a push toward the stairs. “Go and bathe. And pack,” he added. “We’ll be moving at twilight.”

          “I’ll leave a letter for Chabrier,” Flynn said softly. “I think we’ll take a dose of our own medicine. Go to Fontainebleau.” He gave Lockwood a hard look. The doctor had subsided into deep unconsciousness. “He’ll need surgery, then he’ll sleep for some time before he’s in any condition to talk coherently to the police. We have time.” 

          “More than we need,” Bantry agreed. “Still, the sooner we’re gone — again — the better for all concerned.”

          “Fugitives,” Flynn said bleakly. “I seem to have spent half my life running away from humans.” He sighed. “Chabrier will make a new life for us. Half a century from now we can go back to being who we were ... who we are ... when the notorious murderers Bantry and Flynn, being merely human, should have grown very old or perished with time.”

          “And now,” Bantry whispered, “I have the time to out-wait the law.”

          “Give me your hand.” Flynn took it, to guide him up the stairs. “They’ll be good years. Trust me. Be sure, Chabrier must help us — given the turn of events, he has no option. It’s so easy to connect him with this household. He’s been selling paintings and sculpture in partnership with Jean for decades, they’re mentioned in a breath, in half the galleries in Europe. If our plans go awry and evidence comes to light, proving Fourier’s house was the bolt hole and stronghold of the Putney Slasher, we’ll all hang, Vincent, right down to Cosette and Mario.” 

          On those words he went to pull out fresh clothes, leaving Bantry dry mouthed.

 

 

Chapter Fourteen                      

 

The grandmother clock struck two as Scozza ushered Inspector Yves-Robert Brunseau into the house. The policeman seemed actually grateful for a break in the monotony of routine, and he and Scozza spoke pleasantly in English, which both spoke adequately. Brunseau made notes while the nurses accompanying him examined Lockwood’s unconscious body, readying him for to be moved to the nearest hospital.

          In his thick Marseilles accent, Brunseau said had seen Scozza on the stage several times. They chatted about a production of Macbeth which had played in Paris before the company opened in London. The policeman complimented Luigi and his work before sliding smoothly into a difficult interrogation. Perhaps because of Brunseau’s genuine respect for Scozza’s art, he spoke candidly, offering more than he might have given otherwise.

          Farraday’s brief to the French police was nothing if not thorough. Confidential documents received in Paris named Luigi Scozza as having sheltered Michael Flynn in his home, and connected him socially with Captain Vincent Bantry, though Scotland Yard stopped short of implicating Scozza as an accomplice. The Putney Slasher’s most recent — and most fortunate — victim was Miss Phoebe Lockwood, daughter of the surgeon assisting in Farraday’s investigation. And here was the same Luigi Scozza, handing Lockwood to the police in Paris. 

          Understandably, Brunseau was intrigued. So was Bantry, though for different reasons. He and Flynn were upstairs; they had not shown themselves yet, and now, did not dare to. Bantry’s heart squeezed as Brunseau hit Luigi broadside with the real facts and then waited in silence. Luck was still on their side, but Bantry acknowledged it was only luck that Brunseau admired Scozza, and considered it his duty to tell the maestro the English police held him under suspicion. Another policeman would have guarded the information until Bantry appeared, calling himself by a false name. Bantry’s bone marrow seemed to crystallize.

          At the top of the stairs, just out of sight, instinct made Flynn cross himself. Bantry pressed the heels of his hands to his burning eyes and wished he knew how to pray. He had known Scozza just a short time, not long enough to know how fast Luigi could think: he could hang them all with a single misplaced word in the next minute. Bantry felt the irresistible urge to run, but choked it back. The sun was a merciless jailer.

          He should not have worried. Scozza had spent a lifetime on the stage. “But of course David Lockwood is here,” Luigi said in an astonished tone, as if Brunseau’s sheer denseness astounded him. “My God, Monsieur Brunseau ... if your daughter is in the coma with her pretty throat cut, and raped, and the man responsible is enjoying the good life in Paris — where will you be? Scozza is here. So Lockwood is here also.”

          Responsible for Phoebe’s suffering — Luigi? Sweat sprang out on Bantry’s brow. Michael’s left hand clenched painfully into his arm.

          “Signore Scozza!” Brunseau protested sharply. “You cannot mean what you say! No one ever accused you, not even Scotland Yard’s Inspector Farraday, of being the killer in Putney!”

          “The — the killer? Dear God.” Scozza barked a humorless laugh. “No, no ... not with my own hands. Never. But I let my beautiful girl, my Phoebe, walk alone in the night. I let her leave the theater without me. I let her go ... all this, I allow to happen. I let her walk into the embrace of death. I stand at the stage door and wave while she walks to her grave! God forgive me, for no one else will.” 

          The terrible sound of anguished guilt was not faked. Luigi believed, and felt, every syllable of the testimony. It flayed the flesh from his bones. Bantry heard Scozza’s agony, and Brunseau must know the truth when he heard it. 

          “Signore, please, calm yourself. Here, sit down. You must not blame yourself,” Brunseau was saying as the nurses tending Lockwood finally mounted their vehicle and pulled away from the door. The wheels rumbled down the drive as the policeman said, “Mademoiselle Lockwood was ... is not a child. A lady has the right to walk where she will, when she will, in a civilized city.”

          “Civilized city? Pah! London is the ... the sewer.” Scozza blew his nose noisily. “I am responsible — I, Scozza, send my girl out alone. What a fool, what am I thinking when I wave her off, am I thinking at all? And Lockwood, he knows this. He sees me leave London, he follows me. Of course he is in this house! He wants to kill me ... this, I understand.”

          Brunseau cleared his throat. “Why did you leave London, Signore?”

          “For the comfort of old friends.” Scozza sighed. “The art dealers, Monsieur Jean Fourier and Señor Chabrier. In London I am alone. I have no one, and my Phoebe ... I grieve. How painful to grieve alone, you understand.”

          “In fact, I do.” Brunseau’s voice was genuinely moved. “Try not to blame yourself, Signore Scozza. I see how you consider yourself to blame, but the fact is, Mademoiselle Lockwood is a free woman, and the law failed to protect her on her own streets. Tell me, now, what happened in this house. You believe Doctor Lockwood came on — how do you say it ... the mission of revenge?”

          “Like any man, when he is crazed for his child.” Scozza was freely extrapolating on reality, using his own grief and his relationship with Phoebe as rock-solid foundations. He had his teeth into the role now, and like the finest performances, the line between drama and reality blurred. “Understand, Monsieur. I suffer for Lockwood. My Phoebe, she will be my wife, if God ever opens her eyes again. I grieve with the father. I share the pain. But when he comes for me, when I see in his face, he wants to kill me — of course Scozza defends himself.”

          “You shot him,” Brunseau observed.

          “I shoot him, but not to kill him. I shoot to stop him when he puts the bullet in Jean Fourier.” Scozza’s voice was terse. “Three times, I go to shoot grouse in Scotland. If I want the bullet in the heart of Lockwood, the bullet is there! No, no. I shoot only his shoulder. You see with your own eyes, where is the wound. All this, I tell you already — twice and again on paper, and I sign my name. You want me to give you the piece of horse meat, full of drugs, he uses to stop the dogs? Si! The boy who looks after the dogs finds it. He finds them asleep like dead. Five wolfhounds guard this house, and Lockwood brings drugs! I think,” Scozza finished darkly, “we are lucky no one died today. Lucky,” he added, “I shoot good enough to only wound.” 

          “Indeed.” Brunseau seemed satisfied. 

          Little by little, Bantry had begun to breathe again. Not for the first time he considered the difference between English law, where a man was innocent until proven guilty, and French law, where the reverse was true. And the evidence against Lockwood looked sound. The man had pursued a famous opera singer to Paris, forced entry into the home of a respected art dealer, and physically assaulted both the householder and his guest. Brunseau’s case looked open and shut; nothing would complicate it until Lockwood woke.

          Then he would deny everything. He came to kill Scozza? What nonsense — Bantry could almost hear Lockwood saying it. He came for the Putney Slashers, Bantry and Flynn, who were in this house. Or would he babble the whole truth, perhaps under the influence of morphine, after surgery? If he spoke the truth in his ramblings, that he came to Paris to hunt vampyre, he would be committed to an asylum; but if he was lucid enough to speak only of Bantry and Flynn, the Putney Slashers, Brunseau would certainly raise a curious brow and listen. 

          Scotland Yard was certain the Slasher was in London. If Lockwood insisted the fugitives had been in this house, it would come down to his word against Scozza’s, and the decision was Brunseau’s. If the French detective trusted Scozza, Lockwood’s claims would be dismissed as the ravings of a man driven mad by the assault on his child; Brunseau would close his case, based on Scozza’s story. Luigi’s semi-fiction made perfect sense, and the irony was, the honest truth — vampyre and all — would only get Lockwood committed to the insane asylum. 

          But if for any reason Brunseau favored Lockwood, perhaps under pressure from his superiors or Farraday, he would dig. The work would be complex. No physical evidence existed to place Bantry or Flynn in Fourier’s house in recent times, but Jean’s servants could name the fugitives as having been here, and when. Fourier’s only possible defense was that he had been duped, and the manhunt would be on, across Europe. Scozza would have fatally implicated himself. Luigi had taken an enormous risk for Flynn, the kind of risk a man only ran out of love and despair. He stood to lose everything if Brunseau sided with Lockwood, and Bantry realized Luigi must be poised to vanish with the changelings.

          Footsteps on the stairs drove Bantry and Flynn into the nearest bedroom, where they continued to listen to Brunseau and Scozza. The policeman was intent on dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s. He wanted to see the window where entry had been forced; the broken mirror, the blood on the carpet where Fourier had gone down; and he wanted to see Fourier for himself, to confirm the shooting with his own eyes. Scozza gave him Lockwood’s Smith and Wesson, and the bullet, which he claimed to have cut out of Jean himself. Pistol and bullet were wrapped in a handkerchief and Brunseau was satisfied. He actually apologized to Scozza for the intrusion, and spent some time assuring himself Fourier was adequately cared for, trying to insist on a hospital, a doctor, before he took his leave. Scozza saw him out, and even Flynn relaxed as the front door clicked shut. Brunseau’s vehicle rattled away, and as it turned out of the gate they heard Scozza’s heavy tread coming up the stairs. 

          “The superficial case is cut and dried.” Bantry sagged onto the end of the bed and knuckled his eyes. He was still seeing leaping arcs of  color, floating islands of darkness where his vision seemed to be burned out. He rubbed his face hard. “Now, we pray.” He peered like a mole at Flynn.

          “I can’t remember how,” Flynn confessed. “I’m thinking in circles, looking for a chink in the armor, the gap Brunseau will glimpse us through. I don’t see one.”

          “Only Lockwood can compromise us,” Bantry said tersely as Scozza appeared. “If David does name us to the police, a good detective follows every lead and proves what’s a blind alley — he doesn’t play favorites. When Brunseau asks them, Jean’s servants will confirm that we were here, which names Luigi as our accomplice. He allied himself to us with every word he said.”

          Just then a grim faced Scozza appeared at the door. He had heard Bantry’s last words and said, “Tickets, the train, I know. I am going for them.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, toward the hall where he and Brunseau had spent most of their time. “You hear?”

          “Every word, Luigi.” Flynn embraced the singer tightly and kissed his cheek. “You fool. You dear, wonderful, softhearted idiot! You were brilliant. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you give a better performance ... and if Lockwood wakes up lucid, you’ve hung yourself right beside us.” Tears were thick in his voice.

          “Performance,” Scozza echoed, making a face while he held Flynn, rocked him like a child. “I hardly invent nothing. Two things only. Lockwood is looking for me, not you ... and I shoot him. Not Vince. All else I say is true.”

          The pain in Bantry’s eyes was beginning to get the better of him as the most immediate crisis passed over like a summer storm, and he sagged back onto the bed. Flynn’s hands were there in a moment, punctuating the blindness, and he grasped them tightly.

          “What can I get you?” Flynn asked. “You can’t use laudanum or opium. Not yet. You need your wits about you till we’re out of Paris.”

          “A cold cloth,” Bantry’s teeth gritted. “Put a cold cloth on my face.”

          “And tickets,” Scozza added tersely, “for you, for the evening train to Fontainebleau.”

          “And you, too,” Flynn added.

          But Scozza was determined. “I stay. Brunseau needs to talk with me again, over and over, get the papers right. If I disappear too fast, too soon, he smells the rat like this.” He snapped his fingers. “Then he comes, talks to servants ... Suddenly Jean is saying how he is so ashamed to even know any of us, we should all be hung.” He glared at Flynn. “You go, get out fast, tonight. I got to stay till Lockwood wakes.”

          “Then, be ready!” Flynn insisted. The tears spilled as he seized Scozza by the arms. “Luigi! Don’t be in this house when Lockwood wakes. Find a hotel across the city. Jean or Mario will send a message if Brunseau comes to arrest you. Promise me!”

          “You think Scozza is the fool?” Luigi caught his hands.

          “Yes, I do.” Flynn sniffed noisily. “You realize what you’ve done?”

          With a grunt of effort Bantry stood and took Flynn’s shoulders in both hands. “He knows.”

          “Why?” Flynn dragged both hands through his hair. “For God’s sake, why, Luigi?”

          The Italian’s face might have been carved out of dark wood. “What I got to lose? I already lose my Phoebe. Now, maybe they take you away, maybe hang you for doing ... to my girl, like you cut her throat! Jesus God! My head spins, is nightmare. Same time, I lose both ones I love. Maybe I go a little mad too ... but maybe Scozza makes the way out of whole mess.” He caressed Flynn’s face, wistful, gentle. “I buy us all time. Maybe we run, all disappear. Chabrier takes us to Spain, then Phoebe, she wakes. God opens her eyes, she sets us all free.” He stroked Flynn’s hair. “Let me help.”

          Flynn hugged him again. “You were brilliant.”

          “Is true?” Scozza brightened then, deliberately — Bantry heard the strain in his voice. “If the police want I should speak in court against Lockwood, is my pleasure. Is, how do you say, ‘one in the eyes’ for him, for how he hurt you. You tell Chabrier, tonight.”

          “I will.” Flynn was back then; a basin set down beside the bed and Bantry heard the sounds of water being wrung out of a cloth. A moment later a blessed coolness descended over his eyes, and while the blindness was profound under the cloth, he was grateful.

          Dark green glasses hid his eyes that evening and Flynn led him to the train, helped him aboard. They left behind a subdued house. No lights or music called from its open windows tonight. Scozza and the servants watched over Fourier, while Jean himself was still unconscious, drifting in smoke-dreams while his body healed. Bantry envied him that peace as the train rattled through the short journey, and into Fontainebleau. 

          For a short while Flynn left him on a bench outside the station to listen to the night birds and the wind in the trees. While Bantry cursed his eyes, Flynn visited two of the little town’s three hotels. Mario ... Madame Fourier ... was apparently in the lobby of the second, waiting for Cosette and Chabrier. His delight at seeing Flynn’s face was short lived, but Flynn would say little, and bade the boy wait there while he ran back to the station for Bantry. 

          Still depending on Flynn’s arm for guidance, Bantry followed the party up to Chabrier’s room, where Cosette’s fiery temper caught alight at the news. Chabrier seemed resigned to the inevitable and brushed aside Lockwood’s injury without comment, much more concerned for Jean. 

          “He’s sleeping, opium dreams, while he heals,” Flynn assured them as he held Mario for the boy’s comfort. “Take the evening train tomorrow and see for yourselves. We’ll stay here, this same hotel, and ... wait. Soon, Chabrier, it’s going to be over, one way or another. Vince and Luigi and I may have to begin again — and please God, Phoebe will wake. If she does, we’re free.” 

          “And Luigi is with Jean?” Mario insisted.

          “Every moment,” Bantry affirmed, then to Chabrier, “Scozza is beside himself over the girl ... did you know they were going to marry?  But he’ll have to stay in Paris a while or Brunseau will be suspicious.”

          “I’m grateful for Luigi’s care, but I want to go home,” Mario said quietly. “I should be with Jean.”

          “And I’m glad,” Flynn told him, “you were not in the house when Lockwood called. It was ... awful, Mario.”

          The late evening was endless, fruitless and exhausting, not least because Cosette continued to rail and shake her clenched fists as if she wanted to black Lockwood’s eyes, break his nose. At last Flynn swore he needed fresh air. He took Bantry by the arm to guide him, and they walked for over an hour, just as they had walked on Brickhill’s farm.

          At midnight Bantry was sitting on a low stone wall, struggling to see across the lake that sparkled in the cold moonlight before FontainebleauPalace, and contemplating the nature of blindness. The sheer helplessness of a warrior lost in the middle of a dark wilderness, while a mere infant who possessed the gift of sight could walk right out. Humans, he decided, never appreciated the preciousness of their faculties until the gift was lost.

          On a bright afternoon even in winter half of Paris would be strolling through Fontainebleau, but at this hour, late on a chill February night, the gardens were deserted. Flynn said the sky was clear, the stars were bright, glittering, but as yet Bantry could not see them. His eyes were hot and sore, but just enough of his vision had returned for him to glimpse the trees, see their late-winter skeletons tossing in a southerly wind which promised an early spring. The snow had melted off, leaving Fontainebleau sodden and less than beautiful, but Bantry cheerfully traded beautiful surroundings for safety. 

          The moonlight was silver on the water, he could see that much. Flynn’s hand lay in his palm, warm and, at that moment, reassuring. Bantry was keenly aware of their anonymity here; Fontainebleau offered a curious, timeless kind of peace in which Vincent unashamedly wallowed. Back at the hotel, Chabrier and his anxious, angry party should be packing already, thoroughly annoyed that the last train back tonight had pulled out too early for them.

          A quality like tempered steel had come over Mario Rinaldi, Bantry thought, when he learned Jean had been shot. Cosette was shocked and furious — her temper ignited into a pure white flame. It was she, not Mario, who wanted to lash out in anger. If she had possessed a gun, if she had been at liberty to venture out in daylight, Lockwood might soon have died. She had been so sheltered by the vampyre house, Bantry realized. Cosette Fourier had never suffered loss and torment, as the others had. When the ‘fight or fly’ urge came over her, her impulse was to do battle, and Bantry secretly prayed Cosette would never experience the suffering that drove the fighter inside her into retreat.

          Yet at the same moment, some force inside Mario was like spring-steel, resilient, unbreakable, like a foundation stone. Bantry remembered the Chinese proverb: the willow bows before the gale, the pine stands tall and breaks. Mario had already survived time’s test and would reap the bounty of the future. He caught Cosette in an embrace and held her tightly until the incandescent rage subsided; then she wept, and Mario soothed her. She might have been his daughter. The illusion was oddly beguiling.

          Twilight would see them both hurrying back to nurse Fourier, though Bantry guessed they would annoy Jean more than please. Until then, their hotel had a telephone, one of three in the town. Left behind and fidgeting on Jean’s doorstep as Bantry and Flynn went to the train, Luigi had promised to call with good news or bad. Bantry was not expecting bad news — Jean was healing so rapidly, a human doctor would have been astonished. Bantry was almost amused by the irony. 

          The healing was probably what Lockwood most wanted to study. By the time Flynn had finished cleaning up, they realized Fourier had lost surprisingly little blood to begin with — much less than Lockwood had bled from his flesh wound. But Jean’s blood had spread everywhere, over the carpet, the counterpane — and Flynn, who had cut into him. The ivory knife was razor-sharp, and Flynn was very quick as he took out the bullet. Changelings looked after their own. Bantry was certain Flynn had done this before, cut into a comrade to tend a wound, just as surely as he had watched a human open his veins, perhaps to help a changeling, only to bleed to death at Flynn’s feet. 

          Curiosity nipped at his heels, but Flynn was much too jittery tonight to delve into painful old memories. Bantry filed his questions away for another time. He closed his eyes to rest them, shutting out the lakeside’s bleak tranquility. Already he had his own thorny, changeling’s memories, amassed in ten brief months. He considered the accumulated memories of ten years ... ten centuries ... and left Flynn in peace. Some of Michael’s thorns would draw blood for a long time to come.

          A sigh caught his ear and he turned, making out Flynn’s profile in the moonlight. “It’s probably time we returned to the hotel,” Michael said softly. “I don’t like to leave them alone.”

          “Chabrier is with them,” Bantry argued. “They’ll listen to him where they won’t listen to a word we say ... or is it just me they ignore?”

          “You were human just last Christmas,” Flynn reminded him gently. “By your standards they’re very old. Even Cosette. They respect the experience of age, not the authority of rank, which tends to be so arbitrary. However, they did accede to your knowledge as a soldier when the time came to defend the house. They’re not foolish.”

          “I know. I’ll get used to all this,” Bantry guessed. “One day. One night.” He yawned deeply. “Are you tired? You should be. We had two hours’ sleep today.”

          “I slept even less! And yes, I’m tired,” Flynn admitted. “Another reason to return.”

          “You’ll have to guide me, still.” Bantry held out his hand.

          “You’re healing, but it’ll be this evening before you realize it,” Flynn promised. “Most of your sight will come back all at once. When the others board the train, we’ll see them off — and you will see them.” He rose from the wall and took Bantry’s hand with fingers that were warm. 

          Bantry kissed them. “One way or another, we’ll be free before long.” 

           “I’m not fretting,” Flynn assured him. “Unless it’s for you. I saw you refuse food on the train. That’s not like you.” 

          “I wasn’t hungry,” Bantry said defensively. Then he reluctantly decided on the truth and said awkwardly, “I felt a little ... strange at the offer of pasta and cheese. I used to enjoy virtually anything you put in front of me. It’s happening, isn’t it? Should I force myself to eat?” 

          “Good God, no.” Flynn said sharply. “You’ll be ill if you do! When you must have me, say so, don’t delay. I’ll be your patron and then we’ll buy a pair of beautiful black Alsatians who’ll be pets, watchdogs and patrons to us both.” He chuckled as they strolled toward the road. “It’s a strange life, but there’s no evil in it.” 

         “You’re preaching to the choir. I’ve seen the truth time and again.” Bantry slid his arm about Flynn while the road was deserted. Ahead, the lights of hotels and restaurants beckoned, but as they walked by a cafe he smelt food. Something was simmering with garlic, and the nausea he had fought down on the train returned. Flynn was aware of it, and touched his arm discreetly. “It’s nothing,” Bantry said quietly. “It’ll pass. But I don’t think I’ll eat again. I think ... I’m changed, aren’t I?” 

          Flynn could not contradict him. He gave Bantry’s arm a companionable squeeze and guided him on to the hotel.

          They slept the day through, but when Bantry woke at six he saw lamplight ... he saw Flynn’s face almost clearly, made out his features, his nose, his lips. He groaned his relief as he embraced Michael in celebration, and at eight, when they met Chabrier, Mario and Cosette in the lobby, he no longer needed Flynn’s arm for guidance. 

          The luggage was mounded beside the door. Mario was eager just to get home. Cosette was still angry, but her father’s healing cooled her temper. This evening she was intent on her beau, who insisted on accompanying her to the train and seemed determined to return to Paris with her: Cosette would have none of it and the young man was annoyed.

          Chabrier drew Flynn aside. They spoke softly about the plans Cornelius had made during the winter, arrangements for a new life for two fugitives. The papers were almost complete and even church, school and community records would be intact, in France, England and Canada. Nothing remained to betray them. Cornelius was meticulous.

          “We may need the papers sooner than we’d hoped, and Luigi will need them too,” Flynn was saying as the hotel’s boys took the luggage out to the carriage. “If Lockwood convinces Brunseau we’re here, and if Phoebe passes away without waking.”

          “So gloomy,” Chabrier chided. “What happened to the optimism of years gone by? Bantry relit the spark in you. Don’t let it go out.”

          “It’s difficult,” Flynn muttered, “to be optimistic when your portrait is on police pamphlets across half of Europe.” He shook his head slowly, looking up into Bantry’s face. Vincent was settling their bill. “Nothing is the same now, Chabrier. The telegraph, telephone, photographs. Very soon, we’ll not be able to hide.”

          “But just as soon,” Bantry added, “humans will come of age, persecution will stop.”

          “You think so?” Flynn thrust his hands into his pockets. “I hope you’re right, but I think their science, their machines, will outpace their compassion.” He looked away. “I see a difficult century for us all.”

          “It was in the cards?” Chabrier wondered. “The Tarot?”

          “Yes.” Flynn stirred as Mario and Cosette climbed into the carriage. “The Twentieth Century will sparkle with wonders we can barely imagine, but at the same time we’ll need to be more clever, more cautious, than we’re ever been before.”

          “Indeed.” Chabrier’s face was thoughtful. “Fortunately, we’ve always lived by our wits. Vincent will tell you, stealth is a skill one masters.”

          The carriage pulled out minutes later for the tiny provincial station. Chabrier’s party would be home in an hour. Fontainebleau was a world apart; it was hard to believe the hustle, magnificence and depravity of Paris were so close. Cosette’s beau was annoyed to be left behind, and headed for the nearest bar. Bantry took Flynn by the arm and urged him out of the station into the fresh easterly wind, to revel in the night as only the gens de soir knew how.

          The late February moon was full and yellow, and while humans hid from the chill, to changelings the breeze was almost warm. While the sky remained clear they walked back around to the gardens, strolled the length and breadth of the palace and did not return to the hotel until dawn began to banish the fainter stars. 

          Bantry mourned the passing of the night. His vision was nearly restored and his eyes seemed to improve every hour. As Flynn had once promised, the night had become a cool, twilight fantasy, not dark at all; the sky was a vault of blue in which stars shone like lanterns. 

          They were in their rooms before the sun crossed the horizon. Flynn hung up the ‘do not disturb’ sign, and they slept till mid-afternoon. They remained prisoners in their suite, but Bantry was not troubled. Chabrier had left a pile of magazines and papers; they would read, play cards, make love and doze. Twilight came soon enough. 

 

                                                               

Days at Fontainebleau blurred together, long, uneventful, even peaceful, but for Bantry each one was sharper than the last with a growing awareness of himself. He felt it settling over him, the hunger beginning to gnaw at him, while every dream was filled with the imagined richness of blood, as if it were fine wine luring him into gentle delirium. Flynn watched him closely, waited for him to ask for what he needed, but Bantry denied himself the right. 


          At the last, the knife was placed into his hand unasked for. He blinked at it stupidly as Flynn stretched out beside him, naked, on the bed. It was midmorning; they had bathed and were enjoying the vapors of a fine old cognac. They would make love before sleeping, as they often did. “Use it,” Flynn insisted softly, “as I showed you. A quick, deep cut, press to either side to dull the nerves and draw the blood as hard as you can for as long as it flows.” 

          “I’ll hurt you.” Bantry’s teeth clenched as he fought to control the urge to take and take, everything he needed, more than he needed. He thought he could taste blood already, and a red veil seemed to settle before his eyes.

          “You won’t hurt me as much as you fear.” Flynn smiled. “It wouldn’t matter if you did. I keep the knife like a razor. If you cut quickly, press hard and then suckle hard also, I won’t feel much ... and your changeling saliva will close the cut quickly even if I were not also a changeling! Seriously, Vince, I’ll stop bleeding so fast, you may need to cut me a second time to get all you need ... and you need it badly, don’t you? Oh, how you need it. Come here and do it to me.” He drew Bantry down until the larger, heavier man was almost on him and pulled Vincent’s head down to his breast. “You’ll take nothing I can’t give. You saw me feed from a deer in the woods here only yesterday, but you can’t woo wild creatures yet. The skill takes years to learn. We’ll find a pair of patrons as I promised, very soon, but for now ... this is my gift.” 

          The hunger was a pain, like a gash in his middle, and Bantry knew he could never escape, never deny this. And if he waited much longer the bloodfever would only start, like a sickness, as it had overtaken Flynn at the cabin on the Camargue. 

          How often had he watched Flynn do it? Thick-fingered, he took the knife and he knew he was clumsy as he made the cut. Blood blossomed along the deep line in the meat of Flynn’s shoulder, intensifying the pain in his innards, before Bantry put his head down and suckled ... feeding, ravenous, intoxicated, taking everything he could. At last the hunger began to subside as the flow of Flynn’s blood grew reluctant. The blood was soon sluggish and he sucked harder, coaxed a little more, but satiety had already settled upon him. It took so little blood to ease the pain, the part of his mind that was still thinking was astonished.

          Calm again, he became aware of the soft, whimpered gasps from Flynn’s throat, while the coil of another kind of desire wound through his loins. Bantry lifted his head and blinked his vision clear to focus on Flynn’s face. He had expected to see pain there, but Flynn’s expression was rapturous, his eyes closed, as if he had been loved within an inch of his sanity. “Michael?” Bantry found his voice at last. The words slurred as if he were gloriously drunk. He peered incuriously at the cut, which was a single line, dry, bruising darkly. “I hurt you?” 

          An earthy chuckle answered. “Hardly.” He stretched, arched his supple back. “Make love to me, I need you desperately now.”

          As much as Bantry needed him. Life and energy began to seep through every atom of his body, as if his patron had poured some vital elixir into him. As if he had drunk not blood but life, or light. He laughed as delight and desire mingled into passion. Suddenly they were wrestling, playing like youths, a contest that could end only one way. “I have you now!” Bantry exclaimed as he pinned Flynn at last, spread him on the quilt, captive and panting. “Spoils of war. What shall I do with you?”

          “Anything,” Flynn said, muffled against the quilt into which his cheek was pressed. To Bantry’s gratification and amusement, Flynn relaxed every muscle in unconditional surrender. “Anything at all ... you’re reborn, aren’t you? Celebrate the rebirth. This is how it is. It was life I gave you. You give me back love. The circle is complete, until next time.”

          “Until next time,” Bantry echoed quietly. He stroked the long, fluid line of Flynn’s back, pressed him into the feather mattress. 

          “Tell me,” Flynn asked breathlessly. “How was it?” 

          Words eluded Bantry. Overwhelmed, he grasped for the fleeting threads of sensation. “I was in the most terrible pain when you gave me the knife, and I needed ... to take,” he confessed. “Take and take — tear the life out of you, literally, feed on you. I was ashamed.” His words were muffled as he explored Flynn’s slender back with lips and tongue, from nape to buttocks. “It was a kind of lust. Then the pain dulled, it became a ... a sublime drunkenness. You were like rich old brandy, like strawberries and wine.” His voice was rough with emotion and he kissed Michael’s nape. “I love you.” 

          “Prove it,” Flynn purred, and lifted his narrow hips in invitation. 

          “A challenge?” Bantry slid up over Flynn, his teeth closed on Flynn’s lobe and nipped sharply. “You think me incapable?” 

          Flynn laughed richly. “Hardly.” He sighed quietly.

          “What?” Bantry paused in his explorations and lifted his head to study Flynn’s profile. A faint blush of sheer sensuality warmed Flynn’s cheek, yet his eyes were closed and his brow creased as if in anguish. 

          “What have I brought you to?” he whispered. “You’ve been running from humans almost every day since we met. Running or hiding. See what I’ve done to Luigi, too? What sort of life can I offer you? I should be ashamed.” 

          “No,” Bantry said fiercely. “I’d sooner be a fugitive with you than a landed baronet without you, and Luigi would say the same. You’ve forgotten how much Scozza cares for you, and you know where my heart lies. Enough of this nonsense. I thought you wanted me.” 

          “I do.” Flynn tilted his hips to remake the old invitations. 

          He opened himself wide, body, heart and soul, offering everything of himself. Again, Bantry was overwhelmed. Nothing he wanted was too much to ask, every whispered desire was answered, as if the need were another language, spoken with the fingertips, the skin, the tongue. He covered Flynn an inch at a time from brow to lean calves, charting long-familiar territory; he lingered over the rucking peaks of nipples, brought a gasp to Flynn’s throat as his fingers clenched into the softness of inner thighs. Flynn whimpered as Bantry breathed moistly over his belly. His hips arched but Vincent rose up to see the thick, hard rod, grasp it, and Flynn cried out aloud. He cried out again as he was swallowed whole, taken down deep, until his mind spun away.

          Again, the joining, deep and driving ... the union, a mating of two lives, two bodies fusing into one. It was probably only fancy, a drunken hallucination, but Bantry would have sworn he felt his life’s most vital energies merging like the swirls of the vortex, invading, permeating Flynn’s crackling aura. This coupling seemed more even than lovemaking, but the words to describe it defied him. Flynn seemed to know. They lay quietly afterward, waiting for sleep, and Bantry’s whole body still tingled, his belly thrummed with energy. He felt as if he had never been whole in his life before. As if he had always waited, yearning for some part of himself that remained elusive. 

          “So little blood,” he murmured.

          “Hmm?” Drowsy, Flynn burrowed closer.

          “I took so little blood from you, and ... furious hunger was satisfied so soon.” Bantry stroked the cut he had inflicted with gentle fingertips.

          “Our blood is not the same,” Flynn whispered. “Nothing about us is the same. Every atom of the blood you just took from me will be turned into life, nothing is wasted or discarded. Every drop of moisture from my blood will become your tears, your saliva. Every particle of my blood will feed you ... and your own body is so different now. It wastes nothing, Vince. It no longer even generates heat it doesn’t need ... you’ll feel cold to humans. 

          “And haven’t you noticed, your sleep is like the hibernation of the wild creature in winter? Every process in your body almost stops while you sleep. For a third of your life your body is glacial, even your dreams are slow as a river of ice.”

          Bantry gave an involuntary shudder. “This is why Jean didn’t hear the chimes, when Lockwood broke in.”

          “Yes. We sleep ... more deeply, more soundly than humans.” Flynn yawned. “But even we wake when there’s a disturbance — it just takes an extra nudge to move us. Lockwood was very quiet, and Jean paid the price,” he added, “for our mistake. “Damn. I never even thought about the lean-to under his window.”

          “Nor did I,” Bantry added, “and I gave myself the job of securing the house. I feel bad about that. I’ll be making my apologies to Fourier, as soon as it’s safe to go home.”

          “Home,” Flynn echoed, and sighed. His eyes squeezed shut. “Please God, let it be soon, Vince.”

          “Let Lockwood sound like a madman and be put away in an asylum,” Bantry whispered, “then let Phoebe wake. For Luigi ... for all our sakes.”

          “Amen to that,” Flynn whispered.

          They were naturally half awake in the mid-afternoon when a sharp knock at the door intruded into the last tendrils of Bantry’s dreams. They ignored the knocking, as if the room were empty — who was to say it was not? — and a moment later an envelope was pushed under the door before footsteps pattered away. 

          With a soft curse Bantry slid out of bed. As he stooped for the envelope he recognized it as a telegraph. Flynn sat up against the pillows, frowning at the yellow paper as Bantry unfolded it. He read exactly five words on it. “It says, ‘return earliest all good Jean.’” He looked up blankly at Flynn. “Whatever’s this supposed to mean?” 

          “Exactly what it says,” Flynn said in a small voice that shook. “First, it’s from Jean. If he sent it, he’s well enough to be taking care of his own business. And that,” Flynn breathed, “is the most important news. The only important news, really, since we have everything else in hand. Come home, he says, all is good. All?” He caught Bantry’s wrist. “Everything? My God, Vince, everything? What’s happened?” 

          The sun held them captive until twilight, but the moment it was gone, while the sky was still bright enough to cause a changeling to squint and rub his eyes, they settled their account and hurried to the tiny country railway station. Tingling with apprehension as they paced the platform, waiting for the train, Bantry reread the brief telegraph. All good? Fourier managed to convey a world of optimism and exuberance in two words. 

          The hour’s journey back to the Gare de Lyon seemed a lifetime long. They shouldered through the human crush, up to the street, and beckoned the first cab on the rank. A persistent February drizzle had begun to fall, sending humans scurrying. Bantry’s nerves crawled constantly as he looked out for uniforms, but Flynn’s trust in Fourier was perfect. Return earliest all good. 

          Lights beckoned from the road. Fourier’s windows stood open to the rain-fresh night air, and they heard music. Flynn halted a few steps short of the door and cocked his head to listen to a light, sweet tenor voice. “That’s Chabrier.” Bantry listened properly now and heard a lilting Spanish love song from some time long gone by, beguiling and sensual. He did not knock but walked into the house as if it were his home. 

          Furious barking challenged them before the hounds recognized them. Jason and Irene charged them before Mario could call them back. Tonight, a beautiful boy ran down the stairs, flung himself into Flynn’s arms and demanded his mouth in greeting. Flynn kissed him and then fended him off. “We had your wire. What’s happened? Mario! If someone doesn’t tell me this instant —”

          “Luigi will tell you. It’s going to be all right!” Mario began in Italian, his native language, too excited to even think in French or English. Bantry followed him with a little work. “Michael, it’s all right.” And then he was gabbling in Italian too fast and too volatile for Bantry.

          The harpsichord was playing in the upstairs parlor, and as they went up Bantry heard Scozza’s voice, and Chabrier’s. The singer was seated at the keyboard, his big hands spanning massive arpeggios, scale to scale, spidering across the odd black keys with their white sharp notes. He had cast off his jacket and tie and rolled his shirtsleeves up about robust, hirsute forearms. Chabrier stood by the harpsichord in white shirt and black trousers, listening to the intricate harmonies. 

          “Michel, welcome home,” he said as Flynn appeared.

          The harpsichord fell silent and Scozza twisted on the stool. On his face was a look so smug, he could have patented it. “How seems Paris tonight, eh?”

          “How does she seem?” Flynn echoed cautiously. 

          “Does she throw open her arms and welcome you to her bosom?” Luigi tilted his head at Flynn almost challengingly. Flynn gave his hand in greeting to Chabrier and came to the harpsichord. 

          The room was lit by four hissing gaslamps, and the pure white light danced in Flynn’s eyes. “You’re teasing me,” he accused.

          “Maybe.” Luigi nodded good evening to Bantry and spanned a vast major chord. “I talk two hours, this morning, with Brunseau. And an hour yesterday, and the day before, and before ... like this. On and on.”

          “And ...?” Bantry prompted. “Luigi, do I have to beat it out you?”

          The Italian laughed throatily. “Lucky for us all, you don’t shoot to kill Lockwood. You know his family come to Paris, first boat, soon as the police tell them.”

          “Edith’s in Paris?” Bantry was astonished, and knew he should not have been.

          “She comes with her eldest son — nice young man, what’s his name? I forget.”

          “Roger,” Bantry told him. “Phoebe’s eldest brother. I never met him but David often told me about him in his letters, he was very proud of ‘the boy.’ Roger’s a doctor too, he was doing missionary work — the last time I heard of him he was somewhere in East Africa. Luigi, are the Lockwoods still in the city?”   

          “Staying with friends of Signora Lockwood.” Scozza gestured vaguely south of the Seine. “To me, always she is the very nice lady. She also has seen Scozza on the stage, many times, and remember, I am marrying her daughter if ... when our Phoebe wakes up. I say to Edith same exact thing I tell Brunseau. I shoot to stop her husband, not kill. For this, she thanks me ... we talk a long time at the hospital, then I go to see her. We have dinner and talk about Phoebe, long past midnight.” Luigi nodded thoughtfully. “I say to her, come with Scozza, come to Roma, when Phoebe wakes. Edith ... is very unhappy woman. You know her husband is in The
Times. They call him the ‘crazed gunman.’ I cut it out! Roma, she is lot more kind than London, till all this, what do you say, the dust settles.”

          “You visited ... in hospital?” Flynn was astonished.

          “With the police. Everyone is at the hospital.” Luigi pinned Bantry with an appalled look. “Young Roger Lockwood is home, London — four days out of Zambia — four days! — and Scotland Yard men suddenly are knocking down the door of his poor mother with news.”

          “Oh, God.” Bantry knew Edith as a very gentle woman, sheltered and spoiled, and no longer young. The news must have hit her hard.

          “Here, Roger’s father is arrested,” Luigi was saying, “French police decide, do they charge him with attempted murder, or just ... lock up the door and lose the key? Edith, she is sick with worry.”

          Listening to the race of his pulse, Bantry shared a glance with Flynn and sank onto one end of the settee. “David survived the surgery, then.  He made his case to the detectives.” He swallowed. “Inspector Brunseau himself spoke with him?”

          Luigi closed down the harpsichord, turned his back on it and leaned both elbows, akimbo, on the polished cherrywood lid. “Lockwood gets well, the wound is not so bad. Two whole days after the operation, he sleeps. Morphine makes a man stupido. Maybe Lockwood is still drunk with it when Monsieur Yves-Robert Brunseau shakes him by the hand and asks, what in hell is he doing in Monsieur Fourier’s house?”

          It was obviously far from the first time Luigi had told this story. He had the tone and inflection, the dramatic pauses of the performance, down to perfection. Bantry heard Flynn’s long inhalation, felt the tightening of his own hands into fists before Scozza went on,

          “Foolish with the drugs, not able to hear himself, Lockwood babbles all kinds of madness. A nest of the vampyre, he comes to catch one for his work. I see the look on Brunseau’s face. First he is red-face angry, then he understands, he is very kind. Lockwood ... police doctors come see him, three, four times. Edith is sick from weeping.” Luigi tapped his temple. “The mind is gone. The tragedy of Phoebe. We all get a little mad with pain.” He sighed. “Scozza is most mad of all.” His eyes were haunted. “All this time, I want to go back to London, and still Brunseau keeps me here.”

          Bantry had begun to breathe again. “You took responsibility for the shooting. You have to stay while Brunseau closes his case. Is there any word of Phoebe?”

          The Italian’s face shadowed and he looked away. “I beg and plead for good news, and all Edith knows is, Phoebe sleeps like the angel. No change, not ever.”

          “And David,” Bantry mused, “told God’s honest truth while the morphine had him. He told it in Brunseau’s hearing.”

          “When he wakes properly — then, Brunesau is gone — he swears to Edith and Roger, he comes to Paris to capture the Putney Slashers. One is the vampyre. Oh yes, the vampyre and his partner in sodomy, both murderers. Roger tells to the police, but my good friend Brunseau is not impressed, not even to listen. To him, is all mad.” He paused and reached for the glass of port, on the table by the harpsichord. “See, Brunseau knows for the fact, the Slasher is in London ... only Scozza is in Paris. Everybody knows where the Slasher is.” His face twisted.

          “Oh, God, no,” Flynn whispered.  

          “Another young girl has her throat cut open in London,” Scozza said bitterly, “two days ago, while Lockwood is in the hospital, babbling about hunting the sodomite vampyre, in Jean Fourier’s house.”

          “Sweet Christ,” Flynn murmured, eyes closed.

          “Is all in the newspaper,” Luigi said tersely. “Roger Lockwood reads it, right here. Now he agrees with the French police doctors — his dear father is matto, pazzo. Crazy. Young Lockwood, he signs lots papers for Brunseau, today. He closes the case.” Scozza mimed closing a book.

          “And Inspector Brunseau,” Jean Fourier said with a wide smile as he stepped into the room, “is reputed to have admonished the hospital staff for bringing him halfway across the city in the rain to listen to the ravings of a lunatic. Welcome home, Michel, Vincent.”

          “It’s good to be home.” Flynn embraced Fourier carefully. “Are you well, Jean?”

          “Stiff and sore, and sometimes it hurts a little to breathe,” Fourier admitted. “If I were human I’d have been buried by now, so I’ll not complain.” He clasped Bantry’s wrist. “Good to see you, Vincent. And I think ... I think you’re free, at least in Paris.”

          With Fourier’s appearance Mario began to fuss, and Bantry looked more closely at Jean. He was lily-pale, and though he chided Mario for the fussing he allowed it. Bantry watched as he sat in the chair by the hearth and was wrapped in a rug. How unusual it was to see a changeling needing warmth, Bantry thought, but Fourier’s eyes were bright and he was almost recovered, though Mario might not believe it.

          “I’ve fed him myself, three times,” Mario said quietly. Pridefully. “He will be mended very soon now.” 

         “Mario, Mario, I am mended!” Fourier caught his boy’s hands to quiet him. Mario sat on the arm of his chair, lips feathering Jean’s face. Chabrier chuckled richly as he turned the pages of a book of sheet music. It was the score of La Rose de St-Flour. In the baggy slacks and a silk shirt open to his breast, he could have been an itinerant troubadour — or an Iberian prince from a royal house long forgotten. Had he sung for Fourier an hour earlier, Bantry wondered, as he had once sung for Dionysus, on the night when he and Flynn loved Dion between them, to soothe Dionysus’s fury after the Old Ones rejected Flynn yet again?

          The sense of relief was vast. Bantry felt as if the weight of the world had been lifted from his shoulders, and relaxed into the couch with a groan. “I only wish the news about Phoebe were better, Luigi, but I believe we’ll soon hear what we hope to.”

          “I believe,” Scozza said with a certain fatalism. “Edith goes back in the morning —”

          “So soon?” Bantry glanced at the clock on the sideboard. “You’ve visited the house where they’re staying, Luigi, you can take me there?”

          “Of course, if you must go.” Luigi stood and finished his wine. “Is not far by carriage. But why, Vincent?”

          “Because I enjoyed the lady’s hospitality.” Bantry hunted for words. “Because she’s grieving, with her daughter nearer dead than alive and her husband on his way to the insane asylum, where she believes he belongs ... while we know Lockwood is stone-cold sane and telling the truth.” 

          “There are times,” Chabrier said gently, “when telling the truth is not the wisest thing a man can do. From what I’ve heard from Luigi, I believe the French Police are about to pass Lockwood back to the English authorities, who’ll dispatch him to the nearest maison de sante.” He paused to consider the situation. “Very possibly, the madhouse is where he belongs. He is insane enough to babble openly about the vampyre, and I remind you,” he gave Bantry and Flynn a hard look, “were we to fall into his hands he would cheerfully vivisect us one by one, no matter that we are intelligent, compassionate creatures.” Chabrier shook his head slowly. “I don’t consider that sane, and I personally don’t care where Lockwood is incarcerated, so long as the doors are tightly bolted. Because he knows where this house is, and if he were at liberty, he would soon return.”

          “Obsessed,” Fourier added, “with the vampyre maladie.” He looked, bright eyed, at Bantry and Flynn. “Understand this well. If or when David Lockwood is ever released, whether through his efforts to escape or a miraculous ‘cure’ for his madness, he’ll certainly be ... eliminated.”

          “Executed,” Chabrier said very softly, “according to a code many millennia older than the Church of Rome. This was the immediate decision of the elders, Michel, when you were at Fontainebleau. The council meets very soon in Copenhagen to decide what is to be done with Lockwood. Do we trust him to the asylum keeper, or not?”

          “Execution.” Flynn rubbed his palms together slowly. “It’s not a question of morality, but of security. Not that you need my approbation, nor any changeling’s.”

          “The French are going to repatriate Lockwood to a madhouse in England? They won’t keep him here, where his crimes were committed?” Bantry asked of Scozza, who was shaking out his jacket.

          “France’s asylums are already overcrowded,” Fourier answered. “But hold, Vince, I can’t believe it’s wise for you to visit the Lockwoods. Compassionate, kind, but ... unwise.” Bantry recoiled and Fourier said quickly, “Edith and Roger perhaps still labor under the belief you and Michel are the killers. They’ve heard no firm case to the contrary.”

          “Damn,” Bantry growled. “What do we know, really? It’s the same as before. That the murderer was in England two days ago, when David was undergoing surgery. The ferry could have brought us here the next day after we performed the atrocity. It’s too late, now, for us build the case for our innocence on the time of last murder in London and our presence here. The timing was just luck, convincing Brunseau that David is raving. But a fresh murder two days ago does nothing for us here and now.”

          “As you say,” Chabrier mused. “You could have made the perfect case if you’d been in Brunseau’s custody at the time of the murder. But the rest of us can provide only our word as your alibi.”

          “Which puts us at the hub of the investigation.” Fourier sighed. “We can’t survive much more attention from the authorities. Still, perhaps Brunseau thinks kindly enough of this house to be our ally. I admit, Chabrier, it’s a thought to conjure with.”

          “What — hand ourselves over to Brunseau,” Flynn demanded, “and pray the Slasher strikes again? And if the Slasher doesn’t strike again, what becomes of us? We went through this in London with Farraday!”

          “No, no,” Fourier chided. “But it’s possible you might go back to London at once, speak privately with Farraday and have this whole sordid business finished, by negotiation, as it were. Many well-known witnesses place you in Paris at the time of these latter murders.” 

          “We provide the alibi,” Chabrier said, frowning deeply at Flynn, “and Brunseau, whom Scozza regards highly, supports our testimony. Your Farraday might accept it.”

          He might, but without hesitation Bantry made negative noises. “This house has already come under more investigation than it can rightly endure.” He looked sidelong at Flynn; Michael agreed completely. “I’m less sure of Farraday than Luigi is of Brunseau. Farraday’s case against us is so watertight, Michael and I don’t have a single physical defense to offer, only the testimony of friends eager to get the nooses off our necks.”

          “Chabrier, if our defense were entirely based on an alibi, we’d be held in custody pending the circus of a murder trial,” Flynn warned. “And you could expect the prosecuting barristers to do whatever is necessary to investigate this house, looking for something, anything, to discredit your testimony. It’s their job to hang the Putney Slasher by whatever means. At the very least, you and Jean would have to appear in court ... and you can’t. It’s unthinkable.”

          “If we were tried in France, where one is guilty until proven innocent, we’d be executed even faster!” Bantry was emphatic. “No, Chabrier, I’d rather start a new life, using whatever documents Cornelius has contrived for us, than put this house under the eye of the law. Michael?”

          “Yes.” Flynn gave Bantry a faint smile. “Eventually we will go back, Jean, when Phoebe is awake and Farraday is at last pursuing the right man. Vince said to me once, have faith. I believe Phoebe will wake, and hers is the one testimony in the world Scotland Yard can’t even begin to question.”

          “Indeed.” Bantry found a smile, and a thread of optimism curled through his sinews. He gave Scozza a smile. “Like Michael, I have faith ... not in God, I think, but in life itself, and even in love. Phoebe has every reason to live and not one single reason to slip away out of the world.”

          “Si.” Scozza’s eyes flooded. He turned away to disguise the swift tears and delved into a pocket for a handkerchief.

          “When we go back at last,” Bantry admitted, “I need to set matters to rights with Randy Brickhill. Heaven alone knows what he thinks of me. I left a letter for him at the farm, but I hadn’t seen him in years. And people change. I wish I was sure I could trust him, but who knows?”

          “I should see Helena Blavatsky, for the same reason,” Flynn said fatalistically. “Then, there’s the matter of Vince’s property, his collection of Chinese antiques. You’d scarcely believe what he has, Jean, and every piece beyond price.”

          “If they’ve been seized or sold off in my absence,” Bantry said tartly, “Farraday will answer for it. I’ll have my pound of flesh.” 

          “So long,” Flynn said dryly, “as you leave his blood alone.”

          Fourier permitted a small chuckle at the changeling humor. “I look forward to seeing your pieces, Vincent. Perhaps I might represent you. And I share your faith in the recovery of Mademoiselle Lockwood. I confess, Michel, I’ll be sorry to see you leaving again. Still, you can return when it’s convenient. Your home is here, surely.” 

          “Mine is,” Flynn admitted. “Vince’s may well be in London. I go where he goes.” 

          “Home,” Bantry said mildly, “is where Michael is. I lived in a mud-hole for months ... a barracks that smelt like a pigsty, and a Ching palace like something from a fairy tale. In the end, the old saying is wiser than you’d think.” He gave Michael his hand. “Home is where the heart is.”

          “Well said,” Chabrier approved. 

          “Next time we make the journey, we take the boat train,” Bantry added. “The luxury of the ferry. Good lord, do you remember that awful Norwegian tramp we came out on? I’ll never forget it as long as I live, nor its skipper, who thought he’d taken every penny we had.” He stirred. “The next time we leave, Jean, we part happily.” 

          “As free men.” Flynn looked up at Chabrier with a smile filled with regret. “What can I say? I go with him.” 

           “You follow your heart. You always did, with the impulsiveness of your race,” the vampyre said fondly. 

          “You could come to England,” Bantry suggested. “Be our guest.” 

          Eyes dark with mydriasis that was natural to Chabrier’s race smiled at Bantry. “The moment Señorita Lockwood wakes, everyone who accused you before will promptly deny ever having thought badly of you. The city will fling itself at you to make amends. Would you like to be rich? Opportunity is an open book to society’s beloveds. Only ask Michel, or Luigi.” Chabrier favored Bantry with a curious smile. “When you have a home and are comfortable, send me a wire. I believe I’d enjoy a good deal of your company.” 

          But he was looking at Flynn. Once, Bantry might have felt a stab of jealous resentment, but no longer. He only smiled now, and asked, “Will you remain in Paris?” 

          The vampyre stirred, as if noticing the time. “For a while. But I must return to Vienna all too soon. There’s an auction, Michel. Several of your works will be there. Herr Schreibner, that awful German —”

          “Awful rich Austrian, Flynn amended. 

          “— rich Austrian,” Chabrier conceded. “Before all this business with the police began he wrote a letter, begging for your presence at his exhibition. It isn’t until November.” 

          “By which time ...” Flynn hesitated and gave Scozza a look of apology. “By November Phoebe Lockwood will either have woken from her coma and cleared us all, or she’ll have passed away peacefully. I’m sorry Luigi. By November, therefore, Vince and I will either be free men, or to all intents and purposes we won’t exist.” He shrugged. “If we’ve been cleared by November, certainly I’ll be at the auction. It’ll be a pleasure to see Vienna again. You realize, Vince will probably come to blows.” 

          “Blows?” Bantry echoed, startled. “When?” 

          “When Albert Schreibner propositions your amante and puts his unwelcome hands in sensitive places,” Chabrier said amusedly. “But no, Michel. The man is of the old school. When he sees you have a lover with you he’ll look to his manners.” 

          “I hope so.” Flynn smiled up at Bantry. “This is my life, Vince. Is it what you wanted?”

          “Everything I wanted,” Bantry said honestly. “I’m merely eager to have affairs set to rights, be back on speaking terms with old friends, and my property returned. I could be happy in Paris for a long time.”

          “While I,” Scozza growled, “chafe to go away, and got to stay.”

          “Not much longer,” Fourier guessed.

          “Statement to make, papers to sign,” Scozza agreed. 

          “At least,” Flynn said thoughtfully, “Brunseau won’t prefer murder charges. He’s convinced of Lockwood’s insanity, and there’s the end of it. You should be at liberty to leave very soon, Luigi ... it’s the Lockwood family I feel for. I feel ridiculously responsible for Madame Lockwood’s distress. Her family has been gutted. Losing both her husband and her youngest nestling, always the most cherished, is a dreadful punishment.”

          “Not your fault,” Scozza protested, and then, fiercely, “and Phoebe soon go home. What you are saying about faith, one minute ago?”

          “Your point.” Flynn gave his hand to Luigi. “And now ...” He gestured at the clock. “It’s eleven, the night has just begun, and I feel like celebrating.”

          Bantry approved. “With cognac and a small string orchestra playing Offenbach, in a little place I know with scarlet wallpaper, where half the pretty girls are actually boys?”

          “Do we want to get up a party?” Flynn invited. “Mario, come with us, we’ll fight for your virtue. Jean, are you well enough to come along?”

          “He’s not,” Mario began.

          “He is,” Fourier contradicted delightedly. “Vince, it’s a wonderful idea. You know, this boy of mine hasn’t let me out through the door since Lockwood was taken away! Chabrier, will you come with us?”

          The vampyre cocked his head at the four changelings, seemed about to decline and then said, amused, “Why not? It’s some time since I’ve let humans entertain me with their antics. And Scozza?”

          But Luigi shook his head. “I am bad company, and tired — and I meet Brunseau in the morning. Last time, I hope. I think I get some sleep.” He waved the others away. “Scozza will celebrate when he has the good cause.”

          “Then, good dreams, Luigi,” Flynn said, dropping a kiss on the singer’s brow in passing. “I owe you so much, and I won’t ever forget what you did for us. Vince, we’re hardly dressed for Paris! Jean, give us fifteen minutes to change.”

          “I’ll give you five,” Fourier bargained, pretending to take Mario’s arm as he stood, which pleased the boy.

          “We seem,” Bantry observed, “to have settled on ten.”

          They left the house almost an hour later, bound for the glittering midnight warren of Paris, the unbridled revelry of which seemed to beckon even Chabrier himself. 

 

                                                             

The cool changeling blood in his veins was no guarantee against being hungover. Bantry had been wondering about this, and when the grandmother clock woke him, striking three o’clock in the afternoon, he had his answer before he even opened his eyes. Beside him, Flynn was still a mound under the counterpane, while Bantry’s mouth seemed to be stuffed with cotton and his head thundered like an express train. 

          He got his feet under him — carefully, prepared to find his belly heaving. As he sat on the side of the bed and drank a half glass of water he found his stomach settling, though the blistering headache persisted. The habits of a lifetime made him reach for his shaving kit. He turned up the gaslamp and peered at his reflection, only to grunt in surprise.

          No beard shadow darkened his jaw. None at all. He drew his fingertips over his chin and swore softly. He was changed, fully, completely. He had not shaved in the days they waited at Fontainebleau either. The quiet curse roused Flynn, who groaned like a wounded thing under the quilt. Bantry shrugged into a robe and said quietly, “There’s a glass of water here on the table. Take your time. I’m going to see if Luigi’s back from his meeting with Brunseau.” 

          With the completion of the documents and Scozza’s signature on them, Brunseau’s work was finished and filed. The situation in Paris was officially resolved, and Bantry’s mind had gone on to more troubling ground. 

          From Lockwood’s letters, he knew young Roger was a member of the Royal College of Surgeons, and already well respected. The stories his father brought home from the Orient and Africa had imbued Roger with a fascination for both tropical diseases and exotic places, and he contributed valuable research while still a student. How proud of him David was. ‘Young Roger’ was a year older than Bantry himself, the apple of David’s eye, and by all accounts a brilliant surgeon in his own right. His signature also appeared on Brunseau’s documents, certifying that he accepted the diagnosis of his father’s madness; and his name carried considerable weight. As Luigi understood affairs, Roger had taken responsibility for transporting his father from police custody in Paris to a private institution in England. 

          The situation nagged at Bantry for hours. Lockwood was no less sane than anyone in this house, yet he would spend the rest of his life confined to an asylum. It was a bitter pill for anyone to swallow, but Bantry reminded himself, Lockwood may be receiving punishment for the wrong crime, but he was certainly guilty of enough to have earned himself either many years of incarceration in prison, or a swift execution at the hands of the vampyre.

          The sounds of kettle and pantry door called him to the kitchen and he found Scozza at the table, making a mid-afternoon snack of ham and cheese. The sight of food turned Bantry’s stomach and he looked away as Scozza began to eat. A tumbler of red wine accompanied the snack. In the kitchen’s soft light it could easily have been blood, and Bantry searched himself. It was a full day since he had fed; the faintest tendrils of hunger had not begun to stir, it would be several days before he paid them much attention, and another day  before he felt the genuine need to feed again.

          “You met Brunseau?” he prompted as Scozza carved into the ham.

          “And I sign his papers,” Scozza affirmed. He patted his breast pocket. “I have tickets, the boat train tomorrow. Tonight I pack.” He took a drink and blotted his lips with a napkin. “I call on Edith and Roger on the way back here. Edith is ... very sad.” Luigi glared at his wine for a moment. He drained the glass in one gulp. “They take the doctor back next week, or week after.”

          “So long?” Bantry wondered, and then, “Of course. Arrangements to be made in England, an asylum to accept him, the English police to be notified.”

          “Si.” Luigi brimmed another glass. “Edith, she stays in Paris to be with her husband. Roger is on same train with me, tomorrow. He fixes things in England, comes back again to Paris soon as can.” He sighed heavily. “Is very bad. Whole thing, full of pain.”

          He was speaking of the private pain suffered by Lockwood’s family, and he was right; but Bantry was thinking about Farraday and Scotland Yard. Pandemonium would erupt when they were notified, one of their chief consultants in murder cases through the last decade, and particularly in the Putney Slasher case, was himself an attempted murderer who had been certified insane. Faces would flush at Scotland Yard. Farraday might be reprimanded for his failure to recognize a man on the cusp of madness. Bantry felt a certain thrill of gratification.

          “If you get the chance, tell Roger Lockwood you believe us innocent,” he began.

          “This, I already say to him, and Edith also, many times,” Scozza assured him. “I say, the police make big mistake, bad mistake.”

          “And ...” Bantry hesitated. “What does Edith believe?”

          “I ... not so sure, not to be exact,” Luigi admitted, “because, I think Edith not sure. She wants to believe you are innocent. Phoebe always believes. My girl, she fights with her father, cats and dogs, claws and teeth! Edith, she tries to make the peace, but whose side she takes?” He puffed out his cheeks. “Now? Even Roger agrees, his father is matto, insano, so Edith, she got to believe with Phoebe, after she fights and fights for you.”

          “Then, pass a message along for me,” Bantry asked. “Tell her ... perhaps you had a letter from me. Beut for godsake be careful in what you say, Luigi —”

          Scozza gave him a withering look. “Who is it, who give performance of his whole life for the police here?”

          “Yes.” Bantry had to smile. “Sorry. Then, tell Edith, Flynn and I send our deepest sympathies. And tell her we’re all waiting for Phoebe to wake.”

          “I give same message to Roger also,” Luigi agreed quietly. “I have dinner with them tonight. I am almost, almost sure you are welcome also, but ...”

          “But not quite,” Bantry finished. “Better to be circumspect.”

          “Circum...?” Luigi echoed. 

          “Careful, cautious,” Bantry told him, and stood. “I’m going to miss you, Luigi. Michael and I owe you a great debt, and we won’t forget it.”

          The Italian sobered and studied Bantry directly, almost rudely. “You and Michael ... you are together, forever.”

          “Oh, I hope so,” Bantry whispered, wondering what Scozza was thinking.

          “I got envy,” Scozza said at last. “Twenty years from now, when Scozza is old and gray, maybe dead, you and Michael ...” He huffed a sigh, closed his eyes and crossed himself. “No, no. I don’t want to be like you! But I got lots envy, just the same.”

          Bantry offered his hand and was pleased when Scozza took it. “Famiglia.” 

          “Famiglia,” Scozza agreed, clasping his wrist, warrior fashion. “Sempre.” Preoccupied, obviously enmeshed in the dense web of his thoughts, he left the table and wandered out through the scullery into the bright, pale afternoon, with the careless complacency of the human. 

          Bantry covered his eyes quickly as the door opened and closed, and for one brief instant he envied Scozza the sun.

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen                    

 

March blustered like a sea dragon, blowing up fierce Atlantic storms, but as the equinox of spring approached, marking a time of the year where the days and nights were of equal length, Flynn was eager to be outside and doing, no matter the weather. As they passed by the 21st, he said, while humans began to enjoy longer days, the changelings would begin to ‘lose darkness.’ 

          The further north the city, the shorter the nights, and he began to talk about traveling south, where summer nights on the equator were always longer. He spoke of Persia, which he had visited infrequently, and India, where he had never traveled at all. After four centuries, much of the world was still a tantalizing mystery to Flynn. Bantry felt the lure of the future, and he began to puzzle through the curious problems arising when changelings traveled.

          For a week the wind swung northeasterly and a massive storm barreled through from Russia. Parts of Paris flooded and the newspaper carried stories of the Camargue’s marshes becoming an inland sea. Then the wind shifted again, the skies cleared, and Bantry was captivated by the stars. The equinoctial constellations wheeled overhead, and for Flynn’s amusement he named them, and some of the brighter stars. Though he was a child of the night, Flynn’s knowledge of the sky was as yet limited to the quasi-science of astrology, while Bantry had studied the stars with the eye of the navigator.

          A new production of Swan
Lake
was in rehearsal and letters began to arrive for Flynn, from a former dancer by the name of Alexi Makarov. Amorous letters, which made Flynn swear fluently. To Bantry’s surprise, he himself was only amused. In his day Alexi had been a great dancer, but he was forty years old now, retired, and like many former dancers he limped badly on long-abused feet. He still worked in the ballet theater, he wrote; he was stage-managing the new Swan
Lake, would Flynn accept his invitation to attend a rehearsal?

          “Attend the rehearsal,” Flynn said dryly, “then it’s on to the hotel for an awful lot of vodka, before I’m slapping Alexi’s hands off me until I’ve thoroughly hurt his feelings. Again. Then I’ll watch him smoke himself insensible, ostensibly because he’s in a lot of pain with his knees and ankles — a common old dancer’s ailment — but in fact he’s smoking that poison because he’s in a sulk.”

          “You were lovers,” Bantry observed. They were walking by the river in the late evening. The March twilight was cloudy, dim, and as they went out tonight Paris was still getting herself into the warpaint and flounces for the night’s revels. 

          “We were lovers once,” Flynn scoffed. “By which I mean once, one single night, when I was captivated by the man’s talent and the charm of youth.” He made a face. “By eight the following evening, when the sun was down and I was free to leave, my patience was in tatters.”

          “Because ...?” Bantry’s curiosity was piqued. 

          “Alexi Makarov is like most dancers,” Michael said indifferently, “so self-centered, the world revolves around him, the sun only rises when he opens his eyes in the morning, and all of humanity waits with baited breath for the next golden syllable out of his mouth.”

          “Oh.” Bantry hid a chuckle. “He knows? That you’re a changeling?”

          “Oh, yes.” Flynn gestured vaguely into the north. “Alexi is connected with a vampyre house in St. Petersburg, just as Luigi is connected with Fourier’s house ... our house. For a short time, twenty years ago, Alexi was always after Katerina to change him. Make him like us.”

          “The vampyratrix who changed Jean?” Bantry was surprised. 

          “Yes.” Flynn gave him an odd, lopsided smile. “Katerina occasionally toys with humans. Chabrier and Hypaetia chastise her for it. But at least she had more sense than to change Alexi. It would have been a bad mistake.”

          “Because he’s arrogant and self-centered?” Bantry wondered.

          “Partly.” Michael turned up his collar as a light rain began to fall over the river. “He’s not the most likable man, even if he did have ...” He mocked himself with a chuckle. “Wonderful legs. Also, the ballet theater is Alexi’s life. If Katerina had changed him, he’d have lost the world he really wanted most. He would soon become bored in ours, where every changeling is as beautiful as himself, and the older vampyre, once they’re no longer newfangled with a new beau, are rarely forgiving of —”

          “Self-centered arrogance in one as immature as Alexi Makarov,” Bantry finished. “So what will you tell Alexi?”

          Flynn stepped into the scant cover afforded by a leafless tree as the drizzle strengthened. “The same thing I tell him every season. On a postcard. Good wishes, good luck with the production, I’ll try to see it, if I’m in the city, and maybe we should get together for a vodka one evening. He’ll sulk, get drunk and forget about me till next season.”

          “Speaking of sulking,” Bantry observed, “the weather seems to be doing just that. Do you want to make for home before we’re drenched?”

          They hailed a cab above the river and were inside with a moment to spare before the heavens opened wide. The squall made humans scurry for cover in every direction, but Flynn mourned the loss of a single night of freedom. The sky was dense with clouds and the rain seemed settled in as the cab made its way up Fourier’s drive. Like many an evening on the Camargue, it was a night for accepting captivity with good graces.

          Mario was waiting for them. He was Madame Fourier today, in emerald green satin, ivory lace and pearls, and Bantry judged his behavior a little unseemly when he pounced on Flynn just inside the front door. Flynn was still shrugging out of his damp jacket. Mario’s eyes were alight, and his ecstatic, rapid-fire Italian defeated Bantry utterly. With a sigh, cultivating patience, Bantry hung up coat and scarf and waited for Flynn to calm the boy. 

          Instead, Flynn seemed to catch Mario’s infectious zeal and began to babble in even more volatile Italian, until Bantry shouted over their chatter, demanding to know what was going on. “Phoebe,” Flynn began.

          But Mario shifted into French and began again, “Luigi’s girl woke three days ago — Luigi telegraphed the news at once, we received the telegraph only an hour before Jacques brought in the newspaper, I don’t know where it’s been, on its way here!”

          “Oh, thank God.” Relief was almost weakening. Forgetting his disapproval of Mario a moment before, Bantry grabbed him and Flynn in a hug and whirled them around. “What did Luigi say? Where’s the telegraph?”

          “Upstairs.” Mario seized his hand, and Flynn’s, and hauled them physically toward the stairs. Being a changeling, he was much stronger than he looked. “Jean has everything.” 

          Fourier and Chabrier were in Jean’s private library, tucked away at the back of the house. Bantry had rarely entered the room, and never at all as a human. He had once thought it had the dry, dusty ‘taste’ of a museum, even a mausoleum, which made him uncomfortable. It was a repository for Jean’s oddments, personal things belonging to a past which could never come again. A painting of Jean’s wife, Cosette’s mother — so like Cosette, the girl could have modeled for it. A Louis XIV table; an original manuscript in the hand of Beethoven, for a piano sonata unknown to the rest of the world; a mandolin once belonging to Vivaldi; a blue glass vase filled with pink glass roses from Venice. 

          The room was usually quiet as a tomb, hushing Bantry’s voice, but today Fourier and Chabrier were on the window seat thumbing through a thick album bound in red leather, and Mario burst into the room with no thought for propriety. “Jean! Where’s the telegraph?”

          “Right here.” Fourier had it in the pocket of his brown smoking jacket, and passed it into Flynn’s waiting fingers. Rain pattered insistently on the window glass behind him. 

          Somehow Scozza had managed to encapsulate the world in eight words: ‘My girl wakes (stop) not speaking yet (stop) wait Scozza’

          With an effort Bantry remembered to take a breath. “My God, she’s awake. She’s alive.” He passed both palms over his face, not surprised to find a film of ice-cold sweat on his skin. He was remembering Phoebe Lockwood as she had been when he arrived in England. Tall as a young man and robust, filled with vitality. At the time she had actually irked him with her endless chatter and the selfish frivolity of youth. Now, she would be wasted to a mere shadow, he thought, for she had been in coma since he and Flynn were exiled on the Camargue. A lifetime. She would carry the scar across her throat for life.

          But it was only superficial; more importantly, had the injury, the coma, damaged her brain? Six years ago, on a patrol in the bandit-riddled hills south of Peking, a young lieutenant under Bantry’s command had suffered massive injuries and horrifying loss of blood. When he woke after eight weeks in coma, his mind was a child’s. Every day while Phoebe lingered in sleep, hibernating, healing, Bantry had deliberately put the memory of Barry Waterson away from his mind. 

          Nothing could be established before Phoebe’s eyes opened, and Bantry found himself shaking with the long-denied anxiety, while Flynn did not even seem to realize, Phoebe could have woken without her mind. “Has she spoken?” Bantry asked hoarsely. “Jean, do you know?”

          “The newspaper here printed the story,” Fourier told him, searching for it, “copied word for word, from The London Times, where it appeared just yesterday. Enormous news, of course, because of the Putney Slasher.”

          “Then, she spoke after Luigi had sent the telegraph.” Bantry’s heart squeezed painfully in his chest. “Jean!”

          “Where is that paper?” Fourier was fumbling, infuriatingly, with a thick stack of albums and folios. “You really must read it for yourself. The story is half garbled because it was telegraphed to Paris overnight and in English, but if it was in the LondonTimes’s morning’s edition, you can trust it.” 

          “Here.” Chabrier had the newspaper, folded open to page three. Parisian news took pride of place — politics, scandal, society — but the Putney Slasher was ghoulish enough to capture the lurid human imagination on both sides of the Channel. 

          Flynn almost snatched the paper from Chabrier’s hands, and read aloud the lines of close-packed type. “‘Miss Phoebe Lockwood, the most fortunate victim of London’s infamous Putney Slasher, has at last woken in St. Bartholemew’s Hospital. 

          “‘Miss Lockwood, who is the fiancee of Italian opera singer, Luigi Scozza, suffered serious injuries to her throat and has been in coma since the attack. 

          “‘However, twenty-four hours after she awoke, the courageous Miss Lockwood dispatched Signore Scozza to fetch the detective who has spearheaded the Putney Slasher investigation from the outset, Inspector Edward Farraday of Scotland Yard.

          “‘A full and clear description of the Slasher is now in the hands of the police, and has already been matched with a single suspect. 

          “‘The man now being sought for the series of London murders is Thomas Sutton of Hammersmith, aged 47, who last year escaped from the Mark Frobisher Asylum, where he had been confined since he was certified insane at the age of 20 years. Sutton was unfortunately presumed dead after constables witnessed his fall into the frozen River Cam in November. The body was never recovered.

          “‘Thomas Sutton has a history of crimes with knives. On five occasions following his commitment to the Frobisher Asylum, he physically assaulted female nurses, twice committing rape at knife-point.

          “‘Sutton is of very small stature, under five foot three. His face is deeply scarred by the pox, and the left cheek carries a series of four scars along the jaw, from self-inflicted knife wounds. His speech lisps curiously, since he is unable to properly pronounce the letter ‘r.’

          “‘Scotland Yard urges anyone seeing a man of this description to contact the police. Under no circumstances should one personally confront Thomas Sutton. He is understood to be extremely dangerous, and most probably armed.

          “‘Meanwhile, the original suspects, Mr. Michael Flynn and Cap. Vincent Bantry, Ret., from this time onward are acknowledged to be innocent of any crime. Scotland Yard invites these gentlemen to come forward and be recognized once more as free citizens. 

          “‘Scotland Yard’s Detective Edward Farraday is anxious to contact Mr. Flynn and Capt. Bantry, and told The Times he ‘would be grateful should their acquaintances, or this newspaper, make them privy to the situation.’

          “‘Miss Phoebe Lockwood and Signore Scozza are planning their wedding in London, in May, after which, Signore Scozza said, they intend to make their home in Rome.’”

          Silence commanded the room for a moment before Mario clapped his hands and trilled an earsplitting celebration. Fourier cupped his hands over his ears and Chabrier laughed. He took Bantry’s hand to draw him into the group. 

          “And all this, Vincent, after I’ve had Cornelius working at the documents supporting your new lives since Christmas. Still, the work entertained him,” the vampyre allowed. You should contact Farraday at once. The police will turn London upside down and shake it till Sutton falls into their hands. It can only be a matter of days before he’s arrested. A fiend fitting such a physical description would be hard to miss.”

          Bantry was still trembling, but now it was with the relief flooding through him. “We’ll go back at once,” he said in a curiously small voice. 

          “Vincent, are you quite all right?” Chabrier gripped his shoulder.

          “Of course.” Bantry clenched his own hands to exorcise the shakes. “Now, I’d just like to close the whole episode and begin again. Next year, I want to be looking back on this and wondering if the Putney Slasher business was only a bad dream.”

          “I don’t think Luigi will ever forget any of it,” Mario said softly. “The reality will be in his eyes every time he looks into the face of his wife.”

          “Yes.” Flynn slipped an arm about Bantry. “But can you imagine, Mario, what it’s been like to be accused of actually being the murderer? For almost a year we’ve lived under the shadow of the accusation. The shadow of the gallows.” He gave Bantry a squeeze around the waist. “I know what Vince means. When we watch Farraday put away the last document involving us, we can go on. Begin new lives, as Chabrier said.”

          The vampyre’s eyes were wide and obsidian-dark. “Then you should return at once. Tomorrow’s boat train. Send a boy tonight, for tickets.”

          “I intend to.” All at once Bantry could not be still, and before he could relax for a moment he had sent Jacques to the station, pulled out their luggage and emptied their closet. Only then did he see Flynn leaning in the door, head cocked, watching him with a fond, curious expression. Bantry forced himself to stand still, take a deep breath, and he asked, almost talking to himself, “Is it over?”

          “Not quite yet.” Flynn came to him. “But soon. You must know, the elders won’t be happy with David Lockwood merely confined to an institution. The river of blood let by the Putney Slasher was horrific, but nothing to do with ... us. A twenty-year inmate escaped and gave the police the slip; how many poor human girls died? My flesh crawls, but the elders take little interest in human affairs. However, Lockwood is a different matter. He involved himself in our affairs.” Flynn sighed, and his fingers traced the place at his own throat, where Phoebe would wear her scar for life. His eyes closed. “Should Lockwood escape in a year or two or five, we could be back in this house one day, Vince, with Chabrier lying dead at our feet.”

          Bantry felt him shiver and held him tightly. “Michael —”

          “The ranks of the Old Ones are already thin, they won’t survive many more losses. And none of us,” he added, “could bear the loss of Chabrier. It would be like losing Dionysus all over again. Their lives can’t be replaced by the birth of a natural-born vampyre child ... the distant past remains alive, vibrant, in the old immortals like Hypaetia and Chabrier. A child belongs to the future, but with the elders gone our connection to the past is severed. I often think, Vince, we drift like motes of dust in the midnight sky, and the only thing holding us together is the past. The kinship born out of shared memories, centuries and millennia of shared pain as well as joy. Take that from us, and what are we?”

          “Children of the future,” Bantry said soundlessly, “orphans who don’t know where we come from, why we came to be here, or where we’re going. Aimless, hopeless, we blunder through a twilight existence, searching for a way to survive, and a reason to exist.”

          “It’s so odd.” Flynn looked thoughtfully at him. “You understand so much, for one so young. It’s usually decades, centuries, before the changeling discovers the sense of time and place, the ‘spirit of being,’ as we call it.” He kissed Bantry’s mouth lightly. “The changelings who do find the sense of time and the spirit of being are the survivors. Perhaps ...” He paused. “Perhaps your soul is old.”

          “Spend a lifetime or three with me,” Bantry invited, not at all joking, “I may surprise you.”  

          “I’ve no doubt you will.” Flynn kissed him again, more deeply, and let him go. “For now, let me help you pack. I know you’re eager to leave ... and yes, before you say a word about delaying, I share your eagerness.”

          But the parting was reluctant. Chabrier was comfortably ensconced at Fourier’s, and Bantry would have been content to listen for weeks as the vampyre spoke of other centuries, other lands; other vampyre. Bantry felt as if he must relearn the whole world. He was still painfully aware of being on the outside, looking into Chabrier’s domain. Save for Flynn, Fourier’s clan and Chabrier himself, he would be an outcast. He felt himself distanced from humans, yet in all the world he knew only four changelings and a single vampyre, who were his own kind. To Bantry, his species numbered just six, and he gave a thought to the great extinct species of the past. Some pitiful creature had to be the last, until it ended its days utterly alone. 

          Easily guessing which demon haunted him, Flynn promised that in the months and years to come they would visit changeling and vampyre houses all over Europe and the Near East. Bantry could only settle himself to wait, with patience if possible. Patience was hard to find.

          As they took their leave of Fourier’s house he thought he felt the first keen stabs of the mortal loneliness that had tormented Flynn on his arrival in London. The carriage pulled out of the gateway into a steady rain and cold wind; twilight was battleship gray and the elements drove humans indoors. Fourier was still forbidden, by both Mario and Chabrier, to go out on such an inclement evening, and Chabrier rode with them to the station.

          A strange feeling troubled Bantry as he clasped Chabrier’s hand in farewell. Humans milled about, the Gare de Lyon was like a disorderly cavalry charge as the train loaded up, yet Bantry felt dislocated from the reality enjoyed by humans. Chabrier saw the misgivings in his face and watched him closely, but Bantry could only shrug. “It’s a feeling ... something Michael way saying,” he said over the dragon-roar rumble of the big green locomotive. “We’re adrift like dust in the midnight sky, he said. I’ve no roots, Chabrier, nothing to hold me to the ground. I’m feeling it, keenly, now we’re leaving the Fourier house.”

          “You’re feeling the ache where your humanity was cut away, like the phantom pains in the amputated limb,” Chabrier said gently. “It’s natural. All changelings feel it.” He glanced sidelong at Flynn, who was buying a newspaper and postcards from a platform stall. “Let him help you. He survived against the odds. Many times, I did not believe he would come through, but here he is.” The vampyre eyes turned back to Bantry, enigmatic, curious. Haunting. “You have the same ... durable quality.”

          “I’m a survivor.” Bantry deliberately put the misgivings aside and squared his shoulders as if for the parade ground. “Tell me, Chabrier, what’s to become of Lockwood? I expect to be talking to be Edith and Roger very soon. I don’t suppose there’s anything I can tell them, but it may help me to know what David’s fate will be.”

          “It’s not for me to decide,” Chabrier said under the crowd noise, “but I can tell you, the elders are meeting to discuss Lockwood’s future very soon, and I’ll be there. The danger he presents to us is very real. You must be aware, if not for your own involvement, and Luigi’s, and if not for the need to protect Jean’s house from investigation, Lockwood would already have been disposed of.”

          “By ritual execution.” Bantry’s throat constricted. 

          “Yes.” Chabrier seemed unperturbed. “His crimes against us already are enough to warrant the penalty. Kidnap, vivisection, torture, forced entry with firearms, an abortive kidnap attempt for the purpose of vivisection ... Attempted murder.” He lifted one dark brow at Bantry in question. “In most countries and cultures, Lockwood has done more than enough to place his neck under the blade, as we used to say. In many countries today, he would be executed without question.”

          “Whereas in England we’re more likely to be gentle, as we were with Thomas Sutton,” Bantry mused. “Years go by; the prisoner escapes, and there’s more blood.”

          “Blood,” Chabrier said gravely, “we can’t afford to shed. Bad enough, Vincent, when an innocent human is tortured and killed. Those pitiful young women in London. But were we to lose Hypaetia or Cornelius ...” He closed his eyes for a moment. “We are an endangered species. We can easily vanish out of the world. The threat of extinction has haunted my dreams through a millennium.”

          “When you know, tell me the council’s decision,” Bantry asked, “and if you can, tell me how.”

          “How Lockwood will meet his end?” The vampyre looked perplexed. “You don’t still harbor affection for the man, surely?”

          “Quite the contrary,” Bantry assured him, “but it’s not as easy to make away with a man confined in an asylum as you may hope. British law won’t call it an execution; it’ll be called murder in cold blood, and there’s an element of danger you shouldn’t overlook.”

          “Leave Doctor Lockwood,” Chabrier said darkly, “to us.”

          Unaccountably chilled, Bantry was pleased to drop the subject as Flynn returned from the newspaper stand. He forced a smile to his lips. “We’ll send a telegraph, Chabrier, when we have a home. We want to see you there, with Jean and Mario, if you can tear them away from Paris.”

          “I might be able to.” Chabrier took Flynn’s hand. “Au revoir, Michel. Take care of your bonne bouche.”

          “I hope we’ll see you soon,” Michael called after him, but his words were drowned by the roar of the locomotive. It was time to go.

 

 

Not long after midnight they were listening to English voices, Cockney, Liverpool, Manchester and Lancashire accents, as noisy porters began to unload, boisterous youths greeted relatives, traders collected produce for tomorrow’s markets, and engineers were summoned to work on the locomotive. 

          Bantry unashamedly reveled in England. He could not share the particular pleasure of homecoming with Flynn, since Flynn owed allegiance to, and felt affection for, no particular country. Flynn’s sense of kinship was for the vampyre houses, and Bantry’s appetite had been whetted by his stories. A mansion in Coruña, one of Chabrier’s many homes ... a tumbledown villa on Capri, whose foundations were laid in the reign of Marcus Aurelius ... a palace over

 looking the Bosporus, built before the First Crusade.

          And the house in Copenhagen where the vampyre elders themselves sat in council, deliberating the affairs of a nation which appeared on no map, knew no borders, honored no flag, yet spoke all languages and pervaded every continent.

          A hansom took them not to the Savoy or the Dorchester but to a small, discreet, very private hotel on the river. The cabbie waited at the door of the Warminster while Flynn made sure of accommodations, and as a bellboy labored up with the luggage Bantry was sending a telegraph for Farraday. The simple message would be on his desk in the morning: Bantry and Flynn were at the Warminster and would be available in the afternoon, looking forward to meeting Farraday at his convenience. 

          His mouth was cotton-dry as he sent the telegraph. The impending confrontation had all the beguilement of an appointment with a dentist: the sooner it was over, the better. The establishment of innocence weighed heavily on his mind. With that message dispatched, he knew he would not sleep again before he had looked into Farraday’s cheerless face and seen an apology. Then, Bantry’s last concern was the return of his personal effects, and Flynn’s — a weighty stack of baggage which must have been impounded by the Yard. He wanted everything returned at once. 

          Their rooms adjoined at the back of the hotel, the quietest part of the building. Bantry threw off his jacket and loosened his collar; Flynn had already secured the heavy drapes. “We’ll need a house out of the city,” he mused as Bantry considered sending for brandy and coffee. Flynn’s expression was sharp with speculation. “Remember, we’ve been accused of cohabitation already. Lockwood made the claim without hesitation. His son, Roger, repeated it directly to the French police.”

          “Who utterly ignored it,” Bantry reminded him, “with the rest of Lockwood’s blather.”

          “Granted, it was ignored,” Flynn agreed, “but if Lockwood guessed our private lives at a glance, you can be sure others will. And we’ll need patrons very soon. The pair of Alsatians or whatever we can find.”

          They had fed just before leaving Fontainebleau, which gave them a few days’ grace, but Bantry was keenly aware of the situation. “If I tell you the truth, the excitement of being back and inviting Farraday here is ... catching up with me.”

          Flynn smiled faintly. “I’m feeling a few stray pangs of hunger too, and you look most appetizing! But I don’t want that particular act to become commonplace. It’s for rare, special celebrations of life. Two or three massive dogs can be excused as guards for our premises. If we have the space, a carriage horse or a milk cow, and we’ll never have need to fret. It doesn’t have to be complicated. But you realize, for our home we must find something very discreet. An abbey or disused priory, something standing in its own grounds and not right under the noses of neighbors! You know this country much better than I ever did —” 

          “Leave it to me,” Bantry promised. “This is Tuesday night. You’ll have your own home, and our own bed in it by Friday, or the British Army never taught me anything.” 

          The coffee and brandy arrived while they were unpacking. The coffee was set aside to cool, and Bantry indulged in a new habit, sipping it through the rising brandy vapors. The result was a near intoxication and pleasant drowsiness, enough to give him some rest, though sleep eluded him. He heard the Westminster chimes of the clock in the hall, every hour between three a.m. and noon. Each of their rooms had a single enormous bed; with one rumpled and abandoned they were still in a fuzzy half-doze and a tangle of limbs in the other when the clock struck twelve noon.

          An unpleasant torpor gripped Bantry, but he forced himself out of the bed as he heard the chimes. Flynn was like a lizard on a winter’s day, heavy eyed with a numb lassitude. He lay watching as Bantry turned the gaslamps up full and dressed, but did not make a move until Vincent reminded him, “I told Farraday we’d be available in the afternoon. He could be here at any moment.”

          “And it wouldn’t do,” Flynn grumbled, “to be caught in the act.”

          “The act?” Bantry gave him a look from beneath half-lowered lids. 

          “Look at me like that in public,” Flynn observed with mock gravity, “and we’ll be arrested on the spot.” But he threw back the covers and stood. He stretched, slender, supple as a young cat, and lust stirred in Bantry like a familiar old friend. His eyes covered Flynn from lean calves to wide shoulders, the curves of his breast and the velvet-soft allure of stirring manhood. 

          Before desire could command him, Vincent threw a robe at Flynn and made the terse promise, “Later.”

          A knock just before two o’clock announced Farraday, and to Bantry’s satisfaction the man was crimson to the ears. Vincent took the rare opportunity to glare at him for a moment, allowing scorn to whittle Farraday to the bone while the detective ran through a well-rehearsed repertoire of excuses, explanations — and at last the apologies Bantry had been waiting to hear. 

          Flynn sat in the winged armchair by the fireplace, brandy balloon in one hand, wearing a benign and supremely indifferent expression during Farraday’s monologue. “And you expect to apprehend this Thomas Sutton person soon, I trust?” he asked tartly as the detective fell silent. 

          “We’re circulating pamphlets with his picture,” Farraday assured him.

          “Just as you circulated them with our pictures,” Flynn said quietly.

          “Yes, well, it was our best guess at the time,” Farraday said uncomfortably. “You must be aware of how suspicious it all looked.” 

          “I was made aware of it,” Flynn said in the same soft tone that could have been tightly-reined anger or simply disillusionment with the legal process. 

          “I am aware,” Bantry said tersely, “of how innocent men can be persecuted simply because they don’t fit into some neat, tidy place in society!” 

          The detective was hotly defensive. “I don’t make the rules, Captain Bantry.” 

          “No, but by God, you enforce them.” Bantry heard the acid in his own voice. How different the policeman’s reaction would be if Farraday knew he was visiting the hotel room of young two men who shared a carnal relationship. Two men who shared a single bed, and all manner of pleasures in it. A cell waited for them, a jury, a judge who would sentence them to the hell of prison, for years. Theirs would be a special kind of imprisonment, since they both suffered the disease David Lockwood could claim to have discovered. Lockwood’s mydriasis. But the brutalities of prison would remain. The thought of Flynn, trapped like an animal and made to suffer like one, chilled Bantry to the marrow. He gave Farraday a hard look. “And as for Thomas Sutton —?”

          “He won’t be hard to find, not with a face like that, now we’re looking for him,” Farraday said stiffly. “You realize, we’d thought he was dead since November. We’ve got constables on every street corner now.” His mouth compressed into a tight line. “I’ll tell you this much, Captain ... and if it gets back to my superiors, my head’ll be on the block. It’s been a few years since the Ripper case, which as you know was never solved. When the killing started again in Putney, faces were grim in high places. A few lights in Whitehall burned all night, and we had our orders. Get him. Do it fast, any way you can.” Farraday’s thin shoulders twitched in a shrug. “In exactly the right place and exactly the right time we had an Irishman, an occultist with a peculiar disease. The fact is, gentlemen, I personally never saw any evidence I cared for, against either one of you. But the panic was starting on the streets again, same as the panic when the Ripper was at work. I’m surprised you weren’t aware of it.”

          “We’d already gone,” Bantry said thoughtfully. “We spent some time in Norfolk, then Paris, and we wintered-over on the Camargue, where we didn’t see a newspaper for months.”

          “Ah.” Farraday stroked his chin. “Just as well. The evidence was good enough to hang you, and as I said, we’d had our orders. Several rather influential gentleman in quite exalted circles wanted a suspect, an arrest, a conviction and an execution, in that order, and they wanted it fast.” He tilted his head at Bantry. “You weren’t in England, were you, Captain, at the time of the Ripper murders?”

          “I was in Peking. The papers were always eight weeks old before I saw them.” Bantry looked at Flynn, brows arched. “I take your point, Inspector. I’ve no doubt Whitehall could see the panic starting all over again, and a second failure to make any arrest —”

          “Could be used as an instrument to topple a government,” Flynn finished. He frowned at Farraday. “At the time of the Ripper troubles I was in Paris and Vienna, but I read your papers daily. I was not unaware of the murders and the riots. Forgive me, Inspector ... it’s difficult to see the larger picture when you yourself are at the crux of it. In fact,” he mused, “I confess, I hadn’t even connected these current atrocities with the Ripper, and I certainly hadn’t seen the political ramification. The larger picture escaped me because I was simply too close the canvas. If you will, imagine yourself accused as Jack, or the Slasher ... imagine yourself an Irishman in London, an occultist by trade, and suffering the phototonic mydriasis as Doctor Lockwood calls it.”

          “Jesus, Mary and Joseph.” Farraday puffed out his lean cheeks. “For what it’s worth, gentlemen, as I said, I personally never cared for the evidence, but it would have been my job to make the arrest, give evidence in court.” He paused soberly. “And attend the hanging.”

          “Indeed,” Bantry said cynically. “One of my commanding officers, some years ago in China, approaching a conflict between factions of feuding Chinese, would mow them all down impartially and say, ‘Let the Good Lord sort the bastards out.’” 

          “Yes, well the police like to think we still have a few scruples left,” Farraday said in an awkward voice. “I came to make Scotland Yard’s apologies, and I believe they’ve been made. Having said that, gentlemen, if we can be of any service, don’t hesitate to call on us.” 

          Bantry put down his brandy glass. “There’s the matter of our belongings.” 

          “Safe in our lockup, “ Farraday assured him. “They’ll be returned to you at notice. I’ll need your current address, Captain Bantry.” 

          At last Bantry relented and allowed a smile. “We only set foot back in the country a few hours ago. Tomorrow we look at property. I’ll notify you as soon as I can give you an address.”

          “You’re living together?” Farraday sounded surprised, and for one split second Bantry saw the unmistakable look of speculation on his face as he glanced from one handsome young man to another. 

          “We’re business partners,” Bantry said tersely. “We deal in antiques and artwork. Michael Flynn is well known on the Continent as an artist in the classical style, and as you already know, Chinese antiques are my forte. We need business premises, private, secure and guarded by dogs. It makes good sense to live on the premises too, don’t you think? You’ve had my stock in trade in your lockup all these months.” 

          “The Oriental figures, fans and scrolls, yes, I remember them well.” The speculative look was gone as fast as it appeared. Farraday took a step toward the door. “I’d like to offer my sympathies regarding Miss Lockwood. I do believe she’s leaving hospital soon. I can’t tell you, Captain, how rare it is for a policeman to watch a victim survive, recover and prosper.” He paused with a deep frown. “She has good friends, but I regret to say she was overcome when I had to inform her about her father.”

          “She would be very shocked,” Flynn began.

          “Not at all.” Farraday’s brow creased. “In fact, she wasn’t even surprised. She was mortified by what her father had done, and suffering for her mother — and this, Mr. Flynn, in a young lady who’d been used brutally and very nearly murdered, before spending forty-eight days in a coma.” He shook his head slowly. “Miss Lockwood’s strength amazed me. The story was in the newspaper the next day, and I think all London admires her. You know,” he added, opening the door, “before the assault she barged into my office and fought with me. Harangued me, bickered, called me fourteen kinds of fool, in front of my men.”

          “She fought,” Bantry guessed, “for us.”

          “And for Mr. Scozza, who was ... implicated.” Farraday swung the door wide, letting in a flood of brighter, bluer light, not direct daylight but too strong and hard, and too sudden, for changeling eyes. Bantry closed his own eyes and as Flynn lifted an arm to protect his face Farraday said, “My apologies, Mr. Flynn. Till later, gentlemen. Good day.” 

          As the door closed, Bantry made a two fingered salute in the policeman’s wake. Flynn snorted with laughter and took out his pocketwatch. It was mid-afternoon, Wednesday, and they wanted to bathe and get some rest after the anxious, sleepless night. 

          Twilight settled early with London brooding under a thick North Sea cloudbank. Playing the hunch that Luigi Scozza would be at home, impulsively Bantry hailed a cab right outside the Warminster, bundled Flynn into it and bade the driver take every shortcut for an extra sixpence.

          A disgruntled manservant answered the doorbell, but lights blazed upstairs. Scozza heard their voices before they were inside out of the chill, damp night air. He shooed away his staff, called his guests up and embraced them warmly. 

          He looked, Bantry thought, like the happiest man alive. “My Phoebe, she comes home next week,” he said by way of greeting. “A May wedding! She talks, so she can say ‘I do,’ and then, who knows? In a year maybe she sings. Maybe.” He shrugged philosophically. “Come and see what I got for her.”

          From a drawer in his bedroom dresser he produced a blue enamel jewelry box. Inside was a wide black-velvet choker necklace set with a cluster of pink diamonds. “To cover the scar. Is ugly, terrible, she won’t let me see it, so — you like this?” 

          Bantry admired the broad band and priceless stones. Luigi had a good eye. Bantry had seen necklaces very like it on sundry diplomats’ wives, a lifetime ago in Peking. “It’s beautiful, Luigi. I’m happy for you.” 

          “I am happy for me also,” Scozza admitted. He slid the jewelry away and leaned on the dresser. “May, we marry. June, maybe July, we go to Roma. Phoebe, she stages my operas even if she cannot sing in them, and Jean and Chabrier pay for them. They already promise money.” Scozza’s heavy brows popped up. “Her father is soon back in England, you hear?”

          “Not the details.” Bantry licked his lips. “I’ve wanted to talk to Edith and Roger, and at last I’m at liberty to. Farraday paid us a not-quite-social visit this afternoon. Incidentally, we’re at the Warminster.”

          “Not after now,” Luigi said bluffy. “You are here, in my home. Go get your things. Scozza’s orders, and you got to do like he says.”

          “All right. And thank you.” Flynn gave Scozza his hand. “I’d hoped you’d be hospitable ... you know, if there’s one thing I hate, it’s living in hotels.”

          “But, about Lockwood,” Bantry prompted, deliberately steering the conversation before Scozza and Flynn could ramble. When they shifted into Italian and got their heads together there was no stopping them.

          “Edith tells me,” Scozza was saying, “Lockwood goes to the exact same place where they keep the madman, Sutton. Near Cambridge. The Mark Frobisher Asylum. Safe place, like the prison.”

          “So safe, Thomas Sutton escaped from there,” Flynn said darkly. “It’s ironic that Lockwood should be sent to the same institution, but we’ll have to hope they’ll confine him more securely than they guarded Sutton.”

          “We can trust them,” Bantry guessed. “Someone’s head would have rolled for the mistake of losing Sutton, about five minutes after Phoebe described him to Farraday. They won’t commit the same sin twice. At least,” he added, “not inside the same decade.” 

          “Indeed.” Flynn’s face was shadowed, preoccupied, and Bantry could almost hear his thoughts. 

          Like a dry wind among skeletal branches, Chabrier’s voice whispered in his ear. In most countries and most cultures, Lockwood has done enough to place his neck under the blade ... leave Doctor Lockwood to us. Bantry shivered visibly enough for Flynn to angle a glance at him, and they knew they shared the same thoughts. Flynn cleared his throat and petitioned Scozza before he could even begin to ask.

          “I wonder, will you help us, Luigi? Vince is changed now. Like me he’s a prisoner till twilight, and though we’ll enjoy your hospitality we do need a place of our own. Also, he needs a patron as much as I do.” 

          “A couple, maybe three big dogs, I know,” Luigi said quickly. “Easy. The house ... not so simple, but I tell you this. I ask Edith Lockwood. We talk also with Madame Craven. You want the house?” He snapped his fingers. “You get four, pick what you want.”

          For the first time in so long Bantry laughed out loud. “I’d like to spend an hour with Edith. It’s not that I feel responsible for her distress, but —”

          “We all do,” Flynn corrected. “It took the involvement of all three of us to put her daughter in the hospital and her husband in an insane asylum. God knows, I’ve never even met the woman and I feel responsible!”

          “She comes to Madame Craven’s house tomorrow night,” Luigi told them. “Scozza also is invited.” His eyes twinkled. “Scozza is always invited ... sometimes he is even there.”

          “Which is how we all began,” Bantry said quietly, with the feeling someone had walked on his grave.

          “So you come with me,” Luigi suggested. “Afternoon, I visit with my cara, bring coffee and chocolate, all good things you no get in the hospital. How do you say, put the pink in the face, lift up the spirit. I would ask you, come with me, but —” He gestured at the window. “The sun. Edith, she visits in the afternoon, maybe also Roger. Do I tell them you are with Scozza at the Craven house, later?”

          “Yes.” Bantry delved into an inside pocket for his wallet. “Dogs, Luigi. Big ones.” A thick wad of pound notes changes hands. “At least find out who has big, friendly hounds for sale. And if you should happen to hear of a private, secure house in its own grounds —”

          “Si, I make myself the big nuisance.” Scozza slid away the money and patted his pocket. “Is good, you make me busy. Make the days go faster, till my cara is set free.”

          “If you want something to do, could you also visit my art supplier?” Flynn hazarded. “Canvas and paints and brushes. You know the things I need, and where I get them in London. God knows, you’ve watched me paint since you were little more than a boy! And I feel like painting again. Ask the shop to pack a full set of oils and brushes for portrait work. They’ll have the right materials.”

          “Always is the big pleasure, to spend someone else’s money,” Scozza said affably.

          “Phoebe once said the same thing,” Bantry told him, “when I sent her on an errand to outfit a bachelor’s residence.”

          Scozza’s eyes brightened but the tears did not spill. “You stay tonight? Tomorrow, you get bags from the hotel, and I get patrons, and paints.” 

          He did not want to be alone, Bantry realized. The shining light of Milan’s opera stage was lonely in London — no production in progress, no company milling around him, no family here. He would not even be in London, save for Phoebe, and she was a prisoner until her doctors were satisfied. Bantry watched Flynn settle comfortably on a couch in the drawing room, take a glass of brandy and delicately inhale a little cigar smoke. They found more to talk about than Vincent would have imagined and dawn was full blown behind drawn curtains when they retired.

          Exhausted right through to the marrow, Bantry let his spine sink into the mattress and relaxed utterly. He drifted on the verge of sleep, hearing Luigi move about while Michael plunged miles deep into slumber. But Scozza did not rest — Bantry was half-aware of every sound in the house as their host breakfasted and went out. He heard the bang of the front door, heard Luigi at the gate, whistling for a cab. Scozza was living on his nerves, thriving on the knowledge of Phoebe’s healing. Envying the man his boundless energy, Bantry buried his face in the curve of Flynn’s warm shoulder and pulled the blanket over their heads. 

          He smelt cooking food when he woke. He had expected the smell of bacon and sausage to trouble his stomach, but it was not distressing, which puzzled him until Flynn explained. 

          “Because it’s not imperative for you to feed just yet. It’s only been a few days since you feasted on me. If you were in great need, you’d find the smell of bacon and kidneys revolting.”

          “And you?” Bantry nuzzled idly along Flynn’s jaw and kissed the corner of his mouth. His face was smooth as always, and to Bantry he glowed with warmth. He smiled ruefully into soft brown hair. To a human, they must both feel cold as ice, but he held Flynn beneath him, loving the press of bone and muscle, the warmth of changeling against changeling. 

          “I’ll be comfortable for a while,” Flynn told him. While Bantry explored his throat with licks and nips he fumbled for his pocketwatch, in the waistcoat he had dropped at the bedside. “Have you seen the time? It’s almost four! Luigi must be visiting Phoebe and his servants probably think we died sometime in the morning.” 

          Bantry sat and stretched till his shoulders crackled, feeling a pleasant languor in every muscle as Flynn stroked him. “I believe I heard a delivery boy a while ago.”

          “Probably a case from my art supplier,” Flynn guessed as he stroked the broad, strong back, found Bantry’s scars and traced their shape. “Luigi knows the shop well. I painted a little while I stayed with him that time. It wasn’t much more than doodling, but he brought me the materials. You see? Even at this time of year it’s not much of an imposition being one of us. It’s much harder in summer. The nights are so short at these latitudes. If we spend the summer in England we’ll be fastened inside most of the time. Since I want to paint it’s no real burden to me, but for you it may be a bother, once you’ve done your sitting and can go.” 

          “Sitting?” Bantry echoed. “You’re going to paint me?” 

          “Of course.” Flynn chuckled earthily. “You’ll lie naked on a couch draped in silks, and periodically I may ravish you. I’ll paint you as Achilles at the Battle of Troy.” Bantry laughed and Flynn shrugged offhandly. “I’ve a romantic nature. If you object, so be it.” 

          But Bantry could hardly object, when he intended to ask Fourier what price he had set on the Icarus, for which Chabrier had modeled.

          Scozza returned while the sky was still crimson with a violent sunset, bringing news of a dog handler with several animals available: the man would bring two large hounds, picked out especially by Luigi, later in the evening. Scozza had demanded guard dogs, fully trained, and given the choice of bulldogs or Alsatians, he knew which Flynn preferred. 

          “Good dogs, Luigi?” Flynn asked, while Bantry sent Scozza’s boot boy to summon a cab.

          “Is no such thing as the bad dog,” Scozza said emphatically. “The bad master makes the bad dog. Your dogs? Pah. Big, soft, silly animals. These new dogs, six weeks, they are so spoiled, they forget how to guard.”

          “They’re the kind that show their fangs the fastest,” Bantry reminded him, “when they think their territory’s under threat.”

          “Maybe.” Scozza was untroubled. “These dogs are gold and black Alsatians, got the pretty faces, both.”

          “Big, heavy animals,” Flynn insisted. “You know what we need, and why.”

          The Italian gave him a look, level and probing. “I know better than you think.” He cocked his head at Flynn. “One time, I think long and hard about being like you. Like Vince. You hate to kill, even the animal.”

          “Perhaps because I’ve seen so much suffering in my lifetime,” Flynn said quietly. “It irks me to cause more. Big dogs, then.”

          “Trust Scozza,” Luigi said with surprising gentleness, not at all mocking, and caressed Flynn’s cheek in passing. “I got something else for you.” From a pocket he produced a folded paper, and passed it to Flynn with a flourish.

          Over Michael’s shoulder, Bantry read a short list of properties. “Luigi, you’re a magician! Where did you get this?”

          “From Haversham, the agent who leases your old house.” Luigi gestured vaguely toward the trees of BushyPark. He tapped his nose. “You and me, we got exact-same agent. I walk in his office. Two minutes only — Kit Haversham, he pounces on me. Do I know where you are, have I seen you, have you written the letter, where the hell you get to?”

          “Haversham was looking for me?” Bantry recoiled. “Now, there’s a fine thing. I don’t owe him money. I paid him a healthy wedge of advance rent and then ... left unexpectedly.”

          “He looks everywhere for you,” Scozza corrected, “because he sees in the paper, like everybody else in London sees ... suddenly you are innocent, and maybe you want your money back, or maybe you want the house for home.” He nodded at the list, which Flynn was reading for the third time. “Haversham says he is in the office till eight o’clock.” Scozza’s brows rose.

          The sun was gone but to changelings the night was almost warm. A cab took them first to the estate agent’s tiny, cavern-like shop, and then with the foppish Kit Haversham chattering without a pause for breath they looked at just two of the five houses on the list.

          At the gateway of the second, Bantry saw no reason to look any further. Here was a big, rambling, ivy-grown house — by all accounts a mansion in its day but now in dire need of repairs. Haversham hesitated to show it to them, since it needed so much paint and polish, but Bantry was less worried about shabby woodwork than he was impressed by the high stone walls and the thicket of copper beech and sycamores, so dense, the old house seemed to stand in a wood. 

          The property was for sale. Haversham took a deposit and signed a holding agreement that night. While Flynn worded a careful telegraph to Fourier, Bantry rifled his memory, choosing out which Ching pieces would go to market in Europe.

          It was after ten when they headed back to Scozza’s. The cab took them back by way of the Warminster, where Flynn settled the account and Bantry went up to hastily pack. He bundled their belongings into the cases without much regard for bunched linen and creased shirts. To his mind, the night had just begun.

          Two dogs had already been delivered. The massive Alsatians were penned up in Luigi’s small yard, which was not kind to them, though they had been fed and watered. Bantry thought he had never seen finer animals; these two were superbly bred, and a letter from the breeder promised they were well trained. Savage on command, he guaranteed, otherwise good mannered and obedient. Until they were seduced with chocolates, Bantry discovered. Candy brought out the hooligan in them both.

          Promptly, Flynn named them Diana and Orion, the hunters, but they would never hunt. They would lead idle lives and forget their training in a year. Their spoiling had already begun as Bantry and Flynn dressed for the late evening at the Craven house. Vincent wondered if these working dogs had ever before tasted fudge. Scozza bought it by the pound for Phoebe — he was trying to put flesh back on her bones, and the house was full of chocolate. The dog breeder would never have approved, but Flynn fed the hounds most of a box of Turkish delight. In an hour Diana and Orion belonged to him. 

         A terrible sense of deja vu assaulted Bantry as a cab set them down in the street outside the Craven house. He stood, hands in pockets, glaring at the familiar building, watching the glitter of its lights, listening to the welcome of its music and laughter, until Flynn said quietly, “If you’d rather not go in, we’ll just walk. Humans can be trying, without ever intending to be.”

          “I’m all right.” Bantry caught himself, pulled his shoulders back and forced a smile. “I’ve wanted to talk to the Lockwoods since Paris.”

          “I know.” Flynn adjusted his tie, resettled his collar. “Well then, brace yourself, Vince.”

          “Brace myself? For what?” Bantry asked, following Flynn into the lobby and the swell of sound from a string septet.

          He should have expected it. The news of Phoebe Lockwood’s recovery had raced through London society, with the story of Bantry and Flynn’s innocence right on its coattails. They were famous, for no reason Bantry approved of, and for almost an hour he fended off a well-heeled, well-intending mob, while Flynn told a terse, watered-down version of their story over and over until he was hoarse. 

          In the background Scozza was drinking port and sharing fat cigars with a young man Bantry would have picked out of any crowd. He could only be Roger Lockwood — he had his father’s brow and nose, his mother’s chin and David’s thickset build, which looked good on a man before he started to run to seed. Bantry cast about for Edith Lockwood herself and saw her at last, sitting by the fire with Sarah Craven and a woman Bantry had met only once, but would never forget. 

          In the instant he recognized her, Helena Blavatsky turned her head and looked directly at him with eyes as darkly compelling as any vampyratrix. Bantry swallowed hard. She could so easily have been one of them. Blavatsky did not have the intense physical beauty of the changeling, but the woman’s charisma was so tangible, it made the nerves tingle. Like Flynn she was an occultist, a powerful psychic; had she belonged to the gens de soir, she could only have been a natural-born.

          But no, Madame Blavatsky was mortal, human, the pivot-point around whom the Theosophical Society moved. Bantry inclined his head, with the one gesture acknowledging her presence, expressing gratitude for her help at the outset — and also granting absolution for the repudiation, when she had been forced by pressures, both legal and political, to deny all social knowledge of Bantry and Flynn.

          At midnight a vast soprano arrived at the piano under the chandeliers and the whole gathering had the grace to fall silent as the diva sang Quando m’en vo, from La Boheme. Corks popped on a half dozen champagne bottles and Bantry grasped the opportunity to escape. Roger Lockwood had been looking at him for some time, as if studying him. As Bantry edged toward him the young doctor slipped away into the library. Bantry stepped in behind him and closed the door.

          The sudden quiet was welcome. Bantry watched Lockwood turn up the gaslamp, though his own eyes were so comfortable in the library’s near darkness, he could see every line in the man’s brow and the few strands of early gray at his temples. Roger was handsome, with a rakish look about him, the same vibrancy his father had enjoyed many years ago.

          For a moment the world of Bantry’s memories was more real than the present, and he mourned the friend he had lost. In those memories a man calling himself David Lockwood still lived, but the old David might as well be dead. 

          The lamplight cast odd shadows around Roger’s face as he turned toward Bantry, and for several seconds Bantry steeled himself, expecting a tirade. Then the younger Lockwood offered his hand. “I believe I owe you something of an apology, Captain. I know you only by reputation, of course, but my father spoke of you so constantly, it’s as if I’ve known you personally for years.”

          “He told me about you also, everything.” Bantry shook the man’s hand, found it fever-hot and leather-firm. “He’s very proud of you. Nothing could take away his pride in his son.”

          “I tell myself the same thing,” Lockwood said quietly, “but I can scarcely believe what he did. My father broke into a house in Paris — he shot Monsieur Jean Fourier, who’s lucky to still be alive, if Inspector Brunseau told me even the half of it. And when the truth came out ...” He looked away. “It’s this damned disease of Michael Flynn’s. It prayed on my father’s mind. Twisted him. Phoebe says he was like a man possessed, from the very moment he latched onto Flynn.”

          “Yes.” Bantry began to relax. Roger was exactly the man he had expected: fiercely intelligent, forthright and rational. Everything his sire had once been. “I spoke to your father briefly, at the Fourier house, before the police arrived. You understand, Flynn and I made ourselves scarce when Inspector Brunseau came.”

          “I should hope you did!” Roger inhaled deeply on a cigar as thick as his thumb. “According to Phoebe, the police in this country were howling for your scalps. My mother tells me, one day my little sister was so incensed, she might have easily taken a cricket bat to Inspector Farraday’s shining bald head.” He smiled. “She was always a tomboy, strong as a lad ... thank God, she had the strength to survive. You said you spoke to my father?”

          “For a few moments only,” Bantry affirmed. “Long enough to learn why he came to the Fourier house. He was hunting for a research specimen.”

          Roger made a face. “Good Christ, Bantry, don’t sugar-coat it for me! I’m a grown man.” He took a breath and said, as if between clenched teeth, “My father went to the Fourier house hunting for a vampyre.” He closed his eyes. “Phoebe said he’d kept Flynn in the clinic for days and ... performed a number of experiments.”

          “Unsavory, brutal and downright dangerous experiments,” Bantry said quietly. “Trying to prove Michael Flynn is a vampyre.”

          “Oh, God.” Lockwood covered his eyes with his palm and massaged his temples with thumb and forefinger. “When father came out of the anesthesia he babbled. He rambled about a vampyre house, about ‘children of the night,’ about ...” He cleared his throat and blinked at Bantry. “Does any of this make a shred of sense, Captain? Do you know any smallest thing that would give me a window into the hell of my father’s mind?”

          “I might.” Bantry swallowed hard. David’s sane, and he’s right ... Michael is the vampyre, we all are, at the house in Paris, and he’s angered our elders, put his neck under the sword — “All I can tell you,” he said slowly, “and it’s not much, is that I believe your father did all the wrong things for all the right reasons.” From the intent look on young Lockwood’s face, he was clutching at straws, hanging on Bantry’s words. Vincent sighed. “David believed he had discovered a new disease. Call it what you will, the vampyre maladie, or phototonic mydriasis, the names don’t matter. David believed he could isolate the disease.”

         “And cure it?” Roger’s fists clenched. “That’s not what he was babbling when he was daffy with the morphine for his pain. I was there, I had to hear every ridiculous word! Inspector Brunseau was there too and, thank heaven, the Frenchman didn’t understand too much of what my father was saying, because he was so slurred, in English with the old Welsh accent. But I understood.”

          The tip of the cigar glowed brightly as Roger inhaled a lungful of smoke. Bantry’s eyes were drawn to the tiny fire. “What did David say?”

          “Nonsense,” Roger snorted. “Piffle about a Utopian society where men live forever and don’t even need to eat.” He made angry, dismissive gestures. “Tommyrot about men with strength five times the normal human strength, and low body temperature, heartbeat so low, I guarantee you, Captain, no human being could survive. If my father had wanted, sanely and legitimately, to research the condition he called phototonic mydriasis, all he had to do was place an open letter in the newspaper and call for volunteers, sufferers, to come forward and assist in the research to find their own cure!” 

          This was what Roger Lockwood believed? He was so wrong, Bantry was appalled. And David Lockwood was so right, Bantry was appalled again, for different reasons. He chose his words carefully. “Even so, Doctor, your father had only the best interests of humankind at heart.”

          Lockwood gave him a curious look. “You imagine mankind can be improved by turning us into half-dead, bloodsucking monsters?”

          “Of course not!” Bantry forced a chuckle. “But David probably thought he had glimpsed a way to end the world’s hunger, sickness and privation. Perhaps he glimpsed the ‘vampyre disease’ and thought it could be turned to good. As Phoebe told you, the crusade on which he launched himself turned his mind. He was soon irrational on the subject.”

          At last Roger relented, let go the anger and subsided. “I pray to God you’re right, Bantry, because if you are, then I can still find some shred of respect for the old coot.” He perched on the edge of the writing desk and frowned at the cigar’s fiery tip. “It’s the oddest thing. I spent hours with him in Paris and most of the time I’d have sworn he was sane. Nothing about him seems to have changed, he’s the same David Lockwood I always knew — until you get him on the subject of his research. Vampyres. And on that score, Phoebe says he went berserk almost a year ago. He’s been deranged, and damned dangerous ever since.”

          “I wish I knew how to help,” Bantry said with genuine regret.

          But Lockwood would have none of it. “There’s a fine line between a passion for research, a thirst for knowledge, which is healthy, and obsession, which is a kind of madness. My father crossed the line and didn’t know it. He spent so long buried in his delusions of Utopia, the day came when taking a gun and going hunting for vampyres seemed quite the rational thing to do. And,” he added, “I share Inspector Brunseau’s concern. If the old man is at liberty ever again, he’ll go right back out and do it again.”

          “Signore Scozza told me there’s a place waiting for him at the Frobisher ... hospital,” Bantry said carefully.

          “The Martin Frobisher Asylum,” Roger corrected dourly, “for the criminally insane.” He dragged deeply on the cigar. “You heard correctly. I signed him in, and I’m returning to Paris the day after tomorrow. With two burly officers from Scotland Yard who won’t take their eyes off him until my father is behind a locked door in Cambridge.” He closed his eyes. “Dear heaven, how did this happen to him?”

          “Obsession is like a drug,” Bantry said gently. “Doctor ... Roger. Don’t despise him. I’ve seen such magnificent obsessions lay waste to men’s lives before. Religion, opium, money, drink, lust, art, knowledge, revenge, power. In the end, there’s no difference.”

          “Perhaps,” Roger allowed. “But this particular Ahab has secured for himself a small white room with a barred window, in a stone building policed by ex-military men armed with truncheons.” His face lost color. “Through his life’s grand passion he’s earned himself twenty or thirty years of laudanum, imprisonment and public vilification. If he complains he’ll be drugged. If he steps out of line, the guards won’t hesitate to beat him bloody. And if he wasn’t insane already, Captain .... Vincent ... I’ll tell you this: the Frobisher Asylum would soon drive him mad as any hatter. A sane man doesn’t hold onto his mind for long in any madhouse.”

          Fingers of ice scampered along Bantry’s spine. “You’ll see he’s well taken care of.”

          “I’ll do what I can for him,” Roger sighed. “Unfortunately my work takes me back to Zambia in a few months. I’ll stay for the family wedding, but I can’t leave my interests in Africa for much longer. My mother,” he added, “has decided to take Scozza up on his offer. She’s moving to Rome with them, and she does so with my blessing.” He gestured at the door, and the society gathering outside it. “Too much notoriety here. Three times tonight, I’ve heard her referred to in whispers as ‘the vampyre doctor’s wife.’ And I know she heard, every time. She puts on a brave face, but when my father crossed the line he dragged us all with him.” Roger sounded ill. “If I’d even tried to keep him out of the asylum, I’d have thrown my own career to the wolves. Any attempt to protect him would have been seen as a gesture of support for his lunatic research.”

          Just as Madam Blavatsky had been compelled to deny even knowing Bantry and Flynn on any social level. “I really am sorry, I hadn’t realized any of this was going on,” Bantry said honestly, for the first time grasping the full impact on David’s family. “For what it’s worth, you can trust Luigi. He’s a good friend of mine, and Flynn’s.”

          “He shot my father,” Roger said thoughtfully.

          No, I shot your father, and at the very last moment I decided not to just shoot him dead —  

          “One clever shot stopped your father without killing him,” Bantry whispered. 

          “Perhaps,” Roger said in a voice so low Bantry strained to hear, “it would be better for all concerned, father included, if he had been killed outright.”

          Better for Lockwood and his family, but — for the vampyre house? Bantry stirred. “Luigi Scozza is the best friend your sister and mother are ever likely to find, and Phoebe’s going to marry him. If you can stand a word of advice, old man ...” Bantry hesitated. “Find a way to bury the hatchet. He’ll soon be your brother-in-law. Your mother trusts him implicitly, so does Phoebe, and they’ve known Scozza quite a long time.”

          “As have you.” Lockwood stood, dragged on the cigar again and cocked his head curiously at Bantry. “One last thing I’d like ask you, Vincent. Don’t feel compelled to answer. But I was watching you most of the evening, while the Craven house’s resident barbarian horde held you under siege. I was watching you long before you realized I was there. You and Michael Flynn.” He frowned deeply. “My father accused you and Flynn of being — shall we say politely, intimate.”

          Bantry’s hackles rose. “What would you have me say?”

          “I’m seeing your eyes in this light.” Roger gestured at the lamp he had turned up. “You’ve caught Flynn’s disease. Haven’t you?”

          The hackles became an iron fist about Bantry’s neck as he watched Lockwood’s eyes widen, brighten, glittering with the same unholy eagerness for knowledge that swelled into obsession like a fire getting hold of old, dry lumber. “I caught the maladie,” he said carefully.

          “Then, it can be transmitted!” Roger licked his lips. “I read father’s notes. He swore the disease is communicable, but difficult to catch. Passed on in the saliva or blood. Or in the semen.” Lockwood’s brow creased, his whole face was a question.

          “There was a ... situation and no medical help. Blood.” Bantry chose his words with care and was deliberately vague in the details. “I was infected in winter, when we were on the Camargue.”

          Lockwood was silent now, still frowning, studying Bantry as if he were under the magnifying glass. A butterfly pinned to a card. For a long time Bantry just held the man’s gaze, refusing to break first in the unlikely challenge, and trying to divine the intent behind Roger’s mask-like expression.

          At last Lockwood said, “Brunseau dismissed the allegation of intimacy between you and Flynn as more ramblings of a mind gone mad.”

          “Then the law was satisfied,” Bantry said levelly. “Unless you’re making your own allegations, which in England are extremely serious, one gentleman would certainly not ask another to perjure his soul.”

          “Indeed.” Lockwood gave him a faint, crooked smile. “A good answer. The Army taught you a thing or two about strategy.” He paused a moment. “I’m a gentleman, Vincent. But you realize, my father’s madness doesn’t make the disease any less real, and it can be passed on. You yourself are the proof. It must be studied, if we’re ever to find a cure.”

          A cure for the vampyre’s beloved changeling? Bantry might have laughed, if Roger had not been looking at him with much the same glitter in his eyes as had been in David’s. If that’s what Roger believed, so be it.

          “You said it yourself, old man.” Bantry clapped Lockwood’s shoulder on the way to the door. “Place an open letter in The
Times, ask for volunteers to come forward and assist.”

          “You and Flynn —”

          “Are too busy in business, planning to return overseas soon, and have already suffered too much in the name of medical science,” Bantry said tartly. He nailed Roger with a hard look. “You read your father’s notes? Then you know exactly what he did to Flynn. Neither of us would willingly submit to that kind of research, but you may find your letter in the newspaper attracts more interest from the ...” He hesitated and then rubbed in the salt. “The vampyre-diseased community.”

          Lockwood physically recoiled. “You make your point. Taking up the threads of father’s research would ally me to a man who’s been committed. His work is publicly ridiculed, and so would mine be.”

          “I should think,” Bantry added, “the RoyalCollege would roast you on a spit over an open fire if you seriously mention the term phototonic mydriasis in their hearing.”

          “Yet it’s a genuine disease, communicable enough that you caught it.” Lockwood sounded furious, not least with his father. “It should be cured. And even if it’s incurable, my father’s notes reported Flynn’s incredible strength.”

          “As well as a body temperature and heartbeat,” Bantry reminded, “that you yourself said would kill any man.” He clapped Lockwood’s shoulder again and opened the door. “Don’t distress yourself. David was a good man, but his obsession caused serious lapses of reason. Many of the observations he made of Flynn are most likely errors made in haste, or out of wishful thinking. Trust your own instincts, man. You had it right first time.”

          Then Bantry was gone, swiftly immersing himself in the crowd and considering David Lockwood’s predicament. His family was flying apart and he himself would remain behind for the rest of his life, in the white, barred room with laudanum and armed guards for company. Bantry was haunted as he threaded among the Craven house’s ‘barbarians,’ and found Flynn and Scozza by the piano. 

          As Luigi handed him a brandy Bantry saw Lockwood again, at the door. Edith was on Roger’s arm now — they were leaving, and Bantry gave the lady a courteous half-bow from across the room. She raised her fan and smiled faintly. She looked tired, he thought as he watched her leave. She was fifty-four years old, and exhausted. The notoriety of being ‘the vampyre doctor’s wife’ was a burden she carried only until the new Madame Scozza spirited her away. Rome offered her a new life.

          Flynn was very much aware of the dark turmoil of Bantry’s thoughts but he asked nothing, even when they returned to Scozza’s with an hour to spare before dawn. He was still silent when they spooned together between crisp, cool sheets, and Bantry was grateful. He found himself held siege by ambivalent feelings. 

          He had once been so furious, he would have volunteered to tie the noose that executed Lockwood. Now he almost pitied a man who was rational, confined to a criminal madhouse, and — which no human could know — almost certainly marked for death by an elder race whose court offered no hope of appeal, and justice from which there could be no escape. 

          Bantry closed his eyes. He tried to still the dark millrace of his thoughts, and as the sun rose he sought sleep without success.

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

A message in the morning to Farraday produced a police van, laden with their belongings, Flynn’s cases and Bantry’s battered old steamer chest. The vehicle went directly to Ealing, and in the late afternoon parked on the overgrown carriageway along with a wagon bringing furniture and the clutter belonging to a gardener.

          Not long after twilight on the Friday, Flynn loosed the dogs and closed the gate on their sanctuary. Weeks of work by craftsmen and laborers would restore the old house to its former charm, but for the moment, shabby or not, it secured their privacy. With the renovations complete they must hold court. Randy Brickhill, Helena Blavatsky, Scozza, the Lockwoods and Sarah Craven must be fussed over, and Bantry groaned at the prospect of the social obligations. 

          The halls still echoed with bare floorboards. The windows were shuttered against daylight, but the drapers had been in with adequate curtaining. As yet only the parlor, the study and their bedchamber were furnished, and Bantry had ordered a delivery of coal and kindling. Spirits for the cellar, food for the dogs — the services of a local Chinese laundry.

          With their belongings stowed away and the gates locked, Diana and Orion had the run of the property. “A beginning,” Bantry observed as he settled by the hearth and Flynn spread his drawing materials over the walnut dining table. 

          The day’s newspaper lay open in Vincent’s lap, and he read interesting items aloud for Flynn’s amusement. When he came across a snippet on page five he sobered. “David Lockwood is back ... there’s a statement from George Helprin, that well-heeled student-cum-colleague of his. He says the attack on Phoebe probably did away with David’s mind. Ma foi, c’est formidable, non?” 

          “Her suffering would certainly deepen his wounds,” Michael conceded, “but by then he was already deeply enmeshed in the riddles of the night.” He looked up from his sketching. “Lockwood put all the pieces together correctly; he saw the face of the vampyre clearly, and recognized it, but he didn’t have the human decency to approach me openly. Had he expressed the desire to benefit mankind, I might even have helped him.” 

          “Submit to the experiments —?” Bantry was rightly horrified. 

          “Of course not. But I could have given him specimens to study. Blood, saliva, semen, skin, hair, eye moisture, whatever he needed.” Flynn angled a glance at him over the sketch paper. “If it could benefit humanity, I don’t think the vampyre would disapprove. They are the ‘ancien regime,’ as Jean calls them. The old order. They were masters when humankind was still crawling on hands and knees. They have a sense of compassion humans have yet to learn. Or,” he added with a fond smile for Bantry, “should I say, most humans.” He laughed as Vincent gave him a wink. 

          “Some humans have learned,” Bantry said affably. “The future will tell.” 

          “There’ll be fewer witch hunts now,” Flynn mused, “and since MotherChurch has begun to retreat in the face of science, I hope fewer changelings will choose death over life. The whole world is in flux, Vince. This next hundred years may see our numbers swell enormously. In a century or so, tens of thousands of changelings and natural-borns may live in the twilight, not quite beside humans, but not apart from them. In the century after we may be accepted as never before. Can you imagine? You and I might be free to admit to who and what we are. The vampyre.” He smiled wryly. “And some would say, sodomites, I suppose. Even with our changeling blood confessed and accepted there’s more to offend humans.”

          “Most humans never grow up, it’s their whole trouble.” Bantry indulged in a chuckle as he returned to the paper with rueful satisfaction. The article reported that the clinic had passed legally into the hands of Roger Lockwood and George Helprin, with Helprin largely responsible for it, since Lockwood must soon return to East Africa. Both had officially washed their hands of David Lockwood’s research, with a formal letter to the Royal College of Surgeons. 

          The episode was surely almost over, with Phoebe whiling away her last days in hospital, planning her wedding. Bantry sat back to watch Flynn draw. The sketch would soon be one element of the vast painting featuring himself as Achilles, set against the exotic, chaotic backdrop of the Battle of Troy. 

          Watching Flynn work, he remembered the Icarus, and again felt the sharp desire to own it. He would write to Fourier, he decided, before it could be listed in the catalogue of November’s auction in Vienna, where a rich and presumptuous Austrian art dealer with a taste for young Irishmen was due a polite chastisement. 

          A letter arrived from Fourier two days later, with details of the collectors eager to see the Ming and Ching pieces Bantry had made available; attached was a note from Chabrier. Would Michael undertake the portrait commission which had been offered months before? The story of Flynn’s innocence in the Putney Slasher case had made its way across Europe and since Michael was free again, Chabrier and Fourier were receiving requests.

          Flynn telegraphed that he would take the commission, but not until November at earliest. He wanted to go south for the summer, to the vampyre house on Malta. Closer to the equator, the summer nights were still seven or eight hours long and Bantry, so newly changed, would feel less confined. Vincent would have denied feeling imprisoned, but he was eager to travel — eager also to make the connection with another vampyre ‘family,’ changelings like himself.

          The Ealing house was half decorated and entirely furnished when the hospital released Phoebe. Scozza collected her in the afternoon and took her directly to the Lockwood home, but Phoebe refused to be coddled. Edith wanted to put her to bed; Bantry could have predicted the girl’s rebellion and was unsurprised when she and Scozza arranged to visit, by postcard since they had no telephone service. 

          The couple arrived by cab on a calm Thursday evening with the sun just down and a chorus of blackbirds singing in the woods. Though Bantry never allowed any flicker of expression to reach his face, he was shocked. The girl was thin as a rail, pale as a ghost, and she walked unsteadily, as if her legs would collapse under her. Frail, bony hands looked like an old woman’s, swamped in their cuffs; the engagement ring was held on by a keeper ring made to fit a child. The bones of her face were sharp under translucent skin and her eyes were sunken in blue-shadowed sockets. A gauze scarf was wound around her neck, covering the scar. She would let no one see it, Luigi whispered, not even him. But she was bright eyed, alert, and to Bantry’s amusement, she ate constantly. Luigi put her in the chair by the hearth, arranged a blanket about her knees and made sure her lap was full of Turkish delight.

          The windows were open and lamps fluttered; the old house had never been plumbed for gas. Luigi helped himself to port and lit a cigar, but Phoebe just sat listening to Flynn’s soft chatter about his work. Her eyes narrowed as she watched him, and she watched Bantry also, too closely for his comfort. He was acutely aware that Phoebe knew, but what she knew he was uncertain, until she took the opportunity to talk in confidence while Flynn was showing Scozza the gardens. 

          She cleared her throat and, with difficulty, found her voice. “You’ve caught his illness, haven’t you?” The strong, sweet tones of the young girl who wanted to sing were gone. Phoebe spoke now with a rough, hoarse voice, deep as a man’s. Her throat was still bruised; Edith swore it would improve but Phoebe harbored no delusions. The bandages were gone; the surface scar would remain for life, though it would silver out, but much of the damage was deep. 

          Bantry’s brows rose and he sighed lightly. “Yes, I caught his disease,” he admitted. Was that all she knew?

          “It’s difficult to catch,” Phoebe said slowly, carefully. “I know it can’t be caught ordinarily, but I — that is, do you ... oh, dear. It’s delicate and I don’t want to offend you. Roger brought father’s notebooks home from the clinic, and I read some of them the other night, before Roger simply confiscated them as if I’m a child. He said the notebooks were not fit reading for a young lady ... as if anything in the world will raise a blush on these cheeks, after what I’ve seen and done.” 

          For a fraction of a second Bantry saw rage dance like witchfires in her eyes. If she could have closed her hands around Thomas Sutton’s throat in that instant, the man would have been done for. Then the fury was set aside and Phoebe said, “The notes said his ailment is passed on through sexual relations.” She paused, looking ingenuously at Bantry. “Does that mean what I think it means?” 

          “It means,” Bantry said very quietly, “I love him, and whatever you imagine as the expression of that love is probably accurate. It’s one way to catch his disease. Are you very shocked, my dear?” 

         Phoebe puffed out her cheeks. “Actually, no. I’ve heard a lot of stories about boys ... and boys. Together. I suppose I was very wicked, but I used to eavesdrop on my cousins’ conversation when I stayed at Aunt Rosemary’s. The boys were at Cambridge, and the things they would talk about — you can’t imagine! Well, perhaps you can. Boys enjoy each other, don’t they?” 

         “They do,” Bantry affirmed gently. “Which is not to say most boys don’t enjoy girls too. And I love Michael, as well as ‘enjoying’ him. Can we trust you to keep our secret safe? You know we’d go to prison for what we feel.” 

          “So I understand.” Phoebe laughed, which hurt her throat.

          “I’m pleased it amuses you,” Bantry said dryly. “The thoughts of Flynn being in prison, confined in the dark with strangers abusing him for their own gratification — I don’t find it funny at all.” 

          She gave him an exasperated look. “Oh, Vincent! That was not why I laughed. The way you spoke — as if we’re siblings sharing secrets! It made me think of the way children say ‘cross my heart and hope to die.’”

          Bantry smiled at last. “And do you?” 

          “What, cross my heart?” Phoebe gave him her hand. “You think I’d betray you? Vincent Bantry, you should be ashamed of yourself. Once, before I met Luigi, I thought I was falling in love with Michael ... I had fleeting passions for you, I confess. And I know Luigi cares for Michael a great deal.” She gripped his arm, released it and put her hand to her throat.”

          “Are you all right?” Bantry had no idea what to do to help her.

          She waved him off. “It aches. I’m talking too much. I’m not suppose to talk this much for weeks yet.” She took his hand tightly; her grip was shockingly frail. “Your secrets are safe with me. Cross my heart, and such nonsense. But oh, God, when will I sing again? Will I ever? Luigi and I are going ‘home’ to Rome in May. I imagine he told you. He knows doctors who work with singers all the time. He’s teaching me Italian ... I’m to see doctors, and study music theory.” She sighed. “Everyone tells me to be patient and wait, and let my throat rest.”

          “They’re probably right,” Bantry said quietly. 

          “I know. But I tried to sing this morning.” She closed her eyes. “I sounded like a baritone who’d forgotten the tune.” 

          The remark would have made Bantry chuckle, but it was filled with too much pain. “Look, Luigi has been singing all his life. He was a student in Milan, forty years ago. He knows what he’s talking about, Phoebe. Trust him.”

          “Trust him?” Phoebe echoed, surprised. “I’m going to marry him. How could I not trust him?”

          “Well said,” Bantry applauded as voices in the passage announced Flynn’s return. Scozza was right behind him, complaining about mud and weeds, but Michael was amused as he turned into the parlor. 

          “And I want to see my father,” Phoebe said unexpectedly, as if her private train of thought had gone in directions Bantry had not anticipated.

          It was Flynn who asked, “You think it’s wise?”

          “Cara,” Luigi said, sitting on the footstool beside her and taking her hand, “you no want to do this.”

          “Roger says I’m not to see father,” Phoebe admitted, “but then, Roger says I’m not to read his notebooks, I’m not to have the window open, I’m not to put my nose outside the door if it’s raining, and as for walking as far as the gate —
perish the thought. I’m supposed to be in bed with the fresh air locked out and ‘soothing reading’ in my lap.” She made a face. “He’s my father, and I want to see him. Good lord, Luigi, it could be the last time I ever see him. We’re going to Rome as soon as I can stand up straight enough to limp as far as the altar and say ‘I do’ in this basso profundo voice!”

          The white-hot rage was back for an instant. If Phoebe were strong enough, she would be on the street, hunting for the man who assaulted her. David’s firearms were still at the house — three pistols and five rifles including a German 606. She and Roger had inherited David’s streak of single mindedness, his stubborn dedication. Obsession was a whisker away in them both, and Bantry easily saw how David Lockwood had crossed the line into madness without ever knowing it.

          “Luigi!” Phoebe insisted, glaring at him. Then she looked at Bantry instead, and lifted her chin. “I’ll be on my own two feet soon enough. You think I need anyone’s help to wave down a cab and buy a train ticket to Cambridge? But ...” She squeezed Luigi’s hand. “I’d rather not go alone.”

          “Because the Frobisher Asylum is a madhouse for criminals, murderers,” Flynn said quietly. “No, you’re certainly not going there alone. But you’re right, he’s your father and you’re leaving soon, probably not to return before ... nature’s run her course.” He gave Bantry a glance, unreadable, dark. “I left my home in Ireland many years ago when my father was still a quite young man. I never saw him again, and even now I regret letting so much time slither by that my last memory of him is a young boy’s farewell embrace.” Some memory haunted Michael; Phoebe reached out toward him and he produced an unexpected smile. “I’ll go to Cambridge with you, on one condition.”

          “Which is?” Phoebe asked in that deep, male voice which sounded so odd, issuing from the throat of a frail, sick female.

          “Get well first. Put flesh on your bones. When you’re strong enough to ride a horse, I’ll take you to the asylum.”

          “You go nowhere without Scozza,” Luigi grumbled. “I agree with Roger, complete, total, but if you got to go and pay the visit to hell, cara, you go with me.”

          “Vince?” Flynn crooked a curious brow at Bantry. “You’ve not added your farthing’s worth but the disapproval is written all over your face.

          “Not disapproval.” Bantry searched his own ambivalent feelings and masked them expertly with humor. “I personally don’t want to go anywhere near a madhouse, but if you’re all going, I either escort you or look like a nancy-boy!”

          The humor fooled all but Flynn, and he held his own council until ten, when Phoebe was so exhausted, she retired. The drive back from Ealing would be long and arduous tonight, but a pleasant excursion in the morning. Luigi almost carried her upstairs to the guest room, where he lit the hearth and fetched her supper. Knowing guests were due, Bantry had brought in a basket of groceries from the village. Phoebe would probably have arrived without notice and discovered the pantry stocked only with meat for the dogs, but Scozza, being Scozza, sent a polite, warning postcard with days to spare. 

          White moonlight streamed through the parlor’s open window and the stars glittered, but the northern horizon was thickening with clouds. Flynn basked in the breeze and the moonlight, but Scozza shuffled closer to the hearth, wrapped Phoebe’s blanket about his shoulders and helped himself to a brandy. Belatedly, Flynn remembered their guest was human. The window closed and he murmured an apology. Bantry dropped a kiss on the back of his neck, slid his arms about Flynn and waited, knowing the question was coming. 

          At last Flynn said, “You can’t be so squeamish about visiting the asylum, not after your time in China, yet you certainly don’t want to go.”

          “Lockwood,” Bantry said quietly, “may not live long enough.”

          “He — what?” Scozza demanded.

          “He’s marked,” Flynn told him. “Our elders are meeting soon to decide what’s to be done. The council may already have convened.”

          “Mother of God.” Luigi crossed himself.

          “And,” Bantry added, “I don’t want to confront him when Phoebe’s there. If she goes alone to see her father, David will be her father. Let him set eyes on Michael or me and he’ll become the fiend. The vampyre hunter.”

          “Yes.” Flynn set his head on Vincent’s shoulder and gazed into the fire. “How much does Phoebe know, Luigi?”

          “A lot,” Luigi said slowly. “She got her father’s brains.”

          “She saw my eyes,” Bantry told them, “and guessed at once, I caught the mydriasis. She also read David’s notebooks, until Roger took them away. She knows the maladie is passed — shall we say, intimately, and to astonish you, Luigi, she was neither shocked nor disgusted. As she rightly said, after what she’s seen and done, very little raises her blush.”

          Again Luigi crossed himself. His eyes closed and he took a long, calming breath. “Years go by, Vince ... she and I grow old and you stay young. Soon, ten years maybe, she knows every secret you got.”

          “And when she’s already guessed the truth, reasoned it out, found a way to accept it,” Flynn said levelly, “we’ll introduce her properly to the ‘angels,’ as you call them in the theater, the wealthy gentlemen who fund your productions. Chabrier and Fourier. When the time is right, she’ll call me a liar and slap my face if I try to deny what I am.”

          “And speaking of your productions,” Bantry added, “you’ve told her about doctors in Italy who work with singers. What are her chances?”


          “To sing again?” Scozza leaned back in the chair and glared at the ceiling. “Between you and me, I think she never sings again. But, maybe, maybe. See, for years I know the baritone, Franco Baldini. He gets the lump in the throat, big as an egg, he not even breathe. They cut out the lump, and he sings again. Maybe two, three notes lower, but he sings again, so ...” Scozza looked into the hearth, watching a burned-out log fall into gray cinders. “I hope. I don’t believe, but I always got to hope.” 

          “That,” Flynn said quietly, “is the prayer of all life.”

 

                                                               

April came in with storms and seas of mud, but high winds stripped the sky back to blue and the nights, though shorter, were soon warm. The Trojan painting was gradually designed, with thirty separate elements now waiting to be transferred onto a stretched canvas, ten feet wide and five high. The last figure to be completed was Bantry himself, not because he had not ‘sat’ for it numerous times, but because Flynn was never satisfied with the work. At least five drawings which delighted Bantry were flung into a drawer and forgotten, and Michael began again. 

          The work pleasantly consumed him, but other demands were made on him and Bantry guessed, if Flynn were human, mortal, he might have been less generous with his time. Two evenings per week, he was invited to lecture at the Theosophical Society on the Tarot and Egyptian occultism, as taught to him by Levi, Chabrier and Dionysus. He prepared the lectures carefully, making notes through the afternoon; and Bantry still pressured him to finish the stories he had begun on the Camargue, until Flynn was exasperated. No volume in the library was half as beguiling, or as deliciously sensual as those works of half-fiction, half-fact. Bantry was sure publishers would one day brawl with one another to secure the rights to print them, but Flynn merely laughed. He finished the stories anyway, merely to please Vincent.

          Letters and postcards arrived weekly from Luigi, charting Phoebe’s progress, and when she mounted a horse at last he bought her champagne, oysters and diamonds. It was late in April when an invitation arrived at the house in Ealing, requesting the presence of Bantry and Flynn at the Lockwood residence, pending the foray to Cambridge.

          For a week by now Bantry had been waiting for it, and without a word he packed a bag for a few days away. Flynn was also watching for letters, waiting for any word from Fourier. Messages arrived, most often from Mario, but if Lockwood’s fate had been decided, no one was willing to commit the decision to paper.

          The Lockwoods seemed to be holding open house as a cab set Bantry and Flynn down at their gate, and Vincent was astonished to find the old family home in the process of being stripped to its bones. Bookcases were empty, ornaments and souvenirs were gone. The china cabinet was bare, the Indian brasses absent, and some furniture had vanished. 

          “Packed and already shipped,” Phoebe explained, meeting them in the hall, “on a steamer, halfway to Rome.” She pecked Bantry’s cheek and gave Flynn her hand. Bantry was amazed at the change in her. She was alive again, still thin but strong, with a curve in her cheek, and her stride no longer faltered. “Before the wedding,” she was saying, growling as she always did now, “I swear there won’t be a thing left in this house. Roger sent a lot out to Zambia and ...” she caught her breath. “Some things, mostly books and pictures, were sent to father. To help him settle in, I suppose.” She looked away. “He won’t be leaving the — hospital. Roger said ... we tried to make him as comfortable as possible.”

          “So I see.” Bantry had noticed the walls were mottled with light places where pictures, cameo paintings and daguerreotypes, had been taken down. “And your mother’s things?”

          “All gone, also halfway to Rome.” Phoebe looked wistfully around the house. “I grew up here. I thought this place would always be here for me, like the nest where the chick grew up, I suppose.” She sighed. “You have to spread your wings, don’t you?”

          “If you don’t, they wither away,” Flynn said gently, and gestured with his case. “Where are we staying?”

          “I’ll show you up. Luigi has tickets for the train tomorrow evening, and we’re in a small hotel in Cambridge until we return the following evening. We have to stay there for the day, or we’ll be coming back at midnight, and everyone still insists I’m in bed by ten.” She glanced back at them as they followed her upstairs. “At least it doesn’t make people like you ill and have everyone cooing over you! The mydriasis, I mean.”

          “The mydriasis. Of course.” Flynn sounded amused, in French. “People like us,” he whispered aside to Bantry.

          “Gens de soir,” Bantry agreed with mock gravity.

          “I heard every word,” Phoebe informed them loudly. “I’m not deaf, you know. And I speak enough French to get by. Luigi’s teaching me Italian, did I tell you? Simple things. Like, ho dieci anni di meno di mio fratelli, and egli è spesso in ritardo, which he is right now. He’s suppose to be here because my mother’s playing a game or two of whist with her friends, and I ...” She gave them an exasperated look as she showed them to a bedroom at the back of the house. “I’m not supposed to be at home alone with two young gentlemen ‘not of the family.’ Perhaps everyone’s afraid I’ll ravish you.”

          “The reverse, I think,” Flynn chuckled. “Forgive them, Phoebe. After what happened to you, they’ll be guarding you until you’re old and gray.”

          “I know.” Phoebe laid one hand on her throat, over the scarf, and the scar. For a moment she seemed seized by a power that paralyzed her, stole her voice, blinded her eyes, and then she flung off the goblin and blinked her vision clear. “I’m sorry. I try not to remember that night. It was so stupid! I walked alone — I was angry, to be honest. Luigi was meandering through little odd-jobs, they could have waited for a week and I wanted to meet a friend. I suppose he told you the rest.”

          “He blames himself for what happened.” Bantry looked into the bedroom. “The guilt still haunts him, and probably always will. Be gentle with him if he wants to mollycoddle you. Let him. It’s a husband’s prerogative, actually.” He glanced at the one, wide double bed, and back at Phoebe. “Are you absolutely sure this is the room you’re supposed to open for us?”

          She fluttered her eyelashes at him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

          “Yes you do.” Flynn wiped the smile off his face. “Seriously, Phoebe, your mother may not be so broadminded, and it’s her house.”

          “My mother,” Phoebe said tersely, “wouldn’t notice if you ravished one another on the dining table. Since my father was committed, she’s been like a stranger.”

          “Preoccupied,” Bantry guessed.

          “Living in a world of her own,” Phoebe said in her gruff, male voice.

          “Because she knows the gossip being whispered about the Lockwoods, behind her back.” Flynn took Phoebe’s hand. “You walked through hell, but then it was over and society loves you. You’ll be Signora Scozza in a few weeks, your life is in front of you. Your mother will always grieve for the husband she lost to a dangerous madness, and she’s listening to wagging tongues calling her ‘the vampyre doctor’s wife’ at a time of life when one should be respected, and she has little opportunity to build something new. I imagine she spends every day in pain.”

          Phoebe sighed heavily. “I know. Rome will be kinder to her.”

          “And the room ...?” Bantry prompted. “Even if the lady of the house won’t notice or care, I believe your brother might take umbrage.”

          “Then you don’t know Roger very well,” Phoebe snorted. “Do you know what he does in Zambia? Well, do you?”

          “He researches tropical diseases,” Bantry began.

          “Tropical what?” Phoebe barked a laugh. “He’s a pox doctor,” she corrected with glee. “Oh yes, he studies malaria and sleeping sickness, but he earns his living treating white farmers who play house with the tribal ladies ... except a lot of them aren’t ladies, if you take my meaning. There’s not a thing he hasn’t seen and cured out there.”

          Bantry threw his case into the room and closed the door on it, but he did ask, amused, vaguely scandalized, “And how in the world do you know all this?”

          “Revenge,” Phoebe said darkly. “After Roger treated me like a child and took father’s notebooks away before I could read what he’d written about Michael, I was so angry! Later, he had to sort through all the correspondence he and father shared, back and forth while Roger was in Zambia, because father kept every letter. Roger was absent minded enough to leave them on the desk, and I’d been wondering what father wrote to him last year, when Michael was a prisoner in the clinic. So I read through the letters, looking for anything about Michael. There was a lot, though less than I’d seen in the notebooks ... and there was a great deal of material about Roger’s work, written, I might add, in some rather down-to-earth language. A lot of barnyard chit-chat about the gentlemen farmers of East Africa and their ... proclivities.” She angled a look at Bantry. “Take the room. Make yourselves comfortable, treat it like your own. Kick Roger’s shins if he pretends to object. Trust me.”

          “All right,” Flynn said slowly, sharing a chuckle with Bantry. “Phoebe, has anyone informed you, you’re becoming outrageous.”

          “That,” Phoebe said, relishing the observation, “is my ambition.”

          In fact, Roger did not return at all. A message came from the clinic where he, Helprin and Crabbe would work the night through. A heavy wagon had overturned in the street, one man was dead, a woman and child might not live to see the morning. Bravado aside, Phoebe still needed her rest and retired early. With Scozza in meetings with an entrepreneur, talking through next season’s production of La Traviata, Bantry and Flynn were at liberty.

          They sat in the back of a church hall with a bad echo to watch an amateur company perform King Lear, and at midnight Bantry watched Flynn invite himself into an overheated argument about the works of David and Titian, at a private gallery where modern paintings were exhibited and sold.

          Modern works were not to Flynn’s taste, and when David’s style was condemned as ‘banal, romantic sentimentality’ by a man so young he was still struggling to cultivate a mustache, Flynn ventured perilously close to a bare-knuckle, standup fight. One of the gallery’s night watchmen appeared out of the shadows and the other was poised to run for the police. Flynn backed off not a moment too soon, and Bantry steered him back into the warm April night.

          Dawn was blooming as they retired, but Flynn did not want to sleep. He was slippery as an eel in Bantry’s arms, wrestling, determined, and at last Bantry simply surrendered. He went down flat on the mattress and invited Flynn do as he would, anything, everything. The house’s servants were starting another day’s work while Flynn played sensual games most of them could not even imagine. 

          Ancient games, Bantry thought as he was spread wide, knees in the vicinity of his ears while Flynn did indescribable things to his body’s tender places. Had the pharaohs played these games? Flynn could only have learned them from Dion and Chabrier, who were young when Alexander marched through Persia. The distant past whispered in the back of Bantry’s mind while the future beckoned like an unknown land. At last the urging of Flynn’s hands, the suckling demands of his mouth and the wild heat of his possession drove every thought out of Bantry’s head. His lungs might have shouted as he spent himself, but Flynn’s palm covered his mouth, reminding him where they were. 

          Exhausted, Bantry relaxed and pressed his face into a cool place on the sheet. The welcome burden of Flynn’s weight was pillowed on him as he became aware of the world again ... the world of humans. They shifted a little so Vincent could breathe easily, and Bantry’s attention divided itself between the pleasant exhaustion of his body and the sounds of the human world right outside.

          Servants in the yard chattered while they dumped out cinders and fetched in coal; then, the bang of the front door and Roger’s voice calling wearily for breakfast ... Phoebe was at the top of the stairs, knocking on her mother’s door with an offer of coffee and toast in bed, if Edith wanted to be spoiled ... Irving, the butler, and Ranjit, the Indian manservant, were at the bottom of the stairs, apparently discussing in undertones what must be about Theresa, the young maid who had fallen pregnant. Old fashioned Irving would have dismissed the girl on the spot; Ranjit begged compassion because he was certain, as only the servants would be, the father was ‘the young rascal from next door.’ Irving was deeply shocked that the fourteen-year-old son of one of the city’s most influential bankers was ‘an unpardonable rake.’

          And Bantry pulled a pillow over his head. Beside him, Flynn chuckled richly. “They’re humans being human. Mortal men and women going about their mortal human business.”

          “We’re not like them,” Bantry said, ambushed by a vast yawn. He pulled Flynn closer. “I feel different. The night passes like a mere dream of time and in the daytime, sleeping, my dreams are a river of ice where a moment is a day long.”

          “Go to sleep.” Flynn set his head on Bantry’s shoulder. “Changelings and vampyre have our own business, and it’s very likely as odd to humans as theirs is to us.”

          “The council,” Bantry said, slurred as he grew drowsy. “Copenhagen. I thought we’d have heard from Chabrier by now. The elders should have decided David’s fate.”

          “They surely have.” Flynn pulled up the sheet. “But you don’t put such things on paper. We’ll know soon enough, when one of them brings the news. Get some sleep, Vince. It’s not going to be a pleasant evening.”

          The glacial-slow dreams of the changeling had already begun to tug at Bantry’s mind. Sleep entombed him. He knew nothing until Flynn began to stir, and then groped for his pocketwatch. It was just after four, and he swore. The train pulled out of the station at eight, and Luigi was already in the house: he and Roger seemed to be arguing downstairs. 

          He dressed quickly, pulled a comb through his hair and stepped out of the bedroom while Flynn was trying to decide what to wear. The April sky was thick and gray; the house was almost dim enough to accommodate changelings, and Bantry only put on the green glasses to ease his eyes and stayed away from the windows. Phoebe was in the study, organizing Ranjit and two maids. They were surrounded with tea chests, no need to ask what was going on. Edith had apparently gone out already and would not return till late. She had written off her husband now, ‘cut the ties,’ as Roger phrased it, and would not even be at home when the others left for Cambridge.

          “It’s as if she’s a widow,” Roger said dourly. 

          Bantry had joined him and Scozza in the gutted library, where Scozza had the presence of mind to draw the curtains and turn up the gaslamps. “She is the widow,” the Italian muttered. “Roger, your father, he is buried in that bad place ... like the open grave”

          Roger glared at him, and then at Bantry. Vincent cleared his throat. “We have a plan for the evening?”

          “What’ll have to serve as one,” Roger growled. His face was shadowed with fatigue and Bantry remembered the night’s work he had done. “We go directly to the institution and just — get it over with. I hope Phoebe will be quite satisfied when she’s seen the insides of a hell pit!” He spoke as if he hoped she had nightmares. “Tomorrow, I’ll spend a little extra time with the old man, while I can. I’ve pressing business in London and I’m on a steamer back to Zambia in a few weeks — Christ!” Roger seemed dangerously close to the end of his tether. He had the grace to give Bantry an apologetic look. “My interests in Zambia won’t look after themselves. I’ve made a ten-year commitment to a hospital for the white farmers and a charity clinic for their native laborers. I have years of research left to do into African sleeping sickness.”

          “Your father knows all this,” Bantry said with what camaraderie he could find. “He wouldn’t expect you to throw away your work.”

          Roger reined back his temper with a supreme effort. “You know, I’d expected to be in Zambia another decade or so, finish my work, leave an established hospital behind me and return to London in 1903 or ’04, with my father poised to retire. That was always the plan. I’d take his place at the clinic as Helprin’s senior partner. Continue my research there, work smoothly through until my own retirement.” 

          “And now?” Bantry wondered.

          “On the one hand I’m trying to find someone to take over for me at the clinic while I’m gone,” Roger told him, “and on the other I’m trying to fend off George Helprin and his bloody damned father. They want to buy me out completely. They’re stinking rich — do you know them?”

          “I visited the Helprin residence once,” Bantry said carefully. No need to tell Roger when, or why. 

          “Then you know how blue their blood is.” Roger was flushed with anger. “George is not so bad, I suppose, but his father is the same Sir William Helprin who owns half the city. It’s not good form any longer, don’t you know, to be connected with the name of ‘Lockwood.’ As in David Lockwood, the abductor, the attempted murderer, the vampyre hunter, certified criminally insane. My own name,” Roger finished acidly, “has been reduced to mud. The Helprins are trying to get rid of their connection with me. My little sister is marrying an Italian to get away from our family name —”

          “Roger, I hear every word you’re saying!” Phoebe bellowed from the hallway in that deep, masculine voice.

          “— and our dear mother is escaping to Rome. The family castle goes under an auctioneer’s hammer in May, I’ll probably have to sell the clinic, and as for my inheritance ...” He took a breath. “Everything my whole future was predicated on, Bantry, is up in smoke. You’ll forgive me if I find myself rather less than imbued with delight.”

          “You have my sympathies,” Bantry said honestly. 

          Roger glared at him again, and then subsided. “Oh, what the hell? The old man’s mad as the proverbial hatter, and that’s that. The lawyers are finished with the papers, the clinic’s mine to sell, and I’ll get my fair share of the price this house fetches. It’s a good thing,” he said with a rare pragmatism, “I like Zambia, because I’ll probably end my days there, where the name of Lockwood means me, and is well respected.”

          “Good for you,” Bantry approved. “Seriously, Roger, your father told me everything about you. This business is unfortunate, and painful — it may seem in the short-term as if as if you’ve lost everything, but you’ll pull the pieces back together.”

          “You think so?” Roger did not sound at all convinced.

          “Something similar happened to me, when I was shot up badly, out east. I’d intended to stay with the Army, go through to retirement as a full colonel, retire young with a fortune in Chinese antiques, come home and enjoy some of the good life.” He smiled faintly. “A privateer crew on the Pearl River had other plans for me, and you know the rest. For almost a year I was a fugitive at large. I was the Putney Slasher.”

          “You make your point.” Roger burrowed his hands into the pockets of his slacks. “The other night I prodded you with a sharp stick about yourself and Flynn. If I offended you, I owe you an apology. Your private lives aren’t my affair, and I’ve always believed what a man did behind closed doors was his own business.”

          “Very charitable of you,” Bantry said dryly, wondering what juicy gossip Roger could tell about Zambia’s white farmers and their tribal beauties. Being a man who loved men in the heart of London was precarious, dangerous. How many men plunged themselves into the wilds of places like East Africa, where courage and risk were the price of freedom. He angled a glance at Roger Lockwood from under lowered lids, and a moment later saw a blush begin on Lockwood’s cheeks. Bantry stifled a chuckle.

          The train was a few minutes late pulling out, but the run to Cambridge was not long. Their carriage was almost empty. Scozza and Phoebe practiced her Italian, Roger pulled the brim of his hat down over his eyes, turned up his collar and pretended to sleep. Bantry and Flynn passed the journey in idle talk, their French too rapid for either Phoebe or Scozza to follow them. 

          Rain was on the air when they hailed a cab from the station, but a wind high up was tearing the clouds apart and a few stars showed in the north. Bantry felt as if a great weight was pressed on his shoulders as the cab abandoned them at a tall iron gate set in a ten-foot-high wall. The vehicle rattled away into the dark as Roger rang the bell to summon the gateman. The guard was ex-Army. Bantry saw the signs at once; the man was not long out of the military, he still wore the short hair, stood braced as if on the parade ground and walked as if he were marching. He was forty-five at most, tough, and big shoulders filled a dark blue guard’s uniform. This was not strictly a hospital. 

          He knew Roger Lockwood on sight from Roger’s previous visits, and opened the gate without delay, but before he would let the doctor’s party go up to the Mark Frobisher Asylum, he signaled from the gatehouse with a lantern. Two guards with dogs came out to escort them to a side door, and even Bantry felt the prickle of gooseflesh. Luigi swallowed audibly; Phoebe was white as a sheet, and Roger only glared at her. Apparently he had warned her time and again, but Phoebe was as headstrong and single minded as any Lockwood. The stubborn streak, the determination to see through something they had focused on, seemed born in them. 

          They all had the tendency, Bantry thought grimly, for the madness of obsession. He fell into step with Flynn, behind the others and said softly, “Have you ever seen the inside of a place like this?”

          “Never.” Flynn dropped his voice to a bare murmur. “You see? You can live four centuries and the world will still throw something new in your face.”

          Not all new experiences were pleasant. The place stank. Carbolic, chloroform, urine, vomit, leather, floor polish, frying onions, boiling cabbage and drying paint all blended into one pervasive odor that challenged the belly and made the senses rebel. Voices growled and screamed from rooms deeper in the asylum; hollow-eyed faces looked out from little barred windows in some of the doors. Nurses and guards patrolled sterile passages, and the slam of a heavy door somewhere in the building seemed to reverberate through a man’s bones. 

          And the Mark Frobisher Asylum, Bantry reminded himself, was the most humane, the most respected of the institutions housing the criminally insane. He hung back with Flynn and watched Lockwood go through the motions, signing them in and ritually identifying himself to guards and nurses who already knew him. 

          An older doctor appeared — pink-faced, jovial with unseemly good cheer — shook Roger’s hand and ushered the party to the building’s west wing. They knew each other from some place other than this sewer, Bantry guessed, and was not surprised when Roger told him, “This is Bill Moody — he was Professor William C. Moody in my student days. Since then he’s been a good friend, and he was always a keen student of the human mind. I was surprised to find him working here until he told me about his research into the criminal brain.”

          “Doctor Moody.” Bantry shook the man’s hand, found it thick and soft. “What kind of research, if you don’t mind me asking?” 

          They were moving into a half-lit area of the building. On the train, Roger had mentioned how this wing had recently been rebuilt; the renovations were still apparently in progress. One room was filled with paint, ladders and drip-sheets like impressionist artworks. 

          “My research?” Moody paused to light up a pipe. “A number of us are looking into drugs which affect the way the mind works. As you probably know, some drugs stimulate, others dull pain, and others change a man’s mood entirely. The most common of these is actually alcohol, though few people in the local pub would call gin a drug!” Moody puffed contentedly, absorbed in his work. “Certain substances, used in the right doses, could change the behavior of violent criminals — or the dangerously obsessive ones, Roger, like your father. And I certainly prefer this treatment, my boy, over the alternative.”

          Roger gave his company a sidelong look and Bantry felt a prickle the length of his spine. “A few specialists on the Continent are beginning to theorize that the removal of certain parts of the brain will change the patient’s behavior for the good. The surgery has been performed on several occasions, in animals, so I believe, but neither Bill nor I support the theory of lobotomy. I wouldn’t look for it to gain any support for a long time, if ever. But it can be done, and I’ve heard whispers in London about it.”

          “And — it works?” Phoebe was appalled. She was holding her throat, as if any proximity to a hospital made her remember too much. Dark memories of struggle, fear, humiliation, rage. Perhaps just being here inspired phantom pain, though her own wound was long healed.

          “Oh, cutting out a chunk of the brain works.” Roger looked at her, brooding on some half-wrought thinking. “And yes, it’s been talked about as a means of ‘correcting’ men like father. He’s harmless enough when he’s left to himself, but get him onto the subject of vampyres ...” He looked from Bantry to Flynn and back again, and shook his head. “He’d be after you two with a gun, the moment he was released. And if Fourier’s household remained at the same address in Paris, I regret to say the intrepid vampyre hunter would make his way there as soon as he could get his hands on boat train tickets.”

         “Vampyre?” Doctor Moody peered closely at Bantry and Flynn and clacked his tongue. “I see it now. The mydriasis. But — good grief, Roger, you don’t mean to tell me, David really believes a disorder of the eyes and digestive tract makes a man into a —” he laughed. “Good lord. In that case, old man, London’s full of vampyres! Any physician who hangs out his shingle to treat sore eyes and bad digestion lives high on the hog.”

          “The vampyre piffle,” Roger said acidly, “is why the old man was committed, Bill. The Paris police came down on him like a ton of bricks, the moment they understood what he was saying, which didn’t take long, though the French pronounce the word ‘vahn-peer.’ If my father wasn’t here, he’d be in prison in France for attempted murder. Frankly, he’s better off with you. I countersigned the paper myself. The diagnosis was made by two specialists assisting the Paris police, and after I’d talked to father on three consecutive afternoons I ...” He hesitated and gave Phoebe a look of resignation and apology. “I’m sorry, but I agreed with them.”

          Dense silence coagulated in the half-lit hall. Bantry felt the weight of the very air on his skin, like a physical oppression. Every fiber in his body wanted to get out, leave this place at once, and he gave a thought to David Lockwood, whose strongest arguments and rationalizations had been torn apart. Even Roger and Bill Moody, who were the only allies David was likely to find now, were looking at two changelings, and seeing nothing more than sufferers of an obscure complaints of the eyes and belly. 

          “I’m sorry, Roger,” Moody said quietly. “And I really am, because before he got involved in this vampyre twaddle and let it rob him of his wits, your dad was doing some damned fine work.”

          “You’re a student of the human mind, Doctor Moody,” Phoebe murmured. “Is there any chance of my father recovering?”

          For some time Moody chewed over the question, brow furrowed in thought, and Bantry held his breath. This was the key question, and it also troubled the vampyre elders — that a day would arrive when Lockwood was considered sane, either responding to some treatment or else just left alone to come to his senses, and he would be released.

          “I suppose it’s possible,” Moody said slowly, “but you must understand, Miss Lockwood, your father’s case is difficult to diagnose. From my observations, it’s similar to a phobia.” He smiled. “The word is the root of your own name, did you know?”

          “Yes.” Phoebe could not smile. “Father used to call me a ‘holy terror’ when I was eight or ten years old. I climbed trees, wrestled the dogs, punched boys, tore the heads of my dolls. I hated dolls.”

          “She should have been a boy,” Roger said with unexpected affection. He took his sister’s hand. “What Bill’s trying to say is this. Until father is confronted by the very thing that drives him over the line into dementia, he’s quite sane ... and he can cross that line in a snap of your fingers. Think of the person who has a phobia about — well, snakes, for example. If they don’t see a snake, they’re quite sane for decades on end. But show them a coil of rope and they begin shaking because they think they see a snake! Of course if it’s the real thing, the person suffering the phobia is a gibbering idiot.”

          Moody tended his pipe. “That’s it, Miss Lockwood, in a nutshell. “Your father doesn’t turn into any kind of idiot until he gets onto the subject of his research, this new disease of his, and vampyres. In fact, he’s very dangerous. At ten o’clock in the morning I could certify him sane and release him ... at eight o’clock the same night he could have a gun in his hand and be stalking Captain Bantry.” Moody made apologetic gestures. “I’m very sorry, my dear, but I don’t think your father will ever be released.”

          The news was no surprise to Phoebe. She held Roger’s hand with her left and Scozza’s with her right. “I expect you know we’re all leaving England soon. I just wanted to see father for the last time. Perhaps to say goodbye.”

          “You’ve no need to apologize, Miss Lockwood. Like everyone else who read the newspapers, I know your story.” Moody beckoned them deeper in the dim corridor. “I’ll show you in and give you your privacy. You’ve four husky fellows to protect you, and in any case, I can’t believe for one moment your father would harm you.”

          He had brought them to a locked door, and he handed the key to Roger. The younger Doctor Lockwood took it thoughtfully. “Thank you, Bill. I’m grateful for your care.”

          “It’s the least I can do, old man.” Moody gave Roger a companionable pat and was gone.

          Shrieks lanced through the thick semi-darkness from the building’s other wing; a guard shouted, and again, louder, summoning others; a door slammed. Luigi stepped closer to Phoebe, and Roger gave Bantry a hard look. “You were his friend for years. Do you want to see him? Take the opportunity, while you’re here. You may not be able to find the stomach to come back.”

          Nor the opportunity. These humans could not possibly know, but Lockwood had marked himself for execution the moment he began to stalk the Old Ones. Bantry had no real desire to confront David at all, but he could hardly say so. “Let Phoebe talk to him before .... well, the sight of me, or Michael, will only fire him up.” Bantry drew Flynn away from the door. “We’ll wait here.”

          They stood against the wall, able to catch a bare whisper of conversation from within. Flynn’s eyes were closed, his head moved in something like a gesture of denial, against the old plaster. The painters had not reached this passage yet. Flynn’s throat made odd little sounds, like a wild thing in a trap.

          “Whatever you’re thinking,” Bantry whispered sharply, “don’t.”

          “Imaging being locked in here,” Flynn said hoarsely.

          “Then imagine instead,” Bantry suggested with the soldier’s harsh reasoning, “standing in Fourier’s house with a body at our feet, a bullet in his heart or his brain, and trying to word the telegraph to Hypaetia, telling her Chabrier is dead.”

          Flynn’s eyes were lightless as he looked into Bantry’s face. Changeling eyes, haunted, haunting. Even now Bantry caught his breath as Flynn said, “I’d sooner die than be locked in here.”

          “So much the better then,” Bantry agreed, “if David is marked. He won’t have to be here for long.”

          They waited an hour for Phoebe, Roger and Luigi to leave the room, and all three seemed ten years older as they emerged. Phoebe’s face was drawn with pain. In the last hour her father had talked quietly, pleasantly, about days from her childhood, about Edith and home, as if he expected to walk out of here. At one point Bantry had heard David tell her things would be ‘back to normal as soon as these idiots come to their senses.’

          As if he had no real grasp of what he had done; as if he had a perfect right to take a gun to Paris, break in and almost kill a man. For the first time, Bantry began to wonder if David really had crossed the line into dementia, and he swallowed his stomach. 

          Phoebe’s hands were clenched, and Scozza embraced her. “He’s not mad at all,” she began.

          “He thinks,” Roger reminded her very gently, “all of us here, and the police, must recover our senses and release him. Phoebe ... he almost killed Jean Fourier, and he thinks it was the proper thing to do. If he got his hands on Bantry or Flynn, they’d suffer the tortures of the damned until he killed them like rats in the laboratory! His madness is subtle, and very dangerous.”

          “I know, I know.” Phoebe blotted her eyes. “Luigi, get me out of here. We can wait in the grounds, can’t we? Out in the road, anywhere.”

          “Of course. Come this way, cara.” Scozza gave Flynn a dark glance. “Be quick.”

          The sound of Phoebe’s heels was still sharp as Roger let them in. He stepped into the room with them as if he did not trust Lockwood, which was probably wise, for David’s eyes widened the moment he saw the changelings. He was halfway out of his chair in an instant, and Roger moved between them, arm outstretched like a barricade. 

          “Sit down, father, please.”

          Here was the small white room with the barred window. As Bantry bit back a tide of claustrophobia Lockwood sank back into the chair and steepled his fingers at his middle. His eyes never left Flynn, as if this were a priceless, unexpected opportunity for study. He was, Bantry thought, well cared for. He was clean and neatly dressed, in a smoking jacket, trousers, slippers. A supper tray was at hand, and it seemed half his library had been brought here. Reams of writing paper were stacked on his table; he had a dozen pens, bottled ink, pencils, and the day’s mail was open at his feet: three medical journals, Bantry saw. 

          “You’re continuing your work, David,” he said carefully. 

          “Of course I am.” David barely flicked a glance at him before returning his attention to Flynn. “When I’ve proved my theories, I’ll walk out of here. I know what he is. Vincent. I know what you’ve become. You can gull the others but you’ll not fool me.”

          “And what are they?” Roger prompted. 

          “Don’t patronize me, Roger,” Lockwood snapped. “You put me in here, yet you know I’m right. You read my work, I shared the research, I kept nothing from you.” His mouth compressed. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you locked me in here because you wanted the research for yourself.”

          “Would you, now?” Roger refused to be goaded. “Do you know, half of London’s calling you ‘the vampyre doctor.’ They call mother ‘the vampyre doctor’s wife’ and the shame is destroying her. You’re vilified, father. You’ve scuttled your whole career with this. You could find the cure for malaria and I don’t think anyone would take you seriously enough to even read your notes.”

          Did Lockwood have any grasp on reality? Bantry began to doubt it as David dismissed every word his son said. “Pish-posh, boy.” He reached down for the stack of paper at his feet, and Bantry saw it was a manuscript, already more than a hundred pages of neat handwriting. “It’s all in here. Everything. I’ve barely begun, but when I’m done — it’s a man’s life’s work, Roger. You don’t understand. None of them do! Not yet. But they will when I’m finished.”

          “You’re writing a book.” Flynn sounded surprised. “Can I see it, Doctor? I think I’ve the right, since doubtlessly I appear in it.”

          Lockwood hesitated for a moment and then passed him the stack of pages. “Don’t think it’ll do you any good to confiscate and destroy the papers.” He tapped his temple. “The whole thing’s in here, word for word, all you’ll take away from me is a few sheets of writing.”

          “I won’t damage them,” Flynn promised. “I’m just interested to see what you’ve written about me.” 

          And as Bantry drew closer to the old man’s chair, Flynn retreated and began to read. Roger held his silence now, perhaps gaining some insight into his father’s mind as Lockwood gazed up at Bantry and overtly began to study him. David had lost flesh after the shooting and surgery, Bantry saw, but his mind was undimmed.

          “You caught Flynn’s disease,” David remarked. “I remember now. I saw your eyes at the house in Paris. Of course ... being his lover, you’d hardly be immune.”

          “If you say so,” Bantry said noncommittally.

          “Tell me.” David leaned forward, though he made no move to rise. “Tell me how it was, Vincent, when you changed.”

          “Odd,” Bantry said with great care, very much aware of Roger’s presence. “It took several months for my eyes to change, but now, you’re right insofar as I see as well in the dark as most normal people see in the daylight.”

          “Ah. Just so.” The pink tip of David’s tongue flickered over his lips. “And your food, Vincent. You can’t eat, can you? It’s blood, isn’t it? You get your nourishment from blood.”

          “Father, for Christ’s sake,” Roger began.

          “Hush, boy, and learn.” David nodded to himself. “I knew Vin Bantry as a human, but he’s not human any longer. Look at him! He’s one of them.”

          “Oh, God in heaven.” Roger turned his back on the scene, covered his face with both hands and hissed a sigh between his teeth. When he turned back again his face was like a mask. “I’m sorry, Bantry. He’s like this, the instant he gets onto the subject of you or Flynn or the phototonic mydriasis, and if anyone should breathe the word ‘vampyre’ in his hearing, he’s mad as the proverbial March hare.”

          “Oh, shut up, stupid boy,” David growled. “You always had the perspicacity of a myopic mole. Haven’t you even troubled yourself to check their temperature? Didn’t you bother to get their body weight? Haven’t you even tried to feed them?”

          “Father,” Roger said with the patience of a geriatric nurse accustomed to babble, “they are not my patients and I’m not researching their disorder. You want me to examine my social acquaintances? You want me committed to this institution along with you?”

          “Roger, look at them!” David flung a hand at Flynn, who was quietly reading. “Look at them. They’re not human!”

          “‘More than human,’” Flynn said softly, reading off the page, “‘in many ways, since the strengths of the human body are magnified by the effects of the disease. ‘Disease’ is, in fact, far from the correct term to describe the phototonic mydriasis, since the word means ‘disease,’ and, aside from the acute sensitivity to light and the inability to digest solid food, little about the new-human’s condition is uneasy. Rather, the new-human is above the old, with much greater strength, powers of endurance and ultimate freedom from the tyranny of food. Rather than ‘disease,’ I prefer the term ‘condition,’ and from this point will use it with reference to phototonic mydriasis.

          “‘The world of the future will be richer by far when the benefits of the condition have been made available to the general public, and the challenges posed by the condition are properly addressed. The casual reader will ask, ‘Is not the fate of humanity sealed, since the new-human is sterile, entirely incapable of reproduction?’ But this question is void, when one remembers the new-human, like the natural vampyre-precursor from whom the condition was contracted, is essentially immortal.

          “‘And here is the greatest benefit of the condition: the vastly elongated lifespan enjoyed by the ‘sufferer.’ Were the human lifespan measured in the thousands of years, the question of sterility naturally answered by longevity, and mankind’s need for food curtailed to the point where agricultural industry is minimized, the world of the new-human would closely approximate a Utopia dreamed of for generations without any genuine hope of realization.

          “‘My continued work into the condition intends to prove empirically the existence of the vampyre, the reality of the contagion, the benefits to the new-human, and provide the means by which the so-called ‘vampyre disease’ can be modified before being communicated to natural humans, so the benefits rather than the disadvantages are transmitted. The Utopian world of New-Mankind is as little as twenty years in the future, and this document will devote considerable space to speculations into the nature of that world, while  —’”

          Roger snatched the stack of pages out of Flynn’s hands and tossed them haphazardly back into this father’s lap. “Let him write his book. If nothing else it’ll provide him with a hobby. My father,” he added acidly, “is going to be here for a long, long time.”

          Because, Bantry thought darkly, every word David Lockwood wrote kept the door locked on him. His intention was to provide empiric proof ... proof based on experiment, on observation, not on theory. Which meant he would never cease to hunt down and abduct laboratory specimens.

          Roger withdrew to the door, brandishing the key. “Goodnight, father,” he said tersely. It had the sound of goodbye. The door slammed behind Bantry and Flynn, the key turned, and the younger Lockwood leaned on the wall right outside, eyes closed. “I apologize for all that ... that rubbish.”

          “No need for apologies,” Flynn said quietly. “Your father’s conjectures carry a certain weight, insofar as his observations go. We are sensitive to light, we’re cooler and heavier, and we have ... difficulties with solid food.”

          “All of which naturally means you’re immortal and tear the throats out of virgins in the graveyard.” Roger pulled himself away from the wall, squared his shoulders and worked his neck to ease its stiffness. “I’ve devoted my life to science since I was old enough to understand what science is. My belief in science is firmer than my faith in God. And this —” he gestured at the door, at his father “— is science gone mad. A whole new century begins soon. I agree with him, science will mold and shape it. But his leaps of intuition ...”

          “He’s been certified insane,” Flynn said with surprising gentleness. “Where’s the mystery, if sound observations lead to nonsensical conclusions?”

          “You’re right, of course.” Roger let go his anger and for a moment Bantry saw sadness. A young man’s genuine sorrow for the father he had lost. He led the way out of the building, and as they passed the last guard at the door, handed in the key. The night air was cold, damp, fresh. Bantry welcomed it as Roger asked, “So what now, for you, Bantry?”

          “Business.” Bantry waved to Luigi and Phoebe, who had been walking in the grounds. “Travel. Michael is painting again, and lecturing, and I’ve business to attend to.”

          “And a personal life to pick up.” Roger gave him a sidelong glance. “I must say, you’ve picked the right place. Your new house, with the high walls, woods, big dogs. Privacy.”

          No use pretending not to understand what Roger was saying. Bantry allowed a faint smile. “One learns to be careful,” he said as Luigi and Phoebe joined them. “It’s quite a walk into town, to the hotel. Michael and I can send a cab back for you, if you like.”

          “No!” Phoebe was adamant. “Just let me get out of here, let me walk.”

          The guards accompanied them to the gate and Bantry thought it slammed behind them with the bell-like tone of a death-knell. Phoebe was off so fast, Luigi and Roger hurried to catch up. Standing alone in the middle of the road, the wind in his hair, moonlight in his eyes, Flynn gazed stonily through the gate, as if he had just looked into the face of hell.

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen                    

 

Flynn was quiet for days and the weather closed down with night-long storms. Dawn was scarlet and violent, and the newspapers carried stories of wreckage along the coast. Renovations on the house were suspended as Ealing battened down to ride out the squalls, and behind locked shutters Flynn seemed to brood. 

          Nothing Bantry could do lifted him out of the gloom for long. The new works of Oscar Wilde amused him for a matter of minutes, before Lady Windermere’s Fan and The Picture of Dorian Grey were set aside and Flynn returned to his brooding over the painting. Caresses would divert him; kisses seduced, but even the wildest coupling — though it raised bruises on them both and left Bantry dizzy — lifted Flynn out of his dark mood only for an hour. While Vincent was still dozing afterward Flynn would be prowling the house, searching for what, Vincent did not know. Nor did Michael.

          The past haunted him. Bantry remembered the stories he had told of the years when he ran with Caravaggio in Rome’s savage, perverse underground. The brief visit to a madhouse had reawoken many old, grim memories; only time would set them back into the deep places of his mind where they were not constantly stumbled over.  

          He sent a telegraph to Fourier, but Bantry wondered how Jean could reply, what he even dared commit to paper. The sooner they were on a ship bound for Malta, he thought, the better. The brief visit to hell seemed to have plunged Flynn back into the melancholy he had suffered for years after Dionysus was murdered. Like many artists, Michael had a dark side, and Bantry was at a loss to know how to hold it at bay. 

          The Theosophical Society lectures gave him some focus, and Bantry encouraged him to get out into the company of others, ‘even if they were human.’ Flynn seemed disinterested at first, but he had arranged to give the series of lectures and stood by the promise. 

          As the ancients would have said, the year was ‘turning,’ and Bantry wanted to mark one special day. It was May 15th, a year exactly since the night he had first seen Flynn, casting the Tarot at the Craven house. It would be their anniversary and he was determined it should not go by unnoticed.

          While Flynn was lecturing at the Theosophical Society the evening before, Bantry combed the florists of London for rare plants. He was interested only in orchids and night-blooming flowers, and was footsore before he found what he wanted. He had time to take a cab home, put the plants in the scullery out of harm’s way, and return to the Theosophical Society’s hall by the time Michael finished, well after midnight. He had demonstrated Le Grand Jeu, exhibited his own pack for the art fanciers among the audience, and given a number of private lessons. 

          They arrived home a little before dawn. The rare plants were cherished, and Bantry with them, for the sentiment and his unabashed affection. “We should have a terrarium,” Flynn said thoughtfully, much later, when they lay quietly together. “When we return from Malta I’ll see to it. You’ll enjoy the nights close to Africa. Have you read the Arabian Nights? It’s — romantic, shall we say? And perhaps even a little more exotic than China, if it’s possible.”

          “It’s not,” Bantry said tartly. “One day I’ll take you there. A steam ship to Bombay and a clipper to Shanghai. Or shall we take a liner to New York and brave the Americas?”

          “Chabrier has friends there,” Flynn mused. “New York and Chicago, Seattle and San Francisco. We’d be welcome. But if you want to travel, enjoy Europe first. I’ve spent my whole life there and still not seen half of it. We ought to go to Rome, if Phoebe is staging an opera for Luigi and Chabrier is paying for it! They’d be insulted if we weren’t there.” 

          The plans were idle, spun from dreams and fantasies. One night at a time, as the days grew longer and short summer nights were warm, Bantry began to realize he had all the time in the world. Freedom from time’s dominion was the single real strength of the changeling, and the vampyre. No matter the hardship, the future was their heritage. Flynn could be bereaved and whipped in Bucharest, and whore his way to Avignon; in a century it would be no more than a half-remembered, unpleasant dream.

          Bantry felt his mind begin to open to the realities of what he was. A very few people looked at him, and knew. Helena Blavatsky knew at once, the moment she looked into his dark, strange eyes. Did she guess how he had caught Flynn’s maladie? If so, she said nothing and nor did she take offense. Flynn was often her house guest, and Bantry was at liberty to accompany him. Their rooms adjoined in a quiet part of her house, with no awkward questions asked.

          It was Madame Blavatsky who sold Flynn’s most recent painting of ‘The Magician,’ a study of a druid sorcerer based on the trump from his Tarot. The work fetched a handsome price as one collector bid against another until Flynn was exasperated. These people, he said, seemed to have no grasp of the value of money. Bantry merely enjoyed the appreciation of Flynn’s work as much as he would have relished the adulation himself. 

          For himself, Vincent busied himself with plans for the journey to Malta, and wondered if he might be in the right place at the right time to buy Byzantine or Egyptian antiques. Henry Archer agreed to look at whatever he brought home, though he issued a polite caution. Archer was intimately associated with London’s collectors of archaeological relics; the casual collector would find ten clever fakes for every genuine piece, and though the fakes could always be sold as attractive ornaments they had no real value. Bantry should take care not to be robbed of a small fortune. His expertise was for Chinese antiques; Byzantine and Egyptian pieces were another realm.

          With his fascination piqued, Bantry challenged Archer to put him in possession of books to correct the yawning gaps in his education. Two days later a chest the size of a laundry hamper arrived at the house. Flynn laughed rudely as Bantry surveyed the hundredweight of books. Vincent gave him a vaguely obscene gestured, brewed a pot of coffee and sat in the corner of the study with the first volume, while Flynn worked over his painting.

          To Bantry’s gratification, Henry Archer took his desire for education seriously. The dealer knew every sordid story of the Putney Slasher, and denied giving a moment’s credence to any accusation ever made against Bantry or Flynn. Vincent was inclined to believe him. Archer was of the old school; his own spurs were won in the Crimea before Bantry was born, and Archer would have refused to even speak to a man he believed might be an accomplice to a crime as contemptible as rape or murder.

          A telegraph arrived the Friday evening after the journey to Cambridge, and Flynn tore it open eagerly. It was from Chabrier, and comprised two words: arriving Monday. The news lifted Michael’s spirits but left him on tenterhooks until they met the train. 

          The vampyre came into London at eleven on a blustery Monday night when few humans were traveling and even Bantry would have preferred to be at home with the shutters locked. The city was rain-veiled, bedraggled, and only Chabrier’s presence saved the journey back to Ealing from being tiresome. The vampyre never changed by so much as a whisker, and Bantry found himself uncommonly pleased to take his hand. The feeling of kinship was inestimable.

          Traffic was light on the windswept streets and the cab made good time. Flynn leaned closer, laying a hand on Chabrier’s arm. His voice was taut. “Tell me. Copenhagen.”

          “We talked for hours, the matter was not decided lightly.” Chabrier watched the street lamps go by, haloed in a fine mist of drizzle. “There was no question David Lockwood should die. The only questions were how, and how soon. We agreed on a stay of execution while I sought your counsel.” He looked from Flynn to Bantry and back again. “You’ve seen him?”

          “Yes.” Flynn sat back and licked his lips. “He’s stone-cold sane, Chabrier, with one exception. He’s sure he has the God-given right to come after any one of us with a gun, and then take us to pieces in the name of science, to benefit the human race.” His brows arched. “I’m not sure how deranged this makes him.”

          “Not very,” Chabrier mused. “The last time a mob killed one of our kind was only eight years ago, and that mob was headed by a priest.”

          “Where?” Bantry’s mouth was dry as dust.

          “Carpathia.” Chabrier looked away.

          “The vampyre Gaius,” Flynn told him quietly.

          “And again fifteen years ago, in the Balkans, where a school teacher headed a mob that butchered its way through a house of five changelings.” Chabrier folded his hands and studied the palms. “No challenge was made by the law; the church was silent. Lockwood is no more insane than the men who led those mobs, Michael. He is simply judged insane by medicine and the law in France and England where, thank our elder gods, humans have begun to come of age and even we enjoy some slight protection from their law.” He gave Bantry a perplexed smile. “This has never happened in all of our long history. In the past we either defended ourselves or we took to our heels. Usually,” he admitted, “the latter, since we’re few in number and the strength of a mob actually exceeds the cumulative strength of its individual members.”

          “One day, no doubt someone will prove that mathematically,” Bantry said acidly. 

          Chabrier seemed untroubled, gazing almost dreamily into a mist on the river. “Tell me, Michael, how securely is Lockwood confined?”

          “Very. I think.” Flynn deferred to Bantry. “Vince?”

          “A locked room, barred windows, buried in a stone building the size of a prison. Armed guards and dogs, tall walls, gates. The asylum is designed to hold the criminally insane, and I’d say it does its job well.” Bantry wondered what Chabrier was driving at.

          “Remember,” the vampyre warned, “Lockwood is fundamentally sane and far from stupid. If an escape from confinement can be reasoned, he has the intelligence to do it, and he’s not infirm with age. This was the case made by both Hypaetia and Cornelius, and I found it difficult to argue.”

          So did Bantry. “At the moment he’s writing a book, apparently recounting what research he was able to perform on Michael, what he observed of us, and —”

          “And the rest will be romantic speculation,” Flynn added, “insofar as he wants to study our ‘disease,’ refine it, and then infect humans, willy-nilly!” His eyes blazed with anger. “Torture us like rats in his laboratory, find some way to make us tolerate daylight, then create his New Humanity for the Utopian future he imagines.”

          Even Chabrier was taken aback. “We have entered the age of science indeed. I wonder, do we have more to fear from the witch hunter or the scientist who dreams of designing Utopia around us?” His face and voice hardened. “No matter. Lockwood will be disposed of, the decision was reached at great length. And his book will be destroyed,” he added thoughtfully, “though I’d like to read it before I burn it!”

          “How?” Bantry asked tersely. Chabrier angled a dark-eyed look at him. “How will you do it? And when?” 

          “That,” Chabrier said blandly, “is what I must decide. Not here, Vincent. Later.” He nodded up at the driver, who might intrude at any moment.

          A chill scampered the length of Bantry’s spine and he wedged himself back into the seat, against Flynn. Michael spoke softly, giving Chabrier their news; he spoke of Roger Lockwood’s hospital in Zambia, Luigi’s impending marriage, Phoebe’s frantic packing for Rome — their own journey to Malta, Vincent’s studies, his own lectures, and lastly, the Trojan painting.

          The work was set up on three specially-made easels and covered with two sheets. Not long before dawn, Chabrier lifted back the sheets and stood back, brandy in one hand, to view the work in progress. The colors were blocked into place and Flynn had worked up four of the ten major figures. Achilles and Patroclus were almost finished — Patroclus was half-clad in the warrior’s armor and about to take the Myrmidons into battle. On the other side of the vast canvas were Hector and Priam, and in the background Achilles’s chariot, the maiden Briseis, backed by warriors, horse-handlers and swordsmen. The work was reminiscent of David’s Intervention of the Sabine Women, and Michael admitted it.

          “And you’re painting your amante,” Chabrier observed wryly, “as Achilles.” He gave Michael an amused look. “Bravo. But you should paint yourself as Patroclus.”

          “It would make us too obvious.” Flynn indulged in a chuckle. “I don’t want to draw so much attention to us! Achilles and Patroclus were always known to have been lovers.”

          “Their relationship was stormy,” Chabrier said offhandly, deeply preoccupied with the painting, “they fought and made up countless times, and the legend that says Achilles gave his armor to Patroclus, to lead the Myrmidons to war is quite wrong. The boy made off with the armor when Achilles’s back was turned, and got himself killed. Hector laughed at how easy it was to slay him. He laughed until Achilles gutted him like a fish and dragged his body behind a chariot until it was unrecognizable, and then sold it back to Priam for a fortune.”

          Bantry recoiled. “You knew them?”

          The vampyre blinked at him, velvet-eyed and enigmatic. “When I was very young my teacher was the vampyratrix, Iphigenia, who was not Agamemnon’s daughter at all, but a thousand years more ancient than the old king. Iphigenia lived under the protection of the palace, posing as the king’s daughter. Euripides was right, she did not die on the altar of Artemis — though in his blind ambition to conquer Troy, in the end the wicked old man, Agamemnon, did try to murder Iphigenia. Once too often she counseled restraint, stood up and argued with him before his court. Embarrassed him. Vampyre or no, she was a female, and he never forgave her.” Chabrier cupped Michael’s cheek in his palm with a fond smile. “I heard the stories of her friends and kindred just as you told me your own news in the cab. You see, Vincent? To us, the deepest abyss of the past is a single generation away.”

          And without a qualm David Lockwood would maim and kill Chabrier, severing one of the last remaining links with his own birthright, human history. He would die for his sins, and even his own family would not mourn very much; they had already lost him, and grieved. Bantry was breathless, he would have listened to Chabrier for hours, wanting the stories Iphigenia had told him — and then the stories told to Iphigenia by her teachers, who were thousands of years older. Stories of forgotten eons, ages unimagined by human scholars, when humans groveled in the dust.

          The sun was well up behind shuttered windows when they retired, and as the wind lashed unseasonable May storms at the old house, Bantry tugged Flynn against him under the weight of quilts and let himself go down into the glacial changeling dreams.

                                             

 

The Lockwood house was empty and the decorators had begun. By June the old family home would be sold at auction. Edith was staying with her sister in Knightsbridge, Roger was lodging at the clinic for convenience while he tried to thrash out a deal with the Helprins, and for the sake of ridiculous propriety Phoebe and Luigi came to Ealing. They took over completely, filled the pantry and set a daytime routine the house had never known before. With them came Ranjit, who had attached himself now to Phoebe, since the family had washed their hands so completely of the elder Doctor Lockwood. Ranjit’s sense of loyalty to the Lockwood household was unshakable; he grieved more than the others for David, but even Ranjit left the old man behind in the asylum like worn-out baggage. 

          Three nights after Luigi and Phoebe invaded, Chabrier returned. He had been staying in Cambridge, though he mentioned none of this to Phoebe. Luigi introduced him as an ‘angel,’ meaning a theater patron, which greatly amused Chabrier. Predictably, Phoebe was enchanted, though she saw his eyes at once and said in complete innocence, 

          “I had no idea the phototonic mydriasis was so common. Before Michael I’d never met anyone with the ailment.”

          “Ailment?” Chabrier, the natural-born, hid a smile. “The ... condition is not as common as you might assume, Señorita Lockwood.”

          “Then ... you’re birds of a feather,” Phoebe concluded.

          “Safety,” Bantry agreed, “in numbers.” When Luigi had shepherded her away he turned back to Chabrier, every muscle in his body clenched. “Lockwood — ”

          “Still lives,” Chabrier said easily. “His time is short but he lives. I actually spoke with him.”

          Flynn was shocked. “You went into the asylum?”

          “For a short time only.” Chabrier helped himself to brandy and surveyed the painting, where another figure was almost finished. “When I volunteered for this duty Cornelius provided me with documents identifying me as a doctor from Seville, a Fernando Pasquale, studying the quirks of the mind. Doctor Moody was most accommodating, and then ...” Chabrier flexed his fingers. The gesture was a mudra, Bantry was sure. “I calmed Lockwood, as you’ve seen Michael subdue a wild animal, to feed. Of course Lockwood recognized me for what I am, and was agitated. Excited. But he was subdued as easily as a deer settles, and we talked. I wanted to know,” Chabrier mused, “if Lockwood’s memory could be destroyed.” He gave Bantry a frown. “The mind itself plays many tricks. Particularly as they grow old, humans begin to remember things that never happened and yet utterly forget what took place a moment ago.”

          “And Lockwood’s memory?” Flynn wondered.

          “His mind is the strongest part of him.” Chabrier shook his head slowly and perhaps with regret. “I could suppress his memory for a time, but not consign it to oblivion. It would return sooner or later, responding to some trigger. His very strength dooms him, and his brilliance will be lost.”

          “Brilliance?” Bantry echoed. “He would torture you if he got the chance!”

          “Vince, hush.” Flynn gestured at the door. “The others.” Ranjit was not far away, and his hearing was keen.

          The vampyre had set his cloak and a traditional doctor’s bag by the door, and with a frown at Bantry he fetched a thick yellow envelope from the bag. “I induced him to sleep when I left. While he drowsed I took the manuscript of his book. You should read this, Vincent. Cruelty and brilliance often work cheek by jowl. I shall certainly mourn the loss of Lockwood’s brilliance, yet at the same time ...” He opened the suitcase that had accompanied him to Cambridge, and lifted out an object wrapped in soft red leather. 

          The deerskin opened, and in Chabrier’s palm lay a knife such as Bantry had never seen before. The blade was double, like the tines of a fork, set into a carved-ivory hilt; each blade was no less than eight inches long, as sharply-pointed as a sword, double-edged and honed like a razor. Chabrier let him take it, and he was astonished at its weight. It was solid steel, mirror-polished, and every part of the hilt was worked with intricate engravings. Bantry held it to the lamp and peered closely, though Flynn had turned his back on it and would not even look. 

          The symbols were Egyptian; Bantry had read enough in the volumes provided by Henry Archer to recognize Osiris, Set, Anubis, Horus, Thoth; other hieroglyphs were strange to him, and when he pointed them out to Chabrier the vampyre said,

          “This is the ka. The soul, if you will. And this one is Yaru, a kind of Elysian Fields. The weapon is very old, Vincent, and not Egyptian at all, though it was forged in Egypt. By one of us, of course,” he added. “The Osiris knife has been our executioner’s blade since before I was born.” He took it back and rewrapped it with exaggerated care. “A necessary piece of our history, often no more than symbolic. I doubt it’s been used often, and I don’t expect to use it now.”

          Bantry took a long breath. “I’m not even going to speculate as to how you intend to make away with Lockwood while he’s in there.”

          Chabrier gave him a dark, unfathomable look, a thousand years deep, and said nothing as he repacked his case. “I believe you’re soon leaving for Malta.” 

          “After the wedding,” Flynn told him, “when the others depart for Rome. I’m wondering if Luigi can get us onto the same ship. It would be pleasant to travel in company.”

          “And safer,” Chabrier added. “Give my regards to Marcellinas.”

          “I will.” Flynn brightened. “I’ve not visited in so many years, I’d begun to forget the charm of Malta. The last I saw of it —” He stopped, and his eyes closed. 

          “Was in Dion’s company. I know.” Chabrier took Flynn’s face between his hands, leaned down and covered the changeling’s mouth briefly with a kiss. “And this time you share Malta with Vincent. Let the past sleep in peace, little one. Introduce your amante to Draganos and Angelo, changelings like himself and not very much older.”

          “I will.” Flynn seemed to catch himself by the scruff of the neck, shake himself, and slid an arm around Bantry’s waist. “Forgive me, Chabrier. This business with Lockwood is haunting me, my dreams are full of it, as if I’m in a storm shadow and can’t run fast enough to get out.”

          “It will soon be over,” Chabrier promised. 

          “When?” Bantry heard the hoarseness of his own whisper. 

          Again, the unfathomable look, dark as a moonless night, and Chabrier would say nothing. “It’s a beautiful evening, calm and still as a temple. Take your dogs out, walk until your heads clear.”

          It was the best idea Bantry had heard in hours. He grabbed his jacket as he propelled Flynn before him, out of the house. Phoebe had heard nothing of the conversation; she was in the kitchen, organizing Ranjit to make a late supper. 

          But Scozza had been in the hall, silent, discreet, listening. As Bantry stepped out he looked back and saw the Italian cross himself. 

          

 

They were packing oddments into the steamer chest, bound for Malta, when the rumble of wheels pulling up outside the old coach house alerted Bantry to company. At four in the afternoon the sun was still high and he only listened, sharing a curious glance with Flynn, as Ranjit went to the door. Voices were too hushed for him to pick out the words, but he heard Ranjit’s sudden shock as he called, 

          “Miss Phoebe! Miss Phoebe, please.”

          The door clicked shut and Bantry stepped out of the spare bedroom, Flynn on his heels. Chabrier should be sound asleep in his room over the woods at the side of the house. Phoebe had just hurried through from the garden in the back; Scozza looked out of the study, a book open in both hands, and Ranjit was fussing in the lobby, where he had admitted a man Bantry was shocked to recognize.

          Doctor Bill Moody looked grim as an undertaker as he handed his coat and hat to Ranjit. “Miss Lockwood, I’m so sorry to be late.”

          “You’re late?” Phoebe echoed. “We weren’t even expecting you!”

          “No, of course not.” Moody’s hands were clenched; his knuckles were white. Bantry’s hair stood on end. The mere sight of the man brought back dark memories of the madhouse, and Vincent’s hackles rose. “I’ve been trying to track you down since yesterday, Miss Lockwood,” Moody explained. “I went to your home last evening, and the men painting there sent me to your aunt’s house. Your dear mother is much too indisposed for me to importune her, and they sent me to the clinic in search of Roger. Unfortunately I don’t seem to be able to reach your brother. At the clinic they thought he was at the Helprin residence, but the butler there told me —”

          “Roger and George went to Cornwall for a weekend’s fishing, hoping to work out their business differences,” Phoebe said quickly. “My mother is — indisposed?”

          “When she heard the news.” Moody’s pink, plump face was filled with painful compassion. “I’m so sorry, Miss Lockwood. It’s not pleasant ... not for any of us.”

          Scozza was there at once, taking her by the shoulders though Phoebe had not wavered. Bantry led Flynn down the stairs. He nodded good day as Moody recognized him.

          “It seems I’ve found you all,” Moody said with obvious relief. “I’ve been sent all over London, which is why I’m so late. I didn’t want you to see the story in the newspaper first.”

          “What story?” Bantry beckoned Moody into the parlor. 

          “Miss Lockwood, I’m afraid I have bad news for you. Perhaps you should sit.” Moody unclenched his hands and seemed to blindly study the palms. “There’s been a fire at the hospital. No one knows, yet, how it started, but it burned through the old wing, which you may recall is being renovated. Very few patients were accommodated in that wing, and almost all were brought out safely. We have three dead and two patients missing.” He cleared his throat. “Miss Lockwood, I’m so sorry.”

          “He’s dead,” Phoebe said in an odd, male-deep monotone. 

          “We’re not sure.” Moody dropped into the chair opposite. “Your father could be one of the missing. Miss Lockwood, we need someone to identify the body. Your mother was quite unable to even think about it, and I can’t reach your brother. I — I can’t tell you how sorry I am, but do you think you could help us?”

          Her face was a mask. “Are they badly burned?”

          Moody wrang his hands. “Badly enough that we can’t be sure who was ... is who.”

          “I can identify him,” Bantry said tersely. Moody gave him a surprised look, and Vincent only shrugged. “We were out East together for a while. Shanghai, in fact. We shared lodgings on several occasions, often enough so I’d recognize him in a dozen ways even a daughter ... especially a daughter ... might not know.”

          “Indeed.” Moody seemed to change color with relief. “Captain Bantry, you’re a military man, so you’ve probably already experienced a good deal that would, shall we say, unduly distress a young lady.”

          By which he meant, the bodies were very badly burned. Bantry swallowed a surge of bile and looked away. Scenes on the Pearl River raced unbidden through his mind; he heard the screams from the deck, smelt the reek of the dead burning, felt the white heat of searing agony in his back —

          “I’ve seen enough, Doctor. Are you returning tonight?”

          “Of course.” Moody stood and seemed to be trying not to fidget. “I tried to get hold of Roger Lockwood first. Be assured, Captain, I troubled the Lockwood ladies only as a last resort, and found my way here so late ... the story’s in this evening’s Times. There was nothing I could do to prevent publication, and I didn’t want the Lockwood family being informed that way. The police are at the hospital, trying to discover the cause of the fire. The last time I saw Inspector Farraday he was wearing a suspicious look. He seems sure it was foul play.”

          “Edward Farraday’s there?” Bantry shot a look at Flynn.

          “Any incident where Lockwood’s name is mentioned would draw Farraday like a magnet,” Flynn mused. “Doctor Moody, I understand you had a meeting a few days ago with a ... a specialist from Seville.”

          “Doctor Fernando Pasquale.” Moody’s brow creased. “My patient was agitated after Pasquale examined him. I’d never met Pasquale before, but his credentials were excellent. I assure you, I reviewed them thoroughly before I gave him permission to talk to Doctor Lockwood.”

          “No doubt of his credentials,” Bantry said quietly. “He’s a family associate. He was asked to look into David’s case.” 

          “I thought it might be something like that.” Moody relaxed the defensive posture.

          “Doctor Pasquale is staying with us for a while, before he returns to Spain,” Flynn mused. “I wonder, might we all return to Cambridge together?”

          Moody was untroubled. “At your convenience, Mister Flynn. Though I don’t believe Miss Lockwood should accompany us.”

          “No.” Bantry was emphatic, and angled a glare at Phoebe when she seemed about to protest. “Luigi, keep her here, tied down if necessary. Doctor Moody, accept our hospitality, please ... we can’t leave for a couple of hours, so if you’d like to take dinner with Phoebe and Luigi, you’re most welcome.”

          He was on his way to the stairs as he spoke, intending to wake Chabrier. But the vampyre was on the landing, wearing Flynn’s blue velvet robe and an expression as grim as Moody’s. “I heard,” he said before Bantry could begin. “And I’m afraid I’m at least partially responsible for Doctor Moody’s trouble.”

          “You?” Flynn demanded.

          Chabrier beckoned them upstairs, out of earshot of the parlor. The door closed on his room and he sat on the foot of the bed. The robe gaped at chest and knees, displaying long slender legs and smooth breast, skin the color of honey. But seduction was the last thing on Chabrier’s mind as he looked up at Flynn. “I planted the seeds of self-destruction in Lockwood’s mind. I tranced him and gave him to understand his last days were at hand, he should make such preparations as a man in his position understands.”

          “That doesn’t make you responsible for the fire,” Bantry protested.

          “My intention was to subdue him,” Chabrier said thoughtfully, “make him noticeably introverted in the days to come. During my visit with him I noted his medication — laudanum, of course. You understand, a little too much laudanum and one’s sleep becomes ... eternal. And there are other means, just as sure, requiring only a little preparation, which I thought I had done. Instead, I seem to have simply panicked him into action. I don’t believe you’ll find Lockwood among the dead, Vincent.”

          “You’re very certain,” Bantry observed. “Forgive me, Chabrier, but I don’t see any connection. You’re making an intuitive leap I can’t follow.”

          The vampyre drew one hand through the pillow-tangle of his hair. “Lockwood smokes a pipe and is allowed his tobacco and matches. He also has painful wrists and has a supply of rubbing alcohol, on his son’s orders. I saw his shelves, filled with medical journals ... the makings of, and fuel for, a healthy fire. I don’t believe in coincidence.” He paused, clearly sifting through his thoughts. “I had time to study the building, gates, walls, guards. To a sane man, the Mark Frobisher Asylum is hardly impregnable.” The changelings were waiting and he said quietly, “We shall see what your Inspector Farraday has uncovered. I regret to say, we all underestimated Lockwood, and I ...” His brows rose. “I most of all.”

          “We could be at jeopardy,” Flynn whispered.

          But Bantry shook his head. “Not yet. Bill Moody took a full day to find us, and he was free to travel, well dressed and with a fat wallet. Lockwood won’t find us so easily. I don’t think he can have traveled far from the asylum. In fact, if I were David I’d deliberately lie low until the fracas of police and firemen dies down.” 

          “Then we have time,” Michael said tersely.

          “Time?” Chabrier echoed.

          “To settle accounts with him before he can come hunting.” Bantry drew both palms across his face. “Chabrier, I want you to leave. Get right out of England. Tonight.”

          “No.” Chabrier’s soft tone forbade argument.

          Bantry wisely swallowed a second’s annoyance and then said levelly, “I don’t want it on my conscience if a human — any human, but particularly Lockwood — should take your life.”

          Chabrier stood. “No.” He pulled his case onto the bed, threw up the lid and lifted out the Osiris knife. “The elders offered me this duty, and I took it. David Lockwood marked himself for the knife, but the grave honor of the vindex populus noster  is mine.” He quelled Bantry’s ire with a glare. “It’s a great honor, Vincent.”

          “Which not even Chabrier takes lightly,” Flynn added, and drove Bantry before him, out of the room before Bantry could argue.

          The door closed as Bantry struggled with his half-forgotten grammar school Latin. “Vindex populus...” 

          “It means ‘Sword of our People.’ The Avenger.” Flynn drew him along to their own room at the back of the house. “We can never march to war as humans do, but we have our warriors.”

          “And our battles.” Bantry caught Michael in an unexpected embrace.

          “You’d recognize Lockwood’s body?” Flynn asked against his neck.

          Too many memories pressed in on Vincent’s mind, overwhelming him. Hot, humid nights, the press of humanity, the reek of the city and the violence of a tropical storm rampaging across Shanghai, leaving devastation in its wake; the creak of wagon wheels carrying away the unnamed dead, the stink of the ruins, and inescapable, unspeakable thirst as the city’s water was declared unfit for drinking —

          “I’d know him,” Bantry said hoarsely, blinking the memories away. “Time was, I was proud to call him my friend.”

          “Then lay him to rest if you can,” Flynn said quietly, “while something of the good man, the friend, endures in your memory.” He leaned back, looked up into Bantry’s face with solemn eyes, and kissed his mouth. “Dress now. The sun is almost down.”

 

                                                               

Bantry had picked up the evening paper while the others were boarding the train. The day’s main story was political, but the outside column drew his eye and he read it aloud. Flynn and Chabrier fell silent to listen, and Moody’s face was bitter. He had seen the same story earlier.

          “‘A very disastrous fire broke out last night at the Mark Frobisher Insane Asylum near Cambridge,’” Bantry read. “‘While no one yet knows the cause, it has been deemed possible the blaze began when a night watchman was smoking near stores of paint and turpentine kept for the building’s renovations. It spread rapidly to consume the west wing. At this time the names of the dead are not available for publication, but it is thought that between three and five patients have perished. A number of other inmates fled into the surrounding woodland, but most were swiftly recaptured by the Cambridge Constabulary late last night.’” 

          “Most were swiftly recaptured,” Chabrier echoed. “Lockwood?”

          “No.” Moody looked uncomfortable.

          As the train pulled out Bantry tried to concentrate on the newspaper. It was filled with politics and the situation in the Transvaal, which seemed poised to explode into full-blown war. But Vincent’s eyes were drawn back, over and over, to the bag at Chabrier’s feet. It looked like a doctor’s bag — Moody knew him as Fernando Pasquale. But inside it was the Osiris knife, and Bantry could not divorce his imagination from the strange double-bladed dagger, so ancient, so lethal, imbued with the ritual of antiquity.

          A cab took them directly to the asylum, but they were stopped at the gate by a constable under orders to pass no one through without permission. Behind the young man, through the tall iron gates, they glimpsed the smoke-blackened chaos of the madhouse. Bantry had hoped never to see it again. One whole wing was gone, the old wing, newly painted. Lights burned in the other side, and most of the building would be saved, but it would take weeks to remove the mess of charred timbers and fallen masonry, and the place reeked like a pyre. 

          The constable did not know Moody on sight and held them at the gate until they were cleared through. Bantry picked his way over wreckage and debris to the ring of bright lanterns where the staff and police worked on despite the hour. A face he knew turned toward them.

          “Captain Bantry. I should have expected to see you here.” Farraday was pale and smudged about the eyes with fatigue. 

          Bantry did not envy him the job. “Doctor Moody told us you need someone to identify the remains. Short of dragging Phoebe up here, or David’s poor wife, I’m probably the only other person in London who could pick his body out of a dozen others. And I think Phoebe has endured quite enough for one of her tender years and gender.” Bantry gave Farraday a hard look, challenging him to argue.

          For a moment Farraday studied him almost rudely, then moved aside. “If you’d like to step into my office, gentlemen, I’ll organize the paperwork.”

          The ‘office’ was a room the size of a broom cupboard. Moody sat in the only chair and Farraday seemed to search vainly for some document. “You’ve recovered the patients who escaped?” Bantry prompted.

          “One of them, the other is at large.” Farraday was excavating in a box of folders. “We have three unidentified bodies and a single inmate still unaccounted for.” His tone was sharp, brittle.

          Warning bells clamored in Bantry’s ears. “What do you know? Come on, Farraday! I served as a magistrate in China when I was no more than a lieutenant. I hunted up my own evidence, and I hung men on it. If you’ve ever tried to put a noose around the neck of the wrong man, you learn, fast, how to be bloody damned meticulous.”

          “Indeed.” Farraday stroked his chin thoughtfully, and lifted a brow at Moody. The doctor agreed without hesitation, and Farraday set down the file box. “All right, Captain, since you’re so intimately involved with the Lockwoods, you can ... assist us with our investigations.”

          “You’ve uncovered something since I left,” Moody guessed.

          Farraday’s mouth compressed, and he stepped out. “Gentlemen, if you will.”

          He collected a constable and two lanterns on the way out of the building, and led his party into a wasteland of cinder, broken glass, blackened bricks and timbers, and everywhere, mud. A small ocean of water had been hosed in to check the fire and the ground remained sodden. The police had already worked over the area; a dozen or more yellow flags fluttered in the night wind, marking places where they had discovered items of evidence.

          And Bantry knew the point to which Farraday was leading them. A little way into the old wing, on the front of the building. Lockwood’s room. As always in a fire which had quickly been controlled, the pattern of burning was visible. Here, wood was scorched to orange peel, there, a timber had escaped. Most of the damage to the old wing had occurred when the roof came in, but sections of the walls were standing and some window glass was intact.

          Fascination stirred as Bantry found himself standing in what had been Lockwood’s prison. It was open to the sky now, and he saw two marker flags, one at either side of the room. Farraday’s brows were arched and he was not about to offer anything unless he was prompted. Moody was growing annoyed while Flynn and Chabrier, with the unearthly patience of their kind, were content to stand back and observe.

          The flags marked the still-standing outside wall and the remains of the door, which lay in the inside corner of the room, a mound of ash-mud. The bars on the window were in place but the glass was broken, while Bantry had noticed other windows in this surviving wall had intact glass. The steel bed frame was whole; the table and shelves were charred black. Two shelves were covered with paper ash; one was bare. Bantry licked his lips and looked further.

          The only surviving part of the door was the steel lock mechanism, and it was still bolted into the jamb while the door itself was now a heap of sodden ash in the corner. Meanwhile, the door of the neighboring room had half-survived, and two rooms away the door was still in place when the roof came down. 

          The fire had raced like lightning through the ceiling beams, and then it had been checked with the speed of panic before if could get into the rest of the building. It was stopped so fast, some elements of this old wing had barely scorched. But Lockwood’s door was reduced to ash, all of which had fallen in the corner. Bantry looked up quickly.

          He did not need the lanterns to see, but Farraday lifted one to assist, and sure enough, the tops of the walls were thickly blackened, and only charred stumps remained of the ceiling beams. Bantry gave the detective a hard look; Farraday’s eyes, normally pale and disapproving, glittered in the lamplight. This was why he did the job. He loved a puzzle, though he might abhor a mystery.

          “The fire started here,” Bantry said tersely. “David himself broke the window ... I don’t see any broken glass inside, it shattered outward, so it was hit from within. He broke the window for good air, when the fire began on or in the door ... and the door was wide open when it burned out to ash. See where the ash fell. It’s the only piece of lumber I’m seeing that was reduced completely to ash before the staff put out the fire, which means it was burning much longer even than the ceiling beams right above, which is how the fire got into the rest of the building.

          “Goddamn it,” he whispered, “Lockwood started the fire.” He gave Chabrier a look, and the vampyre nodded: go on. Bantry coughed ash out of his throat and said to Farraday, “I visited Lockwood a short while ago, when Phoebe wanted to see her father one last time. As you may know, she’s leaving for Rome and won’t be back. I noticed Lockwood was allowed his pipe, tobacco and matches. He also had rubbing alcohol.  Rheumatics in his wrists.” Bantry gestured at the bookshelves. Notice, there’s no ash on the bottom shelf. The books were gone. There they are.” He nodded at the mound of ash in the corner. “David set the fire.”

          “Which got him out of the room,” Moody said slowly. “But he was still a prisoner in a burning building! That’s —”

          “Insane?” Flynn guessed. “This is a madhouse, Doctor Moody.”

          “Your point,” Moody grunted.

          Farraday beckoned his constables out of the roofless enclosure of the room. “You didn’t keep Lockwood under confinement the whole time, did you, Doctor?” He asked of Moody. “He was free to roam, under some kind of supervision.”

          “He wasn’t at all dangerous, and any man needs exercise.” Moody was back on the defensive. “A beefy male nurse was with him at all times, what mischief could he get up to?”

          “Mischief? No,” Bantry agreed, “but he did scout the lie of the land. Inspector?”

          “His own locked door was the most difficult element to overcome,” Farraday said in a familiar, grumbling tone. “But wood burns. You only have to burn the lock out of a door, and the door opens by itself.” As he spoke, he led the party a dozen yards along the standing wall. “Two rooms away, this was the storeroom for the materials being used for the renovations. Paint and turpentine. Fortunately, the workmen were virtually finished, very little paint or turps were left. Still, the fire got in here and began to rage. The alarm was raised moments later, but if I’m any judge, Lockwood was already gone in the opposite direction.”

          “The fire was all the diversion he needed,” Flynn said thoughtfully. “When the staff, guards, nurses and all, raced to douse it he would make his way out ... but where? Not toward the body of the building. The fire was that way.” Flynn turned, put his back to the main building and tried to make out features in the rubble which had been the end of the old wing.

          Moody swore quietly. “The tradesmen’s door. But it was kept locked at all times.”

          “We found the lock,” Farraday informed him. “It had been smashed, of course. We found tools from the renovators’ storeroom, there’s no mystery about how it was broken.” Farraday picked his way through the rubble and into mud outside the tradesmen’s door. “As you see, the coach house is still standing. The fire didn’t get into it.”

          The coach house’s side door stood wide open; the lock had been smashed right out of the wood, and Moody groaned. “Oh, dear God.”

          “What?” Chabrier prompted. “Doctor Moody, are you quite all right?”

          “Yes. No.” In fact, Moody looked white as a ghost in the harsh lantern-light and close to collapse. “The coach house is where the groundsmen keep their paraphernalia. The mowers, and the window cleaners’ ladders. Lockwood would have seen them putting their gear away after work, while he took his afternoon exercise.”

          “We found a ladder on the outside of the wall.” Farraday pointed out the place with a swing of the lantern. “The wall’s no more than thirty feet away, under the oak trees. With the diversion of the fire, it would be simple for an able-bodied man to drag a ladder to the wall; climb up, pull up the ladder, climb down the outside and disappear into the darkness. Lockwood was well up to the task of breaking into the Fourier house on an upper floor, so he could manage the ladder just as easily.” He looked at Moody down a long nose — how well Bantry remembered being on the business end of that glare. “I’d give you hundred to one odds, gentlemen, he’s the last inmate unaccounted for.”

          “You’ll find him,” Moody muttered.

         “We’ve got men in the woods,” Farraday said bleakly, “but your Doctor Lockwood is hardly the kind to blunder into them. He’s nimble, he’s intelligent, and he has every reason to want to be on the loose.” He gave Flynn a curious frown. “I understand he abducted you off the street and abused you. Miss Lockwood informed me of the details, and I found them less than savory. Really, sir, you should have reported the incident to the police.”

          Bantry barked a chuckle. “You mean, Phoebe bellowed the truth at you, frustrated into anger when Flynn and I were used as scapegoats.” He held up his hands. “Peace, Inspector. The incident will always rankle, but it’s in the past. And you’re right about Lockwood. He’ll be hunting for any sufferer of phototonic mydriasis he can get his hands on. And,” Bantry added, “you know by now, he intends to perform experiments so dangerous, the subject could easily die. Flynn was almost murdered in that damned clinic.”

          “We’re aware of that now.” Farraday gestured with the lantern, leading the party back toward the main body of the building. “At this time Lockwood is also wanted for the deaths of three people who died in the fire. Being certified insane, I doubt he’ll ever stand on the gallows, but I can assure you, Captain, when Lockwood is returned to custody he’ll never be at liberty again, and his confinement will be more rigorous.” Farraday crunched over the field of rubble and stood aside to let the others go ahead of him, into the light and sudden humid warmth of the building. “To keep the record straight, Bantry, I’ll ask you to look at three bodies, but I don’t think you’ll find Lockwood among them.”

          “All right.” Bantry dropped a hand on Flynn’s arm. “Stay here. You don’t have to see this.” And in a bare whisper, “Chabrier, keep him here.”

          An examination room had been turned into a temporary morgue. The smell of carbolic and alcohol assaulted Bantry’s nose as he stepped inside, but neither masked the other odors. If one had ever smelt burned flesh and death, the memory endured forever. Three bodies were covered by pale green sheets. Farraday turned the gaslight up to its brightest and studied Bantry over the first table.

          “What part of the body would you recognize, Captain? They’re burned black and crisp, so we’ll only uncover the necessary.”

          “I assume you were unable to identify Lockwood by the recent shoulder wound, where Scozza shot him,” Bantry guessed, “so the upper bodies are either charred past any point of recognition, or there’s no such mark.” Farraday only nodded; from the look on his face, he had tried to make that identification. “Then if it’s possible, let me see the feet,” Bantry suggested. “David had a broken toe. It was never properly set, so it was always crooked. I’d recognize it.”

          “You would?” Farraday’s lip curled. “You’ve some morbid interest in feet?”

          “No,” Bantry said mildly, “I was the one who tried to set it for him.”

          “The Orient,” Farraday observed.

          “Shanghai, in the midst of a typhoon,” Bantry muttered, and held his breath as Farraday lifted the three sheets back a little way. A glance was enough. He shook his head, swallowed repeatedly as his gorge rose, and stepped quickly out of the room as Farraday recovered the remains. “No, Lockwood’s not among them.”

          “No surprises there.” Farraday closed the door on the morgue. “My apologies, Captain. Police work, like medicine, can be unpleasant at times.”

          “Like any battlefield,” Bantry said hoarsely, “and I saw more of those than I cared to.”

          Flynn and Chabrier were waiting in the tiny office but Moody had gone. Farraday produced a single paper for Bantry’s signature, a one-line statement to the effect that he was satisfied Lockwood had not perished in the fire. Free to go, Bantry was simply eager to get out through the gates. Even the few moments they lingered to be sociable with Farraday made his skin crawl.

          The night was warm, the stars brilliant, and Flynn was grateful for the opportunity to walk and clear his head. As the darkness engulfed them he fell into Bantry’s parade ground step and matched his stride, with Chabrier on his other side. But Bantry was restless, ill at ease. His hackles were still up, his flesh still creeping. He’s out there somewhere.

          His eyes raked the tree shadows as they walked back toward the lights of Cambridge, crossed the river and entered the outskirts of a town ancient enough to have developed its own spirit. Beside him, Flynn kept an uneasy silence, as if he too felt the prickle of nerve endings down his spine: the feeling of being watched.

          For the first time in months, Bantry admitted the actual relief of stepping back into the light, joining a small group of humans. A dozen men and two women stood on the platform, waiting for the last passenger train to pull out. At this hour only two carriages were coupled behind a small loco. The guard was slurping tea noisily from a tin mug as he waited for the driver to wave out of the cab. 

          The yawning station master had his watch in his hand; the train was late. As Bantry and Flynn approached the First Class carriage they heard the man call up to the engineer in a broad Devonshire accent: “Get a move on, Sam, will you? There’s a bloody goods train carryin’ paraffin six minutes behind you! Damn’ bomb on wheels, I calls it. You want that up your arse? Rather you than me.” 

          Apparently the engineer’s watch was slow. He muttered in annoyance and at once gave a piercing whistle blast. Steam released with a sudden rush of heat and noise as Bantry stepped up into the carriage. Flynn and Chabrier were already aboard. Only a moment after the door closed behind him, the loco began to pull. It would make fast time through to London, since it was hauling little weight. 

          “There’s no way to be sure about Lockwood,” Bantry mused. He steadied himself beside Flynn, braced against the shudders as the train got moving. At this hour they had First Class to themselves. Chabrier had taken the first compartment, ushered Flynn inside, and Bantry slid the door closed. He ran up the window blind to gaze out at the moonlit woods. “Still, it’s Farraday’s job. Let him take care of it.”

          “Especially as you’ll be leaving for Malta immediately after Scozza’s wedding. Before you’re back the whole question should be resolved,” Chabrier mused. “What date is the wedding?”

          “Soon. I think it’s the 28th.” Flynn sounded unsure, and none too concerned. “Two steamers are leaving for Suez and points east in the week after. I know Roger has to be back in Zambia by August at the latest. A doctor filling in for him at his hospital there, has to return to New Zealand. And you, Chabrier? You came to England with the sanction of the elders.”

          “A sacred duty,” the vampyre said, mocking himself in a voice like dark velvet. “The world of humans grows ever more complex. I have the Osiris knife, I was prepared to be the vindex, but Scotland Yard might not permit us any opportunity for ritual heroics. It has always been a human world, Michael, and —”

          “Vince.” 

          Bantry heard a note in Flynn’s voice he had never heard before. He spun away from the window and his bone marrow cooled by degrees. 

          The door was open a crack. A steel blue pipe protruded through it, a large-bore barrel, leveled at chest height. And behind the muzzle of the rifle stood a man. They did not need to see his face clearly to know him, but the door slid open and the compartment’s lamp shone full in that face.

          He was gaunt, he looked haunted, or possessed — disheveled, with a dirty, ill-fitting coat belted around him. But his eyes blazed with anger. Some might have taken it for madness; they would have been wrong, Bantry thought. 

          “Keep still, all of you,” David Lockwood said quietly. “I’ve ten rounds loaded, and at this range I couldn’t possibly miss, even if I wasn’t a damned good shot. Which I am.” He was framed in the doorway, commanding the whole compartment. “A wonderful thing is a repeating rifle, Vince, don’t you think? Did you know, all asylums keep one handy, in case the loonies become dangerous. Oh, yes. But I took this one from a poacher’s shed, back there in the woods. It’s an Enfield .303, as issued to Her Majesty’s infantry. I took the poacher’s boots, and his coat too. You see? You’ve made a thief out of me. I said be still!” 

          They froze, unable to look away from the rifle. Vampyre blood made no difference now. A big-caliber bullet in a vital organ at this range would stop them dead in their tracks. Folklore and reality were far removed. Bantry thought fleetingly of Jean Fourier, and then forced himself to listen as Lockwood said, “I knew you’d come. You had to. All I had to do was wait.”

          “You were watching the asylum,” Bantry guessed.

          “Don’t be stupid,” Lockwood taunted. “I thought you had more brains, Vince. Too many police around the madhouse. Lunatics are loose in the woods, you know. I’ve been watching the railway station. I saw you arrive. Leaving, you’d either take the last train back tonight or put up in Cambridge till tomorrow night. Phoebe told me you’re all at ‘the house in Ealing.’”

          “Sweet Jesus,” Flynn murmured, “she told you that?”

          “She chattered the way she does when she’s upset,” Bantry said soberly. “She wouldn’t even realize she’d said it. And why shouldn’t she tell her father where she is? He was supposed to be locked up safely, for the rest of his life.”

          Lockwood smiled; it was not a pleasant expression. “It wouldn’t be difficult to find you in Ealing, and every dawn you’re prisoners of the sun. Tonight I just decided to play a hunch, that you’d take the last train — and here you are.” His lip curled. “It wouldn’t have mattered if you hadn’t. Today or tomorrow, no difference. All I had to do was wait.” He gestured deliberately with the Enfield. “We meet again ... for the last time.” His eyes shifted to Chabrier and narrowed. “I’ve got what I want. I don’t need you any longer, Vince, nor Flynn either.”

          Bantry’s insides churned. “Christ, David, you’re just going to kill us? Murder was never your way. You were a doctor!” 

          “I am a doctor,” Lockwood corrected. His voice rose through half an octave in outrage. “No matter what you did to me, I’m still a surgeon and a scientist. Insane, am I? They say I am, because I had one of them —” a nod in Flynn’s and Chabrier’s direction “— in my clinic for just long enough to find out the truth. Vampyre. It’s a disease, Vince. But it’s power, and power needs a hand to guide it.” 

          “I read your plan for Utopia,” Flynn said acidly. 

          “You’re talking nonsense, David,” Bantry began. “There’s no such thing as —”

          “It’s a condition,” Lockwood continued as if he had not heard a word either of them said, “and it must be controlled. Yes, controlled. It’s not for every man. The worthless, the parasites on society. Those who live like leeches on the brilliant and the creative. Those who are undeserving, lying, brutal, lazy. Let them go to their extinction, breed themselves to it, like a barnyard run amok.” 

          For the first time Flynn stirred. He spoke not to Lockwood but to Bantry. “What is he talking about?” 

          The furious monologue was rambling but Bantry had seen exactly what Lockwood was driving at. “I haven’t read the manuscript Chabrier took from him, but he means his Utopia isn’t for everyone. Only the chosen will live without disease, without aging, no need for food, an eternity to spend in research and pleasure. Building a new race.”

          “The new-humans, as he calls them,” Chabrier murmured. “You read aloud, a passage from his book, Michael. His new race of changelings.” He fixed Lockwood with a glare. “But he intends to choose who shall be changed. The rest of humanity will be left mortal, to perish.”

          “A new world out of the old, a new race of humanity. Utopia?” Bantry’s eyes shifted between Lockwood’s face and the barrel of the Enfield. 

          “Elysium on earth,” Lockwood said baldly. “Eden. And why should I not choose the new-humans? The discovery of how to breed them will be made with my hands. The right to choose the raw material should also be mine. And what of your kind, Pasquale? Your kind choose, every time you make a new-human.”

         For the first time Chabrier raised his voice. “If you’re going to indict a race as old as time, at least use the correct terms. Yes, we choose. Our changelings are the most beautiful and often the most brilliant of humans. They’re not a new race. We don’t inhabit any Utopia. The changeling’s only real blessing is love, for as long as the brief candle of life endures.”

          “Then, foolishly, you waste the greatest gift creation was ever given,” Lockwood told him flatly. “You could have built Elysium. Instead, you’ll probably follow the dodo.”

          “David, in the name of heaven,” Bantry remonstrated. “Listen to yourself! Change a few humans, let the rest perish? But they won’t all perish soon. It would take a hundred years to hound them to extinction.” He glared at the rifle. “How long before you take the next step, because natural humans will go on reproducing, they’ll refuse to die out easily or quickly, no matter how you harass or neglect them?” He gave Chabrier a troubled look. “Soon he’d have to cut back the dead wood. Genocide, on the unwanted masses. The old, the infirm, the physically imperfect. Those who don’t measure up academically or morally or aesthetically. And who sets those standards? You, David?” 

          “Of course. Don’t be absurd.” Lockwood lifted his chin defiantly. “It is I who will research the contagion and learn to adapt it. I’m the only one with vision enough to do the work. Even Roger was too blind, or too stupid. I invited him to work beside me, share the honor, and all he could do was have me committed to the madhouse.” Lockwood shifted his grip on the rifle. “The rewards for the work will be mine.”

          “To remake the world in your own image.” Bantry heard his own sadness. “You are mad after all, aren’t you? You want to play God. Revolution is one thing ... tolerable, desirable in its proper place ... evolution is something else, and it’s not for an individual to control. What you’re proposing is sheer insanity.” 

          “To want a perfect race of humanity?” Lockwood was shouting now. “Ageless, deathless, immune to disease, with all of Nature’s physical and mental mistakes weeded out. A greater race, Vincent, can’t you see it?” His eyes blazed with faith in the dream.

          “We do see, Doctor,” Chabrier said gently, “we simply don’t agree, because some few of us have lived your dream for a thousand years and we know from experience, Utopia is a myth. It never existed; it never will. Hush now, Vincent. This is what becomes of a brilliant man, confined with no company but his fantasies and dreams.”

          “Save your pity, Pasquale,” Lockwood barked. “Before I’m done with you, you’ll plead for pity, which I never did.”

          A red-hot fist seemed to have grasped Bantry’s insides. “You need help, David. Why don’t you give me the gun, and we’ll take you to a hospital in London. A good one, not a lockup intended for criminals.”

          “A hospital?” Lockwood’s face twisted with a sneer. “To be strapped down and beaten, dosed with laudanum until there’s no sense of time or place? Studied like a monkey, subjected to Pasquale’s godforsaken hypnotism? Oh, I saw what he was trying to do to me! I fooled him, till he left. You owe me, Bantry, for what you did to me. You took away my family and my home, and you shut me up in purgatory, to be treated like an animal.”

          “Just as you imprisoned Michael Flynn and treated him like a laboratory rat?” Bantry demanded savagely. He was pressing his luck. His eyes never left the rifle.

          “It was necessary.” Lockwood quietened. “There were things I had to understand.”

          “You might have asked.” Flynn said levelly. “I might have helped.”

          “If you’d known he was going to use the knowledge to set himself up as God, you’d have told him, point blank, he was demented,” Bantry said icily. “David, there’s no such place: Utopia is a dream.”

          Lockwood’s disheveled silver head wagged in agreement. “You’re right, it doesn’t exist. But it will. In a way it’s a pity neither of you will live to see it. You, Bantry, and your precious Michael Flynn, will end right here, as soon as you’ve bound him securely.” His eyes flicked to Chabrier. “You’re no use to me. You’re only changelings. It’s him I want, though I dare say he won’t survive his little stay as a guest of my clinic.”

          “You knew me for the vampyre, you recognized me,” Chabrier said. “I never told you what I am. Is it so obvious?”

          “To one whose eyes are wide open.” Lockwood shifted his grip on the Enfield. “I saw your eyes in a moment. You suffer the same condition, but you’re ... different. The rest was easy to guess. Beside you, Flynn is like a mere child.” He nodded, satisfied. “I’ve got what I want.”

          Flynn was halfway out of his seat. “You’ll not have him, damn you!”

          The barrel barely had to move to cover him. “When did you become so eager to die?” Lockwood’s finger firmed on the trigger. “I can take Bantry before you’re even on your feet.” Flynn subsided, and Lockwood brooded over Chabrier. “I’ll delight in taking you apart one bone at a time. Every anguish you suffer will be a fraction of my vengeance for everything your changelings took away from me.” 

          He thrust his free hand into the pocket of the stolen coat and produced a length of wire. This, he tossed at Bantry. “Secure Pasquale’s hands behind his back. Slowly and carefully, Bantry. Give me a reason, and I can cut your nancy-boy in half. I can afford to. When I’m done with Pasquale, I know a house in Paris where I can find another subject in a matter of days. I may need several before I’m finished the work.” 

          “Lockwood.” Bantry held the wire tightly between his hands. It reminded him of a garrote. In fact it was a poacher’s rabbit snare, taken from the shed along with the rifle. “Come on, man, think. This was never your way.”

          A minute lift in the rifle barrel answered him, and Bantry sealed his lips. He mentally judged the distance between himself and the weapon. It was leveled not on him, but on Flynn. Lockwood was shrewd. The silent, wary Flynn was the perfect hostage. Could Bantry cover the distance between himself and the rifle before Lockwood fired? 

          The chance was slim. Bantry met Flynn’s wide eyes in the carriage’s dim light. To them, the single paraffin lamp was as brilliant as daylight. Buy time, said Flynn’s face. Bantry nodded and glanced at Chabrier, who was motionless in the corner seat by the window. The vampyre’s face was unreadable as a mask. Bantry turned his back deliberately on Lockwood and unwound the wire. 

          His nerves crawled, but he knew his turned back would seduce the doctor into arrogant complacency. It meant the difference of a split second. Right over Chabrier’s head was the lamp. Its mantle glowed a fierce white. Slowly, carefully, Chabrier turned and presented his hands. Bantry took them in his own, drew them back, but did not wind the wire about them. Chabrier merely clasped his hands behind him while Bantry twisted the wire about his own right fist. 

          His eyes narrowed painfully as he glanced up into the glare of the lamp, and then down at Flynn. Beside the lamp, running along the top of the window, was the emergency cord. He prayed to any soldier’s god who might be watching, and raised both brows at Flynn. The merest flicker passed through the lightless changeling eyes; did Michael nod or did Bantry imagine it?

          Then he prayed again, that Chabrier would move, dive, get down out of the line of fire. Flynn’s body was taut, as if poised like the acrobat about to dive. All three of them waited a moment longer, lulling their captor. 

          They moved so fast Lockwood, whose only view was Bantry’s broad back, could not have known what was happening. Bantry’s right fist, wrapped in the wire, armored by it, punched into the lamp. He felt a sudden burning in the abrupt darkness, smelt the sharp reek of paraffin as Flynn’s left hand shot up and pulled hard on the emergency cord. Chabrier dove as the lamp doused, and Bantry was right behind him, dragging Chabrier down and shoving the vampyre into what cover his own body provided. 

          In the darkness the rifle seemed to explode, a single shot. Bantry felt it with his ears as much as with his body, and pain roared through him in the split second as the train began to brake, wheels locked, spitting sparks and screaming on the rails. The epicenter was his right leg, and while the animal part of him howled in hurt and shock, the thinking mind knew the bullet had only chewed its way through flesh, from the back of his thigh to the front. The blood, hot and wet on his knee, could only have come from the exit wound. 

          As the carriage slammed into its couplings behind the tender he twisted around and blinked an icy sweat out of his eyes. He peered up, dizzy with pain, at any instant expecting to hear another shot and desperate to get his bearings. Unbalanced, in the act of cocking the rifle bolt, Lockwood had gone down too. He was thrown haphazardly into a seat and almost at once clawed his way up, wrestling with the Enfield.

          Flynn was down and ominously still, his head at a sickening angle against the wall of the compartment. Chabrier was pinned under him, wrenching to get free, hands reaching like talons for the doctor’s bag. He had put it on the empty seat beside him, and the Osiris knife was buckled into that bag.

          The train was motionless now, the loco growling like a wounded dinosaur as the engineer released steam. With a grunt, Lockwood forced the rifle bolt home. A curse of pain ripped out of Bantry’s lungs and he flung himself up and forward. One knee drove into Lockwood’s gut as the Enfield came up again.  

          “Don’t shoot, man, there’s paraffin everywhere!” Bantry bellowed hoarsely. Both fists clenched on the rifle barrel and wrenched. Pain rolled through him like an ocean breaker, leaving him trembling, weak. “It’s all over the seats, Lockwood, goddamn you, don’t shoot!” 

          Was Lockwood even listening? Bantry threw his weight on the rifle barrel, trying to tear it away from him. Like a madman, Lockwood’s strength had tripled. Four hands grappled with the Enfield. The barrel wavered on the ceiling and Bantry was aware of shouting voices outside. The driver bellowed back from the locomotive and the guard answered from the van at the rear of the train. 

          The air was thick with paraffin fumes. Bantry marveled at Lockwood’s strength as he wrestled, not to get the rifle away from him, but to prevent him from firing it, to untangle the thick fingers from the trigger guard. They were like claws, and Bantry cursed lividly as Lockwood flung his considerable weight forward. He took the impact on his right side and agony engulfed his whole leg. A voice screamed and he realized with surprise, it was his own.

          Then Chabrier, close behind him: “Vincent! Vincent!” 

          The vampyre’s hands closed on his shoulder, trying to turn him, but his right leg was crushed against the seat and all Bantry could do was keep his grip on the rifle.

          Lockwood was shrieking curses, invective, furious nonsense as he mashed Bantry’s left hand around the rifle. Bantry’s own knuckles jammed into the trigger and the Enfield roared again. He blinked wildly, fear lanced through his chest, but the bullet had only ripped into the seat behind Chabrier as the vampyre loomed over the tangle of limbs.

          Pain thudded through every sinew in Bantry’s body. He drove his elbow toward Lockwood’s face, but the angle was bad. Lockwood rode it on his shoulder, barely feeling it. He was staring up now, wide eyed, into Chabrier’s half-seen face. The vampyre leaned closer. Bantry twisted his neck around to see, caught a glimpse of Chabrier and saw the faintest glimmer of light on the ancient steel of the Osiris knife. 

          Twin blades shone in the light from the window, where a three-quarter moon loomed big over the woods, and all at once Bantry recognized those blades as fangs. The vampyre held the ancient weapon reverently. 

          “Since our kind began to share the world with humans,” he murmured, “the knife has been the means of execution. Hold him, Vincent, only a moment longer.”

          It was easier said than done. Lockwood was thrashing, legs flailing, panic doubling his strength again. Every blow, every jolt, crashed through Bantry. Vincent’s right side was half paralyzed, his left leg bracing him. If he took either hand off the Enfield, Lockwood would surely smash the barrel into his face. A moment later he would cock the bolt again, and Chabrier was almost in front of him now, cradling the Osiris knife as if it were a kitten.

          Bantry sobbed with effort, just holding on as Chabrier reached down past his cheek and with some inhuman strength tipped back Lockwood’s head, baring the vulnerable human throat. The man howled like a berserk beast, thrashing all the more as the steel fangs came to lie along either side of his gullet.

          The points pressed inward, and with even a slight pressure they drew blood. Bantry held his breath, every particle of his strength invested in effort. Chabrier’s voice was deep, dark, soft, his words so ancient, Bantry had never heard their like. An icy breeze seemed to prickle over his skin as the vampyre fulfilled the duty with which he had been charged.

          The duty of the executioner, vindex populus noster. No coherent sound passed David Lockwood’s lips but at the instant, the very moment of death, his lungs spasmed, his throat howled once, like a wolf. The eight-inch fangs of the Osiris knife drove up. A single thrust and they were buried in his brain, silencing him forever in a blessed split second.

          Chabrier’s left hand made the mudra before his face and his lips murmured again. The arcane tongue tormented Bantry until Michael whispered beside his ear, in English, “Thus is the order we serve, thus is the law we obey, thus is the honor by which we live, thus shall it be.” He took a breath. “It’s over. Vincent, it’s done.”

          For a moment Bantry’s muscles continued to spasm, physically unable to let go the rifle, and between them Flynn and Chabrier lifted him off Lockwood’s body. Lockwood was not even twitching in death, and Flynn pulled the rifle out the limp hands. 

          As the intense effort eased, so did Bantry’s pain. They put him into a seat and he reached down, exploring his right thigh with shaking fingers. The cloth of his trousers was torn and tacky with blood; he found the entry wound in the back of his leg, and the exit wound in the front. But both wounds were already dry, and to his astonishment they had begun to close, while part of him still expected to be bleeding profusely. He blinked owlishly at Flynn as Chabrier cleaned the Osiris knife, rewrapped it, and put it away. 

          The compartment was full of fumes from the spilt paraffin. Even a human would have found it dizzying and vampyre senses were swiftly dulled to near-drunkenness. Chabrier was up, the doctor’s bag in one hand as he stooped over Bantry. He shook Flynn by the shoulder. “Michael, help him. We have to get out of here.” His voice was hoarse with near suffocation. “Michael!”

          “I can’t,” Flynn said, teeth clenched. “I think my hip’s out.”

          Chabrier caught Flynn by both forearms and lifted him bodily. He opened the window wide, lifted Flynn and draped him out through it into the fresh air until his head was clear. The guard was hurrying up from the van with angry demands to know who had stopped the train. Passengers were calling from the windows. Flynn stood awkwardly, propped against the seat, deliberately rotating his left hip. Bantry clearly heard the dull popping sound as it went back into joint. Flynn bit off an oath and tried his weight on it.

          “Better?” Bantry asked, dragging air into his lungs. His thoughts slowed their spinning, and he summoned his strength to get his own legs under him.

          “Better.” Flynn coughed harshly and twisted to look back into the well of darkness where Lockwood was unmoving. Not a mark on him showed how he had died, save the twin puncture wounds in his throat, where the Osiris knife had bitten. All bleeding was internal.

          “We should get out,” Bantry said tersely. 

          “Help him, Michael. These fumes are poisonous,” Chabrier said just as the train’s guard returned to their window and peered in. 

          The human could barely see in the thick darkness, but he made out Lockwood’s shape. “You got somebody injured in there?” he demanded. “I’ll go and get —” And then he broke off. “Holy Saint Mary.” He clawed out his pocketwatch. 

          “What, man?” Bantry prompted with a crawling sensation about his ribs, for the man had turned ashen gray. 

          “There’s a goods train on this line, right behind us.” The guard seemed to hesitate, torn in two directions. “I’ll go back, try and flag her down — she’s a tanker, loaded with fuel. Sam! Sam!” He was shouting for the engineer. “Sam, can you get ’er goin’ again?”

          And Sam’s voice, insubstantial as an echo: “Can’t do it, man, don’t have the pressure for it!”

          “Well, get back here then, Sam! Get the passengers off, get ’em all off — I’ve got to stop the tanker coming up behind us!”

          If he strained his ears, Bantry could already hear the approaching loco. It was chugging hard, pulling some monstrous weight, and he remembered the station master’s words, urging the driver of this passenger train to keep to schedule: There’s a bloody goods train carryin’ paraffin six minutes behind you! Damn’ bomb on wheels, I calls it. 

          Bantry’s mouth dried. He took Flynn by the elbow and barked at Chabrier. “Move! Get clear, get off the train, you heard the man! That loco you can hear is hauling fuel tanks, and listen — it’s a juggernaut. If the guard can’t flag it down there won’t be enough left here to say two trains ever existed. Run!”

          The nearest door was only one compartment forward. They were out in moments, and melted into the embrace of darkness. Painfully, cursing, Bantry and Flynn slithered down the steep decline of the embankment and followed Chabrier into the woods at the bottom. 

          In the distance the lights of a town glittered like fireflies. It could only be Royston, Bantry thought. Shouts and cries came from the engine, where the driver’s mate was trying to get up enough steam to move off, but they had purged so much pressure in the emergency stop, it would be a little while before the loco went anywhere. A steam engine did not go from ‘stand’ to ‘run’ in a minute. And time was too short.

          The passengers were all out, straggling along the line at a dead run in a blind attempt to get away. The last man off the train was the engineer himself, and Bantry caught a glimpse of the man running hard to join the passengers as the goods train came up like a behemoth. It was making good time for such a monster. Coal smoke followed it like the breath of a dragon and the flares from the firebox were blinding in the darkness. 

          Somewhere back along the line, the guard was flagging desperately, trying to stop it, but he had little chance of being seen. Flynn was grunting with the discomfort of his hip and even Bantry, with the changeling’s strength, breathed harshly as they came to a halt on the edge of the woodland.

          They held their breath and watched with horrified fascination. They were about to see a spectacle few ever witnessed. The juggernaut plowed into the back of the passenger train, physically lifting guard’s van, carriages and tender, and pushing the locomotive, which jumped the rails and careened down the embankment. It slammed its nose into the gravel and the goods loco mounted the wreckage. The tanks jackknifed, and as one jumped its coupling a weld ruptured. The tanks rolled, one after another, and sparks ignited the paraffin. 

          The fireball rolled in every direction, consuming the passenger carriages, incinerating everything. Everyone. The physical remains of David Lockwood were gone in an instant. The brilliance of the initial explosion hurt changeling eyes, and Chabrier could not look at it at all. Flynn yelped, lifted his hand to protect his vision, and Bantry’s eyes were haunted by the dancing green ghosts of afterimages. 

          A moment later the wave of heat swept over them, carrying with it the stink of burning. They stood for a long time, merely intent on the inferno. Before long an engineer’s tender would come up the line. Spotters along the track would close the whole line down, and tomorrow the disaster would be in the papers. But for them, it was over. 

          “Sometimes I wonder,” Flynn admitted, getting his breath back, “how we’ll survive into the next century.”

          The vampyre looked curiously at him. Moonlight gleamed in the deep pools of his eyes. “With stealth, as we always have. With cunning and courage.” He glanced at Bantry. “And, I hope, with love. How badly are you hurt, Vincent?”

          “The bullet went right through the flesh.” Bantry fingered his thigh. “It missed the bone. The entry and exit wounds are closed already. It’s just painful.”

          “You’ll heal in a day or two,” Flynn promised. “Like Jean. Here, lean on me.”

          They turned toward the glittering lights that beckoned from Royston. “We can get a cab there,” Bantry said quietly. “Or find a hotel, till twilight tomorrow.” He tried his weight on both feet. The right leg pained him as if a knife were buried hilt-deep, but a tingling had begun in the fibers, almost an itch. He knew that feeling. He was healing.

          Flynn made a small nonplussed sound, preoccupied with his thoughts. “Could he have done it? Made a greater race of Mankind?” 

          “I think he might have.” The speculation sobered Bantry. He leaned a lot of his weight across Flynn’s shoulders and struck out along the side of the woods, toward the town lights. “David was mad as a hatter at the end, but until he broke into Jean’s house ... I think, till then he was sane. He knew exactly what he was doing and I can’t believe he intended to kill that day. Even at the end he was probably still brilliant in his work, but killing had become a reasonable strategy. The acceptable price of Utopia.”

          “And,” Chabrier added, “he was deranged enough to actually plan the means of implementing his schemes.” He stopped at a fence they must climb to reach the country lane, and between them he and Flynn half-lifted Bantry over.

          “It’s finished now,” Bantry gasped as his feet hit the ground on the other side. He took his weight again, feeling out his body, measuring the hurt. “I’ll be all right. I’m healing. Really.” He cupped Flynn’s face in one palm. “You’ve never killed anyone, have you?”

          “Nor any animal,” Flynn said softly. “But you have.”

          “As a soldier,” Bantry agreed. “And in another life.” He frowned at Chabrier with a feeling he should apologize for the race he was born to. “Humans have no grasp of the value of life. They throw it away.”

          The vampyre was curiously indifferent. “To them, the melody has a single strain; once played, it ends, never to be repeated. They see no further — life is short, so they must grasp everything they can while they have time. It makes them greedy and avaricious, since they can only prey on one another.”

          “One day they might grow up.” Michael slipped both arms around Bantry, warm and inviting. “There’s hope for some of them. We were both like them, once.” 

          He nuzzled Bantry’s neck, found the great vein with its throbbing pulse, pressed his lips to it in celebration of life. Bantry took Flynn’s face in both hands, made him look up and kissed him deeply. Flynn opened to him, inviting the careful exploration of canine teeth that had, so very long ago, been filed. 

          “You have no regrets?” Chabrier asked very quietly. He was watching the moon rise over the woods, content to wait for them.

          “Regrets?” Bantry echoed. “A few. I lost a good friend. Jean was shot and Phoebe suffered far too much.”

          “None of it was our doing,” Flynn protested sharply.

          “Hush.” Bantry hugged him, kissed his mouth once more, and released him. “Did I say it was? Lockwood simply glimpsed half the answer to half the challenge, and it stole his mind.” 

          “You’re too forgiving,’’ Chabrier said dryly as they moved out into the lane.

          “Perhaps because we have the time, we can afford to forgive,” Bantry suggested.  

          Chabrier made a quiet, rueful sound. “This, Michael, from one so young, one who was human an eyeblink ago. Watch him grow, nurture him. The centuries may surprise you.”

          “There’s something I read, a long time ago,” Bantry ventured, “a poem ... what was it, now? ‘Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be, the last of life for which the first was made.’” He paused and took Flynn’s hand in his own. “Except for us there is no last, no end.”

          “But never forget, we live in a human world,” Chabrier reminded. “Our race is older but what are we? A single drop of blood against the tide of humanity ... a mote of dust, you once said, adrift in the night sky.” He touched Bantry’s face with his fingertips, as if to feel the life in him. “Like the orchid, in many ways.”

          “Yet orchids are beautiful,” Bantry observed. He looked from Flynn to Chabrier and back again. “Like both of you.” 

          “And you,” Flynn added. “Almost all changelings must first seduce the vampyre in order to be changed at all. Lockwood had that part right, we do choose. Very few are like Cosette, born to young humans who will themselves soon become changed ... kin will always preserve kin.”

          “And an even smaller handful of changelings,” Chabrier added, “are like Vincent, standing by one of us in a time of need and receiving their changing almost accidentally.”

          “He would have changed me soon enough, even if the hardships on the Camargue had never happened.” Bantry turned his face to the sky, where a high wind had driven off the clouds and the stars were blazing. “It’s a beautiful night.” 

          “They’re all beautiful nights,” Chabrier amended. “Because we’re alive. Humans are only ever half alive.” 

          “Pity, Chabrier?” Flynn was caught between admonition and teasing. 

          “A little. They’re blind and stupid.” Chabrier took Flynn’s arm as they walked, and he noticed Flynn’s limp. “Dionysus believed they will mature, if they’re left to themselves ... Lockwood was not prepared to grant them the chance.”

          “Lockwood,” Flynn said tersely, “was mad. Not because he recognized the vampyre, caught a glimpse into our world, but because he thought he saw Utopia. Our world isn’t perfect, it never will be. It’s rich, idle and spoiled, because there are so few of us and — yes, we’re orchids, living on the beguilement of others! That’s hardly Utopia.” 

          Bantry made amused sounds. “You could have been a politician. The socialist party would welcome you with open arms.” 

          “The only arms I desire are yours,” Flynn said softly. “Celebrations may be in order.” 

          “It’s so odd, to be celebrating the death of a man who was once a friend.” Bantry cast aside the bleak thought and lifted Flynn’s fingers to his lips. “You know now, I’d kill for you, not merely die for you. I’ve known this for a long time.”

          “As a human you were a soldier,” Chabrier observed. “Young as you are, fresh and immature as you remain, you have already become one of our warriors. After this little altercation, the elders will want to meet you. Be prepared for the journey to Copenhagen, Michael, this coming winter.”

          “We’ll be in Vienna for the auction in November in any case,” Flynn said easily. 

          “I’ve not forgotten.” Chabrier studied Bantry with a frown. “Your hand has held the Osiris knife, you shed changeling blood in battle for our kind. You may be the first changeling accepted by the elders. Oh, not so soon! They’ll heap you with honors, this much I guarantee, but the ultimate honor — kinship — will be withheld. But eventually, Michael, this changeling of yours could be the first.”

          Flynn was touched. “I hope you’re right. I’d see the continuity of the generations in their acceptance of him, Chabrier. From Dionysus to me, from me to Vince. Full circle, like a homecoming.”

          “The elders will know every moment of what took place,” Chabrier promised, “from my lips. And when I see you in Vienna, I will ... bear tidings, good ones if possible.”    

          “Vienna,” Bantry echoed. “I’ve never been there. And we’ll be on a steamer even sooner.” He raised a brow at Chabrier. “Will you come with us to Malta? The vampyre house would surely be pleased to host you.”

          “I must return to the council first, but I think I’ll join you.” Chabrier shook his head. “This last year has been an ordeal for us all. Hypaetia and Katerina admonish me for letting myself become embroiled in changeling affairs again, but this time was different. Never before have the Old Ones themselves been so close to exposure. Nor has our condition ever been so close to scientific diagnosis.”

          “And in the age of science,” Bantry added, “research would make us so credible, strip away the folklore behind which we hide.”

          “Until the vampyre stand naked in the public gaze,” Flynn whispered. “Would humans welcome us, or hunt us down?”

          “Welcome us?” Bantry made cynical noises. “Humans revile the man of another color, let alone another religion, and should he be a ‘sodomite,’ he’s understood to be a criminal, no matter his color or religion.”

          “We’d be hunted,” Flynn said darkly.

          “To extinction,” Chabrier agreed. “Lockwood was very dangerous to us, but he won’t be the last such peril we’ll face. This is the first time I have seen the Osiris knife in fifty years. But the coming century will bring many more confrontations between our kind and the new science.”

          “It should also see an awakening in humans,” Bantry added. “Patience, Chabrier. I was human only a short time ago; I still have faith in them. Let them grow.”

          “As you said, we have the time for patience,” Chabrier allowed. “May the gods grant us the forbearance.”

          Flynn said nothing but smiled at them both, an expression at once amused, indulgent and full of affection. Bantry took the former in good part and the latter as his due.

          The warm May night was a rhapsody in mauve and blue. In the early hours of the morning it seemed they had the whole world to themselves. It might once have been a strange, even alien world, but Bantry was no longer troubled. The wound in his leg had settled into a hot, sharp throb, more or less tolerable; his changeling body was healing quickly and the lights of the town were less than a mile ahead, close enough for him to smell the hearth smoke of humans. 

          Humans. Not knowing who the travelers were, they would extend every hospitality. And the orchid, Bantry thought ruefully, would thrive. He tightened his grip on Flynn’s arm. Flynn gave him a concerned look, but Bantry only lengthened his stride, and Flynn fell into step beside him.


cover.jpeg





