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Chapter 1


[ 1 ]


The Oracle of Magdalene





THE BRANCHES of the dark forest of ancient yew and wild apple trees clattered as the night fog crept closer to the twisting stone staircase. With each tread the mist rose up from the canopy of misshapen staves, hugging the side of the cliff towards the tabernacle.


The house in the shadows of Mount Lazari looked as if it had grown from the rock. The slanted stone roof was etched from the cliff that towered above; the neatly chipped stones were knitted together so that they looked like solid rock. The only signs of human habitation were the mortared walls and the carved steps, which twisted and turned from the forest to the door of the grotto as if they were the helix of life. Stretching to each side were the high cliffs; at their summit, sheer and jagged, they cut a line across the star-filled sky.


Two white robed figures emerged from the gloom of the forest, treading carefully on the path. The older man gripped an iron key in his frail hands. He tried to keep pace with his companion, but his breath failed and he stopped at the turn of the steps and looked around him.


‘It grows steeper with each year,’ he said as he wheezed, hoping his companion would not walk on. ‘I remember the day when it arrived. I thought that we would all be safe now the war is over.’


‘And then another war comes to the shrine,’ the young man answered. He pushed back the long curls from his face and pulled the hood of his robe over his head. ‘And tonight after five years we plead with it to go away?’


‘What else can we do?’ the old man asked. ‘Should we tell the world that an angel has come to live with us?’


‘It is not an angel, Father Sigari. No angel would demand of us that we feed it in such a way. This is a holy place. We should cast it out and have done with it …’


The younger man clutched a long iron nail in his pocket. It was an old and rusted spike snatched from the wood of a Bethel tree, a relic from years past.


‘You should be careful what you say, Mandas. I am sure that it knows our thoughts and listens to all that is said,’ Sigari answered as he walked slowly on, clutching the strands of his white beard. ‘Now the war is over it will be hard to explain the disappearances. People will become suspicious, and –’


‘You will have to explain why we bring no one with us,’ Mandas answered. ‘We are told by the Prior to keep the angel content, happy and well fed. Tonight it will want to know why it will go hungry.’


Father Sigari looked at Mandas and remembered when he was that age. The moonlight shone on his brown skin, and his eyes burnt white in the dark of night.


‘If only I had come without you,’ Sigari whispered to himself.


‘What?’ Mandas asked. ‘I hope I never mumble when I am old.’ 


‘It is a blessing that only some will enjoy,’ Sigari answered as they turned on a stone landing and began to walk up the final flight of stone steps to the oak door of the sepulchre.


‘And you will speak to the angel?’ Mandas asked as they reached the final step. He watched Sigari place the key in the lock of the wooden door braced with metal straps and hinges.


‘It is what I have to do. I will tell it the truth,’ Sigari answered as his lip quivered.


‘Truth – what is truth?’ Mandas asked. ‘I remember all those we brought here, and we told them we would hide them from the Gestapo. I saw their faces, their eyes …’


‘It had to be done. It is what the angel wanted,’ Sigari replied as he turned the lock.


‘This is no angel. We feed a demon.’


‘But it knows the future. It can see what is to come. It is an oracle, and surely only an oracle can come from the creator?’ Sigari said.


‘Nostradamus saw into the future and he died an old fool. What makes this angel any different?’ Mandas asked.


‘The Prior believes that he will be useful to the Order. Since the end of the war, many people would love to know what the angel speaks of. It is possible to sell that information.’ Sigari licked the salt from his lips and turned the door handle. ‘Feeding the creature is but a small price to pay.’


‘And tonight we tell it that hunger will be the only companion we can find?’ Mandas asked as the door opened.


‘Arrangements have been made, my dear brother,’ Sigari said softly as he allowed Mandas to step inside. ‘The angel only desires to eat once in every moon.’


‘That was fine when we had the war to cover what we did, but now?’ Mandas asked.


‘Light the candles and then we will pray together before it is time.’ Sigari opened the door wider to let in the night.


Mandas stepped inside the sepulchre and lit the crumbling taper from the candle that burnt on the low stone table. He looked around the room that had been carved from the rock to form a magnificent cavern. The light in his hand flickered on the stones. Before him was a marble altar with a flight of steps that led into the darkness. On the far side of the cave, across the intricate stone floor that stretched away like a mosaic pavement, was an iron gate. It barred the entrance to a small passage cut into the rock. Above, the vaulted stone roof reached ever higher until the pinnacle could not be seen.


As Mandas lit the candles, Sigari thought again how young he looked. He was no more than a boy. The white robe tied around the waist with a knotted brown cord dragged on the dusty floor of the cave. A draught blew through the doorway and flickered the lights. An eerie, empty silence filled the cave as if the weight of the world pressed down upon them.


‘And the creature will come tonight?’ Mandas asked as he bowed to the altar and kissed the stone cross.


‘As it always does … It will come to the gate and I will give it the news. The Prior needs the answer to some questions about what is to come.’ Sigari’s voice was sharp. He turned to Mandas and watched him again. It was as if he wanted to utter a secret but knew he could not. ‘You have always been a good friend to me. I remember the day your mother brought you to us. You were five years old.’


The man stopped speaking and knelt before the stone altar. He muttered to himself with his eyes closed. His hands gripped the key tightly.


‘I remember you as well, Father Sigari. That was thirteen years ago.’ Mandas put a hand on his shoulder. ‘You treated me like your son and welcomed me to the Order. Then the Oracle appeared and we took a vow never to speak of the angel.’


‘It is proof of what we believe, Mandas. Some things the world cannot understand. If we spoke of the wonders we now know it would drive them mad. It is best we keep the secret to ourselves.’


Mandas knelt beside Father Sigari and held his hand. He could feel the rough skin and broken calluses as he gripped it tightly.


‘You said we would –’ Mandas began.


Sigari answered quickly. ‘I have left my bag by the door. There is something I need. I will be back,’ he said, and he stood and quickly walked to the door.


‘And then we pray?’ Mandas asked.


‘Constantly, constantly,’ Father Sigari replied as he stepped outside the grotto into the dark night.


It was then, as Mandas knelt at the stone altar, that he heard the door close and the lock turn. The clunk of the turning key echoed around the cavern. He looked up, expecting Sigari to return, but the room was empty.


‘Father?’ he asked.


‘It had to be this way,’ Sigari answered. His voice was muffled, coming from outside the door. ‘I will not leave until it is over. I promise I will pray for your ordeal …’


‘What have you done?’ Mandas asked as the slow realisation came to him. ‘Why?’


‘The Oracle asked for you and you alone,’ Sigari stuttered nervously, his voice half-choked with tears.. ‘The last time the Prior spoke to the angel it made the request. Your blood for anything the Prior asked for.’


‘I am to be fed to the creature and you allowed this to happen?’ Mandas shouted as he ran to the door and banged his fist against it.


‘I offered myself in your place, but it wasn’t to be – the Prior insisted it would be you.’


‘But the Oracle is locked in the cave. It cannot get into the Sanctuary of Magdalene.’


‘I came this morning and opened the gate. It was what I had been told to do. I am sorry, Mandas, I am so sorry,’ Sigari pleaded. ‘The Prior is coming to keep vigil for you, he will soon be here.’


Mandas slumped to the floor in his grief and sat back against the door, his eyes looking around the Sanctuary. He could see the worn stone steps that led to the spring where a million pilgrims had walked before him. The candles cast long shadows as they danced in the breeze from the caves below.


Then he heard the footsteps. They trudged wearily on the rock as the Oracle walked up the stone steps.


‘Mandas? Have you been delivered to me?’ a voice asked.


Soon a dark shadow crossed the barred gate and a hand pushed against the lock. The gate opened slowly and a small figure wrapped in a long black cloak stepped into the Sanctuary. ‘Why don’t you speak to me? You have never wanted to speak to me?’


‘Because you are a liar. If you were an angel you would not demand blood,’ Mandas answered as he gripped the iron nail hidden within his pocket.


‘You were the only one to recognise who I really was,’ the voice said. The figure’s face was hidden in a swathe of red silk cloth wrapped around its head like a mask. ‘You hated everything to do with me.’


Mandas looked up. The Oracle stood by the twisted iron gate. It looked feeble and frail.


‘I remember the day you arrived. It was my thirteenth birthday,’ Mandas said.


‘And I protected this place throughout the war. I knew that which only an Oracle could know. The Prior is most grateful,’ the Oracle said as it stepped closer, slowly unveiling its face.


‘You are a woman?’ Mandas asked, seeing the figure’s face for the first time.


‘Not much older than yourself, Mandas, but I have lived far longer …’


‘And killed many more people,’ he answered before she could go on.


‘I have been frugal with my desires,’ she whispered as she stepped into the light of the candles. ‘I took only those that I needed to survive.’


‘Then you are mortal?’ he asked.


‘More than that, but not truly eternal like the one you follow,’ she answered as she slipped back the hood of her cloak to reveal a curl of long red hair. ‘I do know what it is like to be human. That is something I left behind long, long ago.’


Mandas got to his feet and looked about the room for a way of escape.


‘That would not be wise,’ she said as she threw down her cloak so it formed a pool around her feet. She was dressed as if she walked a Paris street. ‘I know everything in your mind. I have listened to your thoughts so many times. In fact, I have become quite enthralled by them.’


The Oracle stepped towards him and reached out her hand, touching the side of his face.


‘Then kill me now,’ Mandas answered, fearing what was to come. ‘Take what you want. Father Sigari prays for me and he has such frail concentration.’


‘Kill you – is that what you believe?’ the Oracle answered, her voice broken with laughter. ‘I don’t want to kill you, Mandas. I want you as a companion. Someone to live with me here in the Sanctuary.’


‘And the blood – how will you be fed?’ he asked.


The Oracle reached into the pocket of the long jacket and pulled out a knife.


‘This is a Trajithian – a knife so sharp that some say it can even cut through time itself. I can use it to take your blood and you will not even know that it has happened.’


‘And in return?’ he asked quickly, trying to guard his thoughts but knowing this was impossible.


‘I will let you live. Even take you with me. Now that the war is over I can return home. I know that you speak English and I will tell the world that you are my French nephew. There is a house by the beach in a village called Lyme Regis. We can live together very quietly.’


‘What are you? I know you are not an angel,’ he asked.


‘I am a Vampyre. One of a handful that have survived the war,’ she answered. ‘And every Vampyre needs blood.’


Mandas saw her step towards him. He took hold of her hand. 


‘A Vampyre? Sigari told me many tales of such creatures when I was a child. He never said they were so beautiful. This is not the right place,’ he answered. ‘I don’t want Sigari to hear us.’


‘That old fool isn’t listening. He is too busy chanting and asking for you to be delivered from me. If only he knew what I was about to do to you. He would be banging on the door to join us.’


‘By the spring – where the water comes into the cave. That should be the place,’ Mandas insisted. ‘Grant me that request.’


The Oracle smiled. ‘If it matters to you,’ she said.


‘What is your name, I need to know?’ he asked.


‘I am who I am,’ she answered, as if she had not said the words for many years. ‘Is this the place?’ she asked as they stood by a small pool of water that trickled along a tiled channel and through the wall of the cave.


‘In the shadow of Magdalene,’ he answered, pointing to the statue above them. He got to his knees and scooped water from the spring and drank.


‘You are a peculiar boy.’ The Vampyre laughed as she held the dagger in her hand. ‘I promise that you will not feel a thing.’


There was no warning, no signal, no chance of escape. Mandas lashed out suddenly and stabbed the iron nail into her thigh. Dropping the dagger into the pool, she screamed in pain. The cavern echoed with her cries as Mandas stabbed her again and again.


The Vampyre fell into the water as he ran towards the door. 


‘Let me out!’ Mandas screamed as he rattled the handle, hoping Sigari was still there. ‘It is a Vampyre!’


‘Vampyre?’ Sigari shouted as Mandas heard him fumble in the lock with the key. ‘Where is the Oracle?’


‘She is the Oracle,’ Mandas screamed as he looked back at the still pool and wondered if the Vampyre was dead. ‘Open the door, quickly!’


There was a sudden loud thud. Sigari saw the door to the sepulchre judder as if it were about to fall from its hinges. Rocks fell from the cliff above and smashed around him. The door shook again and then began to open slowly.


The man stood back, his hands clasped as he still prayed. His lips smacked open and shut as he tried to speak. Without thinking, he put his hands to his face and drew a short, sharp breath to hide his fear.


Pinned to the opening door like a puppet was Mandas. His lifeless body dangled from its oak planks as blood trickled down the stone steps. He hung limply, held fast by the iron spike, longs curls of blonde hair covering his rugged face.


‘Father Sigari,’ the Prior said as the torch stave in his hand lighted the path. ‘What has happened – is the Oracle safe?’


‘Mandas is dead. The Oracle is a Vampyre,’ Sigari stuttered, too frightened to touch the body.


‘Of course it is,’ the Prior answered incredulously. ‘How else would it know such things of our lives?’


‘And you knew all these years?’ Sigari asked as a figure’s shadow crossed the doorway.


‘That was part of the agreement. I was invited as a guest,’ answered the Oracle. She stepped carefully from the sepulchre until she stood by Sigari. Her long tweed trousers were stained with blood. ‘You promised me a companion, Cardinal Theodore.’


‘Theodore?’ asked the old monk. ‘That is not your name.’


‘Whatever he calls himself, he will always be known to me as my dear Theodore. I have known him for more years than you have lived, old man.’


‘What?’ Sigari stuttered as his breath faded.


‘She is right, Sigari. I am afraid I have not been as honest as I should be for a man of my calling.’ The Prior laughed, his words reaching out across the trees as if they would be carried to the coast. ‘Since the time of the Prophet Nostradamus, I knew this time was coming. Sadly for you, my old friend, we cannot let you see the dawn.’


Sigari gasped for breath and slumped to the ground.


The Oracle held the knife in her hand, wiping the blade across her sleeve. ‘I trust you will find an explanation for all this?’ she asked.


‘We should send a message to Brother Notarius, tell him that he is needed here. Meanwhile,’ Cardinal Theodore replied as he kicked the clinging hand of Father Sigari away from him, ‘there has often been talk of a wolf in these hills. It will not be hard to explain these deaths to the faithful.’
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Reverie





THE VILE SMELL of carbolic under the door of the sleeping compartment of the midnight train from Edinburgh heralded the morning. The train guard washed the corridor with his bedraggled mop, sloshing the bubbling liquid across the linoleum floor and whistling to himself as he worked. Every now and then he would flick ash from the tip of his cigarette into the bucket. Then he would scratch his bald head beneath the brim of his hat and complain bitterly.


Stopping briefly, he took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the brass door handle of sleeping compartment number 6. He had seen the two young occupants the night before. Only the girl had smiled when the boy had asked for their First Class tickets. He thought there was something about them that was different from all the other people who had travelled that night. Neither of them carried any luggage. They hadn’t asked to eat and as soon as they had entered the compartment, he had heard them lock the door and pull down the window blind. They looked to him as if they were brother and sister. The girl had a scar upon her lip and a port-wine stain on her face. He presumed they were students from the university travelling home mid-term. As the guard picked up his mop, he briefly listened at the door. Then, when he could hear nothing, he worked on.


Wrapped in itchy blankets and wedged into the juddering bunk bed of the small compartment, Jago Harker slept fitfully. Strands of long dark hair trailed across his thin face. The long, slender fingers of his elegant hands held the blankets to his face as the train rocked from side to side. It clattered over the rails and smoke billowed like thunderclouds from the engine. Every mile it screeched and whistled, and with every tunnel or bridge the engine roared furiously as it steamed through.


Yet, despite all of this, Jago Harker remained asleep. It was as if he could not open his eyes. The bed was warm and his clothes were crumpled around him as he clung to the last remnants of the fading dream. Always the same, as if it were a warning from the future or a hidden glimpse of the past, it plagued him. There was smoke and fire. A woman walked through the flames, her clothes burning. It was as if she wasn’t aware or didn’t care. She walked on, coming closer and closer to him, and then a man would run from the darkness and just before the woman could speak he cut her down to the ground. The sword in his hand would turn into a snake. It lunged at Jago, drawing in all the night until he was surrounded by darkness.


‘Biatra!’ Jago Harker shouted as he woke suddenly and threw back the blankets.


‘It’s a dream, Jago,’ she answered, already awake. She was sitting on the bunk opposite and wrapped in a blanket shawl. ‘Just a dream.’


Jago tried to wipe the sleep from his eyes as the window blind rattled against the glass and kept out the cold grey dawn.


‘It was the man. I saw him again,’ Jago answered in a whisper. ‘And the snake …’ As he said the word, the air in front of him began to shimmer. Then, as if he was viewing through a kinetoscope, a hologram appeared. Just as in the dream, the shining black head of a cobra danced in the air. It moved from side to side, its tongue flickering as it spat silver droplets of venom that exploded in sparkles of light.


‘Can you –?’ Jago asked.


‘Don’t move, Jago. Don’t move,’ Biatra answered, her eyes transfixed at the ghostly image that hovered over the bed.


Jago stared into the eyes of the snake. They glowed hypnotically, blood-red.


‘What is it?’ he asked, staying as still as he could.


Biatra jumped from the bed, reached out and grabbed at the snake. It exploded in her fingers as Bible-black scales vaporised in her hand.


‘It was nothing … our imagination,’ she said, not knowing what it could be.


‘But the dream,’ Jago insisted as he looked about the compartment to see where the snake had gone. ‘It can’t just disappear …’


Biatra held his hand. She could see the look of fear on his face. It had become something she had grown used to. They had been in hiding for most of the war. Home had been an old castle on the banks of a turgid loch in a Highland valley. Five long years had passed wearily until they had received the telegram that it was safe to return to Whitby and the house overlooking the sea at Hawks Moor. Neither of them had changed, the years had not aged or wearied them, but the days and weeks had dragged slowly by. At each turning of the year they had looked down the valley and wondered when they could return. For those who lived nearby, they were the family from the south who had fled the war. A tall, thin man and his two teenage children who spent their days walking the hills.


Rumour had spread amongst those who lived in the mountains that they had tuberculosis. That was why they were never seen in the town. What food they ate was brought to the castle every week. Mrs McClure, the housekeeper, had taken it in and paid in full. The only other visitor to the house was the black van that always arrived just before the new moon. On the side were painted the words: Medical Supplies Forthness Road Glasgow.


Not even Mrs McClure knew what was in the box delivered by the van. She had told the post mistress in Badenscallie that it was icy cold and sealed with duct tape.


‘For the sickness,’ she had said whenever someone asked. ‘They are always much better after they have taken delivery.’


That was all that was said of the family by the Loch and no one really cared, such were their own woes. On the day that the war ended the postman had cycled along the rough track and delivered the telegram. He knew the words off by heart, having read the message several times and told every one he met the contents of the correspondence: WAR ENDED – SAFE TO RETURN – NO SIGN OF VQ – JACK HENSON.


As Mrs McClure had opened the door he had handed her the telegram and whispered the words in her ear. Biatra had seen the man in the porch drinking his cup of tea, his cycle clips tight around his ankles. She had smiled at him and in return he had stared vacantly at her as if to take in as much as he could so he could tell all those who he met about the family no one ever saw.


Later, a car had arrived and driven them to Inverness. From there they had taken the train to Edinburgh and caught the sleeper train south. Now, as the train slowed, the guard shouted the destination and the connections for each traveller.


‘Darlington … all stations to the east … Danby, Castleton, Whitby …’


‘We have to change trains,’ Biatra said as she held his hand. ‘An hour to Whitby.’


Jago didn’t know if he wanted to return. Even though five years had gone by since the night they had fled the town, he still felt as if it was waiting to destroy him. As he left the compartment, he looked back and wondered if the serpent was hiding somewhere. It had been in his dreams night after night and now, by some power beyond his imagination, it had appeared before them both like a ghost.


Crossing the platform to the waiting train, Jago eyed the other passengers warily. It was something he always did. Biatra held his hand as they walked. By the entrance to the station, a group of soldiers took down the sand-bag barricades and wound coils of barbed wire onto the back of a truck. Jago squeezed her fingers. It was the first sign of the end of the war that they had seen.


The journey to Whitby was slower than Jago could ever imagine. The shabby train stopped at every village that had a station, winding its way along the valley and cutting back and forth across the widening river. On the side of the track, he could see the wreck of a train hit by bombers during the war. It lay in the grass, charred and broken like the bone ribs of a dead animal. And then he could smell the sea. It ebbed its way up the estuary and reminded him of the night he had arrived when he had been evacuated from London.


That seemed so long ago. It had changed his life for ever and he was no longer the same boy. He looked at Biatra. She seemed to be much older. Her lips were painted in red lipstick, her eyes gilded with make-up. Throughout their time in Scotland they had talked to one another, and Jago thought they had talked so much that they had used all the words they would ever speak to each other. Now, as he sat next to her in the empty carriage, he asked expectantly, ‘Do you think Jack Henson will look any different?’ He wondered if he would recognise the man who had once been such a close companion.


‘He’ll be covered in mud from digging graves and complaining that his cottage leaks.’ Biatra tried to laugh. She remembered it was something she had not done for so long. ‘Do you think it will be safe?’


‘The war is over. It has been five years and nothing has happened. Jack wouldn’t have told us to come back unless it was safe,’ Jago said as the train rattled towards the town.


It was Biatra who was the first to see the ruins of the old Abbey on the cliff top. The high stone towers stuck up from the ground like dragon’s teeth. They were swirled in mist that washed in and out of the stones.


‘It hasn’t changed,’ she said as she pointed to the white house on the far bank of the estuary. ‘Do you remember the boat on that first night?’


‘Crispin Draigorian … Clinas Macarty … do you think he is still there?’ Jago asked as he thought of the night they had crossed the river.


‘Still talking to his parrot and cleaning the house,’ she answered downheartedly. ‘He was always very kind.’


Her voice trailed away as the town came into view. The pinnacles of Streonshalgh Manor towered over the red-topped cottages that clung to the steep sides of the valley. Jago traced the route of the donkey path on the glass of the train window as if to remind himself of where he once walked.


‘It looks the same – just as we left it,’ he said as the steam engine’s wheels skidded on the steel tracks. ‘What will be his first words?’ Jago asked.


‘I want to wait until I see him before I answer,’ Biatra replied.


‘So you can read his mind?’ he asked.


‘I can’t help it. I am just very inquisitive,’ she said.


‘Mrs McClure thought you were mad. You always finished every sentence she tried to speak and Hugh was always livid,’ Jago said, thinking of the times that Biatra would speak out of turn.


‘I always convinced her she was repeating herself. It was just a game. What else was I supposed to do, hidden away in a castle in Scotland for five years?’ she asked. Jago did not have time to answer. The train slowed and was consumed by the steel girders and glass roof of the station. The engine steamed as it came to a halt, gently touching the buffers with a shudder and then rolling back half a turn of the wheels.


‘Whitby!’ shouted the guard. 


‘Where else could it be?’ Biatra asked sarcastically. ‘This is the end of the line. Another three hundred yards and we’d be in the sea.’


She opened the door of the compartment and was the first to step onto the platform. Around them people walked quickly to the exit. It was brighter than they could remember. Large electric bulbs like gigantic mushrooms illuminated the roof and the small kiosk at the end of the platform was filled with the light from a neon sign above the door.


‘The black-out,’ Jago said as he smiled. ‘It’s finished.’


‘Jago Harker! Biatra!’ Jack Henson shouted as he ran towards them, arms outstretched.


‘He’s going to cry and say he loves us,’ Biatra said as she steeled herself to be consumed in his muscular hands.


Jack Henson scooped them both into his arms and held them close.


‘I never thought I could miss people so much … I love you,’ he whispered, holding them for a moment as he looked them in the face. ‘Just as I remember, just as I remember …’


‘You haven’t changed at all. Still covered in mud.’ Biatra laughed as she squeezed his arm and kissed him on the cheek.


‘I have brought the car from Hawks Moor. We are all to stay there together. And we have a housekeeper all ready. Mrs Jarvis came highly recommended. She makes tea, cooks, cleans and lives in the village.’ His voice was excited. Henson took them by the hand and pulled them along ‘I can’t wait for you to see the house. You’re expecting Hugh to come back tomorrow?’


‘He thought it would be best if we travelled separately,’ Jago said as they got into the black sedan parked outside the station. Jago waited until the door was closed and Henson was in the driving seat. ‘Are you sure it is safe for us to come back?’


‘It’s been a long time. Much has changed. On the night you left Whitby I could never have imagined a time such as this.’ Biatra sensed something in his voice. She tried to listen to the thoughts in his mind. ‘I took the liberty of changing your room, I thought you would prefer –’


‘That will be fine,’ Jago interrupted. ‘We are just glad to be back.’


The journey to Hawks Moor went quickly. The car turned onto the gravel drive and Jago looked out to sea. The high waves broke under the cloudy sky and the wind rattled the gnarled trees that covered the cliff.


Jack Henson stopped the car at the door to the house. It was freshly painted and the brass hinges were polished. The arched doorway was covered with the climbing wisteria that held fast against the sea gales. It was just how Jago had remembered.


‘There is one thing that is different,’ Henson said. He opened the car door and pointed to the side of the house. ‘The labyrinth is gone. I chopped it down. It was just a reminder of all that had gone on before.’


Biatra looked to the clearing by the side of the house. All that was left were the intricate stone pathways that spiralled and turned over the acre of lawn. She could see where the high hedges had once stood. Where the centre had once been were the burnt remains of the bonfire.


‘Does Hugh know?’ she asked. ‘It had been there for a long time.’ 


‘He wasn’t here to ask. Told me to renovate the house and that I did,’ Henson answered gruffly.


‘It looks much better. I always thought the labyrinth was a sinister place,’ Jago said, hoping to reassure Biatra.


Henson ignored them both as he strode towards the house. His long black coat trailed behind him, its hem covered in grave-mud.


‘I have something to tell you – now that we are at the house,’ he said urgently as he opened the door. ‘Mrs Jarvis will be back soon and she cannot hear what I have to say.’


Biatra looked at Jago as they followed Henson into the house. The door closed behind them without a sound. Jago looked around the hallway. The floor had been freshly polished and the walls painted. Above the fireplace was the portrait of Ezra Morgan.


‘You moved the picture from the landing,’ Jago said as Henson opened the door to the drawing room.


‘I thought the old scoundrel looked better above the flames,’ Henson smirked at his own joke.


‘What is it you have to tell us?’ Biatra asked, sensing his anxiety.


Henson crossed the room and pulled the drapes across the window. Taking a match, he lit the candles on the mantelpiece before sitting in the chair beside the fire.


‘I haven’t been totally honest with you,’ Henson stuttered as if he were about to deliver terrible news. ‘Hugh Morgan will not be coming to Hawks Moor. He has been called away.’


‘But how? We never had any letters at the castle,’ Biatra asked.


‘I have been communicating with Hugh via your housekeeper. She would pick up the letters from the post office. It was the only way to keep them secret.’


‘Where has he gone?’ Jago asked.


‘He is in hiding. No one must know where he is.’


‘Why?’ Biatra asked. ‘You said it was safe for us to return, that the threat to our lives had gone.’


‘As far as I know it is safe for you both, but not for Hugh.’ Henson stared at them both, his eyes dark eyes glinting in the firelight. ‘A man called Heston Walpurgis was taken prisoner by the Germans just before the war started. He was kept in a camp in southern Poland. Before the Army found him he escaped. Last week a letter arrived here addressed to Hugh. It was from Walpurgis. The letter spoke of unfinished business and asked for the return of a certain artifact. Ezra Morgan had discovered a diamond the size of a fist and perfectly round. It is flawless in every way. The letter said that within the diamond you could see the future.’


‘The future?’ Biatra asked, not sure what Henson meant.


‘Imagine holding such a thing as that,’ Henson said. ‘It is no wonder the diamond is so highly prized.’


‘So where is the diamond now?’ Jago asked.


‘No one knows. All we can be sure is that Ezra Morgan has taken the secret of it to his death. He never paid Walpurgis and now Walpurgis wants the diamond or the life of Hugh Morgan, as the contract states.’ Henson reached into his coat pocket and unwrapped a folded parchment. Upon it was a scrawl of handwritten sentences. ‘It is quite clear, Ezra Morgan promised to pay Walpurgis one million pounds and if he failed to do so, Walpurgis could have the life of his son.’


‘Then we will find the money,’ Biatra said. 


‘Even if we sold everything there would still not be enough,’ Henson answered as he folded the contract and put it back in his coat with a sigh.


‘Then we don’t pay and we tell Walpurgis that he can go to hell,’ Jago argued. He walked to the window and pulled back the drapes to let in the gloomy grey light of the afternoon.


‘The consequence for not paying would be death. Heston Walpurgis will make sure that the debt is paid.’


‘And are we to fear such a man?’ Jago asked. ‘Ezra Morgan should settle his own debts.’


‘Ezra hasn’t been seen since the night Ozymandias was killed in the explosion. You were both there that night. You saw the devastation. They were all killed. In the law of the Maleficarum the debt of the father is given to the son. That is the way of a Vampyre.’


‘Then we find the diamond or just pay what is owed,’ Biatra answered.


‘Ezra Morgan wagered the life of his son and that is what has to be paid,’ Henson answered. ‘That is why Hugh is in hiding and you are here. Walpurgis was last seen in Paris boarding a train to London.’
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45 Dean Street





A BATTERED BLACK CAB pulled up outside the door of the small hotel and bar. Pulling a leather strap, the driver let the solitary passenger onto the pavement. The man handed him a crumpled one-pound note and didn’t wait for the change. The driver doffed his cap and held the note to the light before he swiftly slipped it into the pocket of his torn shirt. Without even looking back, the passenger crossed the litter-strewn sidewalk of the busy street and pulled on the long brass handle of the door. As it opened a flake of old paint fell to the tiled floor. He looked at it for a moment, reached down and carefully picked it up and put it in his pocket.


Stepping inside, he smiled at the redhead behind the counter. She nodded, looked down and then rustled like a hen in her tight-fitting black suit.


‘It’s been such a long time,’ she said as she pushed down the fabric of her skirt and tried to smile.


The man raised an eyebrow suspiciously and looked around him.


‘Did everything arrive for me?’ he asked in harsh, deep voice. 


‘Everything, Mr Walpurgis. Everything, just as you asked.’ She reached into a box and pulled out a thick stuffed envelope the size of a small painting. ‘The man said there would be another delivery tomorrow.’


He grunted in appreciation. He took the package, broke the seal with his finger and peered inside.


‘I need a barber and my tailor, Mayer and Mortimer, Sackville Street, if you could ring them for me?’ Walpurgis wasn’t asking. He brushed the flecks of lint from the ragged sleeve of his shabby overcoat as if to show her what he needed. The woman looked at the back of her notepad and reached for the Bakelite black telephone.


‘It’s your usual room, overlooking the street, just as you asked,’ she said before she made the call.


‘Did you get the flowers?’ he asked as he picked up the keys already labelled with his name from the counter.


‘Holly and yew branches with white roses?’ her words ended with a question.


‘And some scissors and candles?’


‘Just as ordered, they are all in your room.’ The woman smiled and dialled the operator as Walpurgis opened the door to the staircase and then stopped.


‘And I am not here if anyone asks,’ he said as he looked back.


‘You don’t exist,’ she answered lightly. ‘Many of our guests like not to be noticed.’


Walpurgis climbed the narrow staircase and turned right, taking the long landing at the front of the hotel. He counted the steps and checked each door he passed. Taking the key, he turned the lock and looked back down the corridor. He stood and listened, as if concerned with what could not be seen and only perceived through a sixth sense. When Walpurgis was satisfied that he was alone he pushed on the door.


The room was just as he remembered. A large double bed was pushed against one wall; a desk was by the window and a wireless gramophone to one side. The only thing that had changed since his last stay was the picture on the wall above the bed. He had been sure that it had been a scene of the Thames. Now it was just a swathe of colours with a human eye staring from the centre of a vivid rainbow.


Walpurgis crossed the room and pulled the bed from the wall. He traced the line of the floorboards with his fingers until a short plank gave way. Lifting it from the floor, he reached inside and pulled out a bundle of cloth. Slowly he unwrapped the parcel. Inside was a pistol. He took hold of the cork grip and pulled back the hammer.


‘Nice to see you,’ he whispered, as if welcoming an old friend. He lay the gun on the bed and got to his feet.


Walpurgis stopped suddenly. He was held fast by his reflection in the long mirror by the door. It was the first time he had seen himself for seven years. He stared closely at his equine face, the thin lines around his eyes and the sallow cheeks. He rubbed the short growth of beard on his chin and tried to smoothe the thatch of hair that hung down in long blond ringlets. Everything about him had changed. He was thinner, his shirt baggy around the neck. The collar was black with the dirt of several trains and three nights waiting for a boat at Calais. Walpurgis laughed at his reflection, a shrill and harsh sound.


He had not seen himself since the day he had been captured by the Gestapo and driven through the forest in the Kubbelwagen. Walpurgis had stared at his reflection in the rear-view mirror and wondered if he would ever escape.


Now, in the corner of the room the telephone rang. He waited for a moment, hoping it would stop.


‘203,’ he said slowly as the first drops of rain beat against the glass. ‘Yes … in the hour … that will be fine … a little thinner …’


Later, as darkness fell, Walpurgis stepped from the hotel and walked through the busy Soho streets. He admired the creases of his new suit and looked at himself in the reflection of every shop window. His long blond hair was now cut short at the sides and a dark trilby was slanted on his head. On every corner he stopped and looked back through the crowds of people. It was something he always did, a habit from before the war, and part of his craft.


Walpurgis emerged from the dark, fog-filled streets into a small park, where under a string of coloured lanterns was a café. A white canvas awning covered a cart selling what they said was coffee. Walpurgis thought it smelt of straw. At one of the tables sat an old man in round spectacles; at the next table a woman scribbled notes and turned the pages of a tattered notepad.


‘I thought you would never come,’ the old man said as he sat with him.


‘I am only seven years late,’ Walpurgis answered. ‘You have lived long enough for that not to matter.’


‘Even so, Heston, I would have hoped we could have resolved this matter sooner. The Oracle diamond is not a crystal ball owned by a fairground gypsy.’ The old man tapped the table and rattled the cup that sat on an oversized saucer. Walpurgis saw that the man’s hand was covered by a burn scar.


‘My dear Ozymandias, it will be yours as soon as I have it back from Ezra Morgan,’ he answered as he drank from the old man’s cup.


‘Morgan is dead and so are many of my kind.’


‘That is old news and why I seek the diamond from his son.’


‘The assassination killed more than Ezra Morgan, Noel Kinross saw to that. I myself just survived. The explosion has taken most of my sight.’


‘Is that why you have a companion?’ Walpurgis asked as he looked at the young woman on the next table.


‘If it was not for her I would never have escaped. When Kinross kindly blew up my country house and most of my friends, she saved my life. For that I will always be grateful.’


‘But she is human,’ Walpurgis said, ‘and you are an old Vampyre.’


‘Have you never been tempted to join us?’ Ozymandias asked. ‘How old are you now – thirty, forty?’


‘I am old enough to know that I could never live your life and would never want to,’ he answered.


‘That’s right,’ Ozymandias said mockingly. ‘You are an archaeologist, a finder of relics and a man who sells them to the highest bidder. Didn’t you work for the Gestapo?’


‘They were searching for things that interested me. When I was no longer of use they locked me away in a wooden hut in the middle of a forest. Carpathia is not a place to be alone.’ Walpurgis slurped the last of the coffee and smiled at the woman. She ignored him and kept on writing.


‘Perhaps that is why the authorities want to speak to you.’ Ozymandias spoke eagerly, as if he could help. ‘We are not without influence. The few of my kind that survived still hold sway in the world of men.’


‘And what do you want of me?’ he asked.


‘The diamond, of course. For which you would be well paid … And a promise that you will kill Hugh Morgan and all his family.’


‘All his family? I planned to kill only Hugh Morgan,’ Walpurgis answered.


‘There are two others, a boy and a girl. It would be good if they could meet a similar fate to Hugh Morgan.’ Ozymandias scratched the mottled scar on his hand, then pushed an envelope across the table. ‘Everything you need to know is within. Madame Arantez has seen to that.’


The woman at the other table stopped writing and looked up and smiled.


‘So why did Kinross want to kill you?’ Walpurgis asked.


‘I forget you have been away for so long. Carpathia must be a quiet place.’


‘Ezra Morgan told the Gestapo where I was hiding. I wasn’t hard to find.’ Walpurgis laughed. ‘I had found the Spear of Longinus and the price they wanted to pay wasn’t enough. In the end, they just took it from me.’


‘In a way we have all been cheated. Kinross tried to kill all of us who stood against the Lodge Maleficarum,’ Ozymandias said. ‘He even managed to coerce me into inviting all my friends to a Vampyre Ball. Without my knowing he had planted a bomb under the house, and at midnight the bomb exploded.’


‘Didn’t he die in a train crash that night?’ Walpurgis asked.


‘Many died … many old friends and a few enemies,’ he answered as he remembered the faces consumed by the fireball. ‘Now that Ezra is dead, it is the end of the Vampyre Quartet and no one will know where the Oracle diamond is hidden.’


‘I am an archaeologist and can find that which is lost.’ Walpurgis rubbed the smooth skin on his face and pushed back the brim of his hat. ‘I am a detective of time.’


‘I heard that you were a cold-blooded killer who hated Vampyres,’ Ozymandias answered as he looked at him suspiciously. ‘Tell me, Heston. Why is it you want to kill so many of us?’


Walpurgis looked at the waiter behind the counter and pointed at the cup. The man nodded, poured two cups of coffee and brought them over. Walpurgis slowly stirred the cup and looked at Ozymandias.


‘You are an aberration and should not be allowed to live. It is as simple as that,’ he said.


‘So it is not that a Vampyre killed your little sister?’ Ozymandias asked.


‘I suppose that could be taken into consideration,’ he answered coldly. ‘That, and the fact that I find you all so easy to kill.’


Ozymandias shivered as he sipped the coffee from his cup and watched the shadows under the trees of the park.


‘I am surprised that no one has come to kill you,’ he rasped angrily. ‘It is quite a threat to feel there is someone so hateful in the world.’ 


‘Isn’t that why you want me to do the job?’ he asked.


‘You have your uses,’ Ozymandias answered.


‘Make sure you kill the boy,’ Madame Arantez muttered from her seat next to him.


‘She has a vested interest. It was Jago Harker who took away her humanity,’ Ozymandias said. ‘She is now as much a night-creature as I am.’


‘She still looks human,’ Walpurgis said.


‘She tries very hard. Madame Arantez writes books for children. It passes the time for her,’ he said, and he reached across the table and stroked her hand as if she was an ailing cat.


‘I could always put her out of her misery,’ Walpurgis said.


‘It is a shame that I know that isn’t meant to be a joke,’ Ozymandias answered. ‘You do realise that you are quite mad – even in human terms you are deranged. I should know – for many years I worked as a doctor in Leipzig.’


‘I would prefer my madness to yours.’ Walpurgis held the gun in his pocket, smoothing his fingers over the cold metal. ‘I find the voices in my head amusing.’


Walpurgis drank the last of his coffee and sat back in the chair. He looked at Arantez and smiled at her. She looked human; her blond hair was neat and pulled back from her face. The lights from the coffee stall glinted on her red lipstick.


‘One thing intrigues me. Why did you turn against the Lodge Maleficarum?’ he asked.


‘It is quite simple. For many years we had been under their control. They told us how to live our lives, what to say, what to eat. They even advocated that we only drank that which had been freely given by companions or bought from unscrupulous blood-dealers,’ Ozymandias laughed. ‘Some of us wanted more than this. There was no thrill in the pursuit, no chase. We wanted to be more natural.’


‘A return to the old ways?’ he asked. ‘Hunting for your blood?’


‘They argued that it would attract too much attention.’


‘So he had you culled?’ Walpurgis asked.


‘It was quite fitting that his train exploded. He was escaping from the bomb when a car crashed into the steam engine. There were only two survivors. Jago Harker and a girl named Biatra.’


‘Are you sure that Ezra Morgan was killed?’


‘Completely. The bodies were taken from the train and buried. Ezra Morgan was amongst the dead,’ Ozymandias replied as he rubbed the back of his hand.


‘And Strackan? Is he alive?’ Walpurgis asked, keeping a close eye on Madame Arantez, who by now had given up writing in her notebook and was staring at him warily.


‘Not even I know where he is. There has been no sign of him since that time. Vampyres are now a scattered and fearful people. The war has cost us greatly. I hear that the Gestapo did much evil towards us.’


‘They took your kind to Murano. General Missendorf was most intrigued by them. I thought I could have been of use – but sadly they didn’t need my advice.’


‘And now there are only five hundred Vampyres left in the whole world,’ Ozymandias said sadly as the night edged in and wisps of fog swirled around them.


Walpurgis smiled, knowing that Ozymandias would know his thoughts instantly. 


‘A deal is a deal, Walpurgis. I will pay you well for the Oracle diamond.’


‘Then there will be only four hundred and ninety seven of you left.’ Walpurgis laughed as he got to his feet. ‘Tell your friends to get the authorities off my back. I don’t want to be answering questions about what I did in the war. They can also get me my job back at Cambridge.’


‘Would that be all?’ Ozymandias asked sarcastically.


‘For the time being,’ Walpurgis answered as he began to walk away, leaving the envelope on the table.


Ozymandias watched him disappear into the thickening fog.


‘He has not taken the envelope,’ Madame Arantez said.


Ozymandias got to his feet, clutching the envelope.


‘Go after him, he is at Hotel Julius. Make sure he reads every word. This cannot go wrong. I will see you at Curzon Street.’ Ozymandias barked the orders as he tapped the table with his fist.


Arantez vanished into the mist. As she ran along Dean Street she kept to the gutter, staying off the crowded pavement. The lights of the shops flickered in the thickening fog. Suddenly a taxicab lurched towards her and she stepped onto the pavement, pushed close to the wall by the mass of people walking back and forth. Arantez looked up, trying to see the sign for the hotel.


A hand grabbed her from the blackness of an alleyway. She was pulled back, vanishing from the street without being seen.


‘I don’t like to be followed,’ Walpurgis said as he covered her mouth so she could not scream. 


‘I wouldn’t,’ she answered, twisting her fingers in the lapel of his coat.


‘When did you become a Vampyre?’ he asked, pressing his face closer to her.


‘It was Jago Harker. Ozzy had asked me to search for the boy. I crashed the truck and Harker took my blood.’


‘Then that gives me a better excuse to kill him,’ he answered.


‘I didn’t think you would ever come back,’ she said as she brushed his face with her hand.


‘It was hard not to think of you. I had to guard my thoughts so he wouldn’t see that we knew each other,’ Walpurgis answered.


‘I told him everything. That is why he sent for you. I have nothing to hide.’


‘That I loved you?’ he asked.


‘Even that.’


‘I left the envelope hoping you would follow,’ he replied as he held her close, the fur of her coat pressed against him.


‘Is that all you wanted?’ she asked.
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