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To Paul McAuley




‘It’ll be over by Christmas.’


‘Mechanical contrivances have been greatly exaggerated in comparison with the value of infantry. There must also be artillery and cavalry as well! ...Each war has certain special conditions so some modification of organisation will be necessary but if our principles are sound, these will be few and unimportant. The longer the War has gone on, the more satisfactory do the principles of our training manuals appear.’


Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, 1918


‘This little book gives one a useful insight into the enemy’s methods, and more than a little respect for at any rate some of those whom we are at present endeavouring to kill.’ C.G. Grey, Preface to the first British edition of Manfred von Richthofen’s The Red Air Fighter, 1918
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ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT
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CONDOR SQUADRON


Four miles from the lines, heavy guns sounded as a constant rumble. Cakes of frozen snow gleamed vaguely in the pitted black road. The fall was days old. Bundled in his trench-coat and a useless tartan blanket, Lieutenant Edwin Winthrop was stung in the face by insect hailspits. He wondered if his frozen moustache would snap off. The open-top Daimler was unsuitable for this cruelly cold French winter night. Sergeant Dravot had a dead man’s indifference to climate. The driver’s night eyes were sharp.


At Maranique, there was a delay. Winthrop froze further while a corporal cast a sceptical eye over his papers.


‘We were expecting Captain Spenser, sir,’ explained the guard. He was twice Winthrop’s age.


‘Captain Spenser has been relieved,’ Winthrop said. He did not have to explain himself. The corporal had made the mistake of getting used to Spenser. In this business, a bad habit. ‘There’s a bit of a war on. Maybe you hadn’t noticed.’


Blood-coloured fire-flashes stained low clouds over the near horizon. If a shell caught the wind a certain way, its whistle was distinguishable from the babel of bombardment. In the trenches, they said you only heard that particular shrilling if the shell was the one that would kill you.


The corporal plainly recognised Dravot. The staff car was finally passed through. The aerodrome was a converted farm. Deep cartruts marked the track to the house.


Condor Squadron had been Spenser’s show until this afternoon. After an hour’s cramming, Winthrop was not really au courant with the mysteries. He had been briefed on tonight’s work but given only the barest sketch of the big picture.


‘Do well, young man,’ Beauregard said, ‘and there’s a pip in it.’


He did not see how a civilian, even one attached so firmly and mysteriously to Wing, could promise promotion, but Charles Beauregard inspired confidence. It was an open question, though, whether he had inspired confidence in the lamented Captain Elliott Spenser.


Winthrop had been in France long enough to know how to avoid the shivers by tensing every muscle. The memory of Spenser, smiling through blood trickles, undid the trick. Aching cheek muscles gave way and he chattered like a puppet.


The farmhouse was blacked out, but faint light-ghosts outlined the windows. Dravot held the car door open. Winthrop stepped down, frosted grass crackling under his boots, scarf dampened with huffing steam. Dravot stood to attention, eyes frozen unblinking, tusk-like teeth sticking out of his moustache. The lack of white puffs from mouth and nostrils proved the sergeant did not breathe. He could be trusted to hold the bridge against barbarian hordes. If Dravot had personal feelings and opinions, they were unreachable.


A door opened. Smoky light and brittle hubbub spilled out.


‘Hullo, Spenser,’ someone shouted, ‘come in and have a tot.’


Winthrop stepped into the billet and talk ended. A gramophone wound down, drawing out the agony of ‘Poor Butterfly’. The low-ceilinged room was a makeshift mess. Pilots sat about playing cards, writing letters, reading.


He was uncomfortable. Red eyes fixed on him. All these men were vampires.


‘I’m Lieutenant Winthrop. I’ve replaced Captain Spenser.’


‘Have you now,’ a gloomy-looking soul said from a far nook, ‘have you indeed?’


This man held the rank. Major Tom Cundall. At first, Winthrop could not tell whether the flight commander was warm or not. After nightfall, almost everyone in the war had the predatory, haunted cast of expression associated with the undead.


‘A warm fellow,’ Cundall commented, vampire mouth curving. You could always see it in their smiles. ‘Diogenes sticks to its old ways.’


Spenser was a living man. At least, he had been the last Winthrop saw him. So was Beauregard. It was not consistent policy, just the way things worked out. There was no preference for the warm. Quite the reverse.


‘Has some sneak bombed Diogenes?’ asked a pilot, smiling savagely.


‘Steady on, Courtney,’ said another man.


Huns who attacked rear positions were almost heroes to frontline men. A staff officer’s red pips were a mark of Cain. The scarlet blots on his insignia invited scorn. Winthrop had not asked for a safe posting, any more than he had asked to be roped into the Diogenes Club. Again, it was just the way things worked out.


‘Captain Spenser has had a nervous collapse,’ Winthrop said, affecting cool. ‘He has suffered self-inflicted wounds.’


‘Good Lord,’ said a man with red hair.


‘Careless with a jolly revolver,’ sneered Courtney. He had burning daredevil eyes, an Antipodean twang and a razored double dash of moustache. ‘For shame.’


‘Captain Spenser drove four three-inch nails into his skull,’ Winthrop said. ‘He is on indefinite leave.’


‘I knew something was not right with the man,’ said a hollow-voiced American, looking up from a Paris paper.


‘If a chap’s caught trying to give himself a Blighty one, it’s usually the firing squad,’ said Courtney.


‘Captain Spenser was under a great deal of strain.’


‘Lot of that about,’ commented the American. A black hat shaded his gaunt face, but his eyes burned in the dark.


‘Leave Winthrop be, Allard,’ Cundall insisted. ‘Don’t kill the messenger.’


Allard pointed his prominent nose back at the newspaper. He was following the exploits of Judex, the vigilante. According to the press, Judex was a vampire too.


The vampire with red hair wanted more news of Spenser but Winthrop had nothing further to report. He had only glimpsed the officer as he was taken to the ambulance. He was being despatched to Craiglockhart War Hospital near Edinburgh, commonly known as ‘Dottyville’.


There was discussion about the singular method Spenser had chosen to make an invalid of himself. Allard said that in the old days it was the practice in parts of the Russias for vampire killers to favour iron spikes in the skull over wooden stakes through the heart.


‘Where do you get all this grue?’ Courtney asked.


‘I make it my business to know evil things,’ said Allard, eyes like coals. Suddenly, for no reason, the American laughed. His throat-deep black chuckle grew into a resonant, mirthless explosion. Winthrop was not the only one to cringe.


‘I wish you wouldn’t do that, Allard,’ Cundall said. ‘It sets the dogs to howling.’


Even for vampires, the pilots were unnerving. Like the French Groupe des Cigognes, Condor was a squadron of survivors, almost a squadron of sole survivors. To win a place, a man had to outlive his fellows many times over. Some were famous, among the highest-scoring Allied aces. Winthrop wondered if any resented assignment to duties which offered fewer opportunities for individual victories. At Wing, some disparaged Cundall’s Condors as glory-hounds and medalled murderers. Beauregard warned him not to let the pilots rag him too much.


With a deal of clumping, a young vampire dragged himself down a twisted staircase. His limbs were bent out of true but he got around capably. He wiped his red mouth with a white scarf. From his flush, Winthrop knew he had just fed. Away from the lines, there were usually grateful, if pricey, French girls. If not, there was livestock.


‘Spenser’s tried a Moldavian headache remedy, Ball,’ Courtney told the crooked man. ‘Nails in the brain.’


Ball pulled himself across the room, making monkey-use of hand-holds on the beams. He settled comfortably into a chair by the gramophone, eyes swimming in blood. Some vampires lulled in repletion, like snakes. In the old days, when nosferatu were hunted like plague rats, they were at their weakest after feeding and hid in coffins or graves. Ball slumped, mouth slightly open, a smudge of red on his chin.


‘I need a pilot,’ Winthrop said, more quietly than he had intended.


‘You’ve come to the right shop,’ Cundall commented.


Nobody stepped forwards to volunteer.


‘Take Bigglesworth,’ Courtney said. ‘The Daily Mail calls him “a knight of the air”.’


A young flight lieutenant coloured slightly, cherry spots appearing on his bone-white cheeks. Courtney clearly understudied Cundall for the role of resident cynic.


‘Give it a rest, old son.’


The flight lieutenant was backed up by cronies who rumbled disapproval. Courtney did not seem bothered by the schoolboy clique.


Major Cundall considered and said, ‘Bit thick up there to make a trip worthwhile, surely?’


Remembering Beauregard’s briefing, Winthrop explained, ‘Diogenes wants to snatch a look at something special. A lone spotter can get over the lines above cloud, then dip down to take photographs.’


‘Sounds a doddle,’ Cundall said. ‘Probably win the war, this show.’


Winthrop was a little put out by the flight commander. Ragging was all well and good, but formalities should be observed. Diogenes was not in the habit of wasting its time on fools’ errands.


He commandeered a card table and unrolled the map on the green baize.


‘Here’s the site Diogenes wants to know about,’ he said, pointing. ‘We’ve heard strange whispers.’


Some pilots were intrigued enough to crowd around. Ball crab-walked out of his chair and hobbled over. He put a cold hand on Winthrop’s shoulder to balance himself. A complete cripple on the ground, Albert Ball was magically agile in the air, reckoned the Allies’ ace of aces.


‘The Chateau de Malinbois,’ said the blushing lieutenant. ‘That’s a Hun field.’


‘Jagdgeschwader Eins,’ put in one of his pals, whose hair was almost as red as Albright’s.


‘Quite right, Ginger. Dear old JG1. We’re fast friends.’


‘That’s the Richthofen Circus,’ Allard intoned, ominously.


At the mention of the famous name, Ball spat. A thinly blooded streak missed the map and soaked into the baize.


‘Don’t mind Ball,’ Ginger told Winthrop. ‘He was shot down by the Bloody Red Baron’s fiendish brother, Lethal Lothar, and has a feud on. Family honour and all that.’


‘Our intelligence is that the chateau is more than a billet for Boche fliers,’ Winthrop said. ‘There’s odd nocturnal activity. Comings and goings of, um, unusual personages.’


‘And Diogenes want photos? We did a batch on this site last week.’


‘By day, sir.’


Winthrop took his hands off the map, which curled into a tube. He laid out photographs of the Chateau de Malinbois. Black bursts of anti-aircraft fire, known to one and all as Archie, were frozen between castle and camera.


Winthrop tapped areas of the picture. ‘These towers have netting draped around them. As if the Boche doesn’t want us to know what he’s up to. Camouflage, as our French allies would say.’


‘The sort of thing that makes a fellow inquisitive,’ Ginger commented.


Cundall was doubtful. ‘Be a bit bloody dark for photography tonight. I doubt if any of ’em would come out well.’


‘You’d be surprised what we can read from a dark picture, sir.’


‘I’m sure I would.’


Cundall looked closely at the photographs. He laid his hand on the table and drummed thick, pointed nails.


‘The pilot will have a Verey gun. He can pop off a flare to throw some light on the subject.’


‘“Pop off a flare?” Very likely,’ Cundall said. ‘Verey likely. That’s almost a joke, isn’t it?’


‘I’ll wager JG1 will be delighted at our company,’ Courtney said. ‘Probably lay out a red carpet.’


In the pictures, the Archie was uncomfortably close to the visible struts of the photographer’s aeroplane.


‘The Circus will be busy toasting each other in Rhine wine and virgin blood,’ said Cundall, ‘lying about the number of Britishers they’ve downed. Only we are dolts enough to send people aloft in this mucky weather.’


‘Very unsporting of the Hun,’ Ginger commented. ‘Not coming out to play.’


‘The flare’ll prod him,’ Albright said. ‘There’ll be Archie. Maybe an Albatros will make it into the air.’


‘Inferior bird, the Albatros,’ Courtney said.


Cundall seemed hypnotised by the photographs. The castle was bashed a bit about the battlements but still far more imposing (and, presumably, comfortable) than the farmhouse. Like every other breed of fighting man, the Royal Flying Corps were convinced the enemy had it cushier.


‘Very well, Winthrop,’ Cundall said. ‘Pick your man.’


This was not what he expected. He looked at the pilots. One or two turned away. Cundall smiled nastily, showing sharp tips of teeth.


Winthrop felt like a live mouse in a cattery. He remembered the bloody nailheads in Spenser’s scalp.


‘The best qualified would be the man who took these.’


Cundall examined a serial number scrawled on the edge of a photograph.


‘Rhys-Davids. Not a good choice. Went west two nights gone.’


‘He isn’t confirmed,’ Bigglesworth said. ‘He may be a prisoner.’


‘He’s lost to us.’


Winthrop looked around again. No one stepped forwards. Though well aware of the crucial differences between war as waged in the jingo press and war waged in France, he somehow expected a dignified competition of volunteers.


‘Here’s a list. Pick a name.’


Cundall handed over a clipboard. Winthrop looked at Condor Squadron’s roster. He couldn’t help but notice names with lines drawn through them, including ‘Rhys-Davids, A.’.


‘Albright, J.,’ he said, taking the first name.


‘Fair enough,’ said the red-headed captain. Though in RFC uniform, he was another American. Cundall’s catch-all squadron had more than its share of foreigners.


‘How’s your crate, Red?’ Cundall asked.


Albright shrugged. ‘Better than she was. The camera’s still slung.’


‘Highly convenient.’


Albright seemed a steady man. Though a vampire, he was sturdily built, square-faced, firm-jawed. He seemed made entirely of solid blocks. The wind would not blow him away.


‘Ball, you’ll have to make a fourth,’ Courtney said. ‘Red promised to partner Brown in bridge against me and Williamson.’


Albright shrugged a can’t-be-helped as Ball shifted himself to the cards group.


‘I’ll be back by midnight,’ Albright said.


Everyone groaned, in on a private joke.


Winthrop felt obliged to shine a lantern under the lower wings of the Royal Aircraft Factory SE5a to inspect the cameras rigged up in place of Cooper bomb racks. They were operated like bombs, by pulling a lanyard in the cockpit. The plates were fitted properly. One of Dravot’s responsibilities.


Uneasily aware he was the only man on the field who could not see in the dark, Winthrop shut off the light.


Albright hauled himself into the cockpit and checked his guns, a fixed Vickers which fired through the propellor and a swivel-mounted Lewis attached to the upper wing. On a jaunt like this, he should get back without firing a shot. The idea was to creep in and get photographs before the enemy could muster. That was why this was a one-man job: too many aeroplanes would alert Malinbois that they were coming. As a rule, the Boche didn’t take to the air unless they had to. Allied policy was to mount offensive patrols constantly, to remind the Central Powers who owned the skies.


Cundall and his cronies had ventured out to watch Albright depart. The pilots took a professional look at the SE5a, examining the fuselage where bullet-holes had been darned. They agreed the aeroplane, a relative newcomer, was acceptable. Through Diogenes, Condor could get whatever machines it wanted, but each pilot had preferences.


Stamping to get feeling into dead toes, Winthrop was completely in the dark. The aeroplane was a large shadow skeleton. Vampires were as comfortable in the night as he was on Brighton pier at midday. With their adapted eyes, the undead were suited to night-flying, to night-fighting. Thanks to them, this was the first round-the-clock war in history.


Ginger spun the SE5a’s propellor. The Hispano-Suiza engine did not catch first time.


‘A bit more elbow-grease,’ said one of the cronies, Bertie.


Of course, without vampires (specifically without the brute now calling himself the Graf von Dracula) the war would not have been fought at all. The Graf’s latest attempt at European power had led to a conflict that seemed to involve every nation on the globe. Even the Americans were in now. The Kaiser said modern Germans must embody the spirit of the ancient Hun, but it was Dracula, proud of blood kinship with Attila, who most epitomised twentieth-century barbarism.


Ginger spun the prop again. The engine growled, prompting a ragged cheer. Albright gave a salute and said, ‘See you at midnight.’ The machine taxied along bumpy sod, plunged into the shadow of the trees and soared upwards, wobbling a little as wind caught under its wings.


‘What’s the business about midnight?’ Winthrop asked.


‘Red always gets back by then,’ Bertie said. ‘Does the job quickly and comes home. That’s why we call him Captain Midnight.’


‘Captain Midnight?’


‘Silly, isn’t it?’ the pilot grinned. ‘So far, it’s brought him luck. Red’s a good man. Flew with the Escadrille Lafayette until they disbanded. We got him because the Yanks rejected him for their show as medically unfit. The American Air Corps is exclusive to warm men.’


Albright’s crate rushed up into the underside of a low-lying cloudbank and passed quickly from sight. The engine drone faded into the wind and drifting music from the farmhouse gramophone. ‘Poor Butterfly’ was waiting again. Sergeant Dravot’s eyes were fixed on the night sky.


Major Cundall consulted his watch (one of the new wrist affairs they wore in the trenches) and noted time of departure in a log book. Winthrop checked his own pocket watch. Half-past ten on the evening of February the 14th, 1918. St Valentine’s Day. At home, Catriona would be thinking of him, intelligently worried.


‘Nothing for it now but to wait,’ Cundall said. ‘Come in and stay warm.’


Winthrop had not realised how chilled he was. Slipping his watch into its pocket, he followed the pilots back to the farmhouse.
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THE OLD MAN


Throughout the crossing, Beauregard was uncomfortably aware of the wounded man lying in a corner of the cabin. Given his condition, Captain Spenser was unnaturally quiet.


When an orderly had found him, Spenser was on the point of driving in a fifth nail. It seemed he intended to porcupine his entire skull. The inevitable diagnosis was a failure of nerve, but Beauregard thought it must take a steady hand to perform such an operation upon oneself.


Beauregard reproached himself for his failure to appreciate the strain put on Spenser by the demands of Diogenes. A man may know too many things. Sometimes, Beauregard wished his own skull would open and let his secrets escape. It would be pleasant to be innocent and ignorant.


After years of service to the Diogenes Club, Charles Beauregard sat with the venerable Mycroft and the eccentric Smith-Cumming on the Ruling Cabal, highest echelon of the Secret Service. His whole life had been lived in the dark.


The Channel was gentle. He chatted with the Quaker stretcher-bearer, Godfrey. He had chosen ambulance duty over prison and been decorated for bravery under fire at Vimy Ridge. Beauregard recognised as a better man one who would die for his country but not kill. He regretted each time he had killed; but he also regretted, in a single instance, not killing. At the sacrifice of his own life, he might have put an end to Count Dracula. Often, as he got older, he thought of those seconds.


At Newhaven quay, nurses awaited a small group of maddened officers. As a group, the men were quiet and pliable. They were shepherded with kindly firmness by the nurses. Four years ago, the army had considered shell-shock deplorable cowardice. After seasons of gruelling war, breakdowns were almost de rigueur for the better sort of officer. The second son of the Duke of Denver was among the current crop of Dottyville cases.


No light showed on the dock. German submarines were rumoured to be in the Channel. Beauregard wished the uninterested Spenser good luck and gave Godfrey his card, then crossed the shadowed platform to board the fast train for London.


He was met at Victoria by Ashenden, a youth who had proved himself a cool hand in Switzerland, and driven through the dark city. Despite rain and unlit streets, purposeful night crowds were everywhere. Even in the heart of the Empire, touched only by an odd air raid, it was impossible to forget the war. Theatres, restaurants and pubs (and, doubtless, vice dens and brothels) teemed with soldiers desperate for forgetfulness. Around every group of men in uniform swarmed crowds of hearty fellows eager to stand ‘our boys’ rounds of drinks and hero-worshipping young women intent on bestowing hot favours. Posters blazoned severe penalties for evading the call-up. Fire-eyed vampire girls scoured Piccadilly and Shaftesbury Avenue with white feathers for presentation to any of their undead brothers not in the King’s service. A model trench in Hyde Park impressed an idea of conditions in France upon non-combatants; its cleanliness and home comforts provoked bitter mirth among those on leave from the real thing. At the Queen’s Hall, Thomas Beecham conducted a No German Concert: the selection of pieces from English, French and Belgian composers excluded any note of the diabolical kultur of Beethoven, Bach and Wagner. The Scala Cinema offered reels taken at the front (mostly staged in the shire counties) and Mary Pickford in The Little Bat Girl.


If motion pictures were taken in the streets, a million details would confirm this as a city at war, from women traffic police officers to armed guards in butcher shops. To a man of his advanced years, many specifics reminded him of the Terror, the period thirty years gone when Britain had struggled under the yoke of the then Prince Consort. Commentators like H.G. Wells and Edmund Gosse argued the world war was the consequence of a job left undone. The Revolutionists of the ’90s merely drove Dracula from the country when they should have hoisted the demon prince on one of his own stakes. By the second coronation of King Victor in 1897, there had been enough blood. Another civil war was narrowly averted when Lord Ruthven, the Prime Minister, persuaded Parliament to confirm the succession, cutting off his former patron, Dracula, from any right to rule.


Young Ashenden was patient with the crowds obstructing the car’s way. As they idled, waiting for a Salvation Army band to pass, a rap came at the window. The driver looked out, quietly tense in what Beauregard recognised as a habit of their profession. A white feather puffed through the open crack of window and fluttered down.


‘A penalty of serving in secret,’ Beauregard said.


Ashenden put the feather in a tin box by the gears. Inside were a revolver and three or four more tokens of shame.


‘You’re accumulating plumage.’


‘Not many chaps my age in mufti this year. Sometimes ladies converge on me like a pincer movement, competing to pass on the feathers.’


‘We’ll see what we can do about getting you a medal ribbon.’


‘No need, sir.’


The Terror was the most vivid period of Beauregard’s life. Nights of danger stayed fresh in the memory. His long-healed neck-bites troubled him. He remembered his companion of those nights, the elder Geneviève. These days, he thought more often of his wife Pamela, who had died before Dracula stirred from his Transylvanian fastness. Pamela was of the world of his youth, which now seemed sunlit and charmed. The world without vampires. Geneviève was the fall of twilight, exciting but dangerous. She had left her mark on him. He would have sudden intuitions and know what she was doing, what she was feeling.


Soldiers lifted the barrier to allow the car into Downing Street. The Prime Minister’s guards were elders, Carpathians who had turned against the Impaler during Ruthven’s revolt. They wore quasi-mediaeval cuirasses and helmets but carried carbines as well as swords. If Dracula came for Ruthven, these vampires would stand up to their former commander. They had no choice, for Dracula would try to kill them on sight. He was not a forgiving soul, as this war bore out.


Dracula had left England as he came, as flotsam. When the country turned on him, the Prince Consort surrendered and was put in the Tower of London. It was a ruse: the Tower’s spidery master, the Graf von Orlok, loyal to his fellow elder, assisted a daring escape. Floating through Traitors’ Gate in a coffin, Dracula gained the Thames, then the open sea.


When Dracula escaped, Geneviève insisted on guarding Beauregard’s bed. She feared the Count would take the opportunity to avenge himself on them. They had struck the blow which began the end of the Terror. Evidently, Dracula had had more pressing business; he never bothered to strike them down. Geneviève was slightly peeved by this neglect. They had altered the course of history, after all. Or so they liked to think. Perhaps individuals could do little to change the tides.


The car halted outside Number Ten. A liveried vampire footman darted out of the doorway, an unfolded Daily Mail held over his periwig as a shield against the drizzle. Beauregard was ushered up the steps to the Prime Minister’s official residence.


In Europe, Dracula drifted Lear-like from court to court, embarrassing and threatening, playing on his hosts’ dislike of parliaments that sacked monarchs. His bloodline spread through houses to which he was connected by his marriage to the late Queen Victoria and by his long-diffused mortal get. After centuries, the crowned heads of Europe all counted Vlad Tepes among their noteworthy ancestors.


When giving up his overcoat, Beauregard noticed his boots were still liberally coated with the mud of France. That foreign wars were so close to home was a miracle of the modern era. Though his old bones resisted, he had men like Ashenden and Edwin Winthrop whisked back and forth by air.


In Russia, Dracula turned thin-blooded Romanovs, whose shapes shifted catastrophically. Rasputin rose to power, claiming sorcery could assuage the raging lycanthropy afflicting the Tsarevich. Now, the holy charlatan was dead, dismembered by a upyr prince. The Tsar was imprisoned by the bolsheviks. The Diogenes Club understood Dracula had personally arranged the smuggling of Lenin back into Russia in his egregious sealed train.


Number Ten had been redecorated again. The reception hall was a gallery of portraits by distinguished hands of the last three decades: Whistler, Hallward, Sickert, Jimson. To the despair of Cabinet colleagues, who viewed as suspect anything other than a nice Constable landscape, Ruthven now declared himself a passionate Vorticist. Beauregard looked in vain for paintings on subjects other than the current Prime Minister. The grey, sardonic face cast cold eyes from a dozen canvases. Ruthven’s craze for himself even embraced works which depicted him in a less than idealised manner, like Wyndham Lewis’s representation of his visit to the front.


In July of 1905, the Romanov yacht Stella Polaris had conveyed Dracula to the Bay of Bjorkoe, off the coast of Finland. He was transferred by rowing boat to the Hohenzollern, the elegant white and gold yacht of another of his great-nephews by marriage, Kaiser Wilhelm II. At the time, the Diogenes Club had intercepted communiqués between Prince von Bülow, then the Kaiser’s Chancellor, and Konstantin Pobedonostsev, the Tsar’s close adviser, couched in the usual royal European language of mutual distrust coated with cousinly diplomatic smarm. The Kaiser fervently wanted to believe the Dark Kiss would heal his withered arm. The Russians boosted the Dracula bloodline, concealing the state of the barking Tsarevich, to dupe Willi into taking on the burden of the former Prince Consort.


Beauregard signed the visitors’ book and hurried through a corridor to the Cabinet Room. Carpathians armed with silver-tipped pikestaffs lined the passage. Kostaki, a rehabilitated elder whose fall in the Terror was now rewarded with a trusted position, touched his helm to Beauregard.


Assuming the title of Graf, Dracula became an ornament to the Imperial Court in Berlin. With all due ceremony, he turned Wilhelm. The Kaiser could at last straighten his hated arm and make a proper fist. The first thing Willi wished to do with his new fingers was sink them into the throats of fellow monarchs, to wrestle away their mastery of the seas, and sundry African, Eastern, Asian and Pacific dominions. Germany, he said, must turn vampire, and find its place in the moonlight.


British and French authors wrote novels in imitation of The Battle of Dorking, prophesying a coming war between Dracula’s Germany and the Civilised World. Viscount Northcliffe serialised such yarns in the Daily Mail, achieving great success with William Le Queux’s The Invasion of 1910. Paid-for strategists suggested the New Huns would favour lightning attacks on isolated outposts. Since there was little likelihood of increased circulation of the Mail in such hamlets, Northcliffe insisted the story feature invasions of every major town in the land. The citizens of Norwich and Manchester relished lurid descriptions of their fates when besieged by undead Uhlans. Beauregard remembered the Mail’s sandwich men strutting about town in German uniforms, a foretaste of the imagined occupation.


The Diogenes Club noted the Kaiser’s programme of industrialisation and naval expansion, though the intelligence little affected Ruthven’s programme of gallery openings and society balls. German rails snaked across the continent, an aid to rapid mobilisation. Britannia’s dreadnoughts ruled the waves, but Willi’s submarines took command of the deeps. When Heath Robinson, England’s engineering genius, took the lead in the development of aircraft, Dracula employed the Dutchman Anthony Fokker to sketch design after design for fighter and bomber aeroplanes.


Vampirism spread through the Central Powers. Elders who had cowered through nomadic centuries returned to live openly on estates in Germany and Austria–Hungary. The condition had run unchecked in Britain, but Dracula now insisted on regulating the turning of newborns. Edicts forbade specified classes and races of men and women to turn. Wilhelm sneered that Britain and France elevated poets and ballerinas to immortality; in his domains, the privilege was reserved to those willing to fight for their country and hunt their own human prey.


In 1914, having occupied a succession of military and political posts, Dracula assumed the twin positions of Chancellor and commander-in-chief of the armies of the Fatherland. Beauregard wondered how the former Vlad Tepes countenanced alliances which ranged him against Romania, the land for which he had fought, and alongside Turkey, the empire he had devoted his warmth to resisting.


Outside the Cabinet Room, Beauregard was greeted by Mansfield Smith-Cumming, the monocled spymaster who served with him on the Ruling Cabal. It was rumoured the vampire had amputated his own leg with a penknife to free himself from the wreckage of a car accident so he could drape his coat over his dying son, who complained of the cold. His leg was regrown past the knee joint; under a bundle of bandages, a new foot was forming.


‘Beauregard,’ Smith-Cumming said, smiling broadly, ‘what do you think of the disguise?’


Smith-Cumming took boyish delight in the element of deception in his profession. He sported a large, patently fake beard. He leered, twitching his horsehair moustache like one of Fred Karno’s comedy troupe.


‘I look a proper Hun, what? Can’t you just see me biting out the throat of a Belgian nun?’


He showed huge false fangs, then spat them out to reveal delicate real ones.


‘Where is Mycroft?’ Beauregard asked.


Smith-Cumming looked as serious as was possible for a man in disguise. ‘Grave news, I’m afraid. Another stroke.’


Mycroft Holmes had been on the Ruling Cabal of the Diogenes Club as long as Beauregard had been a member. His plans had held the nation together throughout the Terror. Subsequently, he had done much to moderate the odd enthusiasms of the new King and his eternal first minister, Ruthven.


‘We’re all under a strain. You’ve heard about Spenser.’


Smith-Cumming nodded, appalled.


‘I’ve had Winthrop step in. He’s coming along fast. I trust he’ll catch up.’


‘Frightening nights, Beauregard,’ Smith-Cumming said.


It had started on Sunday, the 28th of June, 1914, in Sarajevo, far from the borders where European powers snarled like dogs separated by fences.


Archduke Franz Ferdinand, nephew of King-Emperor Franz Joseph, was touring Bosnia with his morganatic wife Sophie, Duchess of Hohenberg. Left to its own devices in 1877 by the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Bosnia was hardly the most desirable patch of Europe, but Austria–Hungary saw it as a natural addition to already swollen and ungovernable holdings. Franz Joseph had almost surreptitiously annexed the province in 1908. Serbia, not unfairly deemed a catspaw of Russia, also had designs on Bosnia and its sister province, Hercegovina.


The Archduke was nosferatu, a provocation. The Slavs and Muslims of Bosnia–Hercegovina did not accept vampires, especially as rulers. Serbian irredentists trumpeted the prevalence of the undead at the King-Emperor’s court to stir up those in Bosnia–Hercegovina who wished to be free from bloodsucking Habsburgs. With fine hypocrisy, the Tsar’s undead advisers (notably excluding the fanatically warm Rasputin) sent agents to Sarajevo to agitate torch-bearing mobs of vampire-hating Orthodox Christians, Serbian nationalists and café trouble-makers. Pamphlets appeared giving obscene accounts of the Archduke’s marital relations with the plumply warm Sophie, a Czech caricatured as a bloodmilk cow.


It was the unshakable belief of the Central Powers that Tsar Nicky personally ordered a student Van Helsing named Gavrilo Prinćip to empty a revolver at Franz Ferdinand, putting silver in the Habsburg’s vampire heart and incidentally murdering the scabby-necked Sophie. Equally, any adherent of the Allied cause was required to believe Prinćip a lunatic acting independently of any of the Great Powers, or even a paid agent of a warmongering Kaiser.


Beauregard once asked Mycroft if Russia was involved. The great man conceded no one truly knew. On one hand, the Okhrana certainly dispensed cash (and, probably, silver bullets) to many of Prinćip’s stripe; on the other, even Artamanov, the attaché responsible for handing over funds, was unsure whether the obscure assassin was one of his contacts.


The Kaiser, seeing an opportunity to redraw the map of Europe, egged the ascetic bureaucrat Franz Joseph into issuing a communiqué to Serbia which must be construed as a preparation for war. Russia was pledged to defend Serbia from Austria–Hungary, Germany was required to stand with the King-Emperor in war with Russia, France was bound by treaty to attack any nation that warred with the Romanovs, Germany could strike at France only by invading through Belgium, Great Britain was obliged to preserve Belgian neutrality. Once Prinćip’s silver bullet transfixed the Archduke, the cards fell one by one.


That summer, Beauregard, contemplating his sixtieth year, was considering retirement. As each alliance was invoked, each nation mobilised, he realised he could not leave his post. Reluctantly, he conceded there would be war.


In 1918, the question of who ruled Bosnia was remote. The Romanovs faced death by a hammered stake and beheading sickle. Franz Joseph’s mind was gone, his empire governed by a feuding rabble of Austrian and Magyar elders. The Kaiser had long since ceased to supervise the conduct of the war, which was entirely in the hands of the Graf von Dracula and his new-born clique, von Hindenburg and Lundendorff.


The doors of the reception room opened and the two active members of the Ruling Cabal were ushered in to see the elder who ruled Great Britain under the standard of King Victor.


‘Gentlemen,’ said Lord Ruthven, ‘come in and sit down.’


The Prime Minister was clad entirely in dove grey, from spats and morning coat to ruffled stock and curly-brimmed topper. He was at his bare desk, posed archly beneath another of his own portraits, a martial study by Elizabeth Asquith. The indifferent canvas might have earned a place because the artist’s father was Home Secretary in Ruthven’s Government of National Unity.


Others sat in deep armchairs around the room. Lord Asquith sourly contemplated despatches. Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig was in France, but General Sir William Robertson and General Sir Henry Wilson of His Majesty’s General Staff were present, kitted out in dress uniform. Churchill, the baby-faced Minister for Munitions, wore a smock-like robe which tented over his considerable bulk and an American belt with holstered pistols at his hips. Lloyd George, Minister of War, stood by the window chewing on an unlit pipe. Sitting meekly by the Prime Minister was the little-publicised Caleb Croft of the Home Office, his bloody hands in woolly gloves. Croft’s duties were too frightening to consider.


Beauregard and Smith-Cumming took chairs in the centre of the circle.


‘Tell me,’ Ruthven purred, ‘how goes the secret war?’
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PAST MIDNIGHT


Courtney kept winding the gramophone and setting the needle back to the beginning. ‘Poor Butterfly’ was the only record in the billet. Winthrop wondered if the choice struck anyone else as unhealthy. Butterfly kept waiting but Pinkerton never came back, the swine. Every three minutes, the unfortunate Cio-Cio-San wasted away, drained cold and abandoned by her vampire lover. The story always upset Winthrop, and this version, distilled to a few verses, was the most concentratedly upsetting.


‘We used to have a rare selection,’ Williamson claimed, when Winthrop voiced a complaint at the limited repertoire. ‘The Bohemian Girl, Chu Chin Chow, “Take a Pair of Crimson Eyes”...’


‘But there was a binge and they all got smashed,’ said Bertie.


‘I miss The Vampyres of Venice,’ said Ginger.


‘Heroic binge, though,’ Courtney said. ‘A veritable binge of binges. The demoiselles can still feel the bites.’


The record finished and the gramophone stuttered, hissing. Courtney lifted the needle. ‘Poor Butterfly’ started again.


The bridge game had evaporated. The pilots lounged in the mess, not talking of Red Albright, regarding Winthrop with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. He fancied some of the vampires looked at him hungrily.


‘Will you be permanent?’ Bigglesworth asked.


‘Nothing’s permanent,’ Courtney got in. ‘Not even immortality.’


‘I’m given to understand that I’m to be your liaison with Diogenes in place of Captain Spenser.’


‘Oh joy,’ said Brown, a sour Canadian.


‘Mind your head then,’ said Williamson.


‘I intend to.’


‘Deuced mysterious, Diogenes,’ Courtney commented. ‘It’s hard to see a pattern in what they ask of us. Photograph a road here, bomb a bridge there, bring down a balloon, convey a silent passenger over the lines...’


‘“Ours not to reason why”,’ Bertie said.


Courtney snarled humorously.


‘I don’t know any more than you do,’ Winthrop felt obliged to say. ‘It’s intelligence. It’s supposed to be mysterious.’


‘Sometimes I think we’re split-arsing around just to confuse the Hun,’ said Courtney. ‘Playing some complicated practical joke.’


‘Then why isn’t it funny?’ asked Williamson.


Winthrop looked at his watch three or four times a minute. Midnight did not seem to get nearer. He overcame an instinct to hold the timepiece to his ear to make sure it still ticked.


The record started again. Lacey returned from a trip upstairs to visit ‘mademoiselle’. The Englishman, one of the Bigglesworth clique, was quickened after feeding, eyes darting, sharp fingers fidgeting.


Allard laughed again, like glass scraping bone.


‘First name on the list,’ he mused. ‘Last week, that would have been me. I’d be flying out to the chateau.’


‘You were right to complain,’ said Cundall.


Allard was silent. He leaned into a nook, disappearing in shadow.


‘They used to misspell Allard’s name,’ Cundall explained. ‘They’d miss an L and he’d be A-L-A-R-D. Put him ahead of Albright on the roster. He threw a squawk and Lieutenant-Colonel Raymond issued a stern notice to the fool typists at Wing. They’ve started spelling it properly.’


‘Perhaps you’ll make it to the top again,’ said Courtney. Nobody laughed.


‘You ought to be a pilot,’ Cundall said to Winthrop. ‘Begins with a W. You’d never have to go up. Williamson would be in the air before you.’


Picking the first name on the list was a fatuous idea. But any other choice would have been as arbitrary. Cundall’s ragging irked Winthrop. It was the flight commander’s responsibility, no matter that he had manipulated someone else into making the decision.


Even the vampires were restless, jittery. Conversation took silly turns. Bertie and Lacey compared eccentric, fearsome aunts.


Winthrop thought of Spenser, wondering what made a man drive nails into his own brain. As he was taken away, Spenser was smiling. He seemed not to be in pain.


There was a long-case clock in the room, face cracked across, stopped at ten to seven. Winthrop alternated looking at the broken clock and his watch. It was twenty to midnight.


The Chateau de Malinbois was forty miles off. An SE5a could make a hundred-and-twenty miles an hour but flying above the cloud, navigating by the stars, Albright would go slower. It might take several dips to look at the land before he found the objective. Captain Midnight was only human, even if a vampire.


If Albright wasn’t back by twelve, it didn’t mean he wasn’t coming home.


‘Poor Butterfly’ slowed and Courtney wound her up again. After a comically sped-up squeak, she settled into her usual rut.


Waiting, waiting. Wasting, wasting.


Winthrop thought of Catriona. He must write and tell her his duties had changed. He could not mention Diogenes, of course. Also, the censors would blank anything about Spenser. No wonder the army provided form postcards; fill in the gaps, strike out anything that didn’t apply and sign your name. He missed being able to talk things through with Cat. She had a keen intellect and usually found a different way of looking at a thing.


‘Two minutes to,’ Williamson said.


Winthrop checked his watch. Time had lurched forwards. After a moment lasting a quarter of an hour, a quarter of an hour had gone in a moment.


‘I think I hear him,’ Bertie said.


Courtney, swift as a snake, lifted the needle from the record, cutting off ‘Poor Butterfly’ in mid-waste. Winthrop heard noises in his head and the everlasting shelling, but nothing more. Then, perhaps, something.


With exaggeratedly casual gait, Cundall ambled over and opened the door. There was definitely a distant sound, a whine or a rumble.


‘He’ll be on the dot,’ Courtney said. ‘Captain Midnight returns.’


Cundall stepped outside and everyone followed, elated. Light strayed across the field from the open door. A tall figure stared into the sky. Dravot had stayed at his post all the time. Winthrop would not have been surprised if an icicle were hanging from the sergeant’s nose.


Nobody had said they thought Albright would not make it home, so they couldn’t now be relieved when he did.


‘It’s an SE5a all right,’ Williamson said. ‘No mistaking that cough.’


Winthrop saw the black bubble outlines of the clouds. He strained to see more.


‘There, look,’ Ball said, extending an arm that kinked at the elbow and wrist.


Something dipped out of cloud. Winthrop heard the engine clearly. He realised he was holding his breath and exhaled a plume of condensation.


‘Can he see the field?’ he asked.


‘Of course,’ Cundall snapped. ‘Eyes like an owl. But there’s no harm in giving him a flare. Allard, pop one off, would you, there’s a dear.’


The American, wrapped in a cape, produced a Verey pistol and fired upwards. A purple shell burst high, colouring cloud from within, bathing the field in violet.


The SE5a rounded to approach the field. Winthrop had seen pilots stunt to impress fellows on the ground (some who survived dog-fights broke their silly necks trying to look heroes to pretty nurses) but Albright was better than that. Cundall’s Condors probably couldn’t be much impressed by stunting.


Winthrop saw what excited the press about aviators. They were lone eagles, not anonymous masses. The only knightly heroes in the gash of bloody mud that stretched across Europe from Belgium to northern Italy.


Violet light failed as the flare came down. Allard sent up another.


‘What’s that?’ Winthrop asked.


Above the SE5a was a winged shape, indistinct in the purple cloud. He heard only Albright’s engine. The shape swooped down, more like a huge bird than an aircraft. Albright put a burst up into its belly. From the ground, the gunfire was a tiny sparkling. The shape fastened on to the SE5a and hauled it upwards. Entwined, they climbed into cloud. Allard sent up two more flares, one after the other.


Major Cundall’s face, outlined by the violet glow, was hard.


Engine drone continued for seconds, then choked into silence. The cloud seemed to part. Something fell, whining. Albright’s aeroplane spiralled tightly towards the ground, wind screaming in its wires. One set of wings tore loose. The SE5a ploughed nose-down and crumpled like a box-kite. Winthrop waited for an explosion.


People ran towards the wreck. The fizzling purple bonfires of fallen flares lit the mess. The tail was snapped off, the remaining wings shredded. Parallel slashes in the canvas looked like clawmarks.


Winthrop reached the SE5a just after Cundall. They skidded to a halt a few yards away, cautious. The fuel tank might explode. Burning petrol killed vampires as nastily as it did a warm man.


A crowd ringed the crumpled aircraft. The Lewis gun, barrel still smoking, poked out of twisted metal and fabric. Dravot pressed forwards and rooted through the wreck, ripping apart the remains. He found one of the cameras and checked the plate. It was smashed.


‘Where is he?’ Bigglesworth asked.


The cockpit was empty. No one had seen the pilot fall.


Had Albright taken a parachute? If so, it was against regulations. It was thought parachutes encouraged cowardice. They were issued only to balloon observers.


‘Look,’ Allard said.


Winthrop followed the American’s gaze upwards. The last purple faded in the clouds. The flying shape was still faintly visible, weaving this way and that on the currents. It could be some strange sort of batwing kite. Then it was gone.


‘Something’s falling,’ Ginger said.


There was a whistling and everyone scattered. It was just his luck to be under a bomb when he had a promotion in the offing. He flung himself on cold grass, covering his head with his arms, thinking briefly of Catriona.


An object thumped into the field, a dozen yards from the wreck, and did not explode. Winthrop gathered himself and stood up, brushing grass and ice-chips from his coat.


‘Good God,’ Cundall said. ‘It’s Red.’


The vampires stood in a circle around the fallen man. Winthrop was allowed through to look.


The twisted thing wore a midnight black Sidcot, ripped open from neck to crotch. A human face was shrivelled on to the skull, lids shrunk from staring eyes. It was a caricature of Albright’s solid, features, bled white. In the throat was a sucked-dry wound the size of an orange, exposing vertebrae, pale sinew and the underside of the jawbone. The body was insubstantial, a scarecrow of sticks wrapped in thin linen. Albright had been emptied, leeched of all substance.


Cundall and the others looked up at impenetrable skies. Winthrop fumbled his watch out of his pocket. It must have cracked when he threw himself down, for it had stopped at midnight precisely.
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GREY EMINENCES


‘I would appreciate it if Diogenes could enlighten us about the Chateau de Malinbois,’ said Lord Ruthven, admiring his diamond-shaped fingernails. His expressionless monotone always set Beauregard’s teeth grinding.


Smith-Cumming, who had doffed his disguise, deferred to Beauregard.


He cleared his throat and began, ‘There’s a definite air of mystery, Prime Minister. We have Condor Squadron on the problem just now. You’re familiar with Jagdgeschwader 1, the Richthofen Circus. At first, we assumed the fuss around the castle was what you’d expect of such a valued unit. The Germans are fond of their fliers.’


‘As are we of ours, sir,’ declared Lloyd George. ‘They are the knighthood of this war, without fear and without reproach. They recall the legendary days of chivalry, not merely by the daring of their exploits, but by the nobility of their spirit.’


‘Quite so,’ Beauregard agreed, assuming the Minister was quoting one of his own speeches. ‘But our heroes are, on the whole, modest men. We do not require the battery of press agents and portrait photographers the German Imperial Air Service employs to puff a Max Immelmann, an Oswald Boelcke or a Manfred von Richthofen.’


The name of the Bloody Red Baron hung in the air.


‘It would be a good thing if this Richthofen were shot down,’ said Sir William Robertson. The warm general disapproved of new-fangled contraptions like aeroplanes and tanks. ‘It would show there are no short cuts in war. No substitute for a good horse and a better man.’


‘There is indubitably something to be said for the position,’ admitted Beauregard, not stating what precisely could be said for it. ‘But what concerns Diogenes is that the Circus have been unnaturally quiet since they put up tents at Malinbois. They log victories with monotonous regularity but the thrilling details so beloved of the German press and public have grown scarce. And JG1 has seconded unusual personnel.’


‘Unusual?’ Ruthven prompted.


‘The commandant of the chateau is General Karnstein, an Austrian elder known to be close to the councils of Graf von Dracula.’


Ruthven’s cold eyes evinced interest. The Prime Minister kept abreast of the doings of fellow elders. Among his kind, he was an outcast; his attitude to the better-known bloodlines was not untainted by envy.


‘I know the vampire. The head of a blood-clan. Hasn’t been the same since his dreadful daughter was destroyed.’


Almost surreptitiously, the Minister for Munitions pulled a large, insensible rabbit from a satchel. Churchill was overfond of his tipple. His particular quirk was to inject Madeira into the blood of animals. He fixed chubby lips on the rabbit’s throat, sucking discreetly.


‘Drink... good,’ he mumbled. The rest of the room pointedly did not pass comment. Asquith, no mean imbiber himself, looked thirsty.


‘General Karnstein has been arranging conferences and parties near the front,’ Beauregard said. ‘Besides expected names, like Anthony Fokker, we have heard the odd vampire elder has been included. And some unusual new-borns. Gertrud Zelle has been mentioned.’


‘Your temptress, Beauregard,’ Ruthven said. ‘The mysterious and malign Mata Hari.’


‘She is hardly mine.’


‘You are responsible for catching her.’


Beauregard modestly showed open hands. Though she had featured in many newspaper articles, Gertrud Zelle was not the spy she was made out to be. After all, she had been caught and was awaiting execution. Her ‘victims’ were mainly high-ranking French officers, most notably the ill-favoured General Mireau. Pétain insisted on her ceremonial destruction, though Beauregard had asked the Prime Minister to plead for clemency. It was unlikely: as Ruthven reasoned, the Germans had burned Nurse Edith Cavell at the stake, so the Allies had to even things up and shoot Mata Hari.


‘We are all men of the world here,’ said the Prime Minister. ‘I, for one, can think of a reason why the German High Command would see a need for the skills of a Mata Hari at Malinbois. The Graf always likes to reward his valiant warriors.’


Churchill, bloody rabbit back in the game bag, gurgled a laugh. With Madeira in his veins, his eyes pinked at the corners. His great face was otherwise powder-white except for the carmine of his flabby mouth.


‘There is more to it than a debauch, Prime Minister,’ Beauregard said, tactfully. ‘The Germans would not be so secretive about simple hell-raising. Indeed, they take pains to inflate the amorous reputations of air aces, contriving romances with famous beauties which last only as long as a pose for the rotogravure.’


Ruthven looked at his advisers and tapped a foretooth with a fingernail. He made a great show of thinking.


‘Smith-Cumming,’ he said. ‘What of our old friend, the Graf von Dracula?’


The spymaster consulted a notebook, where everything was kept in a cipher of his own devising.


‘He has been seen in Berlin. He is to meet with the Bolsheviki at Brest-Litovsk next month. We assume the Russkies will confirm their withdrawal from the war.’


‘A pity. I’ve always believed we should defend the British Empire to the last drop of Russian blood.’


The generals and ministers attempted laughter at Ruthven’s joke. Even the dead-faced Mr Croft flashed a manufactured smile.


Smith-Cumming flipped a page. ‘There is a suspicious consensus among our Berlin agents that the Graf has no intention of paying a visit next month to the Chateau de Malinbois. If true, it’s curious such a fact should be so consistently available. After all, no one troubles to tell us when the Kaiser does not plan to visit his barber to have his moustache-tips waxed.’


‘Next month?’ Churchill growled.


‘That is when the Graf will not be at Malinbois,’ Smith-Cumming confirmed.


‘Has Dracula ever visited this chateau before?’


‘Not in this last century, Prime Minister.’


‘Do we draw conclusions?’


Smith-Cumming shrugged. ‘Some convoluted scheme is afoot, without doubt. We are matching wits with masters.’


‘With the Russians out of the game, the Huns will launch an all-out attack on the Western Front,’ said Churchill. ‘It’s the juggernaut strategy Count Dragulya has always practised.’ Churchill favoured a curious pronunciation of ‘Dracula’. It was not the least of his eccentricities.


‘Ridiculous notion,’ blustered General Sir Henry Wilson. ‘The Kaiser doesn’t have the men or the means or the guns or the guts. Haig will tell you Germany is an arrant paper tiger. The Huns are beaten badly, their heads are off. They can only flounder in dirt and bleed to death.’


‘It would be pleasant to concur,’ said Ruthven, ‘but we do not just fight Wicked Willi. There are others in this business. Winston is quite right. A concerted attack will come. I know the Transylvanian brute of old. He is a veritable Piltdown Man, an unchecked Eoanthropus. He will not stop until stopped. Even then, he must be destroyed. We made the mistake once before of letting Dracula live.’


‘I agree with the Prime Minister,’ said Lloyd George. ‘Dracula commands the Central Powers. It is his will that must be broken.’


Beauregard, wearily, had to concede he too believed a big push was in the offing. ‘With the cessation of hostilities on the Eastern Front, a million men will be freed to fight in the west. Steel forged in the fire of battle, not green recruits.’


‘And Malinbois?’ Ruthven asked. ‘Might this be his forwards post? He’ll want to be in the field. He has a barbarian vanity about such things. He has not entered the lists, yet he must lust to do so.’


‘The castle would make a suitable HQ,’ Beauregard said. ‘If a ground push is to succeed, he would wish to wrest from us our superiority in the air. Therefore, he would want JG1 with him.’


Ruthven slapped his desk, excited. His monotone became a grating whine.


‘I have it! He wants to spread his black wings and fly. He’ll be up in that dirigible of his, the Attila. He and I, we know this war comes down to the two of us. We face each other over the chessboard of Europe. To him, I am the Britain that humiliated and scorned him. To me, he is the past vampirekind must outlive. It is a philosophical and aesthetic battle...’


Churchill’s belly rumbled and Lloyd George examined the cuffs of his striped trousers. Beauregard wondered if millions of truly dead thought it a war of philosophy and aesthetics.


‘This is our duel. My brain and his. He has cunning, I’ll give him that. And valour, for what it’s worth. And he so loves his toys: his trains, his flying machines, his big guns. He’s like a monstrous child. If he can’t get his way, he will ravage the world.’


Ruthven stood and gestured dramatically, as if posing for a portrait: the Prime Minister in Full Flight.


‘I see a way to trip the fiend, though. Beauregard, keep worrying at this Malinbois business. I want details, facts, figures. Mr Croft, this would seem a project suited to your skills. You will take Beauregard’s reports and digest them.’


The hatchet man narrowed his dead eyes.


Ruthven continued, ‘We can use Dracula’s nursery enthusiasms against him, draw him into our trap and close our hands around his cursed throat.’


Ruthven strangled the air.
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THE PROPHET OF PRAGUE


Knives of daylight glinted in cracks between the serrated tiles of the low, sloping roof. He grew weaker as the sun rose but his red thirst raged. He was starved for human blood. Edgar Poe, as usual, numbered himself among the most wretched of all his kind.


He sat on the cot, elbows on knees, head hung to avoid bumping. Books were stacked against the opposite wall in pillars two or three volumes deep. The bulkiest, least-consulted items of his travelling library were arranged into a literary ledge which served as a table. A jug half-filled with thick juice sat precisely on a circular dent in the cloth cover of his Schiller. His mouth and nose stung with the stench of days-old animal blood. His stomach revolted but soon he would be forced to drink.


Since turning, he had often suffered prolonged abstinence. Warm men felt hunger in their stomachs; the nosferatu ache was a pulsing fire in the heart, accompanied by a gnawing need in the throat and on the tongue. The sustenance of blood was as much in the taste as the substance, and in the spiritual mingling that came with the vampire communion.


Confining him to the ghetto, Prague’s ancient repository for the alien and unloved, was ingeniously cruel. Under the Edict of Graz, proclaimed by Franz Joseph and Kaiser Wilhelm, it was forbidden for a Hebrew to be turned. Therefore Jews considered vampires predators and kept their women away from him. As with most edicts proclaimed at the dictate of Graf von Dracula, the specified penalty for transgression was impalement.


It was hard to nurture his inner vampire. He was reduced to procuring animal blood from a kosher butcher. The Israelite was a cursed gouger. In three years, the price of a few rancid drops of cow gore had risen tenfold. Sometimes the need for the sweet and scented blood of women took him to the brink of madness. Looking into a maelstrom, he was strong yet weak. With half dread and half delight, he foresaw a night when need would overcome him. He would claw ferociously into a nearby garret, forcing a fat wife or daughter to give herself up. Then, glutted, he would drift in poetic reverie, words flowing from his mind like water from a spring. Jews would come for him with a stake and his unhappy career would be at a sordid end.


In May 1917, Poe had risen from lassitude one evening to discover the myopic poltroon Wilson had committed the United States of America to the European conflict. With a pen-stroke, Wilson transformed Edgar Poe into an enemy of the Central Powers. He was then living in a moderately uncomfortable rooming house in the Sladkovský Platz, eking out an income as a lecturer. The brief prosperity of The Battle of St Petersburg had passed but his name retained some of its lustre. If all else failed, he could recite ‘The Raven’, the sole constant in his life and reputation. He no longer thought of the piece as something of his own creation, and had come heartily to detest its bleat of ‘nevermore, nevermore’.


Eight months later, he was quartered in an attic little larger than a coffin. The ghetto was a slum labyrinth of narrow covered passageways, more like tunnels than streets. This hive of wood and plaster was infested with chattering, chanting Hebrews. Each room harboured unlikely numbers. Europe was choked with inferior peoples. If he ventured beyond the Salnitergasse, Poe was required to wear an arm-band signifying his status as a hostile alien.


Upon leaving the sullen and chaotic shores of his native Philistia for an old world of kultur, this was not the situation he had expected. He had sought freedom and found only his old enemies, the envy of lesser men and the temptations of despair. The few inclined to ponder his case treated him as a conundrum concealed within a nuisance, an occasionally diverting specimen but not one whose study offered much in the way of reward.


His gums receded and his sharp teeth hurt. An iron fist gripped and released his heart. He could bear no more. Despising his weakness, he took the jug and poured the sludgy remains into his burning mouth.


Indescribable foulness swarmed into his throat and a black ache split his skull. It was over quickly. Red thirst dissipated, for the moment. There was a nasty aftertaste, as if the blood were laced with machine oil.


Blood blurred his mind. He thought of pale women with active eyes, bright smiles and long, fine hair. Ligeia, Morella, Berenice, Lenore, Madeline. Many faces coalesced into one face. Virginia. His wife had died with blood in her mouth, child’s voice choked in the midst of song. Later she returned from her grave, bestowing toothed kisses. She suckled him with her blood and turned him. Virginia was truly dead now, burned with Atlanta, but she was wife and daughter and sister and mother to him. He lived with her taste on his tongue and her blood in his undying body.


Something thumped mightily at the door. He jumped, alarmed, from his cot. His swimming head banged a beam and he groaned. He pulled open the door, scraping carpet away from bare boards. Outside, on the topmost landing, stood a uniformed vampire, glaring angrily from beneath an eagle-crested shako. He wore spiked and waxed moustaches. Poe recognised the Enemy Alien Commission’s messenger.


‘Guten morgen, Herr Unteroffizier Paulier,’ Poe said. German was the official language of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. There were Czechs and Poles who did not know a word of their own tongues. ‘What brings you to call on Prague’s most dangerous belligerent alien?’


By way of an answer, Paulier stuck out an artificial arm. An envelope was fixed to his wood-filled glove by a pin. Like many functionaries, the messenger was a crippled by-blow of the war. His blood was not strong enough to regenerate a lost limb. Poe tore the letter loose and slit it with a sharp fingernail. Without speaking, Paulier turned and descended the many flights of stairs, false hand clattering against slats.


A door opposite opened a crack and, about three feet above the floor, large wet eyes glistened. The building was aswarm with rats and Semitic children. Degenerate races bred without restraint. Dracula was correct to bar them from turning vampire. Poe bared fangs and hissed. The door shut. He read the note from the Commission. He was summoned again to the tribunal chambers in the Hradschiner Platz.


Afternoon ground on. Poe sat alone in a cathedral of a waiting room, listening to the clock. He was sensitive to the passage of time. Since turning, his ears had grown so acute he could distinguish the workings of a clock. A plague of tiny creaks and clicks accompanied every second. Each tiny noise resounded in his head like raindrops on a drumskin. He thought of the offices of the Commission, to which he was frequently recalled, as the Palace of Vondervotteimittis. Its dusty corners and cold, hard benches were unaffected by the passing of history.


Four years ago, at the outbreak of war, the Empire had known what to do with enemy nationals trapped within its borders. There were internment camps and repatriation schemes. The bureaucrats and diplomats who dealt with those niceties were lost, gone into the armies and probably dead. The late entry of the United States into the war stranded a few citizens behind the lines. Poe, who had long ago ceased to consider himself American, was almost unique in his predicament. Few in the street understood precisely the significance of the ridiculous arm-band. He was more often harangued by gentlewomen who thought he should be doing his duty in uniform than by patriotic souls who recognised him as a deadly foe of the Habsburgs.


The face of the clock, wide as a wagon-wheel, was embedded in a classical orgy of grubby marble fixed above doors twice the height of a tall man. Its seconds were half as long again as those of Poe’s watch. When he checked his chronometer against the clock, the timepieces conspired to suggest they ran at the same speed. With his watch back in his vest, the clock slackened again. Excruciating pauses prolonged each tick.


A man without a country, his case was complicated by The Battle of St Petersburg. Though its reputation was entirely trodden into the mud, the book kept him out of a prisoner-of-war camp. If repatriated, Poe knew he would merit no kind reception in the land of his birth. An adherent of the Southern cause during the late war of Secession, he refused to recognise the United States as it was currently constituted. Wilson had preached hypocritical neutrality while surreptitiously succouring the Triple Entente; Poe openly and famously championed the inevitable and just triumph of the Central Powers.


At the beginning of the war, he had tried to secure a commission in the armies of Austria–Hungary. Kept out of the fight by envious fools, he whipped his long-silent muse to action. Written in a week-long white-hot burst, The Battle of St Petersburg foretold that the Kaiser and the King-Emperor would sweep through France within the month, then turn to the solemn duty of conquering the Russias. It was a story of gallant steam cavalry charges and aristocratic feats of daring, the fighting spirit of the great days allied to the marvels of modern science. All Europe was thrilled by his account of Zeppelin fleets laying siege to St Petersburg and the utter subjugation of the Cossacks by motorised Uhlans. Dracula himself was struck by the notion of locomotive juggernauts laying tracks before them as they thrust into the heart of the Tsar’s dominions, and insisted the practicalities of such devices be gauged. Engineer Robur, the agitator for aerial warships, lent an endorsement. Pirate editions appeared in England and America as by ‘the celebrated author of “The Raven”’. An unscrupulous Belgian calling himself J.H. Rosny aîné imitated the book chapter for chapter as La Bataille de Vienne, with German characters turned to Frenchmen and Russian place-names replaced by locations in Germany and Austria–Hungary. Poe recaptured the visionary reputation to which he had aspired in his warm days and was in great demand as a speaker. He visited gymnasia to share his vision with smart ranks of newly uniformed young men who would make it a reality. It seemed he would submerge forever the reputations of such infantile plagiarists as M. Verne and Mr Wells.


An old man scuttled through the waiting room, pushing a wheelbarrow piled with bulging string-tied bundles of yellow paper. He was warm but smelled bloodless and dry. The clerk ignored Poe and disappeared through a side door into a labyrinth of records. The tribunal hall of the Commission was a castle of forgotten fact, an Alexandrian Library of the irrelevant.


Even with the ‘prophecies’ of The Battle of St Petersburg scorned by those who had once hailed them as a model to be matched, Poe believed his vision truer than that of the front-line correspondents. His was the world that should have been; not the muddy, entrenched, life-devouring stalemate that existed across Europe. The British should have stayed neutral or ranged themselves against their hereditary enemy, the French. Truly, what did a Briton care for snivelling little Belgium? Zeppelins would now sail majestically over the enslaved hordes of the steppe. The great empires would purge themselves of impurities and govern the destiny of the planet.


Edgar Poe would be the prophet of the age. It was said no vampire could produce a work of lasting aesthetic or intellectual merit. He hungered to disprove the saw. But the world of glory that seemed about to be born was turned to a nightmare of boredom and starvation.


The cuffs of his trousers were frayed and he wore a celluloid collar that had to be cleaned with an india rubber. It was a mercy Virginia had not lived to see her Eddy reduced to this miserable condition.


An official entered. He wore a floor-length apron and an oversized cap with a green eyeshade. He held up a small bell, which he tinkled. The tintinnabulation assaulted Poe’s ears.


‘Herr Poe, if you will come,’ the official said in formal German.


* * *


The meeting was held not in an office but in a high-ceilinged corridor. Thin windows allowed dusty light in. Attendants trundled trolleys by. Poe had to flatten himself against the wall to let them past.


Poe had dealt before with Kafka, a sharp Jew with queer batwing ears and a penetrating gaze. The clerk seemed to find the idea of an American in the ghetto disturbing and gave the impression of a genuine eagerness to help resolve the case. Thus far his efforts had yielded only a creeping plague of contradictory memoranda from higher-ups. Withal, he had almost taken to Franz Kafka. The only soul in Prague who had heard of Poe for anything other than The Battle of St Petersburg and ‘The Raven’, he had once asked him to inscribe a cheap edition of Tales of Mystery and Imagination. Kafka mentioned he was himself an occasional writer, but Poe had not wished to encourage further intimacy with the Jew and made a pointed display of indifference.


Poe was summoned to meet one Hanns Heinz Ewers. A vampire, of course, he was well-dressed and thought himself distinguished in several fields. Unusually for a German, he wore a suit rather than a uniform.


‘It is ironic, Herr Poe,’ Ewers said. ‘We are truly doubles, mirror images, doppelgängers. When the war began, I was in your country, in New York City...’


‘I have ceased to regard Federal America as my country, sir. I lost my nationality at Appomattox.’


‘As you wish. I too was frustrated, as you must be now. I too was a poet, an essayist, a visionary, a novelist of sensation, a philosopher. I have conquered new fields of art, including the kinematograph. Employed by my Kaiser as a lobbyist, my efforts were insufficient to prevent the misunderstanding that exists between the New World and the Old. I was interned in and deported. I have long wanted to meet you, Herr Poe.’


Poe fixed Ewers’s eye and found something lacking. He was a half-formed imitation, exaggerated to compensate for inner deficiencies.


‘I once considered instituting a lawsuit against you, Herr Ewers,’ Poe said, plainly. ‘The Student of Prague, a photoplay which you signed, is an arrant plagiarism of my tale “William Wilson”.’


Ewers was slapped by the accusation but recovered in an eyeblink. ‘No more, surely, than your “William Wilson” is plagiarism of E.T.A. Hoffmann.’


‘There is no comparison,’ Poe said coldly.


Ewers smiled. Poe was struck by the man’s detestability. His manner was as contrived, ungainly and fraudulent as his fictions. It was entirely fitting that he should work in motion pictures. There was a vulgarity about the stuttering, posturing, face-pulling foolery of the kinema that stuck to Ewers like mud.


‘The case of Edgar Poe is under review,’ Kafka reminded Ewers, holding up a thick folder of papers.


‘No,’ Ewers said, gripping the folder’s edge with undead strength. ‘As far as you are concerned, the case of Edgar Poe is concluded. Germany has need of him, and Prague will surrender him to me, as representative of Kaiser and court.’


Kafka’s eyes wavered. Poe was unsure but it seemed the clerk was wavering out of concern for him.


A one-legged man, face hooded, stumped by, a basket slung upon his back like a peasant’s pannier, half full of stopped watches.


‘Herr Poe,’ Ewers said. ‘It has been decided you are just the man for a certain task of great national importance...’


‘A tune has been changed, Herr Ewers. I’ve a distinguished military record in my former country, including study at West Point Academy, but my attempts to volunteer for the armies of the Empires were ungraciously rebuffed. Though I am an internationally recognised authority on the conduct of modern warfare, my many letters of suggestion to Generals von Moltke, von Falkenhayn, Ludendorff and von Hindenburg have gone unacknowledged...’


‘In the name of the Kaiser and the Graf von Dracula, I extend the apologies of a nation,’ Ewers announced, sticking out his hand as if offering a benediction.


Kafka’s eyes darted between Poe and Ewers. Poe’s impression was that the Jew shared his opinion of the German but had more empirical evidence to justify his dislike.


‘What do you wait for?’ Ewers snapped at Kafka. ‘Herr Poe is an important man. Give him travel papers. We are expected in Berlin tomorrow.’


Kafka opened his folder and handed over a document.


‘You won’t need this any more,’ Ewers said, clawing at Poe’s sleeve, ripping away his armband. ‘From now on, you are as safe in the Empires as if you were a pure-blood German.’


At a stroke, Poe felt himself transformed again.
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MATA HARI


The prisoner had welcomed Beauregard’s request that he be allowed to see her. Even were he not continuing the Malinbois investigation, he would have been inclined to pay a call. He had given evidence at her trial but they had never been introduced.


To step out of the staff car onto the parade ground was to set foot in a cemetery. The condemned woman was held in a barracks near Paris, long out of regular use, tenants gone to feed the war. The uncurtained windows of the long halls were dusty. Only one dormitory was inhabited. Eight men, pulled from the front to serve as a firing squad, slept in peace and comfort. To them, this must be a relief.


The night was black as ink. Like a warm convict, the prisoner was to be shot at dawn. Sunset would be a more appropriate execution hour for a vampire.


A lone light burned in an office. Beauregard rapped on a door. Lantier, a veteran with half a face, opened up and invited him in. Without a hint of insubordination, the turnkey made it clear he resented having his night disturbed by visitors pandering to the whims of an enemy of France.


Lantier looked over Beauregard’s authorisation papers, clucking at each distinguished signature. At length, he decided in Beauregard’s favour and ordered that the Englishman be allowed into the cell. A lecture was delivered in rapid French about the degree of intercourse allowed with the woman. There was to be no physical contact, no object was to be passed from one to the other.


The vampire’s reputation was bound to outlive her. This fuss fed the greatly exaggerated stories they were telling. It was in the interest of the lady’s ‘victims’ that she be considered irresistible, lest it be decided they had a degree of culpability in her feats of espionage. Surely, no ordinary woman could extract secrets from so many of the great and good. This was an extreme case of the brand of fascination vampires were popularly supposed to be able to exert over their helpless prey.


Of the officers whose names had come up in testimony at her closed trial, most who still lived remained on active service. Only a few insignificant lieutenants had been swept down with her. Even now, the odious General Mireau planned his next offensive.


It had been seriously suggested that the soldiers assigned to this detail be maimed veterans unmanned by the war. Following Lantier’s slow progress to the cells, he wondered if the crackpot notion had been implemented. If so, it displayed an alarming ignorance of the physical act of vampirism.


Lantier opened a stout door and stood aside, allowing him into the cell. It was an unpainted room with barely the atmosphere of a cupboard.


The prisoner sat by a small window, looking at the last of the moon. With her hair roughly cropped and in a shapeless cotton dress, she did not resemble the jewelled seductress who had carried all Paris with her.


She turned to look at him and was indeed beautiful. She claimed to be half-Javanese, but Beauregard knew she was the daughter of a Dutch hatter and his provincial wife. After turning, her eyes had changed. She had slit pupils like a cat. The effect was enormously striking.


‘Madame Zelle?’ he enquired, politely but without need.


She stood graciously and acknowledged him. ‘Mr Beauregard.’


He considered her extended, pale hand and shrugged.


‘Regulations,’ he explained, weakly.


The prisoner attempted a smile. ‘Of course. Touch me and you would be my slave. You would overpower the guards and fight to the death to aid my escape.’


‘Something like that.’


‘How silly.’


A chair was brought for him by the turnkey. She resumed her own chair and he sat down.


‘So you are the clever Englishman who caught me?’


‘I am afraid so.’


‘Why afraid? Did you not do your duty?’


Before the war, he had seen her famous Javanese Dance of Death. She was no Isadora and whoever schooled her was no Diaghilev, but the powerful effect she had on an audience, whether general or private, General or Private, could not be denied.


‘You are an honourable English patriot and I am an unprincipled Dutch adventuress. Is that not true?’


‘It is not for me to say, Madame.’


Her eyes were growing larger. There was cold, undirected anger in them. But also something else.


‘You are a warm man?’


Had she expected him to be a vampire like her? Some nosferatu believed only their own kind could match them for brain-power.


‘How old are you, Mr Beauregard?’


That was an unusual question. ‘I am sixty-four.’


‘I would have thought younger. By five or ten years. Some vampire taint has crept into you, retarding the processes of aging. It does not matter. It is not too late for you to turn. You might live forever, grow young again.’


‘Is that such a pleasant prospect?’


She smiled genuinely, not for effect. A tiny, shining fang peeped between her red lips.


‘Not, I confess, at this immediate moment. I am immortal and you are not, but you shall see tomorrow’s sunset.’


He tried to look at his wrist-watch without being too obvious. The dawn was two hours away.


‘There may yet be a reprieve.’


‘Thank you for considering that possibility, Englishman. I am given to understand you personally pleaded for my life. You could only do that at risk to your own reputation.’


Unless she really could suck secrets from a mind with a single glance, she could not possibly know he had recommended lenience.


Her fang became more prominent as her smile broadened. ‘I still have sources of information. Secrets are not hard to come by.’


‘As you have proved.’


‘And so have you. My poor secrets have been yours as many men’s were mine. Simply by sitting in a room and thinking, you saw through my veils and schemes. I admire that.’


He tried not to feel flattered. It was one of her greatest weapons. Elderly officers had been her favoured prey.


‘I have had fine tutors in the whole art of detection,’ Beauregard admitted.


‘You are a senior member of the Ruling Cabal of the Diogenes Club, the second or third most important man in the British Secret Service.’


She knew even more than was determined at her trial.


‘Do not worry, Charles. I shall take to my poor grave those few of your secrets to which I am a party.’


Suddenly, she was using his Christian name.


‘I am sincerely sorry, Gertrud,’ he replied in kind.


‘Gertrud?’ she said, rolling the unfamiliar name around her pointed tongue. ‘Gertrud,’ she confessed, at last. Her slim shoulders slumped with disappointment. ‘So ugly, so sad, so dumpy. Almost German. But it is the name I was born with, the name I shall die under.’


‘But not the name of your immortality,’ he said.


She dramatically framed her pretty face with long fingers, fluttering her nails in moonlight. ‘No, I shall eternally be Mata Hari.’


She was parodying the American, Theda Bara. If they made a film about Mata Hari (certainly, they would make many) then Theda Bara, a professional vampire whose name was an anagram of ‘Arab Death’, was the only actress for the role. She was of a bloodline which took to photography. Many vampires showed up on film as a species of blurry smudge.


‘They will remember me, won’t they?’ she asked, suddenly vulnerable. ‘My reputation will not melt like snow in the sun, surpassed by some new temptress.’


It was possible this woman had acted all her life; underneath the veils, there was perhaps no reality. Or maybe there was a secret self she would take with her into true death.


‘There will be no pardon, Charles. No mercy at the last moment. This is true? They will kill me?’


‘I’m afraid a certain person has insisted,’ he admitted, sadly.


‘General Mireau,’ she spat. ‘His blood was thin, you know. Like English soup. I mean no offence. Do you know how many men died through his actions? He was more lethal to his troops on his own than under my influence.’


There had been a mutiny in the General’s command. Mireau was one of the worst of the uniformed fools who thought the war a firepit that could be extinguished by pouring in living men. The General believed this woman’s death would cleanse the blood from his record.


‘The other side are no better,’ she said. ‘It was as easy to gull Germans.’


Early in the war, Gertrud Zelle had been in the employ of the French secret service. It had not been proved, but he knew she had worked for the Russians, the Hungarians, the Turks and the Italians. Even the British.


‘At court, I was presented to the Kaiser. I was turned by the Graf von Dracula.’


In this cold new century, the Graf was careful with his bloodline. More than any other vampire elder, he was responsible for the spread of the condition through Europe. Now he controlled rigidly the selection of those he turned. Even warm, Gertrud Zelle had been a remarkable woman.


‘I see I do not surprise you.’


She held up her hand. It was pale in the moonlight, blue veins distinct. In an instant, it was a webbed gargoyle’s claw, thorny barbs tipping thumb and fingers. Then it was human again.


‘Formidable,’ he said. ‘Only someone close to the bloodline could manage that trick.’


‘Maybe not,’ she said, mysterious but teasing. ‘But in my case, it is so. As I have played the generals of Europe as puppets, so have I been played.’


It occurred to Beauregard that she could transform herself entirely. She could find the strength to tear through the walls. Something kept her here.


‘At the last, I shall be free of him.’


So that was it. He felt a certain disappointment.


‘I did not give myself up deliberately, Charles. Your victory stands as an achievement of note. It is just that I’m not necessarily despondent. It is a commonplace that many things are worse than death.’


From experience, Beauregard knew those of the Dracula bloodline often came to believe that.


‘He is a monster. Dracula.’


Beauregard nodded. ‘We have met.’


‘You British,’ she continued, ‘you were right to throw him out.’


‘It was not so simple.’


‘Maybe not. Yet Britain would not long tolerate Dracula and Germany has become his paradise.’


‘The Graf has the knack of gaining influence at courts. He’s been at the business for five-hundred years.’


Gertrud Zelle leaned forwards and reached out. The turnkey rumbled. The pistol in his belt was loaded with silver. The prisoner’s hand halted, inches away from Beauregard’s arm. She fixed his eye.


‘He will make of this century a killing ground,’ she said, seriously. ‘In his warm days, he murdered one-third of his own subjects. Imagine what he would do to those he considers his enemies.’


‘Germany is nearly broken,’ he said, echoing the official position, wishing he did not know better.


‘It’s hard to deceive a deceiver, Charles.’


She sat back, straightening. A fringe of pre-dawn light haloed her cropped head. She looked more like Joan of Arc than a vampire spy.


‘Your war is over,’ he said, trying to be kind.


‘You know much about us, Charles. Vampires. You must have had a remarkable teacher.’


He adjusted his collar, sure he was flushing.


‘Who was she?’


‘You would not know the lady’s name.’


‘She was old? An elder?’


Beauregard nodded. Geneviève Dieudonné was older even than the Graf. A fifteenth-century girl.


‘She is still alive?’


‘The last I heard, she was very well. In America, I believe.’


‘Do not be vague, Charles. You know precisely where she is. You would make it your business to keep track of things.’


Gertrud Zelle had caught him out. Geneviève was in California, growing blood oranges.


‘She was a fool to let you grow old and die, Charles. No, I take that back. That was your decision, not hers. If I had been her, I would have made you want to turn. I would have used my powers.’


‘Your “powers”? Madame Zelle, it would seem you have been reading too many of your notices.’


‘We do have powers, you know. It’s not all conjuring.’


Dawn pinked the sky. Her face was paler than ever. They had been starving her in captivity. She must be in considerable discomfort. Many new-borns would by now have been maddened by red thirst.


‘I suppose it makes her better than me, that she would not change a man’s mind through underhand means, even if it were for the best.’


‘Believe me, Geneviève would not claim to be better than anyone.’


‘Geneviève? A pretty name. I hate her already.’


Beauregard remembered pain. And more pleasant things. There was a fan of red in the sky.


‘We don’t have much time left,’ Gertrud Zelle said, businesslike.


‘It is regrettable,’ he agreed.


‘Very well. For the sake of your vampire lady, I shall pass on to you my surviving secret. You have been kind when you need not have been, and this is my gift to you. Use it as you will. Win the war, if it can be won.’


Was this some trick?


‘No, Charles,’ she said, either reading the surface of his mind or following his obvious thought process. ‘I am not the Scheherazade of the age. I shall not delay my final appointment.’


He tried to think around this development.


‘Convince me, Gertrud. Convince me I am not to be your last victim.’


‘That is not unfair, Charles. I shall mention a place and a name. If you are interested, I shall continue.’


Beauregard nodded. Gertrud Zelle smiled again, as if laying down face cards.


‘Chateau de Malinbois,’ she said. ‘Professor ten Brinken.’


This was what he had hoped for. Another strand of the spiderweb.


‘I’m convinced,’ he said, trying not to let his eagerness show.


‘See,’ she said, fang glistening, ‘a vampire always knows. I’ll make it brief and simple. You can take notes, if you wish. The world has made of me what it would, and I make no excuse for myself. I have followed the dictates of my heart, even when such courses were patently unwise...’


* * *


A small crowd of journalists and interested parties huddled around a brazier on the parade ground. The last snowfall was gone, though patches of gritty ice would have made an actual parade hazardous. Beauregard looked at the faces. None of Gertrud Zelle’s ‘admirers’ thought it worth while attending this performance.


Was her story another farewell performance? It was possible she hoped in death to spread some misleading lie, distracting him from whatever the Germans were really about at Malinbois. He was inclined to believe her. The Graf von Dracula was a gothic thinker and her narrative was a gothic tale, with castles and crypts and blood and doomed noblemen. He had filled the remainder of his notebook with shorthand.


The soldiers of the firing squad stood as if for inspection. Boys with ancient eyes. After four years, not only the undead looked older than their faces. Beauregard wondered if these poilus would be happier if the prisoner at the stake were Mireau. In the ranks, the General was hated more than the Kaiser.


‘Charles,’ a woman’s voice cut through his musings. ‘We meet in the most odd places.’


The small vampire was dressed in jodhpurs and a Norfolk jacket, reddish hair done up under an oversized tweed cap, eyes shielded by thick blue-tinted glasses. Her clear voice retained a little Irish.


‘Kate,’ he said, surprised and pleased. ‘Good morning.’


She slipped off her glasses and squinted at the fading blush in the dingy grey sky.


‘It’s morning, at least.’


Kate Reed was ten years his junior, turned at twenty-five. In thirty years of the vampire life, her eyes hadn’t aged.


The journalist had been something of a heroine in the Terror, editing an underground periodical, two hops ahead of the Carpathian Guard. She was no less critical of authority in the age of Good King Victor. A Fabian Socialist and advocate of Home Rule, she wrote for the New Statesman and the Cambridge Magazine. Since hostilities had commenced, she had been twice expelled from France and once imprisoned in Ireland.


‘I thought you were recalled to London,’ he observed.


She gave a smart, sharp little smile, eyes twinkling. ‘I retired from Grub Street, then volunteered as an ambulance driver. Our old friend Mina Harker is on the committee, still trying to make things right. I was shipped back on the next boat.’


‘So you’re not a reporter?’


‘I’m an observer, always. It is a thing we vampires are good at. It comes from a long life and too much spare time.’


Dawnlight speared across the ground and she put her glasses back on.


He shared a history with Kate Reed. They were both creatures of another century. She was fitter by far to survive this new era.


‘I have always admired you,’ he said.


‘You talk as if it were yourself they wanted to shoot.’


‘Maybe they should. I’m tired, Kate.’


She took his hand and squeezed. He tried not to let her see she was hurting him. Like many vampires of comparatively recent vintage, she did not know her own strength.


‘Charles, you are perhaps the last decent man in Europe. Do not be disheartened, no matter what. The “War to End War” talk may be rot, but we can make a truth of it. This is our world as much as it is Ruthven’s or Dracula’s.’


‘And hers?’


He pointed with his head. As the sun cleared the barracks, Gertrud Zelle was led out by the turnkey and two guards. At her own request she was veiled to protect her sensitive face from the light. She refused the blindfold and insisted no priest be present.
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