
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Copyright 2022 Blackwych Books Ltd

All Rights Reserved

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, events, entities and places are either products of the author's imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual people, businesses, entities or events is entirely coincidental.

Kindle edition

First published by Dark Season Books in 2014

This Blackwych Books edition: December 2025

Back on Thaxos after years in exile, Edgar Le Compte is determined to convince the locals they have nothing to fear from him or his ancient vampire lineage. He plans a lavish celebration to win their trust—but the night unravels into disaster, revealing just how deeply the island’s hatred still runs. Worse, someone among the townsfolk is already plotting to erase the last Le Compte forever.

While Edgar struggles to contain rising hostility, Kate delves deeper into the island’s buried past. Her search leads her to a secret hidden beneath a circle of weather-worn stones – a discovery that suggests she’s far from the first to question the Le Compte legacy. Those who came before her sought the truth... and they all met violent ends.

With shadows closing in, Kate must decide who she can trust, while Edgar hunts for the traitor lurking in plain sight. But on Thaxos, alliances are fragile, loyalties are twisted, and some mysteries are protected by forces willing to kill to keep them buried.

Birthright is the second book in the long-running Dead Souls saga. Each book ends with a cliffhanger, and readers are advised to start at the beginning.
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​Chapter One
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The huge black boat moved slowly, its prow cutting through the water of the harbor. As it turned to the port side, the boat's great bulk creaked slightly, but for the most part the voyage was silent: no sailors shouted, no bells rang out; the boat simply did as it was commanded, until it gently bumped against the quayside, dislodging a few errant pieces of old wood in the process. On the bridge, the large, old-fashioned wooden wheel turned first one way and then the other before coming to a rest, while nearby the navigation system whirred briefly and then shut down. And then, slowly, a hatch opened in the boat's side, and a deep groaning sound was heard from within.

***
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Looking up suddenly from her paperwork, Inspector Isobel Cavaleri realized that there was an unfamiliar sound outside her window. She knew it couldn't be, but it sure as hell sounded like...

Laughter...

Getting to her feet, she crossed the room and looked outside. Sure enough, at that moment a family walked past: Jonathan and Elise Corvey, and their daughters Melissa and Suzanne. Cavaleri knew the Corveys well, knew that they were all very hard-working people, so the sight of them out and about in such good spirits was a shock. Sensing that something was wrong, Cavaleri made her way to the police station's front door and stepped outside, only to spot half a dozen other families all headed in the same direction. Nearby, the baker's shop was closed, as was the hair salon.

“What the hell?” she muttered under her breath.

“I'm not getting my hopes up too much,” said a young girl, hurrying past with her friends, “but I heard there's an actual band!”

Following the small crowd, Cavaleri found herself a few minutes later in the town square down by the harbor, where she witnessed another surprising sight: half a dozen motor vehicles were parked in formation, each of them with townsfolk climbing up into the open back sections. As soon as the first vehicle was full, it set off, juddering around the war memorial in the center of the square and then making its way along the road that led straight through the town and then up the hillside toward...

She looked up at Edgar Le Compte's mansion, high above the town. Something seemed different this morning. Whereas usually the mansion stood in ominous stillness, today there were clearly people milling around in the garden. Lots of people. Moments later, she realized she could hear the faintest sound of music, as if a band really was playing up there. Turning to look at the nearby wall, she saw that several of Le Compte's posters were still in place, promoting his garden party. Cavaleri had assumed that the posters were a joke, that a man like Le Compte would never even entertain the idea of hosting a party, and yet...

She almost jumped out of her skin as a truck sped past, carrying more excited townsfolk up to the mansion. Stunned, Cavaleri stood and watched for a few more minutes as almost everyone from the entire port town climbed into the trucks. It was as if the entire population of Thaxos was giving Edgar Le Compte a second chance. Slowly, Cavaleri realized she could feel her blood starting to boil.

***
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They made their way slowly through the cemetery gate, as if weighed down by their grief. Both of them clutched a small offering of flowers, which had looked so beautiful in the garden but which now seemed so pitiful. Still, it was all they had to bring.

“Are you sure you want to go on?” Maximo Marco asked. “We can -”

“She can't be left alone,” his wife replied, staring ahead with impassive yet tearful eyes. “It's her first morning here. If we don't come to her grave, she might think we've forgotten her.”

“But she -”

“Go home if you wish,” she continued. “I will tend to her alone.”

Realizing that there was nothing left to say, Maximo held up his arm to support Catherine. They made their way in silence along the narrow, winding path that twisted between the old gravestones until, finally, they came to the plot that had less than twenty-four hours earlier been filled in. The gravestone here was new, its letters still sharply defined as they spelled out the name of the Marcos' daughter:

Alice Marco

It was a simple stone, as the family had preferred. Catherine knelt to place her flowers next to the others, which had been left after the service. She bowed her head, letting tears drip from her eyes onto the churned soil.

“Perhaps we should come back later,” Maximo said after a few minutes. “This does no-one any good.”

“What if we leave and she feels alone?” Catherine asked, her voice barely heard through the tears.

“She's not here,” he replied. “She doesn't feel anything.”

As his wife continued to sob, Maximo put a hand on her shoulder. He knew there was nothing to do; her heart was broken, as was his. After a moment, he heard the distant roar of an engine, and he turned to look at the far wall. Somewhere in the distance, a motor vehicle was racing through the streets. Glancing up at the mansion high up on the hill, Maximo realized with a heavy heart that the island was already moving on. His daughter's death was yesterday's news, and soon her grave would begin to fade like all the others.

***
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“What the hell is going on?” Cavaleri asked as she stormed into the shop, pushing the door open with such force that it banged against the wall and almost knocked the noticeboard down.

“You've noticed, huh?” Ephram replied mournfully, sitting in his usual position behind the counter. “Looks like there won't be any customers today. I should probably close up, but then what would I do? Go up and join the party?”

“Have they lost their mind?” Cavaleri continued, slamming some coins onto the counter as Ephram passed her a packet of her usual cigarettes. She immediately tore open the box and lit up. “All the things the Le Compte family have done to the people of this island, all the misery and pain stretching back for decades, and all the things that have happened over the past few months, and it can all be set right with a garden party? Are the people of this island really so stupid?” She slammed her lighter down against the counter. “Seriously? A goddamn garden party?!?”

“Free food,” Ephram replied. “Free wine. Free music. Plus the chance to snoop around his house. I wouldn't be surprised if you and I and my mother are the only ones who don't go. I even saw Doctor Burns heading up there earlier.”

“Alice Marco has only just been killed,” Cavaleri pointed out. “It's sacrilegious to hold an event such as this when there's a dead girl still on everyone's minds! Especially when the man who brought the rats to Thaxos in the first place is the same man putting up the bunting!”

“I was at the service yesterday,” Ephram continued. “Only a few people attended. The coffin was open, and she looked so peaceful and beautiful. I know it's tradition that only close family members and friends attend, but still, it might have been better if more people had shown up.”

“And all the while,” Cavaleri pointed out, “Le Compte has been planning his party.”

Ephram held his hands up, as if to indicate that there was nothing he could do about the matter.

“I don't know why I bother,” Cavaleri continued, pacing over to the front of the store and staring out the window for a moment, just as another truck sped past the courtyard, delivering yet more townspeople up to the mansion. Unable to contain her frustration any longer, she took a deep drag on her cigarette. “These people don't know what's good for them.”

“Have you noticed that the rats are gone?” Ephram asked. “Not a rat for two days now. I saw Le Compte's boat was back in the harbor at first light this morning. Maybe all the rats climbed back onboard and sailed away, to be tipped into the sea. Maybe they were only ever here for a holiday.”

“That boat...” Cavaleri paused, as slowly an idea came to her mind. “Permits,” she muttered darkly.

“Permits?”

“I don't recall Edgar Le Compte applying for a multiple docking permit,” she continued, taking another drag on her cigarette, which in her fury she had already reduced to half its original length. “That's an offense, I can fine him.” Another drag. “I should go and serve papers on him, and tie him up in fines!”

“I'm sure he'll be quaking in his boots,” Ephram said with a sigh.

“The law's the law,” Cavaleri pointed out, almost shouting before she took another drag on her cigarette, which was by now little more than a stub. “Every instance of unauthorized docking carries a significant financial penalty. That goddamn boat could be bringing anything to the island, and the rules are in place for a reason.” She took yet another drag on her cigarette. “I'm going to go up there right now and serve him with the fine, plus a notice to cease all activities in the harbor until such time as the necessary paperwork has been completed. I should have done this when he first arrived, but as a good neighbor I gave him the benefit of the doubt.”

“So you're going to his party too, are you?”

“I'm not going to the party,” she replied, stubbing the remainder of her cigarette out on the counter before heading to the door. “I'm going up there in my official capacity as the only person on this island who hasn't lost her freaking mind!”

With that, she stormed out of the shop, slamming the door once again and leaving Ephram to sit in silence for a moment.

“Well,” he muttered to himself eventually, staring at the still-burning cigarette stub before him, “have fun.”

***
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Although she could have taken a ride in one of the many motor vehicles that Edgar Le Compte had laid on for the party, Cavaleri stubbornly insisted on walking the whole way up to the mansion. Having stopped by her office and drawn up the papers outlining the fine, she loosened the buckles on her uniform and set off on the long trek, and she refused all offers of a lift whenever one of the vehicles rattled past her. In the late morning sun, however, she soon began to sweat, and by the time she reached the threshold of Le Compte's land an hour later, she was on the verge of collapse. Still she pushed on, and eventually she reached the main gate, at which point she stopped for a moment to compose herself.

Up ahead, she could hear laughter from the massed crowd.

“Idiots,” she muttered. “Naive, gullible fools.”

Once she was through the gate, she was astonished by the size of the garden party. There were stalls everywhere, with Edgar's men serving various types of hot and cold food, including meat from a large barbecue.

A nearby stall held a huge array of cheeses from around the world, along with piles of bread and huge jars of pickle; another stall was overflowing with cured meats.

One entire section of the garden, meanwhile, had been set aside for the town's children, with play equipment having miraculously appeared along with special tables of food for young visitors and even games such as a lucky dip. It was all a little old-fashioned, but Cavaleri couldn't help noticing that the town's children seemed to be having a wonderful time, playing freely and happily with one another.

“Mind control,” Cavaleri muttered darkly. “He's indoctrinating them at an early age.”

She made her way toward the mansion, passing the brass band that had drawn a large crowd. Nearby, a test-your-strength machine was also proving popular, with the men of the island lining up to smash the hammer down against a large red target, sending a drum shooting up toward a bell at the top. Even the less athletically able members of the community seemed to be enjoying themselves, and Cavaleri couldn't help but feel increasingly suspicious as she noticed that every single person was having fun. Deep in her bones, she could already tell that something was definitely not right with the situation.

“Inspector Cavaleri!” shouted Melissa Corvey, waving at her while holding a huge hamburger in one hand. “So good to see you up here! Isn't it wonderful?”

Cavaleri paused, realizing that she should at least pretend to appreciate the party.

“It's stunning,” she replied, forcing a smile. “Really... amazing.”

“I can't believe how generous he's being,” Melissa continued. “He's given every child a gift! I can't believe we were all so suspicious of Baron Le Compte! He's actually a wonderful, kind man!”

“Isn't he just?” Cavaleri replied, hurrying along. She felt sick to her stomach, a sensation that became even worse when she spotted Doctor Burns snoozing in a chair by the wall, having evidently had a couple too many fruit cordials already. Stopping, she nudged his shoulder, but the old man merely frowned and continued his nap. She tried again, but he was deep in his slumber.

“Best leave him to it,” said a passing woman with a smile.

“Wake up, old man,” Cavaleri continued, nudging his shoulder for a third time. Although he seemed to stir for a moment, it was clear that he would be no use even if he could be roused.

Turning, Cavaleri looked up at the facade of the mansion. She took a deep breath, before making her way up the stone steps and through the main door.

Inside there were people everywhere, wandering from room to room as if the Le Compte house was some kind of vast museum.

Signs had been put up to inform visitors about the history of the place, and huge oil paintings of Le Compte's ancestors stared down at the scene. As Cavaleri pushed her way through the crowd, clutching the legal papers she had brought for Le Compte, she began to wonder if she was in fact dreaming the entire experience.

She had grown up on the island, always being told that the mansion was out of bounds, yet here it was with the doors flung open and happy visitors enjoying the chance to snoop around.

It was as if the world had been turned upside down.

“That's his grandfather,” a boy was telling his friend, pointing up to one of the paintings. “They called him the Impaler!”

“He looks just like the current Baron Le Compte,” replied the other boy.

“Maybe he's still got the torture equipment his grandfather used to use!” the first boy suggested excitedly. “Maybe it's all hidden away in part of the house we can't get to!”

“Excuse me,” Cavaleri said as she reached an elderly gentleman in a butler's uniform, “I'm looking for Baron Edgar Le Compte.”

“His Lordship is here somewhere,” the old man replied. “My name is Jacob, and I am the head of the serving staff here. Perhaps I can be of assistance?”

“It's Le Compte I need to see,” she continued, holding up the papers. “Official business.”

“I see,” Jacob replied. “I'm afraid that you've come at a rather inopportune moment, so you will simply have to take a look around and wait until you bump into him. I believe he is quite enjoying the opportunity to discuss the history of his family with some of the people who have come to visit. You could always come tomorrow...”

“This is urgent business,” she snapped back at him. “The police don't change their plans just because someone happens to be holding a party, you know.”

“Quite,” Jacob replied. “All I can tell you is that he's most certainly around here somewhere.”

“I'll bet he is,” Cavaleri muttered, making her way past the old man and heading along a corridor.

Every time she heard someone laughing nearby, she felt a shiver run through her body as she realized how easily the entire town had been turned to Edgar's side.

Less than twenty-four hours ago, Edgar Le Compte was widely regarded as a dangerous man, as someone who was destroying the happiness of everyone on Thaxos; he was being blamed, at least indirectly, for the death of Alice Marco and for the influx of rats to the island.

Now, however, Cavaleri felt that she was the only person who still recognized his true nature.

Reaching the large ballroom at the end of the eastern wing, she stopped for a moment as she saw that yet another crowd seemed to be enthralled by the experience of exploring the Le Compte mansion.

“They're mad,” Cavaleri whispered under her breath. “They've all lost their minds!”
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​Chapter Two
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“Have you seen Edgar?” Kate asked as she finally managed to find Jacob in one of the crowded rooms.

“I believe His Lordship is somewhere around,” Jacob replied, “but I couldn't tell you exactly where, I'm afraid. As you can imagine, he's rather popular today.”

“I've been looking for him all morning,” she continued. “I need to -”

Before she could finish, she spotted an unfamiliar figure on the other side of the room. She'd noticed the man a few times already during the morning, but she hadn't yet had a chance to speak to him. He certainly didn't look like he lived on the island, since he was wearing a casual but expensive-looking suit, and he seemed to be happy just mingling in the crowd.

“Who's that man?” she asked Jacob.

“Which man, Ma’am?”

“The guy in the pale suit. I haven't seen him on Thaxos before.”

“That gentleman is one of His Lordship's acquaintances from the mainland,” Jacob replied. “He is here for a short visit. A very pleasant fellow, from my experience.”

Kate kept her eyes on the newcomer, who seemed somehow separate from the rest of the people in the room. As she lost sight of him for a moment, she noticed a more familiar figure tottering unsteadily through the room.

“Never mind,” she told Jacob, before pushing her way through the crowd until finally she was spat out the other side next to Didi, who was holding a champagne glass that clearly wasn't her first of the day.

“Katie!” Didi screeched. “Are you having a good party?” She grabbed a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter and thrust it in Kate's direction. “Drink up!”

“It's a little early for me. Have you seen -”

“Come on, don't be a party-pooper! Join the fun! Everyone's having a great time! Isn't it freaky?” She took a big gulp of champagne. “I think it's freaky,” she added, with a hint of darkness to her voice.

“It's not even midday,” Kate pointed out diplomatically, taking the glass and immediately setting it down on a nearby table. “Have you seen Edgar?”

“Who?”

Kate sighed.

“Oh, Eddie,” Didi continued. “The lord and master of all we survey! I dunno, I guess he's around somewhere. He doesn't usually like crowds, so I wouldn't be surprised if he's hidden himself away in one of the private rooms. My Eddie's a lovely guy sometimes, but he's got all the social skills of a broken vacuum cleaner, but hey, that's one of the reasons I love him! Come on, why don't you have a drink?” She grabbed another champagne glass from another passing waiter and held it out toward Kate, as if she'd completely forgotten the beginning of their conversation already. “It's really good!”

“Are you drunk?” Kate asked.

“Are you a size twelve?” Didi replied, looking down at Kate's waist. “I was trying to guess earlier. I've been a size six my whole life, but I really enjoy trying to guess other people's sizes. At first I thought you were a ten, but now, no offense, I'm thinking a twelve. Am I right?”

“You're definitely drunk,” Kate replied stonily, turning to look back across the room in the desperate hope that she might yet spot Edgar.

“Of course I'm drunk,” Didi continued. “How else do you think I get through the days here? At least with this party going on, my drunkenness is in context.” She took a step forward, but she quickly became unbalanced on her ridiculously high heels, and it was only Kate's swift intervention that kept her from tumbling to the floor. “Was that an earthquake,” she continued, “or are you just pleased to see me?”

“Why don't you sit down for a moment?” Kate replied, helping Didi over to a chair and easing her onto the cushion. “Just wait here and I'll fetch you a glass of water. Deal?”

“No deal!” Didi exclaimed excitedly.

“I'll be back in a minute,” Kate replied, turning and pushing her way across the room. It took longer than she'd expected, but she was finally able to get to the kitchen, where she grabbed a glass and began to pour some water for Didi. She knew it wouldn't be much use, but at the same time she was worried that the younger girl might get even more drunk, and might even end up ruining the entire party.

“Have you seen him?” asked a female voice suddenly.

Turning, Kate found that there was a sour-faced woman standing next to her, wearing a police officer's uniform.

“Do you mean Edgar?”

“Baron Le Compte,” the woman replied humorlessly. “Where is he? I've been wandering around this place for half an hour and I still can't find him!”

“Sorry,” Kate replied, “I -”

Before she could finish, the police officer muttered something under her breath and stalked away, pushing her way angrily through the crowd.

“Isn't Baron Le Compte wonderful?” said a woman nearby, talking to her friend. “I never thought I'd see the day when the whole of Thaxos is invited up to the mansion like this.”

“I've heard stories about his grandfather,” replied the other woman, “but clearly they're like night and day. Thank God we're living here today, and not all those years ago when the previous Baron Le Compte was in charge. I've heard some horror stories about that man.”

“That's still no reason for Inspector Cavaleri to be so angry,” the first woman continued. “Why can't she just relax for once?”

***
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A few minutes later, having tried to deliver the glass of water to Didi but having found no sign of her, Kate made her way back through to the entrance hallway and then up the main stairs. It was still strange to have so many people around, but at the top of the stairs there was a sign marking off one of the corridors as private, so Kate made her way in that direction, figuring that perhaps Didi was right when she said that Edgar would be trying to find a little peace and quiet. By the time she reached the end of the corridor, the sound of the party had almost faded completely into the distance, and she could now just about make out voices coming from one of the rooms up ahead.

As she made her way along the corridor, Kate worried that perhaps she was intruding, but she figured that she, like Edgar, could use a moment away from the crush of the party. Ahead, the voices were becoming clearer, until finally she could hear what they were saying.

“How much longer will it take?” Edgar asked.

Kate stepped closer to the door and reached out to knock, but at the last moment she held back.

“A few hours,” said a male voice that Kate didn't recognize. “We can't rush it any more than we are already. Don't worry, though. The centerpiece of your big party will still be delivered with all the necessary bells and whistles.”

“It has to be done properly,” Edgar continued, sounding agitated. “Even the slightest error could cause panic, maybe even anger. I've come so far with these people today and I can't afford to have it all come to nothing.”

“Relax -”

“Don't tell me to relax! You have no idea what's at stake here!”

“Look at her,” the other voice said. “Compared to what you brought to me last night, I think I've done a wonderful job. She already seems so much better. I mean, hell, she's presentable now, but I absolutely insist that you wait a little while longer.”

“Better isn't enough,” Edgar told him. “She has to be perfect.”

Kate paused, aware that she shouldn't be eavesdropping but also unable to tear herself away. She felt as if she was getting a glimpse into another side of Edgar's life, a side that he seemingly wanted to hide away from the world.

“Have you thought about how you're going to do it?” the other voice continued. “Something like this... It requires some showmanship on your part.”

“I think I should be able to summon something up,” Edgar told him. “Besides, I think the shock will do most of the job for me. Can you imagine how people are going to react?”

“You're a cruel man, Edgar.”

“I'm nothing of the sort,” he replied. “You've seen how successful the party has been so far. The people of Thaxos have come up here in great numbers, like moths to a flame.”

“And what happens to moths when they get too close to that flame?”

“Now you're just being cynical,” Edgar continued. “For now, I think we should get back down to the party. Let's leave the project for a few more hours, until everything is perfect.”

Seconds later, Kate heard footsteps coming closer to the door. She ducked around the corner just in time, as Edgar emerged from the room. Behind him was the smart-looking man Kate had spotted earlier, and it was immediately clear that the pair of them were up to something.

“Doctor Young,” Edgar continued as they made their way along the corridor, “I'm going to be forever in your debt. I could have achieved the same result myself, of course, but it would have taken much longer, given the unfortunate gap that was allowed to occur. I usually do this sort of thing as soon as the moment has arrived, but in this case it was simply not possible. In addition, my attention has been elsewhere in recent days, following an unexpected incident that has required constant care.”

“That's why I'm here,” the other man replied, “and it's why you're paying me so handsomely.”

Kate waited until their voices got further and further away, and finally she realized that she was alone. She stepped out from the corner, but just as she was about to go back to the party she turned and looked at the door from which Edgar and this Doctor Young character had emerged a moment ago. She knew full well that she had no right to snoop around, but at the same time she was curious to learn what, exactly, Edgar was planning.

Against her better judgment, she reached down and tried the door handle. It turned, and the door clicked open.

Taking a deep breath, Kate pushed the door slightly ajar and listened for a moment. There was a sound coming from inside the room, like a kind of harsh, rhythmic rustling noise. Her heart racing, Kate told herself that she should just pull the door shut and go back downstairs, but her natural curiosity was getting the better of her. Besides, she was planning to leave Thaxos the following day, so she figured this might be her last chance to get a fuller understanding of the kind of thing Edgar Le Compte got up to in private. The man clearly had secrets, and she wanted to know at least a few of them.

Slowly, she pushed the door open.

The first thing she saw was that the room was dark, with the only light coming from a crack between the curtains. As she took a step forward, Kate listened to the slow rustling sound, which seemed to be coming from the far side of the room, where some kind of small box had been left on top of a chest of drawers. Pushing the door shut behind her, Kate made her way carefully over to the box, which seemed to contain something that was alive. She stood and listened for a moment as the rustling continued, but although she reached out and considered trying to open the box, some deeper instinct told her that perhaps she had already gone a little too far.

Suddenly she heard a creaking sound and looked back across the room.

For a moment, she saw nothing of interest, but finally she noticed a bed. The sheets had been pulled back, and as she made her way over to take a look, Kate was relieved to find that the bed was empty. She walked around and took a look at the bedside table, upon which there was a bowl of pills plus a small hand-held mirror. Reaching down, she placed a hand on the bedsheets and realized that they were warm, as if someone had been resting there recently. Just as she was about to turn and head back to the door, however, she heard another creaking sound from nearby, and that's when she realized that it was coming from the floorboards.

She paused, telling herself that she was imagining everything, but seconds later she heard another creak.

There was someone in the room with her.

Although there still wasn't enough light to see properly, she turned and saw a dark figure standing a few feet away, staring in her direction. From the silhouette alone, she could tell that it wasn't Edgar or Doctor Young; it seemed smaller, possibly female.

“I'm sorry,” Kate said, trying not to panic. “I just thought I heard a noise and...”

Her voice trailed off as she realized that the figure seemed strangely unresponsive.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Silence.

“What are you... Are you sick?”

Again, there was no answer. Kate paused for a moment, her heart pounding in her chest as she tried to understand why Edgar seemingly had someone holed up in a room.

“My name is Kate Langley,” she explained, forcing herself to stay calm. “I've been living here and working for Edgar. I've been going through the archive room downstairs.” She waited once again for some kind of response. “Have you been downstairs?” she asked. “Have you even left this room?”

After a moment, she heard the faintest of sounds from the figure, like a subdued guttural moan.

“Are you okay? I swear, I didn't know anyone was in here, I just thought -”

Before she could finish, the figure took a step forward, and finally the light from the window fell across what seemed to be a face covered by a sheet of white cloth, with two round eye-holes cut in the fabric. The figure was dressed in some kind of light nightgown, almost like something from the Victorian era, but as Kate stared in shock, she realized she could just about make out two eyes through the holes in the fabric, staring unblinkingly back at her.

“Are you okay?” she asked again.

In the room's low light, the eyes were just about visible.

“Okay...” Kate muttered, forcing herself to stay calm. “Listen, I really didn't mean to disturb you, okay?”

She backed away, but at the last moment she tripped over the edge of the bed and landed hard against the floor. As she got up, she turned to see that the figure was stepping slowly toward her, as if it was having trouble moving properly.

“Are you okay?” Kate asked again. “Look, I really don't want to disturb you, so if you're okay I'll just -”

She stepped back as the figure reached out a hand toward her.

“I don't know what you want,” she continued. “Are you hurt? Do you need me to fetch someone?”

Again, there was a faint groan from the figure. It was still holding a hand out toward Kate, with the fingers grasping at her. Although Kate wanted to help, she was starting to fill with panic, as if somehow her senses were trying to warn her of something that couldn't get past the periphery of her mind.

“I'm really sorry,” she continued, hurrying across the room and pulling the door open. She turned back to see that the figure had stopped again and was merely staring at her from beneath its cloth mask. “I swear I didn't mean to come in here. Please, don't tell anyone, okay?”

Realizing that she wasn't going to get a reply, she stepped out into the corridor and pulled the door shut, before stopping and trying to catch her breath. Part of her felt bad for not staying in the room to help the figure, but she'd experienced a kind of primitive, gut-level sense of fear; besides, she told herself that Edgar and Doctor Young had been in there just a few minutes earlier, so they would have acted if anything was truly wrong.

She waited for a moment, trying to work out what she'd just seen, but a few seconds later she heard another creaking sound from the other side of the door, as if the figure was coming closer. Not wanting to stick around, Kate hurried along the corridor until finally she reached the top of the stairs, where a crowd of party-goers had gathered to admire the oil painting of Edgar Le Compte's grandfather. As she turned to look back the way she'd just come, Kate couldn't help but realize that just as the people of Thaxos were becoming more trusting of Edgar, she was starting to develop serious doubts about his intentions.
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​Chapter Three
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“Furthermore,” Cavaleri continued, without even stopping to draw breath, “the vessel is also in violation of points nine and ten of the international shipping code. My office has received no notification of that boat's destination or departure point, no cargo list, no import or export documentation, no information about its seaworthiness or its crew, not even any indication of its adherence to European safety standards. For all I know, it could be coming from some Ebola-infested hellhole!”

Edgar raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“The rats were just the start,” Cavaleri added. “I've been very tolerant so far, Mr. Le Compte, but as of this moment I am officially serving you with papers barring the docking of that vessel anywhere on Thaxos, until such time as the matter has been resolved. Do you understand?”

“Of course,” Edgar replied, taking the documents. “I shall have my lawyer get in touch with you at the earliest opportunity. Rest assured -”

“That boat will be impounded if it breaches the ban,” Cavaleri pointed out, interrupting him. “Also, I must impress upon you the fact that the ban covers any and all landings on the island, so don't think for one moment that you can get around this by docking on the north side!”

“I wouldn't dream of such a thing.”

“I'm onto you,” she added. “If you think you can get one past me, you're in for a surprise.”

“I can only apologize for this unfortunate misunderstanding,” Edgar continued. “I had hoped that my men would deal with the paperwork, but evidently they have neglected to do so. The boat is currently docked, but it is going to leave very soon and I shall ensure that it does not return until you are happy. I want to assure you that I completely understand the need to comply with the rules. In fact, I'm a great supporter of the police and their work.”

“I hope so,” Cavaleri replied, aware that a small crowd had now gathered to eavesdrop on the conversation. “Well, that's all I came up here for, Mr. Le Compte, so I think I'll be bidding you good afternoon.”

“Can I not tempt you to stay for some refreshments?”

“Absolutely not.”

“But if -”

“No,” Cavaleri continued. “Really, Mr. Le Compte, just... No. I'm at work, so I don't have time to socialize. Besides, I'm afraid I have a keener understanding of human nature than most of the people on this island.”

“I can only imagine what that might mean,” Edgar replied with the faintest of smiles.

As Cavaleri turned and walked away, she noticed that some of the locals were eyeing her with suspicion. It was almost as if, now that she had gone up against Edgar, she was somehow seen as the enemy. By the time she reached the front door, she was starting to feel as if the whole of Thaxos had fallen under Edgar Le Compte's spell, but she was determined to make sure that nothing prevented her from dealing with what she felt was a serious threat to the community. She figured they could have their dumb garden party, but that normal order would very soon be restored.

“You're a disgrace,” she said, knocking Doctor Burns' hat off his head as she walked past him.

***
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“My love, what are you doing?”

“What do you think I'm doing?” Catherine asked as she set the flowers down and began to wrap their stems in paper. “I'm taking flowers to our daughter's grave.”

“We already took flowers this morning,” Maximo pointed out. “Do you really need to -”

“Yes,” she replied, her hands trembling as she continued her work.

“But surely once a -”

“Would you rather leave her out there alone?” Catherine shouted, turning to him with tears in her eyes. “Unloved? Forgotten?”

“Nobody thinks we have forgotten her,” Maximo replied. “My love, she has been dead for less than a week, and in the ground for less than a day. If we don't -”

“I am her mother,” Catherine replied, interrupting him. “Perhaps for a father it is not the same, but I carried her inside my body, and I saw so much of myself and my own mother in her eyes. I can't simply leave her to rot in that coffin. I must go to her, and if you don't like this, there is nothing I can do to help you.” She turned and headed to the door, but at the last moment she stopped as she felt her knees weaken. Finally, she dropped to the floor, sobbing as Maximo hurried to comfort her.

***
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“Hey! Inspector, wait up!”

As she reached the threshold of Edgar's property, Cavaleri stopped and saw to her surprise that Fernando Mediaci was running to catch up.

“Not you too,” she said with a sigh. “Been enjoying Le Compte's hospitality, have you?”

“I wanted to scope the place out,” he replied. “No harm in learning as much as possible about the enemy.”

“And did you uncover anything interesting?”

“Not much. Le Compte's fiance is basically an alcoholic, and the men who work for him seem incapable of giving anything other than one-word answers.” He paused for a moment. “I don't doubt that the guy has some dark secrets, but whatever they are, they're stashed away out of sight.”

“I had no idea the people of Thaxos were such cretins,” Cavaleri continued, shielding her eyes from the sun as she looked back up the hill toward the mansion. The band could still be heard playing, and the sound of laughter was drifting across the entire island. “After everything that has happened, all he had to do to make things right was to slap on some fake charm and toss some food at them. You'd think the sun shone out of his -”
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