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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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THE GATHERING at Castle Banat on the evening of Friday, October 16, 186-, had been more than three centuries in the planning, though only a marginal effort had been directed toward the ceremonial essentials of the affair, its pomp and splendor. No, most of that time and energy had been devoted to the nurturing and blending of certain mortal bloodlines so as to produce that rarest of essences, a vintage of unsurpassing flavor and bouquet: the Golden. Members of the Family had come from every corner of Europe to participate in the Decanting, traveling at night by carriage or train and stopping at country inns during the day. Now, clad in their finest gowns and evening dress, some accompanied by mortal servants, who – though beautiful and well dressed in their own right – seemed by contrast like those drab ponies chosen to lead thoroughbreds onto a race course, they mingled in the ballroom, a cavernous vault of mossy stones supported by flying buttresses, lit by dozens of silver candelabra, and dominated by a fireplace large enough to roast a bear. Among the gathering were representatives of the de Czege and Valea branches, who were currently embroiled in a territorial dispute; yet tonight this and other similar disagreements had been set aside and an uneasy truce installed. There was laughter, there was clever conversation, there was dancing, and it looked for all the world as if it were the kings and queens of a hundred nations who had assembled to celebrate some splendid royal function, and not a convocation of vampires.


Yet despite the gaiety of the assemblage, not every conversation was free from bitterness. Standing by a corner of the fireplace, their faces ruddied by the light, two men and a woman were discussing a topic of some controversy: the proposal that the Family bow to the pressures currently being applied by its enemies and relocate to the Far East, where their activities would be more difficult to detect due to the primitive conditions and the forbidding, often unexplored terrain. Championing the proposal was the elder of the men, Roland Agenor, the Founder of the Agenor branch, whose position as the chronicler and historian of the Family gave added weight to his opinions. Tall, patrician, with a luxuriant growth of white hair, he had the bearing of a retired officer or an accomplished athlete come to a graceful maturity. Opposing him in the discussion was the Lady Dolores Cascarin y Ribera, a dark-skinned beauty with waist-length black hair and a predatory voluptuousness of feature. She had become the de facto spokesman for the more reactionary elements of the Family, those who maintained that no quarter be asked or given in the struggle, an attitude that embodied the Family’s traditional disdain toward all mortals. The third member of the group, Michel Beheim, was a lean young man, taller even than Agenor, with curly brown hair and remarkable large dark eyes that lent his face an almost feminine delicacy and ardor and supported the impression that he was always on the verge of bursting forth with some heated opinion … though at the moment he felt entirely at sea. As Agenor’s protégé he was compelled to lend his support to the historian, yet being among the newest – and thus the weakest – of the Family’s initiates, having received his blood judgment less than two years previously, he could not help but be swayed by Lady Dolores’s beauty and passion, by the flamboyant and seductive potency of the tradition whose spirit she expressed. He found himself nodding by reflex at her telling points and staring at the dusky swell of her breasts, at the cruel, ripe curves of her mouth, and imagined the two of them together in a variety of erotic postures. So distracted was he by her physical presence that when Agenor exhorted him to respond to one of the lady’s assertions, he was forced to admit that he had lost track of her argument.


Agenor regarded him with disfavor, and Lady Dolores laughed contemptuously. ‘I doubt he would have anything of consequence to offer, Roland,’ she said.


‘Your pardon –’ Beheim began, but Agenor cut him off.


‘My young friend may be new to us,’ he said, ‘but let me assure you, he is most astute. Did you know that prior to his judgment he achieved the position of chief of detectives in the Paris police? The youngest, I believe, ever to reach such heights.’


Lady Dolores made a deferential gesture. ‘Nothing in a policeman’s experience can have the least bearing upon the subject of our debate.’


This time it was Beheim who cut off Agenor when he began to speak.


‘With respect, my lady, it demands neither a wealth of experience nor any great art of reason to deduce that changes are in the offing. For the world … and for the Family. To espouse a doctrine of death before dishonor is scarcely wise, especially when one considers that by doing so one forfeits all further opportunities for honorable accomplishment.’


‘You do not yet hear the song of your blood,’ said Lady Dolores. ‘That much is apparent’


‘Oh, but I do!’ Beheim returned, though uncertain whether she was referring to something actual or merely waxing metaphorical. ‘And your arguments have gone far in enlisting my pride, my sense of honor. But pride and honor, too, must confront the realities or else they become mere conceits. As you well know, certain medicines have been developed that allow us to forgo the dark sleep and other of the colorful hindrances long attendant upon our condition, and thus we may pass the daylight hours in whatever occupation we favor … so long as we keep from the light. And the time draws near when our men of science, perhaps one who even now labors in my lord’s service’ – he nodded to Agenor – ‘will devise a means by which we may walk abroad in the day. This is an inevitability. And with that change, must not everything about us change? I think so. We will be forced to redefine our role in the affairs of the world. I suspect we will someday redefine as well our stance toward mortal men and join with them in great enterprises. Perhaps never wholeheartedly, perhaps never openly as regards who and what we are. But at least to some degree.’


‘The idea of walking about in the daylight does not entice me,’ said Lady Dolores. ‘As for joining with mortals in any enterprise other than feeding, I can find no words to express my distaste. Next you will suggest that we seek counsel from the cattle in the fields. That is no less odious a prospect.’


‘We were all mortal once, lady.’


‘Spoken like Agenor’s man.’


‘I am my own man,’ Beheim said sharply. ‘Should you require proof of this, I will be delighted to supply it.’


First anger, then bemusement washed across Lady Dolores’s face. ‘Insolence can be an entertaining quality,’ she said. ‘But beware. It will not always find so kindly a reception.’


Her eyes, slightly widened and fixed upon Beheim, went a shade darker, a degree more lustrous, seeming both to menace and to offer sexual promise. A thrill passed across the muscles of Beheim’s shoulders, and it was as if he had grown suddenly small and feeble, diminished by the focus of a vast disapproving majority; yet he recognized this to be merely a consequence of Lady Dolores’s stare. He could feel in it all the weight of her years – two hundred and ninety, so it was said – and the chill potential of her accumulated power. He was helpless before her, like a bird mesmerized by a serpent. Terrified by fate, yet at the same time seduced by it. Her face and form seemed warped, as it might in a watery reflection, and the ballroom itself also looked distorted, areas of darkness expanded, candle flames drawn into flickering, fiery daggers, the entire perspective become that of a fever dream, shadowy avenues leading away between groups of elongated, elegant phantoms who appeared to have stepped out of a nightmare by El Greco. And then, as swiftly as he had been overwhelmed by this feeling, he was free of it, so completely free that he felt for a moment bereft, unsupported, like a child who wakes in the middle of the night to find that he has kicked off the blankets that have been overheating him and causing bad dreams.


‘What your scenario fails to take into account,’ Lady Dolores said, continuing as if nothing had happened, ‘is the lustful imprint of our natures, our need to possess and dominate.’


Beheim, still disoriented, had difficulty in marshaling his thoughts, but the goad of Lady Dolores’s, haughty expression inspired him to recover.


‘I discount nothing,’ he said. ‘Nor will I deny my nature. I am of the Family now and would not wish this to change. However, I choose to interpret our essential condition in a different light than do you. Whereas you insist we have been given a license to exert our will howsoever we desire, a license granted by some anonymous evil pantheon, I submit that we are afflicted with a disease whose most significant symptoms are a craving for human blood and an extended life span. We already have some evidence that this is the case. I’m speaking, of course, of the substance discovered by the Valeas that is manufactured now and again in mortal blood and appears to be a factor in permitting a fortunate few to survive a killing bite and so join with the Family.’


‘Extended life span,’ she repeated. ‘Now there’s a meager term with which to describe immortality.’


‘You know far more of the Mysteries than I, lady. Yet even you must admit there are doubts regarding the character of this so-called immortality. And therein lies the importance of modifying your view of our condition. If we are to succeed in achieving true immortality and avoiding the grotesque metamorphoses that the centuries bring, we must treat the disease in hopes of ameliorating its long-term effects. If we continue to think of ourselves as grand, erratic masters of the night, volatile lords and ladies who, for all their power and dramatic fever, are tragic, doomed, then we will remain exactly that. While this may satisfy a theatrical urge for self-destruction, it serves nothing else. In my opinion we are, in our excesses of violence and cruelty, less enacting the dictates of our natures than we are indulging the emotions attendant upon an aberrant mentality. We are no longer mortal – this is true. And I have no desire to regain my mortality. Like you, like all of us, I am in love with this fever. Yet I doubt a slight modification of our behaviors would rob us of our natures.’


‘You are an infant in these matters,’ Lady Dolores said. ‘Though you speak with passion, it’s clear you are puppet to your master’s thoughts. You may feel something of what I do, but you cannot know the poignancy of those feelings. You have not yet learned the names of the shadows that haunt us.’


‘Perhaps not. But it might be said that this is because the symptoms of the disease, the perceptual eccentricities and so forth, are not so well developed in me as they are in you.’ Beheim held up a hand to forestall her response. ‘We could argue this endlessly, lady. Logic is a facile tool, and we can both contrive of it an architecture of deceit. But such is not my aim. This is a matter of interpretation, and I’m only suggesting that you attempt to understand my point of view for the sake of improving our lot. Certainly you’ll agree that holding to traditional views has not won us many battles of late. What harm, then, will it do to consider that there may be another and more promising avenue of possibility?’


Lady Dolores laughed with – Beheim thought – genuine good humor. ‘With what logical facility you seek to persuade me against the use of facile logic!’


Beheim inclined his head, acknowledging a touch, and was about to press his argument when Agenor glanced at the stairway at the west end of the ballroom, at the massive doors of blackened oak to which it led, and said in a tremulous voice, ‘She’s here,’ a split second before the doors swung open to reveal the figure of a blond girl in a diaphanous nightdress. As she descended the stair, lifting the hem of her garment away from the stones, she brought with her the familiar scent of mortal blood … familiar, yet with a richer, subtler bouquet than any Beheim had ever known. He turned toward her – they all turned – his hunger roused by the delicate actions of that scent. It was so palpable, he imagined it a kind of terrain in which he might wander, a rose garden with a scarlet stream running through it, and the air a numinous golden haze, set swirling by the rhythm of a languorous heartbeat.


The girl made her way among the gathering, all of whom stood stock-still as if under a spell. For a mortal she was very beautiful. Slender and pale, her cornsilk hair done up into a coiffure as convulsed as the bloom of an orchid. The creamy swells of her breasts figured by faint traceries of bluish veins. Her eyes – Beheim saw as she drew near, easing past a lanky, hawkish man and his servant – had a mineral intricacy, the irises almost turquoise in color, flecked with topaz and gold, and her upper lip was fuller than the lower, lending her mouth a sensual petulance. The face of a willful child not wholly confident of her sexuality, apprehending yet not quite understanding the power of her body. Beheim was entranced by the swell of her belly, the vulnerability of her breasts in their chiffon nests, and most pertinently by the allure of her blood. His mouth watered, his fingers hooked. He was trembling, he realized, barely able to restrain himself, and overborne by her proximity, he lowered his eyes. If the bouquet of the Golden’s blood could induce such rapturous hunger, he thought, how would it be to taste it?


Once she had passed, he watched her stroll away, walking with an indolent grace such as she might have displayed while taking the air in a park on a summer’s day. The lords and ladies of the Family moved aside, creating a channel that would lead her back to the stairs and thence to the chamber where, under the Patriarch’s protection, she would spend the night and the morrow. But as she was about to pass from sight, she interrupted her casual processional and turned to look at Beheim. With a faltering step, she came a few paces back toward him. Her clasped hands twisted at her waist, and she displayed symptoms of arousal: her lips parted, cheeks flushed. Her stare spurred his hunger to new heights. Against reason, his restraint crumbling, he started forward. Yet before he could reach the girl, a hand caught his shoulder and yanked him back. Furious at being thwarted, he spun about, prepared to strike, but the sight of Agenor’s stony face and the force of those luminous black eyes quelled his anger, and he understood what a gross breach of propriety he had committed. As if to second this view, from those standing nearby there arose a surge of whispers and muted laughter. They had been watching him, he realized. All of them. And on spotting the Lady Dolores among the watchers, on registering her triumphant expression, he suspected that she had somehow orchestrated the girl’s arousal – perhaps even his own overwrought reaction – in order to humiliate him. Ablaze with shame, he lunged toward her, but once again Agenor hauled him back, clamping a forearm under his chin and holding him with irresistible strength. The laughter, which had grown briefly uproarious, subsided. The silence that replaced it was freighted with tension.


‘Let me go,’ Beheim said. ‘I’m all right. Let me go.’


Reluctantly, it seemed, Agenor released him.


Beheim adjusted the hang of his evening clothes, rumpled during the struggle, and glared with unalloyed hatred at Lady Dolores. For a second she appeared unequal to his stare, uncertainty clouding her face, but she quickly regained her composure.


‘Surely you don’t wish to challenge me?’ she said in a mocking voice.


‘What I wish and what I must do in order to conform to tradition are two different matters,’ said Beheim. ‘But I swear to you, lady, you’ll regret this night.’


Several members of the Cascarin branch moved closer to her, ready to take her part, and behind Beheim, others of the Agenor branch assumed a like posture.


‘Consider carefully, cousin,’ Agenor said to Lady Dolores, ‘whether it would be wise to seek a feud with the Agenors.’


After a moment, with an almost imperceptible gesture, the Lady Dolores signaled her supporters to retreat. She favored Agenor with a curt nod, and her skirt belling with the abruptness of her turn, she stalked off to another quarter of the ballroom.


Beheim made to thank his mentor, but before he could speak, Agenor, keeping his eyes fixed on a point above Beheim’s head, said quietly, ‘Return to your apartments.’


‘Lord, I only –’


‘Are you deaf as well as an fool?’ Agenor drew a deep breath. ‘I selected you for my protégé because I saw in you qualities of temperateness and calculation that I felt would withstand your passage into the Family. Tonight you’ve proved me as great a fool as you yourself. Now go!’


Beheim remained standing, flustered and ashamed.


‘If you do not leave,’ Agenor said coldly, ‘I may not be able to contain myself Do you understand?’


Beheim fell back a step, muttered a stumbling apology, then fled the ballroom, refusing to meet the eyes that followed his erratic course.


If not for the consoling presence of his servant, Giselle, there is no telling what Beheim might have done that night, for as he hurried along the dimly lit corridor that led away from the ballroom, past niches in which hung antique portraits shrouded in dust and shadow, he grew increasingly angry, his mind fired by a vision of bloody vengeance; by the time he reached his apartment – three vast, high-ceilinged rooms in the west tower of the castle – he was more of a temper to confront the Lady Dolores than to spend the night haunted by the shade of his humiliation. But the sight of Giselle in her nightdress – her light brown hair and slim figure, her exquisite face with its high cheekbones and pouting lips, all so reminiscent of the Golden – renewed his hunger, and though he had fed only days before, without a word of greeting, he pushed her down upon the black silk coverlet of the canopied bed, brushed back the fall of hair from the vein in her neck, and drank deeply, drank in fury and frustration, sublimating his need for revenge, imagining that it was the Lady Dolores’s blood upon which he was supping. Had he been a degree more enraged, he might have lost himself in the act and drunk too deeply, but at last, his hunger sated, still dully aroused, he rolled away from Giselle and lay gazing about the room, absorbed by its funereal atmosphere of candles and black velvet chairs and age-worn tapestries and tall windows with bolted iron covers. Beside him, Giselle gave a plaintive sigh, and suddenly aware of her as a living creature, as something more than a source of food, he felt remorse at having treated her so roughly. Not only did he pride himself on his tolerance for mortals, his liberal recognition of them as more than beasts, he felt an especial fondness for Giselle, a curious mixture of paternal feelings and sexual attraction and romantic love, and he recognized that he had acted toward her with the same contempt and carelessness he had so decried in his conversation with Lady Dolores.


He turned on his side and found her watching him soberly. Her pale gray eyes locked onto his, but she remained silent. There was a smear of blood on the swell of her right breast. She shivered when he wiped it away.


‘I thought you would judge me,’ she said. ‘You drank so fiercely.’


‘I’m sorry I frightened you.’


‘I wasn’t frightened.’ She trailed her fingers across the spot on her breast from which he had wiped away the blood, then inspected the tips. ‘Why do you withhold your judgment? You know how I long for it.’


‘I fear losing you.’


‘Perhaps you won’t, perhaps you’ll have me forever.’


‘The odds aren’t good.’


She propped herself up on an elbow. ‘You know already, don’t you? You know I’ll fail judgment?’


‘No one can know that. It’s just that the odds are never good. I’ve told you so a hundred times.’


She fell back, lay staring up into the canopy. ‘I don’t care. I want my chance. If I were with someone else – one of the de Czeges, for instance – they wouldn’t deny me.’


‘If you were with the de Czeges, likely they would slaughter you, whether or not you passed the judgment.’


She started to object, but Beheim, growing annoyed, snapped at her, saying, ‘You cannot possibly apprehend the dangers of the world you wish to enter. But if you insist, if you truly wish it’ – he sat up and leaned over her, with one hand planted beside her pillowed head, shadowing her with his body – ‘I will judge you this minute.’


Her face betrayed surprise, then was flooded with the dreamy slackness of desire, and he thought at first that she would accept his offer; but after a moment she averted her eyes and said in an almost inaudible whisper, ‘I am not so free of fear as I thought.’


‘Listen,’ he said, relieved. ‘There will come a time when judgment must be given, when no other course is open to us. That is the way of it. It will be a thing of the moment, a moment of surrender and invitation and utter commitment when we will risk much together, when you will take the risk of dying, and I the risk of being left without you. It may be that death is visited upon those who fail to wait until they are consumed by the urge to judge and be judged, that certain enabling chemicals are produced by such an urgency. We have so little knowledge about any of this. But be assured, the time will come, and then I will judge you … not because you have persuaded me, but out of love.’


She turned back to him. ‘You understand why I’m so impatient, don’t you? I want you for all the nights. Forever. Living like this, not knowing what will happen …’


‘Trust me. And trust yourself.’


‘I’ll try.’ She put an arm about his waist and brought her mouth close to his, warming his face with her breath. ‘Tell me …’ She left the command unfinished.


‘What is it?’


She shook her head. ‘It’s nothing.’


‘Surely not.’


‘I was going to ask you about death.’


‘I don’t follow.’


‘When you were judged, you passed through death, did you not?’


‘Passed through,’ he said absently, remembering. ‘Yes, I suppose that’s what happened.’


‘Tell me about it!’


He looked up at the canopy, like a swollen black abdomen hanging overhead. ‘There’s no consolation for you in my knowledge of death.’


‘How can you say that? You don’t …’


‘You’re hoping I can tell you that death is not an end, that something exists beyond this life, that some ultimate majesty prevails, that souls swim up from the darkness to circle and sing in the light. Well, I can tell you that something does indeed exist beyond life, but you should derive no comfort from it. There are terrors more profound than that of mere extinction.’


‘What are they?’


‘That I am sworn not to reveal.’


‘Please! I –’


‘I cannot! Someday you may learn the Mysteries for yourself, but until then, you must accept on faith all I’ve told you.’


She lowered her head so that the mass of her hair shrouded his face, her brow resting upon his chest, and murmured an endearment. Beheim felt remorse at having used her so, at having removed her from a natural life and seeded in her a desire for things she might never attain.


‘I wish you had begged to enter my service,’ he said. ‘I wish you had willingly accepted all the attendant risks and hardships.’


‘I accept them now.’


‘Yes, but you did not know what would happen in the beginning. If you had, perhaps I could reconcile my affections with the peril in which I have placed you.’


‘Lord …’ she began.


‘I am not a lord! Far from it.’


‘You are my lord,’ she said. ‘I cannot recall who it was fled from you that night in the streets of Montparnasse, but it was not I. That woman hated you, feared you. But she is dead, and I, the living, can only adore you.’


These words stung Beheim more painfully than had her entreaties, and he held her tightly, caressing her hair, her waist and flanks. Before long, though this had not been his intent, she responded to his attentions with caresses of her own. She put her lips to his ear and whispered, ‘I need you tonight, Michel!’


It was neither her eagerness nor the ripeness of her body that inspired him to make love to her, but rather his desire to do the human thing, to keep alive that measure of humanity remaining to him. And once she was naked, once his own clothes had been tossed to the floor, the old compulsions came into play. Braced above her, looking down at her lovely face, serene with expectancy, at perfect breasts with areola the color of dried blood, he knew a man’s desperate urgency, and on sinking into her, feeling her hips tilt and lift in sweet compliance, he knew as well a lover’s portion of mastery and fulfillment. Her lips shaped a breathless vowel as he went deep, her hands fluttered about his shoulders. All this familiar, redolent of human loves and dynasties of lust. But as they rocked and tangled in the black silk bottom of desire, another sensibility claimed him. His eyes, until that instant squeezed shut with pleasure, blinked open with the abruptness of the reanimated. With her sweaty breasts, her fevered tossing, she appeared now of a lower and indelicate order, a convulsed thing into which he had poked a hot stick, a steamy girl-shaped muscle clever in its movements, yet witless and dull in all else. He stared at her, trying to penetrate her as palpably with that stare as he had with his member. Her eyelids fluttered open, her eyes widened, and her lips drew back from her teeth as if she were going to scream, horrified by what she saw in his face. Galvanized by fear, she thrashed and heaved, trying – it seemed – to unseat him, but succeeded only in bringing his arousal to a peak. With his left hand, he clutched her throat, stilling her, and with the right, he clamped her buttocks, grinding her against him. Fear did not empty from her face, but rather mingled with the dazed symptoms of a gentler emotion, as if love and fear were old friends who often met inside her. Her gasps came rapidly, and her movements, though yet abandoned, grew less desperate, less involved with escape. Completion and terror glazed her eyes. Her legs locked about his waist, her fingernails raked his back, and Beheim, himself driven by a complex of emotions, none of them gentle, cried out in fulminant rage and joy at being overwhelmed once again by this most poignantly mortal of delights, then went rigid with a molten wattage of pleasure and hung motionless above her, his fangs inches from the pale blue vein in her neck, longing to drain her at the very moment she was draining him, trapped between the pull of two potent hungers.


Their breathing slowed, the flush receded from Giselle’s face. Beheim rolled out from between her legs and lay on his back, feeling at once uneasy and triumphant.


‘Michel?’


He made a noncommittal noise.


‘This is how it’ll happen, won’t it? My judgment. It’ll happen when we’re making love.’


‘Perhaps.’


‘It almost happened just now, didn’t it?’ she asked after a pause.


‘I’m not sure.’


He did not want to turn to her, fearful not of what he might see, but of how he might see her, uncertain as to which half of his soul might then be peering out through his eyes.


Giselle pressed against him, her breasts flattening against his arm, the clammy wetness of her thighs making a sticky patch on his hip and causing him an instant’s revulsion. ‘How wonderful!’ she said with what struck him as a kind of prurient exaltation. ‘To have you inside me and to be so near the Mysteries all at the same time.’


He was not sure how to take this, being on the one hand appalled by her lack of innocence and on the other delighted by her comprehension of the sickly sweetness of life, the decaying nuances of the intellect and the blood, by her newly awakened connoisseur’s delight in the world of the senses. One second he imagined himself as a powerful man-shaped vileness in a black box with iron closures, and the next, as a kindly soul poisoned by an unholy kiss. Full of contrary urges and opinions, weary of ambivalence, of doubts and demons, wanting only to sleep, he rested his eyes on the tapestry draping the far wall. It depicted a deep wood pillared by gnarled trunks and tangled with vines, where pallid indefinite monsters skulked and a stag was running, its head turned back to search the shadows for pursuers. The coarse material appeared for a moment to ripple, to flow across the wall, as if it were fabricated not of thread but of thousands of insects cunningly interlocked and writhing, making it seem that the room was itself in motion, a slow vessel set on an inexorable course, and that the tapestry was a port opening out onto the turbulent process of a dark and unforgiving world.
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THE NEXT EVENING Beheim received a visit from Roland Agenor. It was a visit he had been dreading, and as the old man settled into a chair beneath an iron-shuttered window, Beheim made to offer an intricate apology and explanation for his previous night’s behavior, one he had spent more than an hour in preparing. But before he could fully develop the points over which he had labored, Agenor gave a wave of dismissal and said, ‘A problem has arisen.’ His eyes were bloodshot, the normally serene planes of his face haggard, and the tiered lines upon his brow were etched more deeply than before.


He smoothed down his shock of white hair, leaned back, crossing his legs and favored Beheim with a look of concern. ‘I have done something, my young friend,’ he said, then dropped his eyes and thereafter was silent for quite some time, as if overborne by recriminations. Finally he went on, saying, ‘Something that may afford you an opportunity for great influence, but that will place you in equally great peril.’


Beheim was perturbed by his mentor’s uncharacteristic distraction. Looking at him, recalling the night they had met, his terror at the revelation of Agenor’s true character, succumbing to the bite, the years of service prior to judgment, how terror had been transformed into respect and love, all this put Giselle’s dilemma into a nice perspective and, for the moment, caused Beheim to soften his attitudes toward her … and toward himself. ‘I have always trusted in your guidance,’ he said to Agenor, seeking to encourage him.


Agenor let out a rueful laugh. ‘I pray you’ll continue to hold to that opinion.’ He shot his cuffs, drew a deep breath, and released it forcefully. ‘I’ve just come from an interview with the Patriarch. As I’ve said, a problem has arisen, one with which we are ill-equipped to deal. Or rather, one with which most of us are ill-equipped to deal. You, however, are qualified in the extreme to resolve it, and I have suggested as much to the Patriarch. He has chosen you to direct the investigation.’


‘What sort of investigation?’ said Beheim, intrigued.


‘There’s been a murder.’


‘The devil you say! One of the Family?’


‘The Golden.’


Beheim was incredulous. ‘How could this have happened?’


‘That, dear young friend, is the question you must answer for us all.’ Agenor stood and walked to the window, gazed up at the iron shutter as if contemplating a work of art. ‘There was no guard set on her room. Such a crime was considered unthinkable. She did have a companion, of course. An old servant woman. But there’s no sign of her. The Golden was found two hours ago by the Patriarch’s servants. Completely drained. Mutilated.’ He gave a sniff – of disgust, Beheim assumed – and said, ‘I imagine the culprits, whoever they are, had themselves a rare time in the imbibing.’


‘Why do you say ‘culprits’?’


‘Simply an assumption. There would be more than enough blood to go around. Especially in the case of such an intoxicating vintage.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘The Decanting, for all its surrounding pomp, is not the Holy of Holies it’s made out to be. In reality, it’s little more than an old-fashioned drunk … for those few permitted to drink. Or so I’ve been told. It might as well be straight whiskey. A chemical agent acts as an intoxicant. Now if you listen to those who’ve participated in the rite, they’ll claim that a mere sip imbues one with powerful insights, just as though it were an Illumination.’


‘The Golden … it, too, induces clairvoyance?’


‘No, no! Death by Illumination is our only avenue to the future. Their claim concerning the Golden is simply a justification for debauchery. I admit I have no experience in any of this, but I know the truth of the matter.’


‘You’ve never taken part in a Decanting?’ Beheim asked in surprise.


‘I have enemies who’ve sought to deny me the honor.’ Agenor turned from the window. ‘Now’ – his voice broke, and this show of emotion startled Beheim – ‘I no longer wish to participate. It’s a barbarous practice, though there’s no real harm done. One virtue of the blood is that the Golden never fails to pass judgment and so becomes part of the Family. However, in this instance, drained as she was, well …’ He let the sentence lapse, and then, in a dispirited tone, added, ‘There’s no returning from that.’


‘Perhaps there is more to the Decanting than you realize,’ Beheim said. ‘I don’t mean to seem impertinent, but as you’ve had no experience of it, perhaps …’


‘I’ve seen them after they’ve tasted the Golden,’ Agenor said. ‘Believe me, there’s nothing transcendent about the experience. On the other hand, I have witnessed numerous Illuminations, and despite the fact that those who undergo the ritual have been condemned for crimes against the Family, there is an inherent nobility to the act. In the surrender of one’s life so as to answer questions concerning the future. I believe that the condemned understand this, that they must gain some profound joy from their sacrifice.’


While he spoke these words, a distant, almost beatific look came over Agenor’s face, as if he were contemplating his own saintly immolation. Once again Beheim was unsettled by the old man’s erratic behavior, but he chose to ignore this and concentrate upon the more imminent problem. He took a seat on the edge of the bed, placed his hands flat on his knees, and studied the pattern on the patch of carpet between his feet.


‘What are you thinking?’ Agenor asked.


‘I was wondering why anyone would risk such a crime.’


‘You of all people should understand the Golden’s allure.’


Beheim ignored this reminder of his intemperate behavior. ‘I refuse to believe that anyone would have done this merely for a taste of blood.’


‘You may be overestimating some of our number. The de Czeges, for example.’


‘I doubt even the de Czeges are capable of committing a crime with so uncomplicated a motive. Perhaps to make a statement of some sort, perhaps as an act of rebellion. But not for blood alone.’


‘Well, I won’t argue. After all, it’s your job to decide the issue.’ The older man crossed to the bed and rested a hand on Beheim’s shoulder. ‘And you’d best set to it at once. The Patriarch will not be able to hold everyone here for more than a few days.’


Beheim nodded, yet felt no enthusiasm for the work, his fascination with the crime dimmed by an intimation of the difficulty of the task before him.


‘Perhaps I should not have volunteered you,’ Agenor said.


‘No, no,’ said Beheim, hastening to reassure him. ‘I’m –’


Agenor commanded him to silence by holding up a hand. ‘For the sake of our friendship I should not have volunteered you. It may eventuate that by doing so I have sacrificed you, for you will meet with great danger, and though you have the Patriarch’s support, many will perceive your investigation as a gross indignity. And should you unmask the culprits, they will doubtless defend themselves to the death rather than undergo an Illumination. But there is far more at stake here than friendship.’ He went a few paces into the center of the room and stood facing away from Beheim, hands clasped behind his back. ‘Should you succeed, you will gain tremendous influence with the Patriarch and those who have his ear. More influence than I could ever bring to bear. It’s possible this may be the event that turns the tide of opinion in our favor, that adds the one necessary voice to the chorus of reason so we will be able to guide the Family, to guarantee that it will thrive and consolidate its power. So’ – he wheeled about – ‘I have done what I have done. But let me assure you, my friend. You do not stand alone. If you fall, I fall with you. I would not put your eternity in jeopardy without sharing the risk.’


Beheim felt awkward and enfeebled, fully apprehending now the potentials for disaster attaching to the case. ‘I will try to justify your confidence,’ he said, but the words sounded empty to his own ears; then, in a shaky voice: ‘I scarcely know where to begin.’ He came to his feet and rubbed a finger along his cheek. ‘With so many suspects, it will be impossible to interview them all in a few days.’


‘As to that,’ Agenor said, ‘it’s possible to narrow the field. For one thing, I’ve formed an alliance only this evening that may bear fruit before long. And further I’ve taken the liberty of sending servants to every Family member, requesting they supply you with information concerning their movements. Some may refuse to comply out of arrogance, and some will lie rather than compromise a rendezvous or some other intimate matter. But for all our power, we are the most predictable of creatures, and I believe that certain of my cousins will surprise me with their candor. We may be able to eliminate a majority of our suspects in one fell swoop.’


‘Even so,’ Beheim said, ‘even if we eliminate all but ten, say, it will be a monumental chore to discover which of them is guilty. Our best hope is that the body will provide a telling clue.’


‘Then let me take you there at once.’


‘With all due respect, lord, while I greatly appreciate your assistance and will doubtless ask you to aid me during the course of the investigation, I would prefer to operate without anyone looking over my shoulder. I will be less distracted as a result.’


Agenor inclined his head. ‘Very well. But I insist on being apprised of your progress … for your protection and my own.’


‘I’ll do my best to –’


‘No, you will keep me apprised, Michel. I demand it.’


Though the old man’s instruction had been merely stern, Beheim could have sworn he detected desperation and a hint of pleading in the set of his face, and that perplexed him – never before had he seen Agenor so unsteady, even when under personal attack.


‘If there is more to this than you have told me,’ Beheim said, ‘it is my right to hear it now.’


Agenor’s patrician features tightened with anger, but only for an instant; then his flesh seemed to sag away from his skull, the long years of his unnatural life becoming suddenly apparent. He stared hollow-eyed at Beheim as if confused by what had been asked of him. At last he said once again, ‘I have done something.’


Beheim waited for a disclosure, but none was forthcoming.


‘Yes?’ he said. ‘You have done something?’


Agenor’s head twitched, he blinked at Beheim, as if just awakened to his presence. ‘The alliance I spoke of … I felt I had to make it in order to give you some advantage, yet I cannot be sure whether it will in the end help or hinder you.’ He let out an exhausted sigh. ‘We will have to wait and see.’


‘And the nature of this alliance?’


‘I would rather not reveal it at this time.’


Beheim knew the hopelessness of pressing the issue. ‘I would ask that a number of servants be put at my personal disposal,’ he said after a bit. ‘I will, of course, employ Giselle as my agent, but because of the scope of the investigation, I’ll need more help than she can supply.’


‘Whatever you wish.’


Beheim came to his feet, still a bit weak in the knees, but beginning to feel something of the old eagerness for the chase that he had known during his days in Paris.


‘Remember what is at stake,’ Agenor said. ‘No matter what you find, no matter how highly connected you discover the culprits to be, you must not falter in your resolve to bring the truth before the Patriarch.’


‘I’ll do everything in my power not to fail you.’


‘You cannot fail me,’ said Agenor, clasping Beheim’s right hand with both of his and fixing him with a searching look. ‘I have already failed, I have lost the Patriarch’s ear. He considers me an old fool, a scribe with the delusions of a Cassandra. But you can compensate for my failures, Michel. It’s in your grasp to kindle victory from the ashes of my defeat. Do not fail yourself. That is my charge to you.’


The body of the Golden lay naked and pitiful atop the eastern turret of Castle Banat. The girl’s eyes were iced shut, and a cracked red glaze covered the blackish stones beside her. Mutilated, Agenor had said, but that word had not prepared Beheim for the savagery of the wounds. There was a ragged hole in the side of her neck large enough in which to insert a fist, and there was a similar wound in her belly. Lesser yet no less grievous wounds marred her face, breasts and thighs. Though the body was frozen, Beheim could detect signs of lividity and rigor, which meant that she must have been killed during the waning hours of the previous night, a time during which it had been sufficiently warm to permit the inception of decay. Still, he was surprised that these processes were not further advanced. There must, he concluded, have been a cold snap during the day that had retarded them. Yet even if this was the case, it did not seem sufficient to explain the relative lack of decomposition. Perhaps there had only been a brief warming period just before dawn, and then the freezing cold had set in at first light. That would pass for a theory, but it likely could not be proved, as it was probable that none of the servants had ventured outside in daylight, all keeping close watch over their masters, guarding against treachery.


The girl’s waxen hands were posed in claw-like attitudes, her mouth open in a silent scream. No hint of her freshness and beauty remained, apart from the sheen of her blond hair and the faint tantalizing scent of blood that arose from the stains painting the turret stones. Whoever had done this, Beheim thought, would have been bathed in blood. And despite Agenor’s conjecture that several people had been involved, in! Beheim’s opinion there could have been only one murderer. This sort of violent excess demanded the intimate circumstance of the sexual act, it spoke to an ultimately private sinfulness. He had never known killers acting in concert – vulnerable to the shame of witness, even that of an accomplice – to be so uninhibited in their slaughter.


Closing his eyes, calling into play the mental skills that had been in part responsible for his meteoric rise with the Paris police, he merged with the past, using all the telltales, all the tiny bits of evidence and atmospheric constants, to empathize with the murderer, to intuit his state of mind and how it had been to kill, to return to the moment of the crime, to the turret the way it had been the previous morning. A bloated yellow moon hung in the east above the mounded hills that surrounded the castle, illuminating impenetrable thickets and short, squat oaks with dwarfish branches, creating deep bays of shadow in the folds of the earth. Winded silence. Then the turret door creaking open, and a dark figure, a man – or perhaps it had not been a man! Beheim thought for an instant that he sensed the male shape of the murderer’s hunger, the muscularity of his madness, but then a hint of something, a delicacy of movement, a hesitancy, made him think otherwise. Yet for the sake of conjecture, he dubbed the murderer a man. Tall. A tall man leading the girl out into the chilly air. Her pale hair feathered in the breeze. Her filmy nightdress molded to breasts and abdomen and columned thighs. Her expression was dazed, her movements somnambulistic. She felt nothing of the cold, under the potent compulsion of the vampire’s stare. The murderer turned her to face him, then bent to her neck and drank. Her head lolled; crescents of white showed beneath her half-lowered lids. After a long moment the vampire lifted his head, his mouth crimsoned, supporting the girl with one arm. The taste of the blood had dizzied him. Never such a maddening flavor, such a surge of heady ecstasy. He could not help but drink again, and soon ecstasy became a red, raw need, a primitive exultation. It was as if a hole had opened in his mind, a tunnel from which poured a flood of debased, animal desires. Soon he was no longer drinking, he was tearing at the frail tissues with his fangs, seeking to mine the source of the fiery pleasure that was consuming his intellect, his soul, wanting only to dig and claw and rend until he could kiss the open artery and drain it of its perfect yield. The girl fell, and he fell atop her, a black humped shape leeched to her spasming body. He tore at her belly, her cheek, he bit and snapped without aim or comprehension of anatomy, ripping away at the fleshy walls imprisoning the bloody narcotic juice. And …
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