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			For the Agéd Crone

		

	
		
			Present Day

		

	
		
			Prologue

			

			New York City

			Asmodeus Saxon-Tang knew the French Napoléon III clock to be an authentic piece with a sound provenance; the same could not be said for the blonde bidding against him. Like the clock, she was all porcelain and gilding. But she had neither the authority of age or the freshness of art about her. She was a piece of work. He thought he could detect tool marks.

			Sax inclined his catalog with an imperceptible twitch of the wrist, raising his bid another hundred dollars. She flicked her paddle, swatting his bid away like a fly. Number ninety-six, the paddle proclaimed. Sax required no paddle; he was known. Impatience nipped at him. He should have eaten lunch, his figure be damned. Low blood sugar influenced his mood. He was bidding with his emotions, not with the great brass-bound Turing’s Automatic Computing Engine inside his head. What mattered was determining the margin between an object’s value and its cost, then staying well within that range. A few hundred calories could make the difference between a moment’s petty triumph and an excellent deal. But there was something more to add to the calculation this time.

			The ormolu clock, in excellent condition, was shaped like a footed funerary urn, in blue enamel with wheat, laurel, acanthus, and fruit mountings, wreathed and beribboned, all gilt; its eight-day movement was by Hazard and the face was from a much older piece, signed by Antide Janvier. It was created in Paris in the year 1895. All of this made it a worthwhile object.

			There was something else that made the clock what the vulgarites would call an extraordinary find. The magic of good provenance, the biography of the piece itself. Sax knew through an intimate connection that the clock had been owned not only by Jean Cocteau but also by Sergei Diaghilev, founder of the Ballets Russes; the latter gentleman had given the clock to the former as an affectionate token for his services in writing Parade, the 1917 ballet—designed, pleasingly enough, by Pablo Picasso, with music composed by Erik Satie.

			A handful of clients with exquisite taste, sharing Sax’s relish for beautiful objects enriched by time, would desire this clock. They understood its significance. Great men, great talents in the vibrancy of their youth, had gathered before it, cast their reflections upon it; they had set their watches by it, their voices had reverberated against its gleaming belly. The clock was witness. God knew what it had witnessed: Cocteau and Diaghilev were a couple of outrageous queens, Picasso would fuck anything that moved, and Satie was an inveterate masturbator with an umbrella fetish.

			Somehow, the blonde must have got wind of this delicious intelligence as well, because the damn clock wasn’t worth fourteen thousand euros without the detailed provenance (which was absent in the auction catalog). It might, however, sell to the right collector for upward of eighteen thousand, if the anecdote could reliably be attached to the piece. Which it could, if one had read the letters of the author Raymond Radiguet and knew that the “golden egg, clucking its opprobrium” in Cocteau’s room, mentioned in the epistle dated December 12, 1920, precisely three years before his death, could be no other object than this clock.

			These letters of Radiguet’s had never been published. Therefore, the blonde had access to the contents of some private archives to which Sax did not think she was qualified for admittance. Therefore, she was acting as an accomplice for someone else, someone within a small circle possessing the requisite access. That someone was unknown to Sax, further reducing the diameter of the circle.

			Sax knew something else that was not common knowledge: Radiguet was certainly murdered by a vampire.

			That being the case, there was an outside chance the blonde was working for the very fiend who had slain the young poet. Against this possibility, Sax estimated, it would be well worth the premium to win this clock, regardless of price, humiliating though it might be in the jaded eyes of the auctioneers. Has Saxon-Tang lost his nerve? they would wonder over their sandwiches and whiskey after the sale. Is the old dragon becoming sentimental after sixty years of ruthless trading in aged and beautiful things?

			Despite the loss of face, Sax knew he must persist. He scented prey. He twitched his catalog again, the price ascended past fifteen thousand, and as the blonde raised the bid yet again, it occurred to Sax that he had somehow traded beauty for age himself. Never mind. At least he didn’t dye his hair.

			The clock went for 20,200 euros, a third again what it was worth, anecdote or no anecdote. A slack-faced Japanese businessman had entered the bidding at 16,500, apparently trying to impress the blonde. He exited at 17,200 without eliciting so much as a glance. The three dozen other auction-goers in the room were breathless, hushed, as attentive as the crowd around a baccarat table in Monte Carlo watching two fortunes in a cockfight. The telephone proxy bidders at the back of the hall, professionals themselves, fell silent, their clients on the other end of the lines squawking audibly for information. The auctioneer, Samuel J. Wesson III, kept up his steady uninflected patter, but his voice rose an octave in pitch toward the end.

			The blonde had apparently been given a ceiling of twenty thousand, which she surpassed by only a single bid, most likely because anything above her limit would have come out of her cut or salary. Despite her flinty poise, she had also been feeling the rush of acquisition by then, the brute force of money against money. But that was the danger of auctions: Every bidder can stake a fortune. Only the winner loses their money.

			The winner being Sax in this instance, he affected the most neutral demeanor possible, kept his eyes slightly hooded so the auctioneers might think he knew something they didn’t, and sizzled with shame at his madcap bidding performance while the room buzzed and breathed again and heads shook in wonderment all around. The blonde, slightly flushed, a lock of pale hair clinging to her smooth, moist brow, spared a single look past her shoulder at Sax, then made her way to the bar downstairs. She hadn’t any further lots to bid upon. Sax did, but he’d lost interest in the remaining trifles on the block.

			He forced himself to stay in his seat, lamenting the muttering of his empty stomach, picking through the archives of facts and trivia with which his ample brain was crammed, looking for an association of one piece of ephemeral information with another that could inform this strange incident with meaning.

			If his theory was correct, he had just unearthed the first part of a glittering trove of artifacts that was buried within the material world of ugly, everyday things, like hidden treasure. Such treasures he had found before, to his incalculable profit (although he had attempted the calculation, naturally).

			It had been many years since the last one. The price of its retrieval was paid in terror, blood, and death.

			Sax had never entirely recovered his health following that adventure, and he was much older now, his walking stick no longer an affectation. Yet there was no greater triumph than the liberation of one of these fortunes, rich with history and art—and incidentally worth the kind of money upon which empires were founded.

			Well worth the risk, if you didn’t end up in an open grave with your still-beating heart shoved up your ass.

			Sax paid for his auction items and sent word to his warehouse to come pick them up, then took a late luncheon at Écrevisse, served by a provisional waiter unfamiliar with his habits. Still, it was twenty minutes past the end of the midday seating, so Sax knew he should be grateful the staff accommodated him at all.

			He tried not to think about the wretched blue-bellied clock of which he was now the owner. It would be in his office at the warehouse when next he showed himself there. He would open the clock, and perhaps inside it would be stuffed with rubies or a sketch by Picasso, thus justifying the price.

			He picked through a tuft of escarole, followed by shellfish ragoût with thin slices of polenta and a soft-boiled quail’s egg in a tiny footed porcelain cup that reminded him, unfortunately, of the clock. To accompany the light meal, a glass of Dom Pérignon provided by the house. He was at the table less than an hour, then made his way abstractedly back out onto the pavement.

			The weather that day was warm in the sunlight, cold in the shade. It had been a terrible summer in Manhattan, humid and wet; now the autumn was dry but feverish, with skies that seemed somehow the wrong color, lurid, like old nickel postcards of New England scenes. Winter would come eventually, and it would be ferocious.

			Sax wondered, without much emotion, if he would live to see the spring.
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			Mumbai

			The yellow air was thick as feathers, stuffed with dust and smoke and exhaust fumes and the stench of the river Mithi. There had been no monsoons that year to flush away the filth.

			Mumbai, an island city ten times the size of Manhattan, with twelve times its population, relied on the wind and rain of the monsoons. They washed away millions of tons of industrial waste, excrement, and refuse for which there was otherwise little infrastructure. Without the weather, the city became a stinking pressure cooker. People prayed for rain and hoped they wouldn’t get war. The god Indra was associated with both.

			The sky hung low and overcast, but there was no rain.

			This had no effect on business. Despite the ongoing malaise in the major Western economies, India continued to expand as a commercial power. Its motion picture output, particularly, was becoming more popular every year, with vast audiences in Britain, Germany, Eastern Europe, and even South America. It dwarfed Hollywood.

			Bollywood, as Mumbai’s entertainment industry was wryly called, was becoming the dominant power in storytelling around the world. If you wanted to succeed, if you wanted billions of fans and not mere millions, you came to Mumbai. The squalor and the hustlers and the noise and the foul air were nothing—merely the grime that collects on well-fondled money.

			The only thing success could not relieve was the accursed traffic. However many country villas one could afford, however fine one’s automobile, getting to the former in the latter was nearly impossible. Even the burgeoning helicopter business was little help—it was still a drive to the airfield.

			Neelina “Nilu” Chandra was an item girl. She had started out as an extra in the innumerable crowd scenes called for in Bollywood movies. Eventually she became a dancer, performing choreographed routines alongside several dozen others in the background behind the stars—item numbers, these musical interludes were called.

			Now Nilu had the lead in an item number of her own, in a production called Kaun Hai Woh Pagal Ladki? She was playing the part of an anonymous club singer; her job was to dance and lip-synch a filmi song that echoed the hero’s emotional condition as he pined for the heroine (the “pagal ladki,” or “crazy girl,” of the title). The stars would be involved in the number. Nilu had no fewer than five routines to perform with the hero in the course of the song.

			The heroine was supposed to be sitting alone at a table in the club, ignoring all romantic entreaties, so Nilu wouldn’t have to compete with her for screen time. It was an ideal opportunity that could result in more item numbers with Nilu as the lead dancer, which could bring about a proper dramatic role with dialogue. From there, it was in the audience’s hands. If they liked her well enough, she would become a star.

			Nilu had some good features, she knew. Aside from her body, which was the result of good genes, dancing, and not eating anything containing ghee, Nilu also had the nose of Kareena, the brows of Kajol, and eyes that were all her own. She couldn’t sing particularly well, but that meant nothing; neither could any of the stars. The songs were always dubbed by voice-over specialists called playback singers. So Nilu had a fair chance.

			The problem wasn’t what she did on-screen, but what she didn’t do offscreen.

			There were certain trapdoors built into the entertainment business. Some were shortcuts to heaven, some to hell. The price of access was one’s honor. None of the most successful actresses had fallen into that trap (or at least, none had confessed it), but the temptation came to them all. A girl could do very well in this town if she gave up a little pride and a lot of chastity. The question was, would such compromises keep her from the very top? The Indian press thrived on scandal, and the public feasted on it. An actress was easily ruined.

			So far, Nilu had been careful. There were forces, however, conspiring against her better judgment. Tonight she would confront one of those forces in the guise of the film’s producer, Mallammanavar Jagadish.

			His nickname, “Jag,” was appropriate, as it suggested the supreme being. Which, in cinema, Jag certainly was. He was a second-­generation filmmaker and also produced television commercials. In commercials, his specialty was working with professional athletes. When it came to film, his specialty was actresses. Jag’s affairs were conducted with perfect secrecy. His discretion was legendary. I do not hunt tigers for their skins, he once said.

			The problem was not him or even his household or familiars, but the diabolical skill of scandal hunters for the tabloids. They could deduce a romantic connection merely by observing who disappeared, and when, and for how long. The parties involved need never be seen together. Verification came from studying the credits of Jag’s next film; when it came to women, promotion was a sure sign.

			Nilu had made sure to let several people know where she would be that evening and who would be there. That way, the tabloids could only unearth facts with which Nilu herself would agree. The problem was that Jag was notorious for ending a dinner party early, clearing an hour or two in the evening to study the latest script or budget. During that time, a woman might find herself delayed, perhaps to discuss an upcoming role. Upon such hours entire careers might hinge. Nilu had a feeling her hour would be tonight, and she didn’t yet know what she would do when it arrived.

			The afternoon shoot went well. Nilu spent the entire morning warming up and doing her routines alone; the rehearsal was a single run-through, and then she was on camera, singing and dancing with Sunil Kumar. He was a professional and got everything right. Nilu kept up. She was nearly an inch taller than him, but he had shoes for that.

			By the end of the day they had filmed the entire dance number, except for some insert shots of the actress brooding at her table in the club. Nilu had not spared a moment’s thought for the evening until an hour after the shoot was wrapped. She was changing into her civilian clothes, fashionable distressed jeans and a backless frock of pistachio-green chiffon. The green was especially suited to Nilu’s skin, which was a few shades darker than the current pallid mode. Bangling gold at throat and ears, a cascade of gold bracelets at the left wrist: enough. She was ready. Sexy, but not brazen, she hoped. She tucked her feet into a pair of cork platforms and strode out of the communal dressing room she shared with eight other dancers. Maybe in a few months, she would have her own dressing room. Maybe in a few months she would disappear, as so many girls did, back to their home villages, another starstruck hopeful ravished and sent away in shame.

			Nilu wondered what had happened to some of the girls she had known. For example, a very pretty dancer named Deepa, with whom she had been fairly close. Although Deepa was her competition, Nilu liked her. It helped that Deepa wasn’t as good a dancer, of course, but she was also quite charming. She seemed vulnerable in a way Nilu could only pretend to be. Deepa had a way of looking at people that suggested she was waiting for an approving word but didn’t expect it to come. This quality vanished once she was dancing on camera, however, and she was just another sexy silhouette, the same as all of them.

			Had Deepa been able to harness that vulnerable quality for her performances, she might have become known. As it was, Deepa had gone on some dates with film executives and above-the-line people—a director, an executive producer—but never had she been invited to dine with Mr. Jagadish. Someone had gotten through her defenses, in any case, because after one of these dates, Deepa was not seen again. Speculation in the business was that she had become pregnant during a previous encounter, confronted her lover with the news, and that very night was sent packing back home. As with so many people in Mumbai, where “home” was, nobody knew. Mumbai was home enough for the whole world.

			Nilu splurged on a taxi to the corner of the block on which Jag lived, then walked the rest of the way to his gate. Several fine automobiles were parked on the gravel inside the palm-forested compound of his three-story house. The wrought-iron gates were geometric in design. There were no photographers or strangers lurking about anywhere on the street. She took half a dozen deep breaths, then went to the small gate set into the wall beside the main gates. There was a guard at the gate in a red peaked cap. He ushered her through, and she went up the illuminated path past a glowing blue fountain and into the mansion.

			The evening went by in a whirl of moments. Jag himself answered the door. He was a very handsome man, and taller than most. He had a long, structural face and perfect teeth. He radiated strength. His house was enormous and brand-new. The entrance hall was the size of Nilu’s parents’ house, with a cantilevered staircase in African slate curving up to the second and third levels. A chandelier like a vast bursting firework hung in the center of the space, glittering in the icy-dry breath of the air-conditioning. The décor had all been assembled by a professional—it was impersonal but rich, with acres of bone-colored walls enlivened by slabs of abstract canvas and broad, baronial timbers. There seemed to be dozens of lamps in every room, so no matter where one stood, the light was flattering to the skin. The interior didn’t suggest anything of Jag’s personality. It merely said he was a man of enormous wealth and taste enough to hire a good decorator.

			There was a variety of people at the dinner, held in the wintery-white dining room: Nilu recognized a couple of aspiring actresses who had entered the business through the dramatic side, rather than dancing. Junior artistes, such people were called. Seated opposite Nilu was a retired judge, who now held large tracts of working farmland, and his wife, once an actress who had worked with Mallammanavar Jagadish’s father. Beside them were a noted architect and his spouse, a fashion designer who had made a fortune in prewrapped, fitted saris for Westernized desi girls.

			A big, white-haired Russian with a diamond wholesale business in Surat sat to Jag’s right. At the opposite end of the table was a director of photography who was known for his action sequences back in the 1970s and whose memoir had been quite successful. He was a very funny man—it turned out he’d once been a comedian in films, then discovered he preferred life behind the camera.

			It was an interesting party, enlivened by Jag’s impeccable skill as host. He knew how to keep things moving along. The popular image of the film producer as a demanding boor was entirely out of place with him. His sense of etiquette and propriety could not be faulted. Nilu thought she detected the mode of his sexual conquests: he was so equally interested in everyone that the other two young actresses were competing for his attention. Even Nilu found herself doing it. They all wanted to shine just a little more than the rest, collecting laughter and smiles from the party like gambling chips scooped up from the center of the gleaming mahogany table. It wouldn’t take much before one of them carried the competition to the bedroom.

			At some point, Nilu realized the formula for success in this setting. Concern for her reputation had kept her from throwing herself completely into the “brightest young thing” contest; the taller of the two actresses was winning that category, as it happened. But it was precisely Nilu’s reserve that caught the eyes of them. She observed it was the girl who least often jumped into a conversation, and spoke only thoughtfully, who most fascinated the men. At first she wasn’t certain how to amplify the effect: after all, a girl who is too quiet will come off shy or stupid. But Nilu found she didn’t have to speak so much as listen.

			If she nodded her understanding of the perils of land management when the judge spoke, Jag and the Russian watched her instead of the actresses, who could scarcely feign to be listening at all. But to really make an impression, she couldn’t just listen—she must speak. However, she knew little of the subject.

			She scoured her memory for something and recalled an article she had read on a bus the previous year. Something about women’s rights and the system of village governance. Yes! So she asked a pointed question about the panchayati raj system and land ownership for women, and the judge went off into a lengthy, fairly technical explanation of the issue. Although in truth Nilu had very little idea what he was talking about, the fact that she had composed an informed-sounding question earned her admiration all around.

			Eventually Jag announced he was going to have to break up the party earlier than he wished; there was a script that needed revising and Jag had paid the writers enough already. He would do the work himself. Nilu’s heart beat faster. If there was to be some kind of assignation, it would be soon.

			The party lingered awhile. Nilu watched Jag for signals. She didn’t know what they would be, or how she would respond. She wasn’t a virgin, but neither was she particularly experienced. She didn’t know how they did these things in the swinging world of real players.

			The judge and his wife left first; shortly afterward, the fashion designer towed her architect away, although he had been hoping for more drinks. The rest of the party retired to the great room with its vaulted ceilings and tall, stacked fireplace of rough stone.

			Jag poured cognac for the Russian and the young women continued on with their Californian white wine. He made a whiskey and water for himself. They sat at intervals on the white leather sectional, which formed the margin of a conversation pit set lower than the rest of the floor. Nilu admired everything, smiled and laughed as the others did, but she was still afraid. She felt like a contestant in a game show she wasn’t certain she wanted to win.

			Jag checked his ashtray-sized Panerai watch and clapped his hands together.

			“Another few minutes,” he announced. “Then we must part ways.”

			To her surprise, Nilu realized the Russian was observing her closely. She hadn’t paid much attention to him; he seldom spoke throughout the evening, and when he did, it was with an impenetrable accent. Apparently she had made an impression. She studied him with brief glances as the conversation fluttered around in its last phase.

			His name was Andronov, which he pronounced yendronew. His eyes were dark gray, and even the whites of them were gray, as if there was a shadow that fell eternally over them. His hair was white and stiff, like cats’ whiskers, and swept back over a monumental skull of such strength that his features seemed merely to have been draped over it. His face was complex and mobile, shifting with expressions that Nilu could not read.

			It was as if she was seeing him through slightly rippled glass. He had large, hard hands with thick fingernails. She could not guess his age. In some moods, he appeared to be around fifty; in others, he could have been a hundred years old. There was something ancient about his eyes. When he looked at her, he caught Nilu staring. He smiled, just a little, and seemed almost to light up from within. Nilu wanted him to smile at her again. He was so masculine, his face more expressive even than that of the actor Sanjay Dutt. She had danced once with “the Deadly Dutt.” He was tall, but not as tall as the Russian.

			It might have been the wine, but Nilu found herself less wary than she had been all night. She was still on the alert for trouble, but she believed now that trouble could be handled. It could be shaped. She could stop things whenever she wanted. There was more to be discovered tonight.

			The junior artistes twittered and cooed and the short one all but asked if she might stay behind. Jag dismissed them both, and the old director of photography went out with them. Nilu felt light-headed but well. She made her good-byes, knowing the next move was not hers to make. Jag glanced at Andronov. The Russian was staring fixedly at Nilu. Jag turned his eyes back to her.

			“You made a good impression,” he said. “Please stay a few minutes longer. I am interested to hear what sort of a career you have planned.”

			Nilu felt like she had leapt off a cliff and soared into the air and flown upward toward the sun. Tonight it was all happening, that moment when things would go right. For most people, that moment never came. For those few who got such a chance, some were not ready, or not paying attention, or didn’t have the courage to proceed; they would wake up ten years later to discover they had not realized their dreams. Nilu felt blessed: She was aware. Now her life could truly begin.

			Jag smiled at her and she smiled back, although the smile somehow missed Jag and landed in the Russian’s cognac.

			“I’ll go get the latest sides for the new show,” Jag said, and put his glass on a console table. He walked out of the great room, leaving Nilu and Andronov alone. Neither of them spoke until the ice stopped turning in Jag’s glass.

			“You are an item girl,” the Russian said. Nilu blushed.

			“Only a dancer. But I want to take dramatic roles,” she said. Her ambitions suddenly seemed very small in her mouth.

			“It’s a competitive industry,” he said. “Even with diamonds, it’s nothing so competitive. There are always so many more diamonds than people believe. There are thousands of tons of them in warehouses all around the world. They’re common.”

			He removed a ring from the small finger of his left hand and tossed it to Nilu. She caught it in both hands, slopping her wine. It was an enormous flashing stone in a plain gold mount; the thing had looked petite on his finger but was as big as a door knocker now that she held it. She noticed the metal was cold, although he’d worn it all night.

			“Talent,” Andronov continued, “is far more rare than diamonds.”

			Nilu offered him the ring back. He dismissed it with a puff of his lips. “Keep it,” he said.

			Nilu was ashamed of her own suspicious mind: now she wondered if he was offering her the price of her body. It wasn’t unreasonable to be concerned about such a thing. She didn’t know what to do with such a valuable gift. She couldn’t keep it. It would be seen to influence whatever else happened.

			She found the Russian hypnotic. In fact, she wanted him to have her for nothing. He excited her. Fifty? He was in his midforties, seething with virility. He looked older because he was so pale, as Europeans were. She wondered if his body was like his face, a powerful frame harnessed with muscle, and if he was so large everywhere as he was in the hands.

			The blush sprang up her face again. She was thinking immodest thoughts. She might joke about such things with the other dancers concerning an especially fine male specimen amongst their colleagues, but it was only coarse talk, without the heat of desire. They never spoke in that way about the leading artistes, the stars with whom they danced, or about strangers, for that matter. Now she was experiencing real lust, her mouth flooding with it. A ridiculous fear caught her off guard: What if the Russian could tell what she was thinking? Could he see her thoughts reflected in her eyes? He would see himself naked, then. Nilu laughed aloud in spite of herself.

			“You look happy,” Andronov said.

			“I feel happy,” Nilu said, and knew it was idiotic. She carelessly set the ring aside.

			She laughed again, abandoning her nagging self-observant monkey mind. An aching orb of pleasure was swelling inside her, honey flowing in the nerves of her belly. Laughter and light was the thing. Touch and spill and tangle. Her joy flew into a million glittering fragments. She could hear tinkling bells somewhere above her, a golden tintinnabulation that matched the sparkling light of the room, waterfalls of gold. Diamonds. It was the sound of diamonds she heard. But she saw gold, flowing in bright rivers.

			It was blue dark and quiet when she awoke. Her body was sore, her groin so tender she could hardly move her legs. Her breasts ached. Even the light satin bedsheet abraded her nipples. There was a throbbing in her womb. She remembered some of it now. The Russian, Andronov. He’d taken her. His skin was cold and hard as stone, corded with veins. Pale and translucent. His mouth was cruel.

			He had done more than violate her—he had made her want it. She remembered begging him to defile her, but it wasn’t desire she felt then. Only fear. He had taken her, teasing unwilling orgasms from her like a magician with a volunteer from the audience: an endless supply of climaxes, from here, from there, from anywhere he chose, until Nilu was weeping with exhaustion and the pleasure had turned to agony. Wave upon wave of profound sexual release, electric spasms crashing down upon her until it was the same as drowning. It came from outside her and rushed into her. It was terrifying, like snake poison. She felt herself dying, draining away. Her strong dancer’s muscles were torn and bruised, cramping from the paroxysms of release that flooded through her body.

			She was in ruins. He had literally fucked her half to death.

			Nilu rolled on her side and was sick on the floor. She’d been drugged, certainly. She had no idea where she was. A bedroom. She didn’t know where. There were shutters on the windows. Faint light crept between the slats. She could hear distant traffic sounds. She was still in the city. Perhaps still in Mallammanavar Jagadish’s mansion.

			Andronov was not there. She felt his absence. There was a power that radiated from him when he was around. It left behind a stale note, like ozone, when he was gone.

			It occurred to Nilu that he might return. Panic strobed in her mind. She tried to get out of the bed and fell to the floor instead, the sheets clinging to the vomit on the cool marble. She needed to find her clothes, or anything at all she could cover herself with. She was getting out of here, away from danger—wrapped in a curtain, if need be.

			She crawled to the wall, where the dark rectangle of a doorway loomed in the shadows. She pushed herself up the wall and her fingers found a switch. The room lit up behind her. Suddenly she knew he would be there, sitting naked in a chair with a drink in his hand, waiting for her. Then he would begin his attack again, and soon she would be dead.

			She spun around. The room was empty.

			There was the ring, sparkling on a side table. She stumbled across the floor on trembling legs and snatched up the bright circlet. It smelled like the Russian. Like the ocean, she remembered. Like wet earth. His mouth tasted of cold flint. Nilu cast the ring on the floor.

			There was a wardrobe against the wall. She made her way to it, lurching from one piece of furniture to the next, and was afraid to open it. Andronov was inside, waiting for her. She opened it despite her fear. A long white terry-cloth dressing gown hung inside, and wire hangers in paper jackets. She pulled the gown over her naked body, her arms sore and protesting as she thrust them into the sleeves.

			Nilu staggered, and sometimes crawled, and eventually made it outside. She was not in Jag’s palatial home; it was a private bungalow on the grounds of a large hotel she didn’t recognize. There were a dozen such cottages arranged at discreet distances from each other in a densely landscaped part of the property, a hundred meters removed from the main bulk of the hotel.

			There was a doorman beneath the brightly lit porte cochere of the hotel proper. Nilu thought to beg his help, but even now she held some faint hope that she could salvage her future. If she sought aid, she would be identified. She would become a sensation. The public would sympathize with her plight, a poor beautiful item girl drugged and raped by a foreign madman. But it would also label her a whore. Then she would have to remember where her home was, because it would no longer be Mumbai. She would have to live in what little of her past she could reclaim. The future would be gone.

			High walls surrounded the hotel grounds. There was night traffic beyond them. Nilu pulled the dressing gown tight around her and left the hotel by the driveway entrance, her bare feet slapping on the pavement.

			The police found the young woman lying in the street at three in the morning, dressed only in a white cotton robe. They transported her to Saint Mary’s Hospital near the Victoria Gate. She was not a beggar or a slum dweller. She was too well maintained, her hair handsomely cut. So they took good care of her at the hospital and placed her in a semiprivate room, in case her family should turn out to be wealthy.

			Nilu lay in her hospital bed and listened to the din of the Mumbai traffic coming in at the window. It was daylight. The room smelled of exhaust fumes and phenyle cleaning solution, a sweet tarry stink. Without turning her head, she could see an old-fashioned glass intravenous bottle on a chromium stand rising up on the right side of her bed, some sort of beige electronic machine on a cart to her left. There was a green curtain on a rail and a ceiling fan overhead. She couldn’t see the window itself, except as a bright patch beyond the flexion of her eyes. She couldn’t turn her head at all. Her neck had become stiff.

			Because there was nothing else to do except listen to the traffic in the street below and stare straight ahead at the wall, Nilu reassembled the events of the previous night and studied them in her mind. It was as if she had memorized individual pieces of an enormous jigsaw puzzle, their shapes and the fragments of pictures upon them, but the puzzle would not remain in its finished form. Each time she wished to examine the picture, it had to be rebuilt. There were pieces missing. She yearned to conjure them up but also feared them.

			The picture was ugly and terrifying, worse than the vividly painted tableau of the goddess Durga Maa she had found so fascinating when she was a child: opposing an army, the many-limbed deity sat astride a lion, her fists full of bloody weapons, the battlefield littered with dismembered corpses spewing gore that flowed like long hair.

			A nurse stepped into the room and the puzzle flew apart again. The woman crossed through her field of vision, small and dark in a white half-sleeved smock and starched cap. The traffic noise diminished as the nurse closed the window and latched it. Nilu shut her eyes against a wave of pain from trying to turn her head. When she opened them, the nurse was gone. She hadn’t heard the door close. The blades of the ceiling fan were turning now, stirring the warm air. The darkness came then, and swallowed her up. She dreamed of hard, white bodies and probing fingers and long, snakelike tongues. She itched and burned. The Russian sucked at her flesh and she felt her soul draining away.

			It was nighttime again when Nilu returned to consciousness, flailing through slimy folds of nightmare back to the stifling-hot hospital room.

			Andronov was standing at the foot of her bed. Fear flooded her veins. His face was impassive, the flesh lifeless except for his eyes. He seemed about to speak but thought better of it. Instead, he glanced toward the door of the room, then stepped around the foot of the bed until he stood beside the chromium IV stand.

			Nilu was terrified, but she made no move or sound. He had come to kill her, she knew. She could not resist. Her life was his to take. Now he would finish the project.

			He stretched out his large, waxen hand and touched Nilu’s face, kneading the flesh like a doctor palpating for hidden flaws. Then he bore down, and the cold fingers became hard, and Nilu’s neck screamed with pain but there was no voice to it. Water spilled from her eyes. He had his cool palm across her nose and mouth. She began to suffocate. He stared into her eyes, and what she saw there was more terrible than hatred or glee. It was boredom. She forced her arms up and clawed at his fingers, but they were as unyielding as stone. Bursts of light filled her vision. Her empty lungs burned.

			Then there was a loud, sharp bang and a flash of light that leapt up yellow along the underside of Andronov’s jaw, his nostrils, the hollows of his eye sockets. He stumbled backward. Nilu gasped for breath. Her neck scissored pain, but she had to breathe.

			The same nurse emerged from her place of concealment beneath the bed. She was holding a sawed-off shotgun. She was a tiny figure compared to the enormous Russian now pressed up against the wall. He was clutching at his groin, and from there a vast crimson stain was spreading. He raised his bloody hands and bent them into claws, snarling at the nurse. She cocked and fired the weapon all in one convulsive gesture. The Russian’s face imploded, his nose and jaws gone, blown into the back of his head.

			But he didn’t die. He threw himself at the small woman instead. She fired the gun again and a dark red peacock’s tail leapt out of the Russian’s back, all over the walls and ceiling. Then the Russian collided with her and both figures fell on the bed, bearing down suddenly on Nilu’s legs. The intravenous bottle toppled and shattered on the floor. The pain was such that Nilu thought her head was tearing free of its foundations; she wanted to die.

			The combatants rolled off the end of the bed, and Nilu was slipping toward the floor. She gripped the sheets and hung at an angle, as afraid as if she might fall ten miles, not two feet.

			Shoes clattered in the hallway. People were coming. There was another bang, another flash. The Russian rose to his feet and roared, a gurgling cry of rage and pain made shapeless because he had no features, no lips to make the sounds, only a single rolling eye beneath his tattered forehead. The woman had shot him point-blank in his face a second time. He swung his head, drunk with wounds, first at the door, where fists hammered on the other side of the panel, then around to look with his single red eye at the window.

			The nurse was on her feet, now injured herself, swiping a hand at the braid of blood that spilled from her nose. She got her back against the wall and shoved herself along it, away from the Russian. She pulled a second weapon from its concealment behind the green curtain, a long-handled bludgeon with a spiked hammerhead. The Russian saw this thing and lurched for the window.

			The nurse charged with a hiss of rage and swung the weapon. Nilu could not see it strike the Russian from her skewed, upside-down angle. He hulked on the edge of her vision as a blur of struggling darkness. But she heard the brutal spike go into his back, and she heard his bubbling scream of agony. The window shattered. The Russian ripped the entire sash out of its frame and flung it into the room, tearing the curtain down. Traffic noise clamored in again, and exhaust fumes.

			Andronov was gone through the window. The nurse leaned out to see down into the street below. One of her feet rose into view as she flipped it up for a counterbalance: she was shod in military canvas boots with toothy rubber soles. Not proper footwear for hospital personnel. Then she was looking down into Nilu’s face, a finger to her blood-jellied lips.

			Silence, the gesture said. But Nilu understood what was really meant: Say nothing. Nilu saw that the woman was North Asian, Chinese perhaps, or Japanese. She had lost the small, stiff nurse’s cap. Her black hair was cut short.

			Moments later, the nurse crossed to the door and opened it, and doctors and orderlies rushed in. Questions were flung around, arms waved. A tremendous cacophony of voices filled the hot, blood-­stinking air. Several pairs of hands found Nilu at once and worked to stabilize her on the bed; through the gaps in the crowd she saw the nurse, bloody faced, against the wall, shaking her head as a doctor demanded to know what had happened. Then the crowd shifted, there was confusion, and when Nilu could see again, the doctor’s attention was elsewhere. The nurse had gone.
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			New York City

			Sax paid Wesson’s Auctioneers a visit, then Sotheby’s, Craine Bros., Swann Galleries, Christie’s, and a couple of others. It took him the entire day. He could have telephoned or sent e-mails, but his business was entirely based on personal relationships, upon which he sometimes put considerable strain. So he never missed an opportunity to appear in person, accepting a drop of tea or a splash of spirits, depending on the venue.

			The awful days when all the young, overgroomed assistants would ply him with bottled water were thankfully past now. Besides the cellular telephone and saddle shoes, Sax thought there was no more unpleasant accessory than water in a plastic bottle. Especially the bottles with pop-up nipples on the end. Ridiculous, a nation of adults suckling at polyethylene tits. What with the economy and the discovery that bottled water was identical to tap water, this indignity had fallen out of vogue, and he could get proper beverages again.

			Sax’s final visit of the day was to Woodbride, Barron Auctioneers, who specialized in European and Japanese collections. He was ushered in by an obsequious young fellow named Stoate dressed in horsey tweeds, a spotted ascot, and saddle shoes. One of those creatures that affected homosexuality to advance his career but would be frightened out of his wits at the touch of a real mustache. Tragic, Sax thought, but at least it would keep him out of the gene pool for a while.

			He followed Stoate down the dim corridor that ran along the upper floor of the Woodbride, Barron warehouse, past rows of dark, glass-fronted offices with Victorian racing prints on the walls. Business was terrible these days. Twenty years before, every one of these offices would have been occupied by valuation specialists, schedulers, insurance experts, and all the rest; now most functions were handled in the front office, into which Stoate ushered Sax.

			The place used to smell of cigars and leather. Now it stank of copy machine toner. The water cooler glugged dismally and the shaded ceiling lamps gave off a hospital light. None of the employees looked up to note who had arrived. It was as subdued as a library. Sax hated to see the business in this condition, but the whole antiques trade had suffered. Sax himself had taken to stockpiling entire estates he’d bought for the price of haulage with a single bid, knowing that someday, when times were richer, he could portion it out a piece at a time for obscene profit. Probably to the Indians or the Chinese, whoever gentrified first.

			His old friend and sometime rival Jules Amies emerged from a corner office with his hand extended. Jules, a distant relative of the famous British haberdasher Sir Hardy Amies, was a tall, thin man, gray of face, suit, tie, and hair, with heavy black plastic spectacles that appeared to be bolted onto his nose. His one element of plumage was a brilliant scarlet pocket square. Jules had dozens of the things in every imaginable color and pattern. His usual loud greeting was this time muted, affected as he was by the somber atmosphere. Still, Jules shook Sax’s hand and clapped him on the arm as they retreated into his office.

			Sax took the green leather guest’s chair. Jules sat in his incongruous new Herman Miller chair, one of those modern contrivances that appeared to be made of baling wire and showgirl’s stockings. Stoate brought them bottled water, then departed with a bow. Jules opened the bottom drawer of the desk and produced a pair of pony glasses and a liter of Cragganmore whiskey.

			“Sax,” said Jules.

			“What’s left of him,” Sax agreed.

			“Ratio? Business to pleasure?”

			“Half each, dear. It’s my pleasure to come see you—call it an excuse—but there is a matter of some interest I wish to discuss.”

			“Who have you already talked to?”

			“Don’t be vulgar,” Sax said. “You’re always top of the list.” And then, “Everyone. They think I’m mad.”

			“You are mad,” Jules said, without humor.

			“Still, I do have fun. Listen, Jules. I’ve come up against a buyer. European, I think. Works through proxies. Bids outrageous sums for things. Been active the last few months here in New York.”

			“Does this have to do with that clock of yours?” Jules was interested. His drink hung in the air halfway between desktop and lips.

			“That bloody ormolu? Yes. Talk of the town, I know. Cheers.”

			“Twenty thousand, I heard.”

			“Twenty thousand two hundred. Salt the wound, Jules, salt the wound. I have my reasons, as you know.”

			“Everyone has his reasons.”

			“Not often. But I do. Here’s what I want to know: Who wanted the thing so much? And don’t tell me it’s that dreadful acquisitions person from Daimler or the Barclay’s woman. It’s nobody I know, you know? But it’s someone who knows what I know, if you know what I mean. A player.”

			“Someone inside your own network?”

			“Someone that shares the same network,” Sax said. “But unknown to me.”

			“Or someone familiar to you who has decided to remain anonymous, of course,” Jules said.

			Sax shook his head. There was a hand-colored steel engraving of a long sausage-shaped horse running across the wall behind Jules’s head; the jockey was as small as a monkey, and the horse’s legs were stretched out fore and aft as if it was diving into the sea.

			Sax said, “Most of the people in the, ah, network or circle I’m talking about are either dead, retired, or enjoy the notoriety. Anonymous just isn’t their style. And I should think after about a million years in the business, I could detect the fingerprints of someone known to me. One comes to recognize their appetites. This person, this nemo incognito, has entirely new and eccentric tastes, in my experience. I have here a list of purchases attributable to this party—and it’s eclectic, to say the least.”

			Jules swirled the fluid in his glass.

			“I don’t know,” he said.

			“You don’t know who it is? Or you can’t tell me?”

			“It’s a favor.”

			“Yes yes yes,” Sax said, impatiently frothing the air with his hand.

			“I didn’t tell you,” Jules added.

			“I was never here,” Sax said, in jest. But Jules, it seemed, wanted to hear the words. His shoulders relaxed and he tossed back his drink, exhaled, then leaned across his desk conspiratorially.

			“A woman,” Jules said.

			“That narrows it down,” Sax replied. The last thing he needed was a slow reveal.

			“Her proxy bidders are always attractive young women, right? There’s a blonde, and a gorgeous brunette with legs like a Queen Anne console.”

			“Spoon foot or ball-and-claw?”

			“Don’t joke with me, Saxon. I’m telling you what I know.”

			“You haven’t told me her name.”

			“I don’t know it. It’s just shop talk. We’ve seen the weird buying pattern, too. It was the blonde that bid against you for the clock. Twenty grand for that thing—nothing personal, but Jesus Christ. We think there’s also a redhead working for the mystery woman, which has a certain symmetry to it. London side of things, sometimes Italy. I know a guy at Brunelli Casa d’Aste—he picked up on the same pattern. Incredibly high prices for good stuff, but not great stuff. Real random kinds of things: sometimes art, sometimes furnishings, glass, ceramics. No common theme. We figured there must be some provenance we don’t know about, right? Like that fake Holbein that went for two thousand pounds a while back, and turned out to be a real Holbein worth millions.”

			“Don’t remind me.” Sax had been at that auction, looking for porcelain, and had failed to spy the masterpiece, a portrait of the Dutch scholar Erasmus. He studied Jules’s face and decided he should give something up, see if it yielded further information.

			“If you must know, I had some information about the clock,” Sax confessed. “It has a bit of history that wasn’t in the catalog, if one knows where to look for it. But it’s not worth an extra six thousand, of course. I kept bidding because I must know who this mystery buyer is. I was hoping she’d make me a better offer out in the hallway, or try a gazump, to be frank. I didn’t want to pay the money. But now I’m stuck with the thing, and I’m determined to find out who my rival is.”

			Gazumping was a practice that originated in real estate auctions—the fine art of making a better offer to the seller after a deal had ostensibly closed. Sax knew it was too much to hope. He could then have initiated a lawsuit and found out who his opponent was. He didn’t think the unknown bidder often found herself on the losing end. It was disappointing that she gave up so readily.

			“You may be the first person to outbid her,” Jules said, startling Sax. They had been following identical trains of thought. “She might yet approach you.”

			“One hopes as much, certainly,” Sax said. “So: The buyer is a woman, and her familiars are known. A Neapolitan selection of ice queens—vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry. So far, so good. I have admitted to you that the clock, at least, had some value beyond its book price; in my researches today I’ve identified a few other pieces that probably went to the same party. Also at outrageous prices.”

			“The girls write checks against different accounts,” Jules said. “Always from LLCs or holding companies. The checks are always good. No personal paper. Dead end there. But I can tell you a couple other things. The companies are in Europe, for one. French, English, and Swiss. And the stuff we know about, all the stuff she’s bought, has one thing in common. Every single piece disappeared during World War Two, then showed up again in the nineteen sixties. So there’s this gap. That’s everything I know.” Jules leaned halfway across his desk. “Anything else you find out, let me know. Because she sure as hell got the attention of us hammers.”

			Sax turned his steps toward the New York Public Library on Fifth Avenue. The shadows were deepening; the sun had already sunk to the bottom of Forty-Second Street. There was only an hour until closing time. He moved reverently between Patience and Fortitude, the stone lions sculptured by Edward Clark Potter, and passed beneath the familiar portico into the building. He knew the library well and referred to it as his “personal Internet”; in fact, a vast quantity of written matter had not yet—and would never be—transcribed into digital form. With thirty million volumes in the New York City library system, plus another hundred million documents, he could find things recorded there that mere digerati could not hope to discover. It was all in knowing how to refine the search, and to do so swiftly. Besides, he loved the spicy smell of old books.

			Sax could have called the library’s telephone reference system, but he didn’t trust intermediaries. Better to find the thing oneself. There was instinct in it. The right information might not be the thing he sought, but the thing next to it on a page. It was almost a matter of echolocation, like bat flight.

			He made his way through the recently renovated stacks, first pulling certain volumes of general reference. Consulting these, he jotted down the names of some histories and biographies. Those books yielded further subjects for discovery.

			After fifty minutes of diligent exploration that left him perspiring and weak, he had what he needed. It was dreadful being so old, Sax thought. Everything was tiring. Even enthusiasm. He could scarcely carry the few books he checked out for closer study. What had happened to the strong young man who carried walnut armoires on his back down stair and street? Even his bones lacked the spring they once had. A fossil, that’s what he was. A fossil engaged in archaeology. Queen of the Stone Age. Ridiculous.

			The taxi back to his roost overlooking Gramercy Park cost ten dollars, including the peak-time surcharge and tip (Sax was generous with tips, to be fair). The distance covered was precisely one and one-third miles. It required two left turns and two rights to make the trip. Sax didn’t know how people of ordinary means survived in the city. Everybody walked or took the bus, certainly, even Sax, but everything was that expensive. His sparrow’s luncheons cost fifty dollars, even without wine. He couldn’t get a shirt laundered for less than two dollars, and he possessed dozens of shirts. In 1973, when he bought his apartment—or, to be precise, the building in which his apartment was located, although the other tenants didn’t know the old bird in 301 was also their landlord—it was because owning was cheaper than renting. Now the place was worth an astronomical sum, despite its narrowness and unimproved character. Even with vacancies in every commercial building in town, people still had to live somewhere. Sax told his friends the only reason he kept his key to the residents-only Gramercy Park was so that he could grow potatoes when he ran out of money. Not that he would ever run out of money. He just didn’t like it running.

			Sax ate dinner in, something he usually avoided, and alone, which was worse. But he needed to finish his project. His meal was a simple one: tinned foie gras aux truffes from Harrods, spread thickly on crisp, dry toast. A few lambs’ ears of endive with herbed salt, balsamic vinegar, and pumpkin-seed oil. Champagne to clear the palate, an ’88 Veuve Clicquot. Lean, with a substantial structure. Hint of spice in there, dried fruit, flowers; some toast in the nose, then off to an assured finish with smoke and mineral, amongst other things. Toast in the nose, Sax thought, sieving a mouthful through his teeth. The more rarefied a thing became, the more absurd. The language of wine, for one thing. Himself, for another.

			He swept the crumbs out of the books and filled pages of a calfskin diary with notes. Details of alliances and betrayals during World War II. Which distinguished continental families suffered, and which didn’t. Who was in sympathy with Axis or Allies, and what they did about it. Fortunes that vanished and reappeared, or vanished entirely. The movement of wealth. The allegiances of title and privilege with brute power. Something Jules Amies said had gnawed its way into Sax’s calculations—that everything the mystery bidder sought to buy had disappeared around the time of the war, then came back into circulation. Of all the random bits of information Sax had gleaned, that was the most important.

			Two factors came into play with every antique: quality and time. A masterpiece was valuable the day it was created. Add five hundred years, it became even more valuable. If it could be known what happened to the masterpiece during the intervening half millennium, and it was a jolly good story, the value reached whatever maximum the market would bear.

			Sax wrote out a list, consolidating his notes into a thesis. Here he had an unknown collector, probably European, believed to be a woman. Sax hadn’t asked Jules how that was known. Presumably one of the proxy bidders had used the feminine pronoun when speaking of her client—if they spoke of their client at all. He would have to take Jules’s information as given, for the time being. Desires to remain anonymous. Why? Many collectors so inclined. Any reason out of the ordinary? Consider possibilities. Meanwhile: objects sought after appear to be unconnected. Those of which Sax was aware, at least, didn’t seem to come from a common source. Sometimes that was a factor, as the newly prosperous descendants of fallen, once-great families attempted to reassemble their patrimonies. Tilting at windmills, that lot. Bless ’em.

			The objects the mystery buyer had accumulated were from all over the place, of all periods, no apparent common thread. Prewar history identified amongst perhaps half of the pieces in question (such as Sax’s ormolu clock), the rest, origin unknown. Purchased by proxies in Europe and the US, possibly with additional buyers elsewhere, as yet unrecognized. It seemed like an entirely random event.

			There were only two common elements: price was nearly no object, and everything had dropped briefly out of sight during the war.

			Sax underlined the last part again and again until the paper was wet with ink. That was the key—the war gap. He belched champagne gas and his eyes watered.

			Many of the great families had lost everything when the Germans made their play for a thousand-year empire. Italy, France, Poland, everywhere but Switzerland and England had seen a great churning up of the sediments of heritage. It had settled back down like so much sand deposited by a swift tide, in entirely new places, creating a new landscape. What did that suggest? How did that inform the particular interests of Sax’s unknown collector?

			Sax made himself an espresso with the ominous black Italian machine his niece Emily had given him for Christmas the previous year. It was simple to operate: water in here, coffee in there, batten the hatches, and press the button. It made a terrifying noise and dispensed the brew with explosive force. There was a steam-emitting milk-foaming attachment as well, which Sax would under no circumstances attempt to use.

			He fetched his woolen motoring rug and moved his operations into the living room, which was ample and magnificent. He spread the rug over his knees, his slippered feet propped up on the Art Deco Wolfgang Hoffmann coffee table that he irrationally despised but that so perfectly suited the room that he couldn’t get rid of it. Then he continued working at the problem, filling pages in his notebook. Three times he scorched himself another tiny espresso, once with biscotti to tamp down the rebellious pâté, which seemed to be in a revolutionary mood despite its bourgeois origins.

			Rummaging amongst the books, he was able to narrow down his list of possibilities until he had something like a theory. The linchpin of the idea had to do with the postwar period. Great private collections suffered twin indignities during the wartime era: First, the collections were broken up, sold, hidden, or appropriated, reflective of the misfortunes of the original owners. Second, the objects from the collections were liberated from their new possessors, mostly Nazis. Precisely the same breaking up, selling, hiding, and appropriation was visited upon them again. As nobody wanted to be accused of looting, provenances were fabricated by the thousands. Forgers made expert during the war were then out of jobs; they turned to fake letters, receipts, and other documents created to support the false provenances. It was a disaster, from a historical perspective.

			Sax had known all of this in a strictly professional way; he would frequently play both sides of the fabricated-documentation issue, sometimes passing the provenance off as authentic when he rather suspected it wasn’t, and other times exposing the faked papers in order to get a better deal. It was a part of his moral code that he never attempted to tamper with an authentic provenance. He had been an infant when all this collection-bashing and forgery was originally going on. Consequently, the details of the period had always been of less interest to him. It was within his lifetime, but not the bits with which he had any personal associations.

			But now that he was putting together a picture of the people and events that precipitated the chaos, those years became much more vivid in his mind. As usual, he best witnessed human affairs through the objects amongst which those affairs were conducted. This crash course in midcentury events made things downright exciting. However, the suspicion he’d had at the auction at which he had procured Cocteau’s clucking golden clock was borne out by what he’d discovered. This disturbed him.

			He began a new page of notes. At the top he wrote:

			VAMPIRE

			Then he scratched out a timeline. Vampires might live indefinitely, so he could assume a single individual was involved throughout the period in question. Sax’s original idea was that someone was reassembling an earlier collection that had been looted during the war. Now he thought the truth was something far more repulsive. The vampires had prospered during both twentieth-century European wars (as in every war), attaining high rank, feeding with impunity, amassing tremendous material wealth. They did especially well with the Nazis, who had the kind of mind-set the vampires could best use—and one closest to their own way of thinking. Sax had heard this long ago from another collector, one who knew his vampires.

			What must have happened, as Sax indicated on the timeline, was a reversal of fortunes for one of the vampires. Its hoard had been liberated. Right after the war, from 1945 through around 1949, and long afterward, in some cases, zealous survivors of the conflict had searched out every hiding place in Europe, determined that no malefactor should prosper by evil. Even the vampires, some a thousand years old, could not resist such resources flung against them. Not all of them were discovered, but those that were lost everything—often including their un-lives.

			Sax thought he knew what was happening now. One of these creatures had recently emerged after what—to a thing that measured time in decades, not days—was only a sensible interval of eighty years or so. During that period it had amassed a new fortune, as vampires easily do. With this wealth, it was attempting to reassemble its old glory. Such monsters, after all, might have acquired a piece from Napoléon Bonaparte himself, or Queen Nefertiti, for that matter. There were memories attached to such artifacts. It was the memories they cherished.

			Vampires dwelled in the past. It was one of the things that most distinguished them from human beings. For a vampire, the future is nothing, despite the centuries they can expect to survive. For men, the opposite is true: men live always for the future, of which they may claim so little. Robbed, as a vampire would see it, of its rightful trove of mementos, the creature would work diligently to reclaim every last piece. And for a vampire to work at all was a terrible sacrifice for it. They were lazy creatures, dragons content to sleep on their hoards. It was a compelling motive, Sax believed.

			So it might be a vampire. On the other hand, it could just be some reclusive nouveau riche Chinese tycoon buying up a mansion’s worth of clutter to make it look like he had a pedigree. It all came down to the ormolu clock, and whether or not that poor young fellow Raymond Radiguet—poet and novelist, friend of Great Artists—had been killed by a vampire.

			Sax had found a book to address that issue as well. Lives of Paris, it was titled. Radiguet got half a page, including a eulogy written by Jean Cocteau that Sax thought rather lachrymose. Cause of death was typhoid. Which, of course, could be a misdiagnosis, or the doctor might have cited typhoid to spare the deceased’s loved ones the indignity of a less flattering illness. But Cocteau’s words held a clue. In the eulogy to Radiguet was a quote from the poet’s deathbed, spoken in a fever:

			There is a color that moves and people hidden in the color.

			Victims of systematic vampirism died in a fever, boiling with lymph, bleeding within, their flesh broken out in poxy rashes. And hallucinated toward the end. Sax had witnessed it with his own eyes. It would look much like typhoid. Radiguet was only twenty, too dreadfully young, Sax thought. A color that moves. Sax ran the words through his mind. People hidden in the color. He knew something about that.

			Despite the woolen rug across his legs and the lusty clanking of the steam radiators beneath his windows, Asmodeus Saxon-Tang felt a chill spread over his flesh. It was the damp cold of newly turned earth in an autumn graveyard. He felt terribly old and weak and tired. He knew his wild conjectures were right. He might be the only man alive who could put together the scattered bits of information to discover what he’d found.

			There was no vanity behind the thought. In his cleverness, he’d made a fool of himself, and possibly a target. He had exposed himself to the vampire when he outbid the blonde for that accursed clock. What was it Nietzsche had said? When you gaze long into the abyss, the abyss gazes into you.

			Sax could almost feel the eyes upon him, out there in the darkness beyond the brittle panes. He shivered. The telephone rang. Sax leapt at the jangling noise, the convulsion of his buttocks popping him a foot into the air. He clawed the instrument to him and clapped the handset to his ear.

			“Saxon-Tang,” he gasped. His heart was pounding.

			“It’s Barry, Mr. Tang. I’m sorry about the late call, but . . .” It was Barry Lions, Sax’s foreman in the New York warehouse.

			“But what?” Sax prompted when Barry failed to continue.

			“Somebody broke in,” Barry said. “The night watchman?”

			The night watchman what? Sax urged in his mind. What? Barry was obviously beside himself; he couldn’t seem to get through a sentence tonight.

			“The night watchman what?” Sax prompted at last.

			“He’s dead,” Barry said. “I mean real dead.”

			The police were out in force with their flashing bubblegum lights and barking radios, milling around examining the ground. A detective with very dark skin introduced herself to Sax as Millicent Jackson. She had one of those faces that Edward Hopper would have painted: enduring boredom with a patience born of hopelessness. Sax suspected she had never laughed in her life. She didn’t seem to believe his name was real.

			“Asmodeus Saxon-Tang? Sounds like a sports drink.”

			Sax found himself babbling out his brief cocktail-party speech on the subject: “Saxon is my father’s surname, the Tang being an embellishment at my mother’s insistence—it was her family surname. From Étang, French for ‘pond’ or ‘bog.’ It sounds better in French. Don’t ask about the Asmodeus part.” He handed her his passport, as he lacked a driver’s license.

			She nodded without looking convinced, walked away, and made him wait.

			Sax detested the police for every possible reason. And no reason at all. He just didn’t like them. Putting aside the fascistic tendencies, the aggression, authoritarianism, paranoia, vendibility, and fear, they were also the only people in the world who could make a uniform look bad. Even the UPS man looked dynamite in a uniform. Is that why you became a cop? Because you didn’t look good in shorts? The phenomenon applied worldwide. London Metropolitans dressed as tram drivers with glans-shaped helmets. The Parisian flics with their elastic-cuffed tracksuits and oversized pillbox hats. Italian carabinieri kitted up like hotel doormen, Tokyo cops who ought to be delivering mail. The only exception Sax could think of was the Royal Bahamas Police. They turned out with smart white tunics and pith helmets and had the jaunty look of an Edwardian marching band. Sax realized he was letting his thoughts run away. He was anxious.

			At last, the detective came back and ushered him beneath the crime-scene tape stretched around the front of the warehouse. It was past two a.m. The warehouse was in Yonkers, not far from the Amtrak station. It was an area of industrial decay where men were dwarfed by big machines, a landscape of heavy, grimy things that beetled along amongst ugly cavernous buildings like the carcasses of beached whales. To step inside the warehouse, as Sax now did, was a revelation. He always enjoyed the effect of it. Always except tonight.

			Detective Jackson walked at a funeral pace into the warehouse ahead of Sax, eyes on the floor, and spoiled the grand entrance.

			It was a wonderland in there. Sax allowed very few of his clients to see this place, preferring the presentational control his local shop provided. Nothing here was cleaned, staged, or dressed for sale. It was exactly as it had been found.

			The ranks of priceless and beautiful things rose up all around them for three stories, a treasure worthy of the Smithsonian or some great European museum, but all for sale. Cabinets, cupboards, beds, chairs, tables, mirrors, desks. Acres of carved paneling. Church fixtures, including a Christ on the cross at least twelve feet tall in brutal, wet-wounded polychrome. Fifteenth-century German, of course, writhing on the nails. An entire manor’s worth of Louis XIV furniture in ebony and gold. A forest of candlesticks in gold and stone and wood. Windows, doors, medallions, and milled trim of every style. In one far reach of the place, it always appeared to be raining: here hung the dozens of crystal chandeliers that couldn’t be safely put away in crates.

			There were workshops at the back nearest the docks where restoration and repair were done, and offices at the front. An enormous walk-in safe near the offices, once a bank vault, contained objects of uninsurable value. Opposite the safe was a climate-controlled room for storage of paintings, paper, textiles, and other fragile things that required fresher air than the HVAC could provide. The river was a liability in warm weather, and Sax had been forced to spend a great deal of money on antihurricane measures as well.

			Detective Jackson led Sax past the offices. Barry Lions emerged from the last one in the row, mewling.

			“Thank God you’re here,” he said. “I’m losing it, man.”

			Sax liked Barry. A large, seal-like man, Barry knew the business and how to take care of people and things, and he liked to stay organized. This tendency was only a liability if you had a dead man in the warehouse. Barry was falling to pieces now, a plainclothes cop following him as he hurried to Sax’s side.

			“They asked me if I did it,” Barry said.

			“Which you did not, I presume?” Sax said.

			“Damn straight I didn’t. He owed me money on the football pool.”

			The attempt at bravado failed completely. Barry was frightened, not least because he’d had to wait for the police to arrive and was alone in the warehouse for half an hour with the corpse.

			They approached the locus of police activity: halfway down the central aisle of the warehouse beneath the old-fashioned bulbs (fluorescent light was terrible for antique finishes), sprawled at the foot of a mahogany William and Mary hutch écritoire with a double-dome cornice, was the night watchman. He lay facedown on the concrete. His blue uniform was soaked with blood that ran from beneath his chest, across the floor, and down a drainage grate. His name was Alberto, and prior to tonight he had looked very well in uniform, unlike the police. There was a small flashlight on the ground beside the body, a ring of keys, and Alberto’s baseball cap, turned up to the ceiling as if to accept pocket change from passersby. Each item had a small yellow evidence tent beside it.

			Sax hated the sight of death. He’d seen it before, death in peace and in violence. Hard to avoid at his age. The watchman looked vulnerable, one half-closed eye visible, his cheek pressed to the floor. It occurred to Sax that Alberto had become like everything else in the warehouse: a relic of past life, something precious in its workmanship. He had a provenance as well. Barry wouldn’t get closer to the corpse than fifteen feet and couldn’t bear to look at it. Sax approached, waving away a couple of uniformed men who closed in as if to stop him falling across the body in his grief.

			“Please,” he said. “He worked for me.”

			Sax stooped stiffly beside the body under the watchful eye of Detective Jackson.

			“This is Alberto Robledo?” she said.

			“Yes,” Sax replied. He straightened his back and stepped away from the body. “If this is an opportune moment, I’ll tell you everything I know. Alberto’s shift begins at nine. There’s an alarm. It sends a call to Mr. Lions’s home in addition to yourselves. I received a telephone call from Mr. Lions tonight, stating he had received the alarm and driven straight over from his residence, which is relatively near. He phoned me from his office here. To the best of my knowledge, there shouldn’t have been anyone else present with Alberto. I have a staff of twenty-three people who work here full- or part-time. If you wish to inquire into their activities this evening, I can provide you with the necessary information.”

			Jackson recorded this statement with a finger-sized device. Then she raised it to her own lips and added Sax’s name and the time of the statement.

			“Thank you, Mr., um, Saxon-Tang.” She made a sound like there was something else she wanted to add, but she didn’t add it; instead, she took a new tack. “Can I ask if there’s anything you see missing? I mean there’s a lot of stuff, but I assume this was a burglary.”

			Sax made a slow turn where he stood, looking up and around at his stock of beautiful artifacts. Robbery made no sense, not in the warehouse. This stuff wasn’t jewelry. One would need moving trucks, dollies, and a dozen men to carry off a worthwhile haul, and selling it would be nearly impossible. The market was too small. Everybody knew everybody else. Although he kept rejecting the idea, there was only one individual object he could imagine might have led to this tragic circumstance. Sax considered not mentioning it. It would complicate the plans forming in his mind. But there was death here. He couldn’t obstruct whatever efforts might be made to solve the crime. Still, he hesitated. Who knew what his ideas would lead to? An open case, detectives—complications.

			“Sir?” Detective Jackson was staring at him. He stared at her. Her lower lip projected in a furrowed bow like the shell of a Brazil nut. She looked tired because the outside corners of her eyes were lower than the inside corners. And because she was tired. Sax decided to do the decent thing, however inconvenient. If by some remote chance God was waiting for him, upon his own death Sax could point to this moment as a mitigating factor when it came time for sentencing. He took a long breath.

			“Let’s have a look in my office,” he said.

			As he suspected, the ormolu clock was gone.
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