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And they are as my soul that wings its way Out of the starlit dimness into morn: And they are as my tremulous being—born To know but this, the phantom glare of day.


SIEGFRIED SASSOON “Butterflies”
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The Ghost of Sin











I.







CHAPTER ONE



London, 29 September 1917.


Sophie paused beside a stock-brick building and listened for tnone-realhe unnerving rumble of an airship’s engine car. How long has it been since the last bombardment? Sometime before, as she had stood in this very spot, she had heard the Zeppelin clearly enough.


At that point, a Royal-Navy carbide flare had streaked heavenward. Then, from the neighboring rooftops, fifty or more pom-pom guns had opened fire–and the night air had filled with the odor of something like petroleum coke.


Yes, I remember. Now she braced herself for a salvo of fire.


No deafening tumult rang out. Neither did any sickening, stenchful fumes envelope her person.


No, it’s just my nerves. She glanced at the sky, and she whispered a simple prayer of thanksgiving.


From around the corner, an omnibus approached. She climbed aboard and rode the way to Mayfair Tearoom.


The establishment had never looked so inviting as it did that night. By now, the proprietress had decorated the tables with Michaelmas daisies the color of amethyst, and she had adorned the china cabinet with ornamental cabbage. Moreover, how appetizing the scent of the fresh Eccles cakes.


The tearoom had attracted quite a crowd, too, the young ladies all decked out in silken gowns.


I wonder why. Sophie removed her coat, and she suddenly felt underdressed—for she had not worn anything too fancy that evening, just a puffed blouse and a fluted skirt. At once, she sat down at one of the last available dinette tables.


An eclipse of moths fluttered through the transom, meanwhile, and even they looked better than she did. What beauty the creatures’ wings—a fine royal purple.


Don’t look at them. Alas, when she turned her attention to the doorsill, a dull ache radiated up and down her left arm. Not a moment later, a tall, gaunt lad, his eyes a shade of whiskey brown, entered the tearoom.


For a time, he glared at the patrons—as if, at any moment, he might remove a musketoon from beneath his frock coat and shoot everyone. Slowly, the menacing figure continued over to the last available table—one standing not three feet away from Sophie’s.


When they exchanged looks, he grimaced some—as if for no other reason than to bare his dead tooth.


In vain, she sought to feign indifference to his presence.


The young gentleman removed his frock coat. How bony he looked in his shirtsleeves—how sickly and how frail.


She brushed some tea leaves off the tabletop. When she felt his steady gaze upon her yet, she turned her thoughts to the bill of fare. Her last time here, she had enjoyed the cream tea. And the raspberry jam, with a wee bit of …


The peculiar youth glared at her.


She could not help but feel self-conscious. Soon, a bead of sweat trickled down the nape of her neck.


Oddly, the proprietress did not even trouble herself to take Sophie’s order. Instead, the woman walked right past Sophie’s table and sat down beside the ominous fellow. And now the proprietress whispered something into his ear.


Finally, he grinned and nodded some.


At that point, the proprietress climbed atop a wooden soapbox standing before all the little tables. Three times, she snapped her fingers. “Well then, why don’t we get along with our evening of poetry? Please, everyone, let’s welcome back to our humble hideaway the one and only Jarvis Ripley.”


As everyone applauded, the mysterious youth climbed atop the soapbox and bowed the incorrect way—with his neck as opposed to his back.


He’s a poet?


As the young gentleman stood there waiting for the applause to die down, he looked more like a nervous thief standing in an identity parade.


Now it was Sophie’s turn to glare at him. Have I ever noticed him here before? She sat back. Maybe.


He scrunched up his pug nose, and like any foolish youth, absent-mindedly scratched at some of the crimson boils about his chin. “I well appreciate why you’ve come here tonight,” he spoke up in a sleepy voice. “You know I mean to recite a poem on good and evil, the lawful and the unlawful, crime and punishment, what to proscribe and what to reprove and reproach as some great trespass, aye, and what to consider a just claim. Well then, I’ll give you what you yearn to hear.”


He proceeded to recite from memory the most sensual prose poem—a tale of vampirism, a vision involving a fiendish creature that lords it over a helpless young lady by sucking up her soul from the depths of her warm, wild heart.


As the young gentleman spoke, Sophie fathomed every allusion—and he did make several references to a Gothic opera, Der Vampyr. Did the insolent youth think that no one knew enough German to grasp the instances of plagiarism? She caught each one, for over the years, she had practically taught herself the German tongue by reading various libretti.


When the peculiar youth concluded the poem and everyone applauded anew, the proprietress introduced several other performers.


One young lady climbed atop the soapbox and draped herself with a white sheet painted a bright, glistening crimson here and there. Then she proceeded to recite from memory a poem all about an imaginary mob pelting her to death with stones.


In the end, the young lady drooped over and held herself perfectly still—and almost everyone in the tearoom gasped at the unspeakable abomination of it all.


The theatrics failed to impress Sophie. What a to-do. Impulsively, she eyed the young gentleman from before. Jarvis.


Once the very last of the poets had performed, the intimidating youth walked over to her table. A butter knife in his hand, he poked her elbow. “You stopped by here tonight for a good reason,” he told her. “Just from looking at you sitting here all alone like this, I know you’re no sentimental hairpin. The precise opposite, you’d be. Right, you’d be a bluestocking. And that’s why you rolled in here tonight. I know it. You were hoping to learn something about all those willing to turn their hand to wickedness and avenge whatever the reproof.”


“No, I didn’t even know there’d be any poetry this evening,” she told him. “It’s just that what with all the broadsides and bombardments of late, I thought I ought to step out and have a drink and make merry and—”


“That’s a fib. I’d say the grave conditions what face England, all them bloody German volleys of late, they got you thinking about the big issues, the perils of—”


She held up her hand. “How old would you be? Seventeen? Listen, you’ve got no business trifling with a woman of my station. Furthermore, you can’t just invite yourself to sit down at someone’s table and—”


“No, love. Your own bloody misery betrays all. Deep down, you well appreciate the fact that things like vengeance and—”


“What gives you the right to impugn my integrity? You know nothing about me, and you have no idea just why I’d happen to—”


“Go on with your empty words.” For a time, the young gentleman hummed the tune to what sounded like the overture to the Italian opera Turandot.


At last, she smiled. “I know you nicked much of your poem from that German fantasy opera, the one about the vampire that has to sacrifice the three virgin brides before—”


“You know what I think? You’re much too bookish. That’s your trouble.” Quickly, the menacing youth collected his frock coat and ducked out the back door.


Five minutes later, once Sophie had settled the bill, she departed the tearoom. When she reached the bus stop, she paused beside a rusty fingerpost and looked to the sky. The clouds shone bright silver, and one had even assumed the shape of a pillory. She thought of the youthful poet. What a maniacal fellow.


Riderless, a horse-drawn carriage rolled by. As she watched it vanish around the corner, she wondered if a walk might do her some good.


From down the street, the howl of a carbide flare rang out. Had the Royal Navy spotted an airship looming in the clouds? She braced herself for the burst of drumfire sure to commence.


Nothing of the kind happened, and the light of the flare bled into darkness. Perhaps the whole incident would prove to be yet another false alarm.


Like so many times before, she studied the clouds—and like so many times before, she strained to hear the rumble of a Zeppelin’s engine car. When she finally looked down, she continued along. One block ahead, not far from a derelict, jasmine-yellow townhouse, a band of youths darted off behind a broken-down, electric hackney carriage.


A moment later, a lone figure appeared beneath the lamppost—and the powerful glare bathed his eyes and face in a metallic glow.


She soon recognized him as Jarvis Ripley. Of course. Slowly, she advanced.


The insolent youth curled his lip. “What’s wrong with you then?” he asked her. “Got a case of trench fever, have you?”


“Why would you be mucking about at this hour?” she asked, a cold bead of sweat dripping down her left sideburn. “Don’t you fear the Zeppelins?”


Another unsettling, high-pitched howl rent the night: yet another bright, blinding carbide flare streaking across the sky.


Jarvis drew close and sniffed at her throat. “I don’t care a blue damn what the Germans do to this city. In fact, I admire their vengeful ways. Did you know them Huns got the best intelligencers? They come and go stealthily, and they do whatever they’d do in such a way that no one should ever pin nothing on them.”


Over to the left, the band of youths from before emerged from behind the broken-down, electric hackney carriage.


Jarvis turned and pointed at them. “Look there. Each one of me best mates wears a velvet waistcoat as ornate as anything a vampire of the Victorian age might’ve worn.” When he turned back, he studied her face. “You got Oriental eyes,” he told her. “Just like one of them snuff-and-butter maidens, a girl from Azerbaijan or someplace abutting.” At that point, Jarvis reached out his hand and removed something from her jawline—a tea leaf.


How could such a young chap act all so presumptuously toward a woman of twenty-one years? The more boldly he behaved, the more frigid and bitter and repressed she felt.


Jarvis peered deep into her eyes. “Do you know what makes them German intelligencers so deadly? The very best of them would be whores. They call upon some bloody hapless gent, an officer or whatever, and then she gives the bastard a taste of the juice in exchange for the jelly, and anywise, she learns just what he’s got to say. All them German whores, they probably got themselves gilded bollocks.”


From behind the hackney carriage, one last figure emerged—someone all decked out in a preposterous bat disguise. And now the personage leaped about, all the time flapping his large, rubbery bat wings.


Sophie laughed nervously, and then she turned back to Jarvis. “Why do you and your mates obsess about vampirism? I find it all terribly sinister and—”


“You fancy staying up until all hours? If so, come waltzing with us. Have you ever visited a proper dance hall? I prefer the Bessarabia Ballroom, just off Regent Street. Have you heard of it? Everyone dances in the height of Gothic fashion there, just like the bloodsuckers of old.”


The last of the carbide flares fell from the sky, and the clouds returned to darkness.


Jarvis tapped Sophie’s wrist. “Join me at the Bessarabia. They got a Yankee-style cocktail bar there, and I’m sure you’d be quite pleasant over a pint.”


She continued walking. “I wish to sleep,” she told him, over her shoulder.


Jarvis followed her all the way back to her place of residence. Then, as she approached the door, he read aloud the words painted over the architrave: “Chelsea Court Hotel.”


She let out a sigh. “Nag off already.” When he failed to answer, she turned around to chide him—but he had already slipped away, into the shadows.






CHAPTER TWO



London, 18 October.


When Sophie awoke that morning, she sat up and studied the side jamb to the left of the window. All throughout the night, she had heard a series of uncanny cries and soft murmurs seemingly resounding from within that very part of the wall.


Whatever it had been, the vocalizations had sounded bestial—perhaps, even diabolical.


She walked out into the sitting room and paced back and forth awhile. Several times over, she arranged and rearranged the floor mirror. Before long, she turned to her Victorian press-back chair and pictured Jarvis sitting there. Ever since she had encountered the youth some two and a half weeks before, she had felt anxious. Until that evening, she had never spoken to anyone so obsessed with the idea of vengeance. Jarvis.


Someone knocked upon the door now.


For a moment or two, Sophie held her breath. Then, when the chambermaid continued inside, Sophie exhaled.


The servant drew close. “Has something gone wrong?” she asked. “Beset by problems, are you? Do your stockings want darning?”


Sophie guided the chambermaid into the bedchamber. With the tip of her finger, she tapped the casing. “I’m not alone,” she whispered. Then she placed the palm of her hand flush against the side jamb. “I do believe I’ve got some kind of hobgoblin buzzing about the studs and wiring.”


The chambermaid made a face, and then she departed.


Sophie returned into the sitting room, sat down at her writing table, and studied the lump of dead skin protruding from the side of her finger—the very place where her pencil had always rubbed up against the tender flesh. There could be no avoiding the unsightly injury, for she had recently begun to pen a journal:




The Days and Nights of Miss Sophie Shreve: a London Diary





She had always longed to succeed as an authoress. In all likelihood, she had inherited the inclination from her late father. Years ago, he had distinguished himself as a most urbane social critic. Still, given his knowledge of just how decadent modern times could be, he had sheltered her overcautiously. With regard to her schooling, she had enjoyed private instruction. Then, not two weeks before his death, he had arranged for a trust fund to provide her with a flat here at the hotel. What a pity, though. Because of how thoroughly her doting father had shielded her from the world, she had nothing to write about. If only she had something profound to inspire her—the kinds of struggles that informed her favorite novels.


From back inside her bedchamber, the chorus of peculiar cries and gentle murmurs recommenced.


What could that be?


At midday, she rode the lift downstairs and asked after both the hotel detective and the maintenance man—but according to the manageress, neither one of the dependable chaps had reported for duty just yet.


After waiting awhile, Sophie walked off into the hotel café. Much to her dismay, she could not muster an appetite—even after the hostess had served her the house specialty: roasted rack of lamb.


Little by little, a pall darkened the hotel café’s picture window.


Finally, a hard, fast, cacophonous, autumn rain began falling.


Sophie’s thoughts turned back to Jarvis. Might the vengeful, young gentleman be capable of committing some grisly crime? Perhaps it was only her dread regarding the somber, mercurial youth that had her hearing things.


As the downpour abated, both the hotel detective and the maintenance man walked into the hotel café.


When they stopped at her table, she blushed. By now, she felt half certain that she had hallucinated the whole commotion back in her room. With greatest reluctance, she guided the party upstairs. Once everyone had gathered beside the window, she pointed to the side jamb and shrugged nervously.


Without a word, the maintenance man guided her out onto the balcony. There, he proceeded to work all the rusty nails loose from the shutter.


When the hotel detective came along, the maintenance man laid the panel at his feet to reveal a brown bat bundled up in its wings—the harmless creature clinging to one of the louvers, where it had been facing the siding.


“Glory be,” the hotel detective declared. “That’s all it was. Nothing but a flittermouse purring away there.”


“Of all things,” she whispered. “So, we’d better put everything back before the little one wakes up and—”


“I’ll show you how to handle vermin,” the maintenance man interrupted. Quickly then, he grabbed a hammer and a nail from out of a pocket in his leather apron and promptly pounded the point into the bat’s heart.


Despite the horror of it all, she could not turn away. As the helpless creature twitched this way and that, she gazed into its blinded eyes and felt its anguish. Soon, she even twirled her left forearm around—the same pitiful way in which the bat’s left forelimb whirled about.


The hotel detective turned to her and cleared his throat. “What’s the trouble? You’re looking all abroad.”


She did not respond. Instead, she turned to the maintenance man. “Why did you kill this innocent, little c-c-creature?”


He laughed. “Why’d I kill it? Because it’d be a bloody louse, right? Its life ain’t worth a continental note, don’t you know? Hell’s bells, since when do high-society girls cotton up to a no-good pest like this one here?”


The bat’s left forelimb grew still.


She pulled the nail from the animal’s body then and dropped the warm, bloodied spike into an empty, clay flowerpot.


And now the bat’s left forelimb drooped to the side, lifeless.


She caressed the creature’s wing membrane, only to find that it felt human—not unlike the soft, pink webbing between her own thumb and first finger.


From the direction of the sitting room, the dumbwaiter resounded—and soon the scent of charred mutton drifted out through the balcony doors.


“Have a whiff of that,” the maintenance man announced. “Smells just like shark’s fin soup. Makes me think of Japan. All them fishermen there, they got sliced fins lying here and there, and all about the waterfront. Meantime, just imagine all them sharks finned alive and then cast back into the sea, all them daft beasties powerless to swim straight, while they’re bleeding to death.” The maintenance man burst into laughter the way the heartless do.


With the lifeless bat cradled in her hand, Sophie walked into the sitting room. With her free hand, she opened the little mahogany door in the wall and checked the dumbwaiter table: the hostess had sent up the lamb. Sophie left it where it was, and she walked over to her father’s wooden footlocker.


For the first time in four years, she opened the chest and removed his spade bayonet.


Twenty minutes later, she walked into the gardens at Chelsea Square and continued along the tapestry-brick footpath through the beech trees. When she reached the glade where she often came to read the papers, she knelt amid a patch of plume thistle. With the spade bayonet, she carved out a shallow grave fit for a small animal.


Once she had placed the bat down inside, she pulled upon its wings and hind legs so that the poor creature might look as dignified as possible.


No sooner had she filled the plot than a ray of sunlight shone down upon the spade bayonet’s crosspiece—and it flashed a blinding silver.


The trick of the light awoke a memory of that time she visited her cousin, Augie, at his public school. Midafternoon, she had followed him into the crowded fencing hall, where the instructor had arranged a trial for all the lads hoping to join the team.


At first, most of the youths and prefects had sat about—each one cleaning his silver foil with a leaf of glass paper.


Later, when the sullen, old instructor came along, everyone grabbed a mask and a set of gloves from the trolley table and commenced action—their fine sabers and competition épées clattering against one another. What a shrill din, the swordplay.


“You mean to stick me in the gut?” one of the youths had asked his mate. “Well then, let’s have ourselves a barney. Prepare to feel the wrath of my blade. En garde.”


Moments later, once Cousin Augie had demonstrated a series of feints and thrusts, the instructor had pointed to the door: she had already rejected him and all so disdainfully, too.


Augie had flashed a sheepish smile, and then the humble lad had dropped his ornate épée into a fluted urn standing in for a rubbish bin. Afterward, without a word, he had departed.


Left alone there, Sophie had approached the rubbish bin. Gingerly, she had taken his weapon by the pommel and had wrapped her hand around the finely swept, serpentine hilt.


For her part, the plainly indifferent instructor had already hobbled over to one of the youths who had apparently secured her approbation.


Together, they had laughed it up awhile.


Then the youth had lunged back and forth a few times, as if to run through some adversary.


Sophie had observed the second lad closely, hoping that he might prove himself to be manifestly superior to Augie. If so, then why doubt the instructor’s judgment?


Much to Sophie’s surprise, the second youth had not demonstrated an especially impressive technique at all.


In the end, she had dropped Augie’s épée to the pressed-wood floor. “How sinister the process of selection,” she had whispered then.


At that point, she should have approached the old woman. “How could you be so random in banishing people from your midst?” she should have asked. “Haven’t you any sense of right and wrong? Haven’t you any decency? There’s no reason to be so cruel and …”


Back at Chelsea Square, the trick of the light altered some—and now the spade bayonet’s crosspiece flashed a dazzling, metallic gold.


Like my diary, its gilt-edged pages.


Her thoughts turned back to Jarvis. What if he stood here just now?


He would flash a crooked smile. “You fretting about me then?” he would ask. “Do you fear I’ll kill some bloody bastard? Aye, but how should a chap like me manage something so foul as all that? I’m no vampire. No, no. A poet, I’d be. Nothing more. I channel all my scars, all my alienation into my work.”


“What scars?” she would ask. “What alienation?”


“What do you mean?” he would ask in turn. “Have you never attended no bloody heartless public school?”


“No, but you ought to be thankful you get to live a life filled with trying experiences and such.”


“How’s that?” he would ask. “You think I ought to be grateful for the opportunity to debase myself in front of all the bullies and bashers and bloody contemptuous schoolmasters and the like?”


“Maybe. What better way to learn about the self than public humiliation? By testing the very limits of nonconformity, perhaps you’ll learn something about how the malevolent and the insecure feed on the anomalous. Not unlike a vampire feeding on some helpless girl.”


Displeased, he would walk off then.


She returned to the hotel. Back in her sitting room, she stood before her writing table and gazed upon the pencil caddy. It’s too quiet. She returned to the side jamb.


If only another bat might come along, its cries and murmurs reverberating softly through the wall. No such visitor came calling, though.


Even in the night, whenever she checked and listened very closely, neither any cries nor any rhythmic purring greeted her.


The next day, the telephone rang: Jarvis Ripley calling to trifle with her and to confabulate in his way. No matter his impudence, she felt thankful that the young gentleman had reached out. For one thing, she well discerned his loneliness. Second, she could recognize a cry for help when she heard it. On and on, they spoke of this and that and whatever else.


In the end, he must have grown weary of her: just like that, the line went dead.


She returned to the side jamb, and she placed her ear against the casing—and now the silence put her to shame.






CHAPTER THREE



London, 13 November.


At dusk, Sophie resolved to visit the Bessarabia Ballroom. All day long, she had been toying with the idea. Indeed, for the past week or so, she had been debating whether she ought to make Jarvis Ripley and his friends the focus of her diary. What could be more marketable than an exciting exposé about the burgeoning, Gothic youth culture?


As the last glow of twilight died out, she dressed herself in the only gown that she owned—a wilted crepe in faded, violet blue. Given its age and unfashionable style, the habitués of a place like the Bessarabia Ballroom would probably approve. Even if she had a gown with a classic silhouette, why wear something conventional?


Late that night, a taxicab brought her to the ballroom. Left alone on Regent Street, she paused beside a lamppost. What if Jarvis doesn’t even show up? She felt like a fool, and now she doubted all her designs. Given how troubled Jarvis was, why would he permit her to write some scandalous book about him? Even if she promised to change the names of this person and that, he would never place his trust in her. All told, we’re practically strangers.


When she finally continued into the ballroom, she found the establishment much too dimly lit. Still, how to deny its charm and opulence?


The ceiling loomed higher than a cathedral vault and boasted a hundred or more dark-rust chandeliers, each one of the fixtures flashing its eerie light down onto a dance floor that shone as white as Tasmanian oak.


She stood beside one of the windows, where the light of a lamppost glowed through the drapes. Come along, Jarvis.


The ballroom filled with revelers: Gothic youths in velvet suits and Gothic girls in long, rippling sable gowns.


She scanned the crowd. Jarvis, are you here?


As the numbers grew, countless fragrances swirled through the air—lilac water, and sweet peppers, Eau de Cologne Impériale, myrtle, and nutmeg, too.


In short order, the fumes intoxicated her—almost to the point of delirium.


A figure approached from the side, tapped upon her shoulder, and clicked his heels.


She turned to find herself face to face with an androgynous youth wearing much too much greasepaint and a Madame-Pompadour wig.


Without a word, the stranger removed a spike of ghost-white asphodel from beneath his cape and pinned the flowers to Sophie’s corset bodice.


Had the stranger mistaken her for someone else? Even if he had, nevertheless, she found herself powerless to refuse the offering, or to spurn the peculiar fellow’s advances. Before long, she averted her gaze and studied the chain of faux-diamond pendants dangling from the copper fleur-de-lys clasp at his throat.


At last, she permitted herself to look into the stranger’s orange-brown eyes. As they sparkled so, she felt as if she were gazing upon a reflection of her own soul.


The stranger whispered a poem about the Asphodel Meadows, and then he grinned.


Could this be love? She hoped not, for whoever the youthful gentleman was, he could not have been much older than Jarvis. As such, the chap would be too young for her. Ashamed of herself, she stepped back. “Leave me be,” she told him. “Go on.”


The stranger reached into his cummerbund, removed a coin purse containing a mascara brush, and proceeded to touch up his eyelashes.


Now she felt uncertain of herself. Just as she had felt underdressed that night at the tearoom, again, she felt much too drab. If only she had unraveled her French braid. With her long, auburn hair hanging down, she would have looked better. At the very least, she might have plucked her eyebrows, or else applied some soft, purple eye shadow. As it so happened, she had not even thought to powder her nose. Rats.


On the stage at the far end of the ballroom, a pallid young lady in a gown of puckered cloth emerged from behind a section of the proscenium—and now she sat down at a large reed organ.


In that moment, the stranger offered his hand to Sophie.


Taken aback, she winced and shuffled her feet. “I can’t dance with you just now. I’m waiting on a friend.” Sweating profusely, she sniffed at her armpits and decided that she smelled like a cross between a handful of dried flowers and a bowl of warm, day-old clotted cream. Good gracious. She stepped back a bit more, only to bump into a steam radiator.


On the stage, meanwhile, the girl commenced playing the reed organ.


As everyone danced a slow, methodical sarabande, the overpowering fumes swirled through the air even more—and over to Sophie’s side, several lively moths began darting about in a solitary ray of light.


Oh my. Until that moment, she had presumed that the last moths of summer had died out weeks before. I must be hallucinating.


Sure enough, the winged creatures dematerialized now—as if they had never even been there.


With the tip of his finger, the stranger tapped her wrist. Then, with the tip of the very same finger, he traced the contours of her face.


She felt too infirmed to protest, so she studied the uncanny youth’s Victorian-Gothic mourning ring. “Have you got any image inside it?” she asked him. “Or did you inscribe the name of the deceased upon a gemstone? Tell me, why do you care for such morbid things?”


Without answering, the stranger took her arm and guided her out onto the dance floor.


Despite her growing sense of intoxication, she did her best to keep up. What a disgrace it’d be to do otherwise.


Faster and faster, the dimly lit ballroom reeled.


Soon, someone bounding all about in a preposterous bat disguise approached through the crowd and flapped his freakish bat wings. “God save the House of Lords,” he shouted.


She recognized the figure from the night in Mayfair, so she broke free from the stranger and pointed at the bat personage. “Please, let’s stop that fellow in the bat clobber and ask him if he knows where Jarvis might be.”


The stranger chased down the other fellow and wrestled him to the floor, at which point the figure in the bat disguise feigned the most spirited, tragicomic death.


As he did, Sophie fell to her knees: by now, the potent perfume fragrances had her feeling bloodless.


The stranger returned, and he knelt beside her. “What’s all this?” he asked in a Cockney accent much too affected to be genuine. And now he recited a bit of verse:




“‘Young love lies drowsing


Away to poppied death;


Cool shadows deepen


Across the sleeping face:


So fails the summer


With warm, delicious breath;


And what hath autumn


To give us in its place?’”





Three times over, the stranger wiggled his eyebrows. “So, do you approve of my wee little poem?” he asked in the same accent from before. “I wrote it only last week, when—”


“I’m sorry to spoil all the merriment,” she interrupted. “I’m quite sure I must be suffering from some kind of fragrance sensitivity. Enough to make me dizzy.” Too unsteady to stand, she attempted to crawl away.


The stranger took her into his arms, carried her over to the cocktail bar on the far side of the ballroom, and placed her down into a chair at one of the little tables. Then he turned to the barmaid. “Bring us a bottle of your finest Grande-Champagne Cognac.”


Sophie grabbed at the stranger’s neckcloth. “What do you look like beneath all that greasepaint and blush?”


“You don’t want to know,” he answered. “I’m loathsome of visage, I am.” He employed the most exquisite sleight of hand then, and he suddenly produced a cigarette box fashioned from what looked to be bronzed pewter. And now he opened the lid to reveal a bundle of newspaper clippings, which he dumped out onto the table lace.


Silently, she leaned forward and unfolded one.


The text spoke of the technology that went into a Zeppelin’s brand of radio navigation, the latest version of something called ‘der Telefunken Kompass Sender.’


She sat back, studying the stranger’s face all the while. “I already know all about those awful dirigibles. Maybe you should recite another lovely poem, or …”


He turned the clipping over to the other side, and he tapped it with the tip of his ring finger. Then, in that same highly-affected Cockney accent, he whispered, “On wrongs swift vengeance waits.”


She leaned forward yet again and read the headline’s large, bold typeface: ‘Vampire-Obsessed Lad Drives Stake Through Bully’s Heart.’


Almost immediately, she thought of Jarvis and could not help but shudder.


The stranger cracked his knuckles. “Think of it. Gothic youths driving pickets through their tormentors’ left breasts, the way vampire hunters dispatch the undead. The basher staked right through his malevolent heart. Aye, it’s happening all over. Giggleswick Grammar School, they got maybe thirty or so vampire youths. You’ll find us at Magdalen College, Oxford as well, and one of them charity schools up in Leeds. Saint Edmundsbury, too. Here and there and damn near everywhere, we aim to put an end to the stony-hearted bastards what bash us and—”


The barmaid returned with a rounded, flattened cognac bottle, and the customary shot glasses.


When she walked off, the stranger drummed upon the table. “One fine day, I’ll best all vampire blokes everywhere,” he continued in the highly-affected accent. “Someday, I’ll square accounts with the footballer always taking the mickey out of me, and I’m not letting on, neither, dear. No, no. Consider me words an oath of vengeance. I’ll bloody well box his ears.”


“But why? It never profits anyone to exact retribution. I’d say it’s better to strive for—”


“What’s all this?” the stranger asked. Plainly cross, he bared a dead tooth not unlike the one Jarvis had. “You doubt the bloody yob deserves his due? Well, I don’t care a louse what you think because I know damn well when the aggrieved present the wicked with his comeuppance, the aggrieved tastes victory. And in the hereafter, the wicked one must be the avenger’s eternal reward. A slave everlasting.”


“That’s preposterous.”


“No. A slave everlasting. That’s the prize. Not one brass farthing less. I bloody well read it in that gothic novel, Die Elixiere des Teufels.”


Having heard enough, Sophie stood up from the table. “Listen here, I’ve g-g-got to locate my friend Jarvis, and when I do, maybe he’d be willing to talk some sense into you. Haven’t you ever heard of Jarvis Ripley?”


“Get knotted, why don’t you? What makes Jarvis Ripley so great? He thinks pumpkins of you, does he? Maybe he only wants to have it off with you.”


In an instant, Sophie attempted to slap the stranger—but before she could, he grabbed her wrist. She sought to break free but could not do so. With her free hand, though, she did manage to remove the asphodel and to cast the corsage at a table on the other side of the cocktail bar.


As the flowers landed amid a jumble of champagne flutes and crystal stemware, the stranger let go of her arm.


“How bloody glorious it’d be to command the infernal power of a vampire,” he announced in an oddly familiar voice. “If I held that glorious kind of power like what a vampire possesses, I’d make myself a nemesis to anybody what wronged me. And time and again, I’d bring all so much intrigue into my worst adversary’s life. One bloody exquisite reprisal after the next. As like as not, he’d soon go buggy.”


“That sounds like fascism and vigilantism and—”


“No. I’d be godlike. I’d hold the power to avenge any trespass. And what could my rival do? Whatever course of action the bastard might attempt, it’d prove to be futile. For I’d be like a ghost, something fluttering through the shadows, invisible.” Without another word, the sardonic youth removed his Madame-Pompadour wig—and then, with his left sleeve placket, he mopped up some of the greasepaint.


Sophie almost shrieked. Even in the dim light of the cocktail bar’s gas lamps, there could be no mistaking him any longer. “J-J-Jarvis.” And now she collapsed to the floor, and she buried her face in the palms of her hands—not unlike a little girl undone by inhibition.






CHAPTER FOUR



Marlborough College, Eighty Miles West of London, 14 December.


Having borrowed Cousin Augie’s new touring car, Sophie pulled into Jarvis Ripley’s boarding-school campus and parked behind the fencing hall. So, here I am.


Two days before, a bully by the name of Liam Asquith, together with two burly mates from the rugby club, had doused Jarvis with a water pump—at which point a whole crowd had stood there, reveling in his debasement.


According to the regulars at the Bessarabia Ballroom, the episode had shaken Jarvis to his core.


Now she climbed out from behind the wheel, and she closed the car door behind her. As she looked upon the fencing hall, the whole of her body grew warm. Suddenly, she realized just why she had come here. Had she not come to betray Jarvis? Given the dramatic turn of events, she had to lay bare all his obsessions and vengeful schemes before he did something awful.


When she reached the headmaster’s residence, she dug her hands into the pockets of her winter coat. For a time, she studied the streak-free Georgian windows. Then she looked to the symmetrical pairs of chimneys standing on either side of the rooftop.


How immaculate everything appeared: despite the wintry breeze, not even one fallen elm leaf tumbled about the property.


She hunched her shoulders and drew a deep breath. How to trust anyone so seemingly perfect? She drew a little bit closer to the door, only to realize that someone had nailed a hag stone to the heart of the cross rails. Curiouser and curiouser. Twice, she knocked.


Moments later, when a tall, redheaded woman answered, Sophie bowed some and did her best to smile. “Good morning, I wish to speak with Headmaster Ravenscroft regarding a pupil, a chap by the name of Jarvis Ripley.”


“What’s the little blighter done?” the redheaded woman asked, her breath reeking of milk stout.


“He hasn’t done anything. At least, not yet. It’s more what I fear he’ll do.”


“Fear?”


“Well, yes. Have you heard of all the grisly murders? Apparently, not a few vampirism-obsessed youths have begun driving stakes through their tormentors’ hearts.”


“Yes, that’s right. I’d say it comes down to all the shilling shockers the lads read these days.”


“You think so?”


“I know so. Some well-heeled, self-satisfied authoress pens an immoral novelette, and her writing leaves the reader scarred for life.”


“Yes, well, I’d say the trouble follows from the way certain students bash and bully the others. That kind of thing, it’s not easy to forget. And the endless memories of the abuse tend to gnaw away at poor Jarvis. And that’s why I fear the day’s fast approaching when he’ll explode in a fit of rage. And that’s why I’m so concerned about the incident that happened just the other day when Liam Asquith went and—”


“Yes, I heard all about it,” the redheaded woman interrupted. “The whole row happened over in the physics laboratory. Anyway, I’ll speak with the headmaster and ask that he declaim against that kind of hooliganism. How’s that then?”


“I don’t know. Do you think it’d suffice?”


“Yes, tonight at vespers, I’ll have the headmaster deliver a sermonette, and he’ll conclude with a stern vow to reprimand—”


“Please. How should some contrived sermonette resolve anything?”


“Don’t worry your fat. The fine young lads here at Marlborough, they’ll listen to their beloved headmaster.” Without another word, the woman closed the door.


Alone on the doorstep, Sophie felt both numb and mystified. Slowly, she turned to consider the campus.


How dreamlike the way the chapel gleamed in the afternoon light. Had the medieval masons fashioned the structure out of quartz-bearing sandstone?


She walked past a few withered trees, and then she stopped. How could I betray a friend the way I just did? Before long, she walked back to Cousin Augie’s touring car—but she could not bring herself to drive away. Good manners obliged her to speak with Jarvis.


In the evening, as a procession of housemasters, schoolmasters, and students marched their way into the chapel, she finally located him.


At first, Jarvis looked quite surprised. For a moment, he fussed with a button on his overcoat. “What’re you doing here?” he asked, a suspicious look in his eyes. “Why didn’t you get me on the blower? If I knew you was coming, I could’ve …”


A snowfall commenced, and she pointed to the door. “Let’s go inside.”


Once they had taken their places in the pews, she felt unbearably guilty. For the longest time, she gazed upon the chancel, where a row of tall, baby-powder white Advent candles shone their light upon the altar. “Don’t you find old-time religion inspiring?”


He only laughed and shook his head. “What brings you out here?” he asked. “Could it be you heard about what happened the other day?”


She turned to the window, watched an array of snowflakes falling all over a barren hemlock tree, and then turned back. “Do you know what I like about the various religions of the world?” she asked. “They entreat the wronged party to forgive.”


The chapel continued to grow gradually more crowded—until every pew had filled, along with the balcony.


Eventually, a dramatic hush fell over the house of worship.


His head held high; the choirmaster walked past the altar. Looking disdainful, he gestured to the elderly woman sitting at the pipe organ and then turned to face everyone. “Let’s take up our hymnals,” he announced.


The congregation proceeded to belt out a carol: “Good Christian Men Rejoice.”


Afterward, as the reverend father commenced the homily, Sophie turned back to the window. The storm having grown intense, she felt cold and sick. How she longed to be home in the warmth of her hotel suite. There, she would make a long entry into her diary. Subsequently, she would climb into bed and seek to forget all her troubles.


The reverend father concluded his homily with a prayer for “all the fine lads down there in Étaples,” and then he grew quiet.


Her intuition told her that it would not be long before the headmaster commenced his sermonette.


Sure enough, the reverend father gestured toward him.


A smirk on his face, the headmaster climbed to the dais. As he did, the communion rail creaked, too—for what a powerful frame he had. “One last point of order,” he spoke up, as he fussed with the last few strands of ginger-blond hair falling over his scalp.


From the corner of her eye, Sophie glanced at Jarvis. When he returned her gaze, she turned back to the hemlock tree.


“I must insist there be no more gamboling about with the water pumps,” the headmaster continued. “The Goodwife Ravenscroft says she witnessed quite a row the other day, over in the physics laboratory.”


From here and there, several students and prefects laughed maliciously.


The headmaster’s ears turned red. “Let me remind you all, we require those water pumps should some fiery calamity befall us.” As several more heartless students and prefects snickered, the headmaster pulled a face. “Listen here, I say. Come next semester, any tomfool who dares to make mischief with a fire-suppression device, he’ll get himself a right good birching. No giggles and doubts about it.”


As the headmaster continued to speak, Sophie trembled all over. How could he miss the point of his own sermonette? She bit her nails. How could anyone be so prideful and indifferent as to care more about the water pumps than the degradation of a living soul?


In one of the pews up ahead, someone turned back to point at Jarvis.


What a terrible place. Confounded, she raced outside. Get on home and—


The wintry wind rattled a pair of half-frozen blackthorn trees to the right.


Despite all her zeal, she stopped in her tracks. Given how bad the storm had grown, she realized that she would not get far in these perilous conditions. As she turned back, she tripped over the remains of what looked to be a burnt Catherine wheel lying in the walkway.


No sooner had she regained her footing than a vast, earthen mound caught her eye. She had heard of the formation: the medievalists had always believed it to be the final resting place of the legendary Merlin.


Intrigued, she trudged off through the freshly-fallen snow and climbed the spiral path that provided access to the summit.


Despite the ongoing storm, the earthen mound afforded a commanding view of the windswept hills, deep gullies, and turbulent chalk streams of the downland.


She fixed her gaze upon the quarry where the historical, true-to-life Merlin would have harvested the bluestone pillars that form the monument at Stonehenge.


Beneath her feet, a clamor commenced—a sound as of someone tapping upon a rock.


Am I hearing things? Perhaps she had heard Merlin’s ghost; if the ancients had buried him with his golden sickle, maybe he had begun to drum against his tomb.


She eyed a patch of dying yarrow, and she listened very carefully.


There it was again: a steady, unmistakable thumping.


She looked to the sky, and she went lost in reverie.


How good it would be if Merlin’s golden sickle existed. If I were to hold it in my hand, at once, I’d possess the wisdom required to temper justice with mercy—and I’d possess the wisdom necessary to stand sentinel against any and all kinds of injustice.


A fierce current kicked up and tore through the boughs of a solitary gray willow standing to the side.


Some ten minutes later, a voice resounded on the current—what sounded like Jarvis calling out her name.


Evidently, the vespers service had already concluded. Much too ashamed to face him just now, she dug her hands into the pockets of her winter coat and stood still.


A second time, Jarvis called out her name—his voice growing faint.


After a long while, she continued back down the spiral path. Anxious, she stopped beside a snow-covered sundial and looked back in the direction of the chapel.


There, within the darkness of a lancet archway illumined by a string of electric fairy lights, stood a dozen or so shadowy figures. Soon enough, each one of them emerged from the passage—and then they stopped before a building overgrown with dying ivy, wilting toadflax, and browning snapdragon.


She recognized the party as a band of lofty students along with a tall, balding, broad-shouldered gentleman—Headmaster Ravenscroft himself. Yes.


Their voices growing louder, the party began to debate the question of just which one of the lads had the strongest, flattest belly.


No matter the cold weather, one youth even removed his overcoat and unbuttoned his dress shirt to exhibit his abdominal muscles.


At that point, the headmaster looked him over pridefully—not unlike the way a racehorse breeder might delight in a champion thoroughbred.


She felt sick. Could it be that Headmaster Ravenscroft permitted the footballers to bully whoever they felt like only because he himself once delighted in taunting other children out in the schoolyard?


When the party moved along, she turned back in the direction of Cousin Augie’s touring car. Shall I take refuge there?


The night would be much too bleak.


Careful not to slip, she continued over to the building to her left. Thankfully, when she pulled upon the brass knob, the door opened into a warm foyer. Hello. She walked the length of the corridor, until she reached an office boasting a chesterfield that reeked of tobacco.


The wind whistling and the windows rattling, she lay down on the sofa and went lost in dreams of the good life—memories of how ideal and how uplifting it had been to learn at home by reading reputable books and asking herself questions, a little girl wholly sheltered from the everyday barbarism of academe.






CHAPTER FIVE



London, 13 February.


Early that morning, Sophie followed Jarvis into Madame Tussaud’s. “So, what’re we doing here?”


Jarvis did not answer. He paid the cashier, took Sophie’s hand, and then shot a glance over toward the lost-property room. “Won’t it be good fun to knock about awhile?” he asked her then. “If nothing else, it ought to make for a gay episode in your diary.”


Immediately, she hiccuped—three times over. And as she did, her mouth filled with the taste of the honey-pear tea that she had downed at breakfast. Already, she regretted her decision to meet with Jarvis today. What was I thinking? She revisited the dread that had afflicted her for the last month or so—all her misgivings regarding his propensity for violence. Indeed, her fears had grown so severe that she had begun absent-mindedly tugging at her French braid—a habit that never failed to uproot a clump of hair.


Boldly now, Jarvis guided her into the period-rooms gallery—where five young ladies from the Bessarabia presently stood near the House-of-Tudor exhibition.


“What’re they doing here?” she asked. “What’s this all about?”


“They’re here to spread the toils,” Jarvis whispered, drawing her along past several more galleries and into a candlelit chamber. “We’re here,” he announced then, pointing with his free hand to a sign stenciled with a most curious designation: Vampyre Hall.


Looking positively giddy, Jarvis rubbed his hands together. “Stay here, love. If a guard happens by, it’s down to you to delay the bloody bastard.” With that, Jarvis darted off into the gloomy chamber and onward through a vast maze of vampire exhibits.


Eventually, he stopped before an archer with a suede quiver slung over his shoulder and took the crossbow from the wax figure’s hands. And now he grabbed all the bolts, too.


“For pity’s sake,” she protested as soon as he returned to her. “Don’t you want to stay out of the dock? Put the plunder back.”


“Don’t be a vain little shrew,” he told her. “Do you realize what I’ve got here? I’ve just nicked Van Helsing’s crossbow. Van Helsing. Ace of vampire hunters. Aye, and I pinched his quarrels as well.”


She pulled upon her braid, until several hairs came loose and attached themselves to a fold in her fluted skirt. Already, she intuited just what Jarvis intended to do: someday soon, he would slay one of his tormentors, perhaps Liam Asquith, the lout who had doused him with the water pump.


As another strand of Sophie’s hair floated to the floor, Jarvis wrapped his left hand around the crossbow’s cocking stirrup.


She let out a deep sigh. “Don’t you realize what’s bound to happen to you once you murder someone? It’s off to Wormwood Scrubs with you then.”


“I don’t care a brass farthing what you say,” he told her.


“No?” She attempted to grab the weapon and to wrest it away—and in the ensuing scuffle, she fell onto her bottom.


“Steady on, love. If you don’t play along, I swear I’ll load up this bloody spring and shoot you dead here and now.”


Not five feet away, a museum guard stopped to check his timepiece.


She could not bring herself to say anything, so she let Jarvis huddle close—at which point he concealed the crossbow beneath his cape.


Looking serene and quite composed, Jarvis guided her back to the House-of-Tudor exhibition—where each one of the vampire girls now stood motionless, everyone striking obscene poses as if pretending to be wax figures themselves.


And now the vampire girls hurried forward and raced all about the grand lobby, as if to create a distraction.


Given all the sudden commotion, neither the guards nor the cashier even seemed to notice as Jarvis escorted Sophie through the doors and out onto the walkway.


For an hour or more, they traipsed about the city—and as they did, she pleaded with him to return the purloined weapon.


Finally, as they walked along Carnaby Street, Jarvis ducked into an antiquarian book shop.


For a time, Sophie paced along the walkway. Then she contented herself to study some of the chancery-hand manuscripts on display in the window.


At last, she realized that Jarvis must have slipped out the back door. What a scoundrel.


Several blocks on, she sat down before a boarded-up pub and debated whether she ought to track him. Most likely, he would be hiding out with one of the Bessarabia regulars. If so, how trying could it be to find him? One fellow had a place off Gracechurch Street, and another lived off Holland Park Avenue. She had also heard that three girls shared a flat on Thrawl Street, and another rented a room in the Borough of Hackney. Sophie sighed, for she realized that she had no hope. Everyone’s all of a scatter.


She closed her eyes. How long before Jarvis kills somebody? As yet another bout of hiccups commenced, she envisioned the murder inquiry. Oh God.


Eventually, a police constable down at Scotland Yard would wish to look through her diary—and no matter how vigorously she might bridle at the suggestion, the authorities would accuse her of having served as an accomplice, or at least, the enabler.


In the end, she would have no choice but to turn king’s evidence.


Her eyes shut yet, she pictured herself at the courthouse. If a trial judge called her up into the witness box, just what would she tell him? As tempting as it would be to dissemble the truth, she felt certain that any wise, dependable magistrate would expose any fib that she might cobble together—and then she would pay dearly for her deceit.


The winter breeze grew very strong now, and a piece of paper brushed up against her ankle. When she opened her eyes and looked down, she discovered the refuse to be a fragment from the Sunday Times—an editorial all about how to survive a Zeppelin raid.


Just like that, she looked to the sky and smirked. Three cheers.


Late in the night, powerless to sleep, she dressed herself in a simple blouse and a long, boiled-wool skirt—and then she took a taxicab to the Bessarabia. If Jarvis happened to be there, she would demand that he relinquish the crossbow.


When she entered the ballroom, she checked the dance floor.


What a desolate scene as the pallid young lady sitting at the reed organ performed a slow, doleful waltz, and a despondent-looking girl in a sable-brocade corset gown danced with a girl in black satin.


Sophie walked over to the steam radiator, where a sickly-looking girl with an oval-shaped face smoked a cigarette. “Do you know if Jarvis might be around?”


When the girl shook her head, Sophie resolved to check the cocktail bar on the other side of the ballroom.


She found it deserted but for three girls standing around the wine cabinet.


After a while, Sophie sat down. All the time brooding, she studied her faint reflection in the red-elm tabletop. Where could Jarvis be?


The barmaid walked over. “Shall I bring you something?”


Sophie looked up. “Have you noticed Jarvis Ripley out and about?”


The barmaid fussed with her black-ribbon bow tie. “I’m sure he ought to be around somewhere.”


As the barmaid walked off, Sophie returned to her feet and sought to eavesdrop on the trio standing near the wine cabinet.


“Don’t you grasp what he means to do?” the first brunette asked now.


“No, I don’t,” the other brunette answered. “A proper vampire kills his prey by sucking up the doomed soul’s blood, no?”


“Yes, many a time and oft,” the third girl spoke up now. “Ah, but our boy aims to best everyone by going about things in a right, bloody ironic way. Yes, indeed, because he grasps the art of insolence.”


Sophie felt certain that the young ladies must be talking about Jarvis—his scheme to slay his tormentor with Van Helsing’s crossbow. Before long, she snapped her fingers. “Pardon my intrusion, but might you girls be talking about Jarvis Ripley, the chap from—”


The first brunette held up her hand. “We wasn’t talking to you, right?”


The other one giggled then, until she blew a bit of snot through her nose.


At that point, the third girl turned to Sophie and frowned. “Don’t pother about our business none, governess.”


Before Sophie could respond, something like the tip of a gloved hand tapped upon her elbow. Certain that Jarvis himself must be standing at her back, she spun around. What a surprise: no one stood there at all. In truth, a fragment of Acadia-white tulle had drifted in from the back door. As the fragment of silk netting settled at her feet, her intuition told her to walk over to the doorstep—and then she continued forward.


Outside, a brass lantern dangling from the wall shone down a faint light. To the left, someone had nailed a tattered gown up against a moldy linen press—the whole thing looking like something an archer might arrange for the purpose of target practice.


Jarvis. Immediately, she turned to the other end of the alley.


Sure enough, he and his mates stood there with the crossbow.


She raised her hand. “Give me that bloody weapon, forthwith.”


He turned toward her, grinned, and recited a German-language poem.


She folded her arms across her chest and waited for him to finish the piece.


When he did, he held the crossbow against the cobblestone. Then, before she could say anything, he placed his foot into the stirrup—and then he grabbed one of the bolts standing up against the drainage pipe to his right.


“Stop,” she cried out. “Goodness knows I didn’t come here to view some pointless archery exhibition, nor did I come here to—”


“Look at this arrow’s right fine sinew and jagged point,” he announced, turning the bolt this way and that. Then he extended his leg in order to draw the bowstring back, and he arranged the bolt into the flight groove along the length of the tiller.


Silently, insidiously, Jarvis proceeded to take aim.


No sooner had he squeezed the tickler than the bolt sailed past her temple—so close that the draft stirred her left sideburn. And now the bolt found its mark within a section of the gown mounted to the linen press.


She pulled upon her braid—forcefully enough to tug loose several strands of hair.


Once they had fallen to her feet, she marched forward. “Give me that goddamn thing before you kill someone.”


Laughing excitedly, Jarvis held fast the stock—at which point they grappled while struggling for control of the crossbow.


In the end, he proved too strong for her. Upon cursing her several times, he and his friends darted off down the alley—and everyone vanished into the marsh-brown fog.


Off to the side, in the shadows of the doorway built into the brick wall, someone stood up from a wooden crate.


“Who’s there?” she asked.


“It’s only me.” Slowly, the figure emerged into the light. He proved to be a tall, fair, slender young gentleman dressed in a Turkish-blue greatcoat open just enough to reveal his white, pleated dress shirt and cravat. “Ludovic Ozols, at your service.”


“Have we met?” she asked, a curious, unsettling sensation nagging at her.


“In a way,” he told her. Then he reached into his pocket, and he offered her a liqueur chocolate. “Please accept this token of my esteem.”


Reluctantly, she took the offering into her hand. “Ludovic Ozols. No, I’m sure I don’t know the name. And I don’t recognize your face.”


He shrugged, as if he did not care. Then he reached back into the shadows to collect an overnight bag, at which point he walked off.


She considered the suitcase in his hand: something dark and rubbery protruded from a hole near the handle.


Might the object be some kind of giant, hideous bat wing?


At last, she realized that this Ludovic Ozols must be the chap who always dressed up in the preposterous bat disguise. Might he know just where Jarvis intended to secure the purloined crossbow? Five times over, she stomped her foot. “Come back here.”


The peculiar youth continued on his way, turned to the left, and disappeared from view.


Yet another bout of hiccups commenced, and once more, she found herself alone. Oh yes, all alone.






CHAPTER SIX



Marlborough College, 80 Miles West of London, 18 March.


Having borrowed Cousin Augie’s touring car for the second time, Sophie had only just reached Jarvis Ripley’s boarding-school campus when she espied a ghastly heap lying in the street.


The object proved to be the bloodied carcass of a doe. What a harrowing spectacle: the fallen beast’s anguished expression and contorted body, its cracked ribs, and the labored rise and fall of its belly.


She gripped the wheel tighter all the time. What to do about the poor thing? She looked into the animal’s eyes. How long before it expires? Before, she had never had to ask herself such a question: whenever she had passed by whatever the roadkill, she could always take comfort in the fact that the creature had already breathed its last.


All so poignantly now, the doe scraped one of its hooved feet against the gravel.


I can’t look any longer. She slipped the touring car back into gear, and she continued along.


When she reached the fencing hall, she sought to forget all that she had witnessed. A boundless sorrow gripped her, however. To be sure, the foregoing scene did not augur well for the day’s crucial agenda.


Despite all, she turned her thoughts to the task at hand and climbed out from behind the wheel. Find the crossbow.


When she reached the residence hall where Jarvis lived, she gagged. The whole place reeked of steam coal. Still, when a game, young lad happened along, she dropped a Victorian gold sovereign into his hand. “Kindly show me to Jarvis Ripley’s room.”


Once the chap had pocketed the gold piece, he guided her to the partitioned cubicle in question. “It’d be this one here,” he told her.


Without a second thought, she passed through the pleated drape that served as the door.


How austere the space. As if to keep his vampire fetish a secret, Jarvis had not affixed any peculiar sketches or oils to the antique-cream walls. Atop a heap of books, though, he had arranged a marble idol—an Assyrian sphinx just like the one that Oscar Wilde once kept on his writing table.


She walked over to the twin bed and checked beneath the box springs. Alas, she found nothing more than a fork-tip knife. When she returned to her feet, she opened the bin cupboard and rifled through the young man’s personal effects. No crossbow.


In the end, she discovered nothing more suspect than an erotic photograph: a half-naked woman posing beside a scimitar-horned oryx, the two incongruous figures standing in terrain looking to be the Spanish Sahara.


Crestfallen, Sophie walked over to the window. There, she rested her brow against the side jamb and sobbed. Now what?


A few gnats began buzzing about the windowsill, where Jarvis had left a dish of spotted dick with custard.


Repulsed, she exited the residence hall.


At dusk, she walked over to the refectory. Why not confront Jarvis? In full view of the whole school, she would demand that he tell her just where he had concealed the weapon.


When she entered the dining hall, she looked all about but could not locate him.


In a cold sweat, she finally turned toward the high table.


Among the prefects and students sitting there, everyone demonstrating proper social grace, Headmaster Ravenscroft passed around a silver platter filled with boiled stew and herb dumplings.


At his side sat the flaxen-haired Liam Asquith, the bold, perfect sporting youth.


For a time, she thought back to an article that she had read in the Daily Sketch—a lurid account describing the Battle of Nueve Chapelle. How long before Liam Asquith served, and how long until all of England celebrated him as the very embodiment of heroism?


Like so many times before, she could not help but pity Jarvis—yet here she was, scheming to deprive him of his oh-so-precious prize. What a terrible betrayal.


Eventually, she returned outside. Why not drive back to London? Safe and warm in the hotel café, she would treat herself to supper—either a blood sausage or a pork pie. Later, in her suite, she would sit down at her writing table and pour all her sorrows into her diary.


When she reached Cousin Augie’s touring car, she paused to think. Might there be any route she could take to avoid driving past the fallen doe? For a moment or two, she went lost in a poignant memory of childhood—a remembrance of that evening she had espied a lone, helpless fawn cowering in Cousin Augie’s tomato garden.


Had some incorrigible lout killed the young deer’s mother?


From the other side of the motorcar park, an elderly woman holding a candle lantern approached—and now the elderly woman studied Sophie’s face. “Would you be that game gal from Tintinhull College of Arts and Technology?” the old lady asked. “Gilda, wouldn’t that be your name?”


As disconsolate as Sophie felt, she welcomed the idea of being someone else—so she nodded her head. “Yes, I’m Gilda.”


“Well then, I’m Professor Lycett. Come along. But before you do, you ought to collect something warm to wear. It’s still a bit raw out there in the forest.”


At that point, Sophie noted the elderly woman’s attire. She had dressed herself in a polo shirt, a pair of white riding breeches, and a heavy, blue dressage coat. Has a pony gone lost in the woodland? Whatever had gone wrong, Sophie turned to Cousin Augie’s touring car and opened the boot—and now she cursed herself, for she had not brought along anything more substantial than her windcheater.


Once Sophie had slipped into her coat, Professor Lycett guided her past the reverend minister’s elegant manse. Before long, they reached a well-trodden footpath winding past a coal-tax post. From there, the two women continued all the way up to the gates of the forest.


Once the professor had unlocked the wicket, the two women followed along the bank of a millstream.


The further they walked, the darker the forest grew.


Down by a little crack willow, the professor stopped. “Don’t you find it dreadfully sad how quiet the brush? It feels a wee bit like Christmas Day in the workhouse around here. Still, if either you or Flossie Talbot come to help us in the summertime, the forest should be ringing with the rattle of bush crickets. I promise.”


As the two women continued further along the winding path, Sophie could not help but wonder just what it was that she, or rather Gilda, had volunteered to do out here.


When the two women reached the glade, Professor Lycett grinned and pointed toward an adjacent cavern. “That there’s our bat grotto.”


The cavern resembled the clamshell shape of the lips surrounding the passageway into a lady’s womb; moreover, a tangle of vines and brambles had grown so wildly all about the rock above that the whole effect served to suggest a tuft of crotch hair.


Sophie gasped. The whole thing, it looks like a Lady Jane. Powerless to suppress the urge, she laughed—albeit ashamedly.


The professor looked into Sophie’s eyes then. “You must be keen as mustard to get inside.”


A second time, Sophie gasped. Inside? The whole of her body cringed, and she retreated a few steps.


At the same time, a clamor echoed through the forest—what sounded like a dozen or so bicyclists rolling across a wooden bridge.


“That’d be Marlborough Bat-Society,” Professor Lycett explained. “When they get here, we’ll form a queue.”


The bat-society ladies rolled up into the glade, and when they climbed down from their bicycles, the professor introduced Sophie as Gilda. Afterward, one by one, the bat-society ladies illumined their lanterns and then crawled into the grotto.


In time, Sophie found herself alone again with Professor Lycett—but before Sophie had even had a chance to reveal her identity and to express her reluctance to participate, the elderly woman knelt to the earth and crawled into the cavern.


A second time, Sophie studied the passageway. How obscene. She placed her hand between her legs, poked herself, and quietly cursed all her frigidity.


The professor peeked outside. “Come now, Miss Gilda.”


On her hands and knees, Sophie made her way forward.


Inside the grotto, the air felt cool and exhilarating. Even better, a freshwater spring to the right emitted a soothing aroma as of modeling clay. Most remarkable of all, the limestone walls shone with semiprecious gemstones and peanut wood.


What a magical place. Despite all the mushy bat droppings, she crawled forward even further and followed the professor to a darkened alcove.


“Squeeze yourself into that nook there,” Professor Lycett told her, handing her the candle lantern.


“What precisely do I do?”


“Just count all the pups.”


“Oh? Count all the—”


“Yes, and hurry. We must be out of here before the mother bats return.”


“As you wish.” With the candle lantern’s twine handle clenched between her teeth, Sophie crawled into the alcove.


Just like that, the light of the candle lantern filled the cramped space with a tender, creamy glow. How lovely. Despite the jagged pieces of alabaster littering the floor, she lay down upon her back and studied the eggshell-white dripstone above. There.
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