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ONE

‘Don’t go out there—’

Dr Lydia Asher turned as a weak hand plucked at her skirt.

By the light of her lantern the young soldier’s face was drawn with pain
and chalky with loss of blood. The single eye that had survived the shrapnel
when a German shell had struck the forward trench blinked up at her with
desperate intensity.

‘It’s all right,” Lydia whispered. ‘You’re safe here, Brodie.” It was
astounding how many peoples’ names she managed to remember, now that
she wore her spectacles full-time. Around them the long tent was silent, the
wounded men sleeping. For the first time in nearly a week, the road eastward
from the camp was quiet, the surgical tent, across the way, dark. Northward,
in the direction of Ypres, she could still hear the guns. It was March of 1915.
‘We’re all—’

The young man shook his head. ‘She’s walkin’ tonight, M’am. I seen her
look into the tent. The bean si ...’

‘Shhh.” Lydia leaned over him, marveling that he was alive at all — she’d
assisted Major Overstreet yesterday in removing nearly two pounds of wood
and metal fragments from the boy’s chest — and gently straightened the
blanket; the night was bitterly cold. ‘It isn’t a banshee.’

‘It is, M’am,’ insisted Brodie, his voice barely a breath, in his pain still
mindful of others who slept nearby. ‘I seen her in the trenches, just before the
Germans came on. The other men have seen her, too. She wears a nursin’
sister’s uniform but she’s none of them here at the station, her eyes is like a
cat’s in the dark. Wait till she’s gone by, M’am. ’Tis the worst sort of bad luck
to see her.’

‘T’ll be all right.” She made a move to disengage her sleeve from the
grasping fingers, but his eye pleaded with her.

“You think I’'m off me head but I’m not. I really have seen her, down the
trenches, in the dead of the night. Me mates say they’ve seen her near the aid
stations, an’ the clearin’ stations like this one—’

Quietly, Lydia said, ‘She doesn’t come into the wards like this one. You
and your mates—’ her glance took in the other men, shapeless lumps beneath



the blankets in the frowsty darkness — ‘will go back to hospital tomorrow. It
isn’t you she comes for.” She pushed up the white cuff of her VAD uniform —
the best the Medical Corps could come up with for her, as she was neither a
nursing sister nor a surgeon — and showed him the four stout lines of silver
chain around her wrist. ‘Silver keeps them away, you know. I’ll be perfectly
all right.’

His eye was slipping closed and his head, in its swathe of bandages, sagged
back onto the thin pillow. ‘Does she come for the dyin’, then? That’s a bean
si, isn’t it? And if I seen her walkin’ ...’

‘Just because you saw her,” murmured Lydia gently, ‘doesn’t mean she’s
coming for you. You rest now, Mr Brodie. I promise. You’ll be all right, and
I’1l be all right. You’ll be moved back to hospital in the morning.’ If they have
enough ambulances and enough petrol and enough drivers for the less
desperate cases, and if the Germans don’t decide to shell the Calais road
again ...

He slid into sleep even as she stepped away from his cot. When she reached
the tent-flaps at the far end of the ward, she lowered the flame on her lantern
as far as she could, and adjusted a sheet of tin around the glass chimney, such
as the wire-cutting parties sometimes used, or the bearers out searching for
the wounded. After eleven days in the gutted village of Pont-Sainte-Félicité
Lydia was sure enough of her way around the casualty clearing station to at
least not bump into walls or fall into either the gaping cellars of bombed
houses or the shelled-out labyrinth of abandoned German trenches that
surrounded the town.

She pushed up her spectacles to rub her eyes.

She had swabbed the last of the blood from the fluoroscope table that was
her charge, checked to see that the machine itself was disconnected from the
generator wires, and put back in their places the clumsy lead apron and gloves
that she insisted on wearing (to the annoyance of the surgeons: ‘It’s not a
bloomin’ death ray, M’am! We’ve got men dying in here!’). She’d sent her
assistant, a slow-speaking Welshman named Dermott, to bed some hours
before, when he’d started making mistakes owing to the fact that like herself
he’d been awake since yesterday morning. Everything that was left to do,
Lydia was reasonably certain, could wait until daylight.

Except this.

This had to be done while darkness yet covered the land.

The thing that Brodie had seen (How DARE she come peeking into the
tents!) she didn’t worry much about, though nothing living stirred in the camp
now except the ever-present rats.



As she had intimated to Brodie, in such proximity to the Moribund Ward,
where nearly two hundred men lay irreclaimably dying — not to speak of the
lines of trenches to the east — she, and he, and all the men in his ward, were
almost certainly safe.

She touched the thick links of silver that protected her wrists, and the
further chains that lay over the big blood vessels of her throat, and reflected
with a kind of tired irony that she stood in the one place in all of Europe
where she could be fairly sure that she was not going to be attacked by
vampires.

The silence outside was like death, save for the not-very-far-off thunder of
the guns.

With her lantern hooded, her eyes accustomed themselves to the darkness.
Those who hunted the night in nearly every city of the world were well used
to turning aside the eyes of the living. They would assume that she, too,
believed the simple mental tricks that shielded them from human notice — that
she was merely making some routine round — and would not slip away when
they heard the damp scrunch of her footsteps.

But she was aware of what she sought, and so could sometimes see past
their illusions. Over the past week and a half — at least before the mad
avalanche of wounded had begun to pour in six days previously — or was it
seven? — she had been able to catch glimpses of them, and had kept a list. Tall
dark woman, big nose. Stout man, sleek dark hair. Tall blonde man, square
face. Small blonde woman, beautiful ...

Those were only the ones she’d seen. She knew there were others.

Hundreds, certainly. Thousands, perhaps.

Would Jamie, her husband back in Oxford with their three-year-old
daughter, recognize some of them? Probably. He knew more of them by sight
than she did, though she was certain that on her second night here she’d
glimpsed Elysée de Montadour, the Master vampire of Paris.

At a guess, every vampire in Europe was here in Flanders, or further south
along the line of trenches that stretched from the Channel to the Alps. Most of
them would be lurking around the hospitals. With far less courage than the
stretcher-bearers, they only ventured into no man’s land itself in the dead
hours of the night, if at all. Men and women who had chosen to murder others
rather than face whatever lay on the far side of death weren’t about to run the
risk of encountering a raiding party, or being caught in a sudden barrage of
shells, or becoming entangled in barbed wire that would hold them until the
sun rose and ignited their pale and bloodless flesh.

Not when there was easier prey a few miles off.



The shattered walls of a ruined cottage provided her with concealment. Her
lantern’s hooded glimmer touched broken rafters, charred spills of bricks,
gaping cellars. Most of the furniture — and many of the bricks — had been
looted within hours of the clearing station’s establishment in Pont-Sainte-
Félicité (she herself had bagged a kitchen table for Dermott’s makeshift
developing station). She strained her ears as she moved from room to room,
until she heard a flickering whisper and stepped close to one of the blown-out
windows.

And there they were. Six feet from the window, themselves taking
advantage of the walls of a ruined house to survey the hospital tents which
glowed very faintly in the darkness, from the lanterns within. Their reflective
eyes caught dim shreds of light that shone through the cracks of the hastily-
erected wooden mess huts. The tall, dark woman with the big nose, and two
men — the taller man strong-built, with fair, receding hair, the smaller, slender
and dark. Both men wore British uniforms; the woman, a black dress that
blended with the night. Their flesh was almost milk-white, and they stood so
close to the window that she could see the woman’s hands were armed with
inch-long claws. Were it not for the stillness of the blighted town Lydia
wouldn’t have heard the wind-whisper voices. Flemish? Italian? Lydia knew
that vampires had come to the Front from as far away as Sicily, Edinburgh,
Athens.

She blinked — her eyes were aching, she had spent twenty hours out of the
past twenty-four either taking x-ray photographs of bleeding men or helping
out in the surgical tent — and when she looked back they were gone.

‘Bother,” she muttered, and moved on.

Not what she was seeking.

Still her heart quickened with terrified dread.

What she sought, she had seen seven nights ago, the night before the big
push at Neuve Chapelle. Every night, every day, in the surgical tent and the
fluoroscope room and in her dreams when she’d collapse at odd hours to
snatch some sleep, she’d fought recurring dread — I have to find out what was
happening. I have to see if it happens again ...

It took her about two hours to circle the collection of medical tents, wooden
huts and mule-lines, meticulously careful to look about her as if she were
simply checking the area for spies or deserters or for Quartermaster’s
Storeman Pratt out making deals for the Army rations he stole and sold to
civilians on the side. She saw three more vampires: one in the ruined houses
of the village — the slim woman with soft cascades of light-brown hair whom
she’d seen last week, Lydia recalled — and two down in the caved-in horrors
of the deserted German trenches, wearing dark civilian clothes and



whispering to one another in German. The language didn’t trouble her. Plenty
of Swiss spoke German, not to mention French Rhinelanders. In any case, she
knew quite well that once a living man or woman crossed into the kingdom of
the damned, they generally lost all interest in the affairs of the living.

To the vampire, the war — and the battle zone — meant one thing only.

The deserted trenches around the village were horrible. They swarmed with
rats, reeked of the German soldiers buried when English shells had caved in
their dugouts. Five months at the Front hadn’t cured Lydia of her morbid
horror of the vermin. Carrying her lantern low so that its light wouldn’t be
seen above, she had to hold up her skirts in the other hand as she picked her
way down the side of a shell-crater, and into the zigzag pits. The water down
there was almost knee-deep and freezing cold, and her feet groped to stay on
the duckboards down under the surface. The mud beneath them would be like
quicksand.

She didn’t see the thing she’d seen the previous week. Stumbling with
weariness — I HAVE to find out ... What if there’s another push tomorrow and
it’s another five days before I can watch again? — she scrambled up the
broken trench ladder she’d scouted out the week before.

I HAVE to find out ...

A rung of the ladder snapped soggily beneath her foot. She dropped the
lantern, grabbed for support, and a hand came down from the darkness above
and grasped hers, cold with the cold of a dead man’s. The iron-strong fingers
tipped with inch-long claws.

She was drawn up over the parapet of sandbags at the top with the
effortless strength of the Undead.

‘Mistress,” a voice murmured, ‘when first you came to this place, for two
nights did you walk thus, but I thought you had given the practice o’er. You
shall come to grief at it.’

Lydia shook out her muddied skirts and propped her thick-lensed spectacles
more firmly onto the bridge of her nose. ‘I thought all the vampires were out
making a feast of the wounded.” Her voice cracked a little, at the memory of
poor Brodie, of all the men in the ward. She realized she was shaking with
weariness. ‘Either here or up in the front-line trenches—’

‘What would you, Mistress?’ returned the voice reasonably. “When the
shelling is done, and the dying lie in the mud of the battleground where the
guns have left them, where none will reach them? When men die in their
blood waiting for an ambulance that will never come? We feed upon blood,
lady. We feed upon death. The whole of Flanders, the whole of the Rhineland,
the whole of the Front glows with sustenance such as we are, in time of peace,
are obliged to ration, sip by sip, lest our existence be suspected. Can you



blame those who exist by absorbing the life-force of the living, for being
drawn to such a banquet?’

“Yes!” Lydia tried to pull her arm free of his steadying grip. She staggered
in her exhaustion and would have fallen had cold arms not caught her, thin as
whalebone and steel, and lifted her bodily. ‘I can. I do. It’s so unfair ...’

“You are frozen,” said Don Simon Ysidro’s soft voice. ‘And spent. And I
promised James that I would look after you here in Flanders.’

‘He’d never have accepted such a promise—’

‘Nevertheless I gave it.” To his near-soundless whisper still clung the
accents of sixteenth-century Spain, whence he had journeyed, a living man, to
the court of the queen whom the English called Bloody Mary. He had
encountered the Master of London among the stones of an English churchyard
one dark night, and never returned to his home. ‘And you will come to grief
not from the kindred of darkness,” he went on, as he bore her toward the tents,
‘but from getting your feet wet in cold such as this, or from encountering that
pestilent creature who peddles ammunition and food and heating-oil to the
local peasants — to the poor Germans, too, belike.’

‘Storeman Pratt.” She relaxed suddenly, and rested her head on the
vampire’s thin shoulder. “You’re perfectly right, Don Simon, he probably
would kill a nurse who surprised him at it. Or at least make up some frightful
crime and then blackmail me about it.’

Beneath her cheek she felt the sturdy wool of an epaulet, and guessed that
he, too, had adopted the uniform of a British officer — Procured from Mr Pratt
himself, I daresay! — which no observer, if they did spot him, would dare
question. He probably had impeccable papers, too — Very likely purchased
from the same source! She felt beaten, her anger denied and deflected, lost in
the greater rage at the greater deaths about which she could do nothing. Her
mind touched briefly on the young Yorkshireman who’d died on her x-ray
table ... Was that this morning? Yesterday afternoon? On poor Brodie, whose
x-ray had showed her that he would almost certainly have his legs amputated
once he reached the base hospital at Calais. On another boy — barely
seventeen, he’d looked — she’d checked with Captain Calvert in the surgical
tent, sobbing for his mother and so riddled with shrapnel that he’d been set
gently aside, so that men whose lives could be saved could be operated on
first.

You’re dying anyway, we have no time to save you ...

Shuttling desperately between her fluoroscope machine and the surgical
tent where every trained hand was needed, she hadn’t even had time to go
back and see that youth before he died.



Tears that she hadn’t been able to shed closed her throat. More than
anything else, she wanted to be with Jamie at this moment. To be back in
Oxford and out of this place of stink and death and cold. I’'m just tired, she
told herself firmly. I’ll feel better when I’ve had some sleep ...

Don Simon Ysidro was a vampire. There had been times, in the eight years
of their acquaintance, when she had hated him — for what he was, for what she
knew that he did and had done in the centuries since his non-death. There had
been times when she’d felt herself falling in love with him — despite her
unswerving love for the tall, leathery Lecturer in Philology at New College,
Oxford whom she had adored with the whole of her heart since the age of
fourteen.

But Jamie was back in Oxford, still recuperating, slowly, from the
pneumonia that had nearly killed him in the first month of the war.

And she was here, in the darkness, feeling the thready pale spider-silk of
Ysidro’s long hair brush against her forehead, and hearing the guns.

She said, ‘Someone else is out there looking for vampires.’

‘Are they, indeed?’

The smell of latrines, of the hospital tents, of cook-tent smoke and
makeshift stoves surrounded them like a fuggy embrace. Ysidro stooped and
canvas brushed her face as they entered the nurses’ tent, a barely-visible bulk
in the darkness. One of the VAD’s she shared with would be on the ward at
this hour of the night; the other slept like an unwaking corpse. A tiny flicker
of light as Ysidro kindled the lantern next to her bed showed her the
vampire’s face, thin, aquiline, pale as white silk, framed in a loose mane of
colorless hair and illuminated by eyes that had, in life, probably been hazel.
They’d bleached now to a cold sulfurous yellow, faintly pleated with gray —
he’d told her once that this ‘bleaching’ occasionally happened to vampires, no
one quite knew why. The mental illusion that kept her from noticing his fangs
also kept Sister Violet Brickwood from waking, not that the poor woman
would stir, after twenty hours on her feet ...

Ysidro pulled Lydia’s shoes and stockings off her, and wrapped her feet in
the blanket of her cot. Then he dipped water from the jerrycan in the corner
and poured it into the kettle, which he placed on the heating-stove.

‘I saw her a week ago ... no, longer ...’ Lydia shook her head. ‘The second
night we were here.’

‘Ah.” She thought he did some mental calculation, placing the night in his
mind.

‘After I finished setting up the fluoroscope room I walked the perimeter of
the camp. When we were back at Givenchy — before the clearing station was
moved here — I knew there were vampires all around the camp, every night.



I’d glimpse them between the tents, and some of the men have seen them, too.
They don’t know what they are.’

‘Did you look for me?’

‘I couldn’t imagine you’d let anyone see you.’

A smile touched a corner of his mouth, turned his face suddenly human, a
living man’s, and young. “You had the right of it, Mistress. Yet you did not
make a practice of such patrols at Givenchy.’

‘Once I knew they were there, I didn’t really see the point.” Lydia propped
her spectacles again. ‘I mean, I knew they wouldn’t attack the nurses, or the
surgeons, or really anyone but the dying. Why cause themselves problems
when there are so many easier victims? That sounds horrible, but when I
thought about it — and about how few of us there were to take care of the
wounded and how terrible the casualties were — that was during the fighting at
Ypres — I came to the conclusion that I could probably save more lives by
getting a few hours more sleep, instead of chasing vampires whom I knew I’d
never catch. I don’t ...’ she stammered. ‘I don’t mean that, exactly, but ...’

“You chose rightly, lady.” He held up a hand. ‘And you did a hero’s work at
Givenchy, and here. I have watched you.’

She brushed his compliment aside with tears of shame in her eyes.

“There was no right choice,’ his soft voice insisted. ‘More men lie in the
Moribund Ward, and in the trenches themselves, than would suffice to glut the
greediest of the Undead, were there five times more of us here than there are.
We have no need to trouble even those men who can be saved, ere you load
them into the ambulance-wagons. Our business is with the dying. ’Tis not we,
these days, who deal out death.’

‘T know.” She took off her glasses to wipe her tears. ‘It doesn’t mean you
aren’t monsters.’

“The vileness of my condition is old news to me, lady.” He measured cocoa
from its tin (Where would a vampire learn to make cocoa?) into her mug, and
stirred the hot water in. ‘I admit, ’tis not the future I envisioned for myself
when [ studied my catechism with the Christian Brothers in Toledo. Yet you
have not told me how you came to resume your practice of walking the
night?’

‘T just ... wanted to get some idea of the local vampire population.” The
thick pottery was God’s blessing against her chilled hands. “Though I knew
they’d followed the clearing station down here. But the second night, in the
ruins of the village, I saw another woman, moving about like me with her
lantern hooded. I thought she might have been a spy when first I saw her light
— I suppose there are local women, who think the Germans ought to own this
part of France, or even German women who’ve been slipped across the lines.



I closed my lantern entirely and followed her, and it became pretty clear to me
that she was doing exactly what I did the first night: she circled the camp at a
distance, and checked the bombed-out German trenches. She — we — glimpsed
vampires twice, and she stood off at a distance, fingering something she wore
at her neck, a silver cross or something of the kind, I assume. She kept watch
around the ward tents of the men especially. A spy wouldn’t do that.’

‘No.” He settled himself on the foot of Nurse Danvers’s empty bed, folded
slim hands around his knee.

Lydia frowned across at him in the lantern-light. He was attired, as she’d
surmised, in the trimly tailored uniform of a staff colonel in the British
Expeditionary Force. ‘Have you seen her?’

‘I have,’ returned Ysidro. ‘At all events I have seen a young woman with a
lantern, stealing about the ruins of the village, and down in the abandoned
trenches. This was ere the battle started: brunette, and smaller of stature than
yourself, though broader in shoulder and hip. Her clothes were dark, and she
might well have worn a silver crucifix about her neck — something silver, at
all events.’

Lydia touched the chains around her own throat again self-consciously:
enough silver to burn a vampire’s mouth or hands, to give her a split-second
in which to wrench free, to scream, to run ...

As if anyone could outrun the Undead.

And unless the crucifix was of nearly-pure silver, it would have no more
effect on a vampire than would any other pendant of similar metal content.

‘Did she speak to any of the vampires?’

‘Not that I have observed. She has not your familiarity with those who hunt
the night, Mistress. She seeks, but cannot find. At least, ’twas so ere the
casualties started coming in such numbers. Since the fighting started on the
tenth I have not seen her.’

‘Have you any idea who she is?’

He shook his head, or came as near to doing so as she had ever seen him, a
slight motion more of his eyes than his head, as if in the centuries since his
death he had lost interest in communication with the living. “Yet I saw none
but yourself engaging in such behavior at Givenchy. And none of the
vampires to whom I've spoken, either here or nearer the lines, have
mentioned any like matter. I admit I have not joined the groups that go out
into the trenches, or into no man’s land in the dead of the night. Peasants.’
The two smallest fingers of his right hand flicked in a gesture of concentrated
scorn. “Without manners or conversation, most of them. I shall enquire.’

‘Thank you,’ said Lydia. ‘I appreciate it. I’d like very much to know if
others — elsewhere along the Front, for instance — are also trying to ... to



meet, and speak with, vampires, or if this is just something, someone, local. I
don’t expect, when the battle itself was going on, that the woman I saw could
get away from wherever she was. Or possibly didn’t dare.’

‘Given the likelihood that one side or the other might break through the
lines, or that shelling might commence anywhere at any time,” remarked the
vampire, taking the empty mug from her hands, ‘I myself would hesitate to
venture far from shelter. I understand the Venetian nest foregathered in the
chateau at present occupied by the Master of Prague and his fledglings, for a
session of écarté which lasted through three nights.’

‘“What did they play for?’ A dreadful question to ask an Undead multiple
murderer, but she really did want to know. ‘I mean, do you play for money?
Do you have money? The Bank of France froze all withdrawals at the start of
the fighting.’

Ysidro looked down his highbred nose. ‘One of the first lessons one learns,
Mistress, when one becomes vampire, is never to let oneself be caught
without money.” He came back to her cot-side and drew the blankets up over
her. ‘The second lesson one learns is how to obtain it — anywhere, and under
nearly any circumstances. Those who do not learn such lessons in general do
not survive. Thus under ordinary conditions, money means very little to the
Undead. The gamblers at the chateau played, I understand, for credit-vowels,
much like the surgeons and the orderlies play here. Had I known you sought
information regarding this enterprising vampire-seeker I would have arranged
to attend: such gatherings are clearing houses for gossip, and do not take
place often.’

He tucked the blankets in around her, for the tent, though stuffy-smelling,
was deeply cold. ‘Sleep now,” he ordered, took her spectacles from her hand
and placed them on the up-ended packing crate at her side. ‘Morn will come
soon enough.’

I shouldn’t take comfort in his presence, she thought. He’s going to leave
here and go straight across to the Moribund Ward ...

I shouldn't feel glad to know that he’s near.

She stopped herself from catching at his hand, and only asked, “Where
were you? I mean, why weren’t you playing cards and trading gossip—? The
Master of Prague has a chateau? HERE?’

“You would expect him perhaps to sleep in a dugout?’ One eyebrow lifted,
and through a haze of myopia she saw again — or imagined — that his face for
a moment became the face of the man he had been, almost three hundred and
sixty years ago. And then, more quietly, ‘I was watching over you, Mistress.’

And where were YOU sleeping? During the shelling, and the confusion, and
the constantly shifting dangers, any one of which could trap a vampire



aboveground when the first light of dawn would ignite his flesh and engulf
him in flame ...

Instead she asked, ‘Do you know what this woman wants?’

‘I expect—’ he turned down the lantern — ‘nothing good.’



TWO

Colonel Stewart shut the buff folder on his desk with a little hiss of
annoyance, and scowled across at James Asher as if what he’d read there
were all Asher’s fault. ‘Damn medicos won’t clear you for service till you can
run three times round Piccadilly Circus and shin up the Monument with a
rope. Got no idea there’s a war on and we need every man.’

Asher suspected that the damn medicos, up to their hairlines in shattered
and dying men, were as cognizant of the war as Stewart was and were seeing
it a damn sight closer. But he only returned, ‘I can’t say I’m surprised. Or
entirely disappointed. Just coming down here knocked me out. I’d hoped to
go back up to Oxford tonight and I’'m staying in town instead.’

“You look perfectly fit to me,” grumbled the colonel, rising to show Asher
from his office. ‘Damnit, man, you’d only be sitting in a cell with a lot of
Jerries listening to ’em talk! How hard can it be?’

Asher, who’d had three relapses of pneumonia since his return to Oxford in
September — after nearly dying of it in Paris — reflected that the last thing his
lungs needed was to be surrounded by forty German prisoners of war, all
coughing themselves blue. He made noises of commiseration, shook hands
and promised to notify the War Office the minute he was fully recovered, and
descended the steps of the rambling labyrinth on Whitehall feeling as if he’d
personally swum the Channel after battling half a regiment of Roman
gladiators, single-handed and armed with a golf club.

Definitely in no shape to deal with Paddington station and two hours
standing in the corridor of an overcrowded railway car, much less a trip to the
Front.

A younger man — and on that cold March night, though not quite fifty
Asher felt like a septuagenarian at least — would have leapt at the chance, if
not for glory then because his beautiful young wife, Lydia, was also at the
Front. But seventeen years on Her Majesty’s Secret Service had cured Asher
once and for all of any possible craving for glory, and of even a moment’s
belief that if such a thing as glory existed (something he had always very
much doubted) it could be achieved in war. And though he would without
hesitation — even at his age (or the age which he felt) — have re-swum the



Channel and fought those hypothetical Roman gladiators a second time with
his seven iron in the hopes of even an hour in Lydia’s astonishing company,
he was sufficiently familiar with the workings of the War Office to know that
were he to volunteer to gather information from captured German prisoners,
he would undoubtedly be assigned to do so in Serbia, not Flanders. (Lydia’s
letters were censored but before her departure last November they had worked
out a dot code, so he knew she was in Pont-Sainte-Félicité, near Neuve
Chapelle.)

Whitehall was nearly dark. The pavement was thick with foot traffic from
the government offices, though it was close to seven. Asher’s years of
sneaking in and out of foreign countries with information about naval
emplacements, border fortifications and orders for new weaponry had given
him a permanent watchfulness of all those around him, an awareness of faces
and details of dress which, in Berlin or Vienna, could mean the difference
between making it back to his hotel safely and being found dead in a storm
drain. Thus, despite the swift-thickening twilight, he was very much aware
that most of the men hastening to catch the 7:10 from Charing Cross had
white or grizzled hair beneath their Homburg hats, and that the home-going
crowd — thinner by half than it had been the year before — was at least a third
female. Women and older men moved to take up the positions of men at the
Front.

Or of the men who’d gone to the Front six months ago and were already
dead.

Buildings loomed against the cinder sky like a black necropolis. Since
January, when German Zeppelins had rained bombs on coastal towns, the
government’s orders to black out windows and streetlamps had assumed a
new seriousness — Asher had read recently of a movement afoot to drain the
Serpentine and the lake in St James’s Park, lest the glitter of moonlight on
their waters serve as a guide to the night raiders. Though the traffic — both
motorcars and horse-drawn — was far lighter these days, Trafalgar Square was
a nightmare of jostling dark shapes swimming through the gloom, and had
Asher not known the place like the back of his hand he would not have been
able to locate the Underground station. Below ground the lights were bright,
but the crowds were such — reduced bus service and an almost total absence
of cabs more than made up for the shortage of men in city offices — that Asher
had a long wait for a train to Bloomsbury.

By the time he reached the small lodging house near Euston Station his
head was swimming with fatigue. He had already telegraphed Mrs Grimes —
the cook back at the Oxford house — that he wouldn’t be home, and briefly
toyed with the notion of sending a second wire to bid Miranda a special good-



night. At three, and with her mother now gone, his daughter set great store by
good-night kisses, even by remote proxy. But the extreme likelihood that the
Oxford Post Office wouldn’t deliver the greeting until the following morning
put the idea from his mind, and he ascended five flights of stairs to what had
been the servants’ quarters of the tall, narrow house — rooms of any kind were
another thing extremely difficult to come by in London in the spring of 1915
— and dropped onto the cot in the penitential little chamber without
undressing.

This turned out to be a fortunate circumstance, because twenty minutes
later the landlady’s daughter thumped loudly on the door with the news that a
message had come from the War Office, and it looked to be important.

It was from Colonel Stewart, begging him to return. Sir Collin Hayward of
Intelligence was on his way to Paris first thing in the morning, but having
heard that Asher was in town, wanted very much to speak to him about
assisting in the vetting and training of agents to be sent to the Continent.

Asher roundly cursed both Stewart and Sir Collin, but resumed his coat,
tightened his tie (which he hadn’t taken off — tired as he was, he assumed he’d
have slept in it), and made his way downstairs and back to the Underground.

He spent the next three and a half hours in conference with Sir Collin, who,
to do him justice, looked like he hadn’t had more than a few hours’ sleep in
the past week.

Then because of a breakdown on the Northern line — it was past midnight,
and the Underground nearly empty — Asher had to take the Piccadilly line and
walk back to Grafton Place from King’s Cross. And, owing to the completely
unlighted condition of the streets, and a moderately thick fog which had
settled over the city, he found himself, uncharacteristically, lost.

This was what he was doing, wandering among the nameless streets east of
King’s Cross Station, when he encountered the revenant.

The fog confused the way sounds carried from the railway yards. It was too
dark, even, to see the street signs, many of which seemed to have been taken
down or taped over (in an effort his landlady had told him to thwart German
spies). Likewise it was difficult to determine in which direction Regent’s
Canal lay. In places the fog was thick enough — reeking with the smoke of the
munitions factories across the river — that Asher had to feel his way along the
house walls and area railings. He could only be glad that at this hour, nobody
was operating a motorcar, not that anyone in this neighborhood (if he was
where he thought he was) could afford such a luxury (or the petrol to put in it)

Then he smelled it. Sudden, rank and horrible, like rotting fish and the
urine of rats mixed with the peculiarly horrible stench that oozes from human



beings who have washed neither their bodies nor their clothing for months on
end. Unmistakable.

He had smelled it in Peking, two years before. A thousand times stronger,
for the things had been forty and sixty strong by the time their hive was
destroyed. Don Simon Ysidro had told him that the only other place where
such monsters were to be found was Prague, where they had spawned and
multiplied for nearly three centuries in the old Roman sewers beneath that
city. The Others, Ysidro had called them, though they were related, in some
way, to vampires. Undead, mindless, nearly impossible to kill, they would
devour anything they could catch, and presumably lived for much of the time
upon rats, with whose minds they had a curious affinity.

Here.

In London ...

Shock and horror smote him like a physical blow.

Damnit—

Horror chilled him.

In London ...

Listening intently, he could hear it, a slow soft dragging as the stink grew
stronger. The canal can’t be more than a hundred yards off. The Others hid
under the bridges in Prague, when night cloaked that city. Down in the bed of
the rivers, and in half-flooded sewer vaults, for their flesh would slowly
dissolve from exposure to sunlight.

Their minds — if they could be said to have such things — were joined by a
sort of mental telepathy, something the older vampires were adept at, though
no vampire, so far as he knew, could control the actions of the Others.

And their condition, like that of the vampires, was spread by ‘corruption of
the blood’.

The vampires, whose mental powers of illusion were lessened by the
movement of running water, kept away from them. Lydia had written to him
months ago of the vampires at the Front: Are these things there as well?

One could reason with vampires.

Not with the Others.

The Others, one could only flee from, and the thought of such things at
large in London iced him to the marrow.

Asher felt his way along the wall — the brick gritty under his fingers — until
he reached the corner he knew had to be nearby. The smell nearly made him
gag. A faint plish of water, around the corner to his left. By the feel of the
broken pavement underfoot he guessed this was an alley. A few feet further
on he trod in something squishy that smelled of rotten vegetables. Ahead, the
slight metallic rattle as the Other brushed a dustbin.



Then the furious squeal of a captured rat, followed by the sudden pong of
blood. The rat shrieked again — being eaten alive, presumably — and there was
a loud clang as either another rat, or a cat, fled the scene in panic. Yellow light
bleared suddenly in the fog with a man’s shape silhouetted against it:

“Ere, then, what’s ... Bloody ’ell?’

Pressed to the brick of the alley wall, Asher was shocked at how close he
stood to the thing, close enough to see it clearly through the fog once the light
from the open door streamed out. It was indeed such a creature as had bred in
the mines west of Peking, the human face deformed and bruised where the
jawbones had elongated and the sutures of the face opened. The mouth,
human no longer, was raw where its new-grown teeth had gashed the lips. It
held the dying rat in one hand — still thrashing — and blood ran down its arm
and its chin. The creature’s eyes, as it swung toward the open doorway’s light,
flashed like mirrors.

It dropped the rat and sprang.

The shirtsleeved and unshaven watchman who’d opened the door let out a
yell and tried to slam it again between them, but the creature already had him
by the arm. It yanked him through and into the wet murk of the alleyway.
Asher caught the lid off a dustbin and struck with its edge at the revenant’s
face. With a grunting bleat the Other struck it aside, staggered back, still
holding the shrieking watchman; Asher slammed at it with the lid again and,
when it was knocked away, caught up the dustbin itself and rammed it at the
monster like a clumsy battering ram.

The revenant hurled his quarry from him and Asher heard the man’s skull
crack against the brick of the wall. Then it lunged at Asher, who struck with
another dustbin — Do NOT let the thing’s blood touch you, do NOT ... The
creature made one more lunge at the watchman, who lay crumpled where he’d
fallen at the foot of the wall, then doubled like a rat and darted into the
blackness. Asher plunged after it, one hand to the wall to guide him, and
thirty feet on collided with more dustbins, falling over them as the light of
two other doors opened in the murky abyss and men’s voices shouted about
what the ’ell was goin’ on ’ere ... (Only one of them, the philologist in Asher
noted automatically, used a Southern Indian’s sharper terminal ‘g’ ...)

By the time Asher was pulled to his feet the creature was gone.

‘What the hell is that stink?’” demanded the white-haired Indian. ‘Are you
all right, sir?’

‘He attacked a man,’ panted Asher, pointing back into the solid wall of fog.
‘One of the watchmen—’

The men looked at each other — three of them, a sailor and two watchmen
in this district of small shops and warehouses. ‘That’ll be ’Arry,” said the



other watchman, a silvered bulldog of a man, and as one they all ran back
along the alley, Asher thinking, What the hell will I do if the victim is alive but
infected? What the hell can I say?

The door still stood open. A fat man, balding, with a publican’s apron
around his waist was just moving to close it; the stouter watchman called,
“What ’appened ’ere, Tim? This gennelman says as ’ow ’Arry was attacked

b

Tim the publican’s heavy-browed face creased in a frown. ‘They took him
away.’ Sharp little blue eyes studied Asher and he added, “You want to come
on round the corner to my place, guv, an’ have a sit-down. You look done up
like a kipper.’

‘Who took him?’ Asher leaned suddenly against the wall, trembling in a
wash of fatigue.

The publican’s frown deepened and he put a steadying hand under Asher’s
arm. ‘Dunno, sir. Looked like a plainclothes ’tec ter me. Skinny little feller.
I’d just tied a towel round ’Arry’s conk — bleedin’ like a pig, ’e was — an’ the
feller says, “I’ll take him. Cut along and get some water, ’fore we have every
cat in the neighborhood lappin’ at the blood.” That’s where I was off to now,
and to get word to Weekes who owns the shop here.’

‘He’s right about the blood,” agreed the Indian. ‘You take the gentleman
inside, Tim, I’ll get that water and send off to Weekes.’

Asher was led off down the alley to the back door of the Wolf and Child
(which, he reflected, had no business still pouring out brandy at this hour of
the night). He glanced back, his heart hammering, and he saw that, yes, the
wet, black brick of the wall opposite the warehouse door glistened with a dark
smear of blood. More blood was dribbled on the pavement where Harry the
watchman had fallen.

I have to find him. Find where he was taken. If the creature too was
wounded, and its blood found its way into Harry’s open flesh, in a few days
he’ll begin to change ...

The Indian guard emerged from Harry the watchman’s door with a bucket
of water, and doused the blood in a soapy torrent.

When Asher returned to the place on the following morning, slightly light-
headed and shaky from the fatigue of the night before, and inquired of Mr
Weekes — the owner of the silk warehouse Harry had watched — the shop
owner had no idea to which hospital Harry had been taken. Nor had Tim the
publican, just washing down the front steps of the Wolf and Child and
readying to start the day’s business, after seeing Asher back to his room in
Grafton Place the previous night. ‘No, he’s got no family here in town.” The



fat man shook his balding head. ‘Lives in lodgin’s somewhere in Camden
Town, I think ... No, I never did hear the name of his landlady. Not that it
sounds like she’d care tuppence if he was brought back home cut to pieces in
asack ...’

‘If you do hear of where he might be found—’ Asher handed the man his
card, containing his Oxford address — ‘please telegraph me here at once. I
have reason to believe that the man who attacked Harry suffered from a
contagious disease — spread through blood contact — and it’s imperative that I
at least make sure Harry wasn’t infected.’

Which in its way was the truth. Neither Weekes nor Tim had been
contacted yet by the police, and when Asher inquired at the Holborn Police
Station later in the day he learned that the attack had not been reported.
Though it was now four in the afternoon and he felt as if his bones had been
ground down to the snapping point with weariness, Asher made his way to the
Foreign Office.

Langham, to whom he’d reported in his days of mapmaking and rumor-
sniffing in the Balkans in the 1880s, was delighted to see him. He clucked
worriedly over his haggard appearance (‘They told me you’d dashed nearly
gone to join the choir invisible in Paris, old fellow — Stewart’s an idiot for
saying you should be passed as fit for a listening post ...”), and poured out for
him some indifferent sherry from a cache in the bottom of his office
bookcase. He listened to Asher’s carefully-tailored account of the events of
the previous evening: that there had been an attack in the service alley behind
the Wolf and Child in Chalton Street, that Asher had heard repeated rumors of
German plans to spread an infectious disease in London, that he had reasons
to suspect that the man attacked — Henry Gower — had been so infected.

‘The men who work in the same street tell me that someone came, almost
at once, and took Gower away, presumably to hospital.” Asher sipped his
sherry — it didn’t help in the least. The thought of trying to deal with the train
back to Oxford that night filled him with sickened dismay. ‘But it turns out
that as of this morning, neither Weekes — Gower’s employer — nor any of the
witnesses were contacted by the police, and no report was filed. Yet we must
find Gower, and more than anything else we must find the — man — who is
potentially spreading the disease.’

‘And what are the symptoms of this disease?” Langham spoke calmly, but
his weak blue eyes were fixed on Asher’s face.

Asher felt himself go perfectly cold, with a chill that had nothing to do with
the onset of fever.

‘High fever,” he replied promptly. ‘Rash and virulent irritation, especially
around the mouth. What appears to be bruising of the capillaries of the face.’



Keeping his face bland, he observed that his former boss was watching him
closely, with an expression of studied nonchalance.

He knows about it already.

‘Hm.” Langham folded his ladylike hands. ‘I’'ll get a report out to the
hospitals, of course ... and thank you for reporting this, old man. I’m sure it’s
nothing — some men are being sent home from the Front with quite gruesome
cases of shell shock lately — but would it be asking too much for you to write
up a report when you get back home? You are going up to Oxford this
evening, are you not? That’s good,” he added, when Asher nodded as if the
matter were a foregone conclusion. “You look like the very devil, old man. By
all means, go to bed and stay there ... And don’t worry.” He permitted himself
a secret, and slightly patronizing, little smile. “Think no more about it. The
matter is in hand.’

Asher felt the hair prickle on the nape of his neck.

‘I’'m glad to hear it, sir.” He smiled, rose, donned his hat — it took all his
remaining strength to do so — and got out of the office, and the building, as
casually as he could.

And kept an eye out behind him, all the way to Paddington Station.



THREE

“Well, thank God Jerry’s taking a breather anyway.’ Captain Niles Calvert
dunked his hands in the tepid wash water and chivalrously handed Lydia the
only dry towel in the wash corner behind the surgical tent. ‘We can get some
of this lot mopped up ... God, I hate doing surgery under lights.’

‘I keep wondering what we’d do if the generator went out.” Lydia carefully
removed her spectacles to wipe the bridge of her nose. Rice-powder was
another thing she’d given up when she’d signed her contract with the Army,
and without it she felt like a schoolgirl: a blinky-blind, goggle-eyed golliwog
(as the other girls at Madame Chappedelaine’s had called her), a carrot-topped
skinnybones with a nose like a parrot. On the other hand, it was very nice to
see the faces of the men she worked with, to say nothing of not falling into
shell-holes.

‘And what I keep wonderin’,” put in Captain Horatio Burke, straightening
his own glasses, ‘is how I can be sweatin’ when I’'m freezin’ half to death.’
Like Lydia, prior to the war the lumbering, grizzle-haired surgeon had had far
more experience with the academic side of medicine, and after a long day of
work on men deemed critical — but not violently urgent as yesterday’s had
been — his features sagged with fatigue.

‘Different set of glands,” Lydia replied promptly. ‘It’s part of the fight or
flight reaction.’

“You mean it’s to do wi’ why I don’t run outen here screamin’? Aye?’ he
added, as a tall figure appeared in the darkness of the tent doorway.

‘Message for Dr Asher.” The young man carried a hooded lantern, and by
its upside-down glow, and the reflected glare from the surgical tent where the
orderlies were cleaning up, Lydia automatically noted the square-jawed
earnestness of his features, the brilliantined sleekness of his dark hair and the
freshness of his uniform. From Headquarters ...

Her heart turned over in her chest.

Oh God, Jamie ...

Or Miranda ...

Her hand shook as she took the note.



It was Don Simon Ysidro’s handwriting. I have found those who have seen
the woman.

She raised her eyes in startled alarm to the face of the messenger — he was
taller even than Jamie’s six-foot height — and he merely said in the plumiest of
aristocratic accents, ‘If you’d come with me, please, Doctor Asher.’

Don Simon was sitting in a staff-car some twenty feet from the lights of the
camp. The young officer — he wore a captain’s uniform but God only knew if
he was entitled to it — helped Lydia into the vehicle, saluted the vampire and
retreated. Lydia could see his broad-shouldered, slim-hipped figure
silhouetted between the car and the soft glow within the nearest tents.

It was a still night. The only shelling was miles away, around Vimy,
Captain Calvert had said. Shadows moved within the tents as the nursing
sisters saw to their charges. When the night wind stirred it brought the stink
from the incinerators where the orderlies were burning amputated limbs.

‘Is that young man actually in the Army at all?’ Lydia asked, and there was
a whisper of amusement in Ysidro’s usually expressionless voice as he
replied.

‘Dios, no. John — Captain Palfrey — resigned his commission in the First
Dragoons last November, under the impression he was being recruited by a
branch of the Secret Service so secret that not even the rest of the Department
was aware of it — a hoax which has been embarrassingly easy to maintain.
Spare me any expression of indignation on his behalf, Mistress: I have
certainly saved that young man’s life thereby and most assuredly the lives of
at least a quarter of the men who might have found themselves under his
command. He is a deplorable soldier. Will you come with me, and speak to
those who have had converse with this seeker of the Undead among the
Dead?’

‘Converse?’

‘After a fashion.” The glimmer of lights from the camp had lit the cloud of
Lydia’s breath when she spoke; no such vapor proceeded from the vampire’s
lips. ‘Seeing them, she called out to them, but any vampire in his senses is
wary of overtures from the living. They seldom end well. Will you come?’

‘It will take me about half an hour to finish with the fluoroscope room. And
I’ll need to find something to tell the matron—’

‘John will deal with that. Get a stouter cloak. *Tis cold where we’re going,
and wet.’

Lydia guessed what he meant, and shivered. Under Captain Palfrey’s
respectful escort, she swabbed and tidied the x-ray table and made sure the
fluoroscope was disconnected and that her own protective garb was laid out
where she could find it on the morrow. The lecturers at Oxford’s Radcliffe



Infirmary had been fairly blithe when demonstrating this new miracle
equipment, but Lydia’s own researches — including at least one article in an
American medical journal — had prompted her to encumber her machine with
lead shielding (which made it difficult to maneuver and maddening to move)
and herself with a lead apron and gloves. Major Overstreet — who handled the
most serious cases — would snarl at her for taking too long, when a soldier’s
life was at risk on his table, but Lydia was convinced that the dangers of
exposure to Rontgen rays were not imaginary.

It was nearly eight o’clock, and pitch-dark, when she finally returned to the
staff-car. It made a lurching turn and set off eastward; a moment later the
hooded headlamps splashed across the stones of the bridge that crossed the
Lys River. After that Lydia could see nothing beyond the ruts of the road,
water gleaming in potholes, and the occasional gleam in the eyes of a rat.

Most days, one could smell the trenches from the ruins of Pont-Sainte-
Félicité, no mean feat, Lydia was aware, considering the olfactory
competition from the camp itself. In time the car stopped, and Don Simon
stepped down, helping Lydia after him with a gray-gloved hand. Through a
break in the clouds the gibbous moon showed her a tortured landscape of
what had been, up until last year, some of the most fertile farmland in Europe.
Now it was a wasteland of mud, standing water and shell-holes, slashed
across and across with trenches, deadly with tangles of barbed wire. Cold as it
was, the stench was terrible. From the muffled sounds around them, Lydia
guessed these former German trenches were in use now as Allied reserve
trenches, with the front-line trenches and no man’s land a few hundred yards
further to the east. Ysidro steadied her down a ladder into the maze of
communication trenches that connected the reserves with the firing trench: far
safer, but hideous with icy water just beneath the half-submerged duckboards.
The hands of corpses projected from the mud walls. Once she saw a skull
face, flesh entirely eaten away by rats. The rats themselves were a constant
scuttering movement, amid a broken debris of battered helmets (both German
and British), rusting tins and broken entrenching tools that littered the
shadows.

Her companion, with his courtly manners, was a vampire. A creature from
horror tales.

This was nightmare.

‘Ah.” A deep voice spoke from the darkness ‘C’est la belle rousse qui
patrouille dans le camp.’ A lantern-slide was cracked. Lydia made out, in the
black angle of the communication trench, the two men she’d seen last night
who’d been talking in the ruined village to the woman in black. The taller,
fairer man bent and kissed her hand, and even through her glove his lips were



warm on her frozen fingers. He’s fed. Lydia knew it had been on some poor
soldier who was dying in any case — quite possibly a German, whom she
knew she was supposed to want dead (Or why else are you here?).

I shouldn’t have anything to do with these people. Any of them ...

With the preternatural quickness of perception that many vampires
possessed, the fair man must have read her thoughts in her face, because when
she looked back up she saw understanding in his dark eyes, and pity for the
dilemma in her heart.

“We have asked ourselves, my friends and I, what it is that you seek with
your lantern each night.” His French lilted with an Italian intonation — Jamie
would tell me exactly what part of Italy he comes from. ‘It is this woman,
then? This dark-haired nurse—’

‘She’s a nurse?’

His nose wrinkled in half-comic distaste. ‘She smells of carbolic and
vinegar, Madame. Her dark cloak covered her dress, but the greatcoat she had
underneath it was brown.’

‘She could have borrowed it,” put in the slim dark youth behind his
shoulder, whose face reminded Lydia of the statue of the degenerate Roman
Emperor Heliogabalus in the Capitoline Museum of Rome. ‘Or stolen it. Or
bought it from that slippery English clerk at Pont-Sainte-Félicité ...’

‘And in fact,” agreed Lydia, taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, ‘I
can’t see what other woman would be wandering about so close to the front
lines.’

“Ten thousand pardons.’ Ysidro bowed. ‘Madame Doctor Asher, may I beg
the favor of presenting to you Antonio Pentangeli, of the Most Serene
Republic of Venice? And this is Basilio Occhipinti.’

‘Madama,” murmured the dark vampire, and Antonio bowed again.

‘T kiss your hands and feet, beautiful lady. As for this dark-haired nurse,
wherever she acquired her greatcoat, she called out to me in French, saying, I
would speak to you. And when we said nothing — Basilio and I — she called
again, You have nothing to fear. But I need to speak with those who hunt the
night. I have a proposition, a partnership, to offer you.’

Lydia said, ‘Drat it.’

‘Do not distress yourself, dear lady. Neither Basilio nor I — nor, I think, any
of us who hunt the night in this appalling place — are so foolish as to think that
such an offer from the living means anything but their desire to lure us into
imprisonment and servitude. Don Simon will have spoken to you of the game
of fox and geese that children play — and at which he himself cheats like a
Greek — and it is true that it resembles the relations between the Living and



the Dead. We — like the fox — have the power to easily kill any goose. But let
the geese organize themselves to surround us, and it is we who die.’

‘Not all of your brethren,’ returned Lydia, ‘have the wisdom to realize it.’

‘“What can the living offer us?’ Antonio Pentangeli spread his hands. Like
most vampires he extended his mental powers of illusion so that Lydia had to
look very carefully in order to notice his claws and fangs, and the fact that he
did not breathe. ‘The moment the shooting began, both sides lost their power
over us: the power to give us what we crave. They are like nursemaids trying
to bribe a child with a peppermint, when that child stands knee-deep in a pile
of sweets.’

‘Was that all she said?’ asked Lydia after a moment. ‘Just that? A
proposition — a partnership?’

“Twas all we lingered to hear.’

“Where was this? And what time?’

‘Between midnight and morning. The moon was on the wane, and rose late
— two nights before the battle started at Neuve Chapelle. This was south of
here, near — what is the name of that village, Basilio? Haut-le-Bois?’

The slender vampire nodded, and after a moment, added, in a much thicker
accent than his friend’s, ‘She spoke good French, nearly as good as your own,
Madama. Yet with some accent.’

‘Could you tell what sort?’

He shook his head. And indeed, reflected Lydia, one had to be very fluent
indeed in a language to be able to tell whether a speaker had an accent, and
where it might be from. (Damn Jamie ... HE could probably do it ...)

“Would you do this for me?’ Lydia raised her eyes to Antonio Pentangeli’s
face. A predator, she thought, her heart pounding. Who knows how many
people he killed in Venice, since he himself was killed by its Master, and
brought into the world of the Undead? ‘If you hear of this woman again — if
you meet others who have been propositioned by her — might I beg it as a
favor, that you tell Don Simon about it?’

By Basilio Occhipinti’s grimace he found the idea of taking such trouble
grotesque — like her Aunt Lavinnia would look, if one of the scullery maids
asked her to pass along love notes to the butcher’s boy. But Antonio nodded,
his dark eyes grave. ‘I will, bella donna.’

‘Antonio!’

“Think, dear heart.” The taller vampire laid his palm to Basilio’s cheek, but
his eyes, Lydia observed in the lantern-light, were flat and cold, doll-like as a
shark’s. “Whoever she is, the little nurse, she has some scheme in mind and
we know not what it is. Whoever she finds to help her, it will be someone



who wants something that isn’t blood. We don’t know what sort of bargain
will be made.’

He bent again over Lydia’s hand. “We shall keep our ears to the ground,
Madame, like cowboys in an American dime novel, and will send you word
of what we hear.’

Then they were gone.

They seemed to melt into the shadows, but Lydia was prosaically aware that
in fact one or the other of them had simply used the same psychic aura that
older vampires developed, to make her not notice them walking off down the
communications trench, or scrambling inelegantly up its wall. Jamie
practiced, diligently, keeping his mind focused when he was in the presence
of the Undead, and could sometimes see them move. Lydia knew she should
have done so also but had been simply too exhausted. In any case she knew
Don Simon would not permit harm to befall her.

Nevertheless she trembled as the Spanish vampire led her back along the
trench in the direction of the motorcar, her head aching and her heart beating
fast. They were vampires. Charming and polite and well-dressed ...

She recalled again the warmth of Antonio’s lips on her hand. Stolen
warmth. Stolen life.

Creatures of evil ...

Yesterday she’d received a letter from her Uncle Richard, which had
mentioned in passing (after lamentations about the difficulty in obtaining
coffee and petrol) that two of the footmen who had enlisted last September —
men whom Lydia had known since childhood — had been killed at Festubert.
A third — Ned — had been returned, blind and crippled, to his family, who
would have to support him for the remainder of his life.

So where lies the greater evil? She didn’t know.

A thousand tales and warnings about supping with the Devil flooded to her
tired mind, but she honestly couldn’t think of any way of quickly tracking this
other night-prowling nurse who had a proposition, a partnership, to offer the
Undead ...

And when she stumbled, there was Simon’s hand — cold as marble through
his glove and the sleeves of her coat and frock — supporting her arm.

Simon, whom Jamie had sworn he would kill, along with every other
vampire who crossed his path ...

He stopped, swung around. ‘What’s—’

A man flung himself down on them from the top of the trench. Lydia had
an impression of uniform, but his head was bare. He was without rifle or
pack, clutching a bayonet like a dagger. He slashed at her, seized her arm to



drag her into the blow. She saw the gleam of reflective eyes, gasped at the
fishy stench of him as Simon yanked the man away from her, tried to twist the
weapon from his hand. Instead the soldier pulled his arm free of the vampire’s
grip — the grip that Lydia had seen bend steel — and flung Simon against the
wall of the trench as if he’d been a child.

Lydia ran, stumbling in icy water and broken duckboards — There has to be
a ladder somewhere ...

But the soldier was fast. Hands gripped her waist, the reek of him clogged
her throat; as she tried to wrench free she glimpsed the slimy glister of a
fanged, deformed mouth gaping to bite. Then the man jerked, head falling
forward, and Lydia yanked free as the filthy stink of her attacker’s flesh was
drowned in the sharp stench of splattering blood. Ysidro raised the
entrenching-tool with which he’d struck the soldier’s neck for another blow.

She sprang clear as Simon chopped down again with the metal blade, but
soldier was still trying to rise, still trying to come at her. The third blow
severed the head.

The body continued to crawl.

Methodically, Simon chopped with the pointed end of the tool into the
spine — with all the horrific force of a vampire’s preternatural strength —
severing it, Lydia estimated, just below the first thoracic, and again below the
first lumbar, vertebrae. The arms and legs were still moving as Simon caught
her hand and dragged her along the trench. He kept firm hold of the bloodied
entrenching-tool.

There might be others.

She knew from experience that they hunted in packs.



FOUR

‘It was a yao-kuei, wasn’t it?’ Lydia whispered the name by which she’d first
seen the revenants, three years previously in Peking. She pulled her tent-mate
Nurse Danvers’s greatcoat more tightly around her nightdress and dressing
gown. Despite the small oil-stove beside which she sat, the tent was freezing.
‘Jamie says draugar is the Icelandic word for creatures like that.’

‘James would know such matters.” Don Simon brought her another cup of
cocoa, as he had last night. There were times that Lydia felt the whole
clearing station lived on cocoa.

Nurse Danvers had been coming off her rounds when Lydia returned, had
helped her wash off all trace of her attacker’s blood and had reaffirmed that
Lydia had no cuts or scratches through which that blood could possibly have
entered her system. The moment she’d finished this chore she had
inexplicably (to her, at least) sunk down, fully dressed, on her own cot and
dropped into Sleeping-Beauty-like slumber. Lydia had just been tucking a
blanket over her when Don Simon had appeared, silently, at her side.

‘I find it distressing,” the vampire went on, ‘that the Scandinavians would
require a word for, as you say, “creatures like that”. Yet neither Antonio nor
Basilio — nor indeed, any of the Undead to whom I have spoken, on either
side of No Man’s Land — have mentioned seeing these Others.’

Lydia set the cup on the tent’s wooden floor beside her cot, frowning.
“You’re right.” A moment before, her revulsion at the thing that had attacked
her, had consumed her — the deeper terror that she might somehow have been
infected by the revenant’s blood, that her own body might distort into a
misshapen horror while her mind disappeared into the collective semi-
consciousness of the brutes . Now that revulsion vanished before the puzzle of
where this particular revenant had come from.

‘I haven’t heard the men in the wards speak of them, either,” she added.
‘And they do speak of the vampires.’

She frowned, remembering poor Brodie (He goes to hospital in Calais
tomorrow, I’ll have to bid him good luck before he leaves ...). She glanced
across at Don Simon, warming his thin hands before the stove. She assumed
he’d also examined his own flesh for any possibility of transfer of blood, in



the three-quarters of an hour since he’d set her down outside the dim lights of
the camp. Did he make poor Captain Palfrey check his back? How did he
explain matters to that well-meaning young man?

She wondered if Palfrey could see, as she did, the glassy claws that the
vampire state caused to grow in place of the fingernails. If Simon had used
the psychic skill of the Undead to block from the young man’s mind the huge
scars that crossed the left side of his face and neck, where the talons of the
Master vampire of Constantinople had raked him in a struggle, five years
before, to save Lydia’s life.

She herself couldn’t always see them.

She went on, ‘My assistant, Mr Dermott, tells me some of the men say
they’ve seen a ghost ambulance-wagon, or ghost stretcher-bearers ...’

“That’s Antonio and Basilio.” Don Simon’s slight gesture was a dismissal.
“They often hunt in an ambulance-wagon.’

Lydia turned her face away, for a moment too shaken to speak. Tears
flooded her eyes in spite of the fact that she knew, as he had said, that they
preyed only on those dying already ...

I should hate them all. I should hate HIM.

Don Simon watched her face without expression, a pale shape in the dark
of the tent.

How can he be both things to me? Both friend and monster?

She was well aware how meticulously careful he was, never to let her or
Jamie see him kill. And it works, she thought despairingly. If we don’t SEE it,
part of our minds can pretend it isn’t happening.

Good heavens, maybe we DID see something of the kind and he made us
forget it. Can he DO that?

She wouldn’t put it past him.

She tasted over on her tongue the words, trying them out. I don’t want your
protection. I don’t want you watching over me. I want you to go away.

She guessed that he wouldn’t. I'll just never see him at it again ... or
maybe now and then, a glimpse from the corner of my eye ... “We need to go
back there.” She looked back at him once again in the dim glow of the stove.
‘Now, before first light destroys its flesh. Jamie says sunlight doesn’t burn
them as quickly as it does vampires, but it will crumble their flesh and their
bones to dust. Is that true?’

‘It is, Mistress.’

‘Then I need one to study. The blood on my frock is too mixed up with
mud to examine clearly, even with Major Overstreet’s microscope. And I
should talk to men in that part of the trenches.” She opened her locker at the
foot of her bunk and brought out her spare uniform (I’ll need to talk to



Storeman Pratt tomorrow about another one — I am NOT putting the bloodied
one on again no matter HOW many times it’s boiled!). ‘Someone else must
have seen it. We can at least get some idea of what direction it was coming
from. Or, if it was German ... Even if there were others with it, they’ll have
moved on by this time ...’

‘It shall be as you command.’

He vanished — or seemed to vanish, momentarily blocking her perception
of his movement. Shuddering in the cold, Lydia dressed herself again quickly
(And God bless the woman who invented the brassiere!) and gathered up the
bloodied, mud-slathered garments in an old pillowcase. Handling them
gingerly, she took a few minutes to cut swatches from the least-contaminated
bloodstains, which she stowed in a candy tin at the bottom of her locker. By
the time she checked her watch and buttoned on Danvers’s borrowed
greatcoat, and slipped from the tent with the incinerator-bound pillowcase
clutched at arms-length in one hand, it was quarter past two.

Lydia recognized — vaguely — the place where the staff-car lurched to a stop.
The damp night, though windless, was very cold, the far-off crashing of the
guns to the north like metallic thunder. The effects of the cocoa were wearing
off and Lydia felt tired to death and chilled to the marrow of her bones. She
leaned forward to the front seat to glimpse Captain Palfrey’s wristwatch — her
own was the old-fashioned kind, pinned to her breast under a layer of
greatcoat — and saw that it was past three.

‘Will you be all right?’ she whispered to Don Simon. First light would be in
two hours. She estimated it was nearly two muddy, slogging miles from
where they halted — in a welter of shell-holes and barbed wire — to the
communication trench where they had been attacked.

‘John has orders to return you safely to the clearing station, should
circumstances separate me from you.” He took her hand in his own gloved
one and led her toward the remains of the reserve trench, the glow of the
shuttered lantern he carried swinging again across the glisten of mud,
shattered steel and the red spark of rat eyes in the dark. As they descended the
ladder once again she hoped Simon’s sense of smell was more discerning than
her own in the quagmire of stench: rotting flesh, old blood, cordite, feces,
smoke ... A whole pack of revenants could be just around the bend of the
trench and I’d never smell them.

The communications trenches were dug in a series of angles to protect
against blast, resulting in the sense of being trapped in a wet, filthy labyrinth.
On the walls of the trench boards had been roughly fastened, arrows drawn in
chalk or paint with directions written above: 1st Scots, 2nd Lancs, or, simply



and more prosaically, Rear. Bogs ... Without them, Lydia couldn’t imagine
how anyone could traverse this maze of head-high walls, zigzagged defiles
and caved-in dugouts.

She found herself clinging to Don Simon’s hand.

‘Did you see his uniform?’ she asked. “Whether he was British or German?
If these things are multiplying in the German trenches ...’

‘I would have heard,’ returned the vampire. ‘Many of us haunt both sides of
the lines. In any event, what use would such creatures be? Unless their minds
could be directed and controlled the danger would be too great. No general in
his senses would take such risk.’

‘But that may be why this woman — this dark-haired nurse — is seeking a
vampire, don’t you see?’ Lydia glanced quickly across into her companion’s
face. “You’ve said — many times — that a vampire can govern the actions of a
living mind. Can summon at will those whose eyes he has looked into, can ...
can even sometimes put himself literally into another’s mind, if his victim is
drugged, or insane. They’re seeking a vampire ...’

“Then they are fools,’ returned Don Simon calmly. ‘An old vampire, whose
strength has waxed with time and who has been taught to manipulate the
minds of the living, perhaps. A master vampire, or someone like Antonio,
whose master instructed him in these ancient skills ... Not all masters trust
their fledglings to that extent. And so old a vampire will have doubtless
learned not to put faith in the living — leaving aside the fact that no vampire,
of any age, cares the purchase of a button about the wars of the living. We do
not care, Mistress. As Antonio told you earlier tonight: we do not care. Not
about our homelands, not about our families, not about those whom we loved
in life. Nothing exists for us but the hunt. We know any other ties to be
dangerous, and ties to the living, most dangerous of all.’

He paused for an instant where the communications trench in which they
now picked their way branched, then turned right (Welches, said the sign), his
strength helping Lydia find her feet where the duckboards were broken and
the icy, filthy water soaked through her shoes.

‘The Master of Prague, where these things have long bred, and the Master
of Peking, have both affirmed to me, that even the strongest master vampire
has no dominion over the minds of these things. If this nurse you have seen—
Carajo!’ He flinched at the sudden, earth-shaking thunder of an explosion that
sounded nearly on top of them. Orange glare filled the sky. Another roar
followed, and the splattering of torn-up earth, followed by the shouting and
cursing of men.

‘We’re almost there!” Lydia seized Don Simon’s hand again, her heart in
her throat but her mind still calculating: That shell was at least a hundred



yards away ...

Around the corner ahead ...

She snatched the lantern from his hand and slammed back the slide — no
further need of precaution against snipers, not with what sounded like a full-
on barrage starting — and ran, digging in her pocket for the rolled-up empty
sandbags she’d brought to carry her prize. The ground jerked and the
duckboards underfoot suddenly erupted with fleeing rats, swarming from their
holes and pouring in a gray river up the side of the trench, as if the Pied Piper
had blown his horn somewhere in the hellish cacophony of the darkness. If
there’s a push on I’ll lose this thing, or it’ll be buried in a barrage ...

She heard Don Simon swear in Spanish behind her, and a shell went
overhead with a noise like an oncoming train.

Am I being intrepid or stupid?

Her heart in her throat, not giving herself time to think, Lydia whipped
around the angle of the trench and her lantern-light fell on the huddled black
mass of the revenant, and a smaller form leant over it. A woman.

Lydia stumbled to a halt. A shuttered lantern stood near the revenant’s
severed head, and by its dim light Lydia saw the woman bend over the hacked
and bloody body, doing something she couldn’t see. As the figure raised its
face, she had a momentary vision of a heart-shaped countenance framed in
pulled-back dark hair, a rich mouth twisted in resolution and shock. The
gleam of a silver cross, dangling around her neck.

Something else by the lantern, a satchel ...

Another explosion shook the ground, closer this time, and the woman
grabbed for something in her pocket. Don Simon’s hand closed on Lydia’s
elbow and Lydia was dragged back around the protective angle of the trench.
She saw the woman rise from beside the corpse — it was still aimlessly
clawing around it with one hand — and flee down the trench, turning to throw
something ...

Don Simon yanked Lydia along the trench, and she realized what the other
woman had flung instants before they ducked around the next angle and the
massive shock wave of noise, oily heat and flying debris almost knocked her
off her feet. Grenade ...

Men surged, shouting, out of another communications trench, as the
barrage intensified over their heads. Yells of ‘Get out of it, boys!” mingled
with the screaming whistles of officers and bellowed commands to re-form
ranks. Don Simon’s arm circled Lydia’s waist and he dragged her along,
slithering expertly through the struggling bodies. He froze as a shell howled
overhead and pulled her back, judging the sound of it, Lydia thought ... And
sure enough, some dozen yards ahead of them the crash of its explosion made



her head reverberate, and dirt and mud splattered her as the trenches caved in
under the blow.

The noise hurt her bones, and the mud splattered on her glasses made it
nearly impossible to see. Men formed up around them again into ranks, which
flowed through the communications trenches, Don Simon swimming against
the tide. They came into a clear space of trench, the walls broken into craters
by shells and the duckboards shattered underfoot. Men clattered past them,
bearers carrying rolled-up blankets or the new-style litters, feet sinking — as
Lydia’s sank — into bottomless mud. Twice she stumbled, and glancing down
saw she’d tripped over corpses. But every new explosion filled the air above
the trenches with flying shrapnel and splattering bits of red-hot metal — I hope
Captain Palfrey has taken cover somewhere ...

He evidently had. His hands reached down from the trench-ladder as Lydia
was helped up out of the darkness, and it was he who half-guided, half-carried
her toward the road down which men were already rushing toward the
trenches, to re-enforce the existing troops against the German ‘push’ that
everybody knew was going to come the moment it was light.

I have to get back to the clearing station. The wounded are going to be
pouring in any minute ...

‘I’m afraid the car was commandeered, M’am,’ gasped Captain Palfrey, as
they stumbled over the broken ground. ‘I got their names, and units. The
colonel’s going to have words to say to their commanding officers—’

‘The colonel?’ Lydia stumbled, and sought in her pockets for some piece of
cloth sufficiently un-soaked to make headway against the muck that smeared
her glasses. The shell-fire was somewhat behind them now, except for the
occasional strays, and men still raced past them, packs clattering, rifles in
hand. Minds focused on what lay ahead.

Four miles back to camp ...

‘Colonel Simon.’

The first threads of daylight had not yet begun to dilute the darkness. Don
Simon presumably knew how long it would take him to get to a secure shelter
— God knows where! Reaction was setting in, and Lydia had to cling to
Palfrey’s arm to keep from falling as they plowed through the wilderness of
mud and old shell-holes, her wet skirts slapping and tangling her feet. Rats
still swarmed. Once the fighting stopped, the creatures would stream back, to
feed on the dead.

Lydia thought she glimpsed, away in the darkness, the pale shape of an
ambulance-wagon jolting, and wondered if it was really an ambulance-wagon
or just Antonio and Basilio.



Passionately, cold and exasperation and despair overwhelming her, Lydia
cried, ‘Don’t you know what he really is?’

Captain Palfrey took both her hands in his — warm and strong, like Jamie’s,
the capable hands of a man who understands horses and guns and tools — and
his blue eyes held a gentle understanding. From his pocket he produced a
clean — clean! — handkerchief, and stood while she took off her glasses and
wiped the lenses.

Then with a little smile he tapped the side of his nose and said, ‘Well,
M’am, it’s all a deep dark secret, of course ... And he’s warned me that all
kinds of the most ridiculous stories are circulated about him. Nursery-tale
stuff you’d hardly credit, like a combination of Count Dracula and Bluebeard.
But I’ve guessed the truth.” His eyes shone in the first whisper of the coming
dawn. ‘He — and his Department — are probably England’s best hope of
winning the war.’



FIVE

In his tidy back room on Grafton Place, James Asher sat on the end of the bed
and looked down into the narrow yard, glistening under gray morning rain.

And thought about the Others.

Hideous memories, most of them. Shambling figures in the dark of ravines,
in the hills west of Peking. Red eyes gleaming in the tunnels of abandoned
mines.

Lydia sitting on the muddy shore of one of Peking’s artificial lakes, red hair
glinting with the fires that consumed the last of the Peking hive, weeping ...

Miraculously unhurt.

He’d known she was walking back into danger, just a little over two years
later — back in November, four months ago, now. He’d said goodbye to her,
his first full day on his feet after recovery from pneumonia. He’d gone to the
train station with her, the sixth of November, the gray mists that drifted over
the station platform still smelling ominously of leftover gun-powder from
Bonfire Night. Lydia in her VAD uniform: the single small trunk beside her
wouldn’t even have contained her cosmetics before the war. After the porter
took it away she’d clung to him, gawky and thin and stork-like, her cheek
pressed to his (she had carefully removed her spectacles, as she always did
before they embraced). Wordless.

He knew she might never come back from the fighting. Seventeen years on
Her Majesty’s Secret Service — and another decade and a half of following
newspapers and reports — had made him sickeningly aware of what waited at
the Front: machine guns, artillery that could kill at a distance of miles. And
the White Horseman, Pestilence, more terrible than either.

Danger from the revenants, whom they had last seen in Peking, had been
the farthest thing from his mind.

Looking back at their parting he couldn’t believe he’d been that naive. Of
course some government was going to hear about them sooner or later.

Of course they’ll try to make them into a weapon of war.

His studies had unearthed almost as many examples of similar beings in
folklore as the study of vampires did: draugar, haugbui, the Celtic neamh
mairbh. African and Caribbean zombies. Greek vrykolak, Chinese hungry



ghosts, the barrow wights of ancient English legend. Things that came
staggering out of their graves to feed — insatiably. The vampires of Prague,
Don Simon Ysidro had told him, had been trying for centuries to get rid of
them, to no avail.

And now one of them was in London.

Mrs Taylor — who rented out rooms in this tall, narrow house near Euston
Station — had brought him up tea and bread and butter, rather to his surprise
and unasked (‘I seen yesterday as you was poorly, sir ...”). He had spent
nearly eighteen hours, since he had returned from his abortive visit to the
Foreign Office yesterday afternoon, lying on the bed looking at the ceiling
wondering if this was any of his business or not. He ate without much
appetite, though he no longer felt feverish. Only deeply fatigued.

What he most wanted to do was pack up his slender belongings, take a cab
(if he could find such a thing) to Paddington Station and be in Oxford tonight,
playing hide-and-seek with Miranda and deciphering Lydia’s latest letter from
the Front.

What he would do instead, he already knew, was send another telegram to
Mrs Grimes, and then go to the Wolf and Child on Chalton Street, to talk to
publican Tim.

Think no more about it. Langham’s confidential, between-you-and-me
smile. The matter is in hand.

Asher moved his hand toward the now-cold teapot to see if there was
another cup left in it, but instead lay down again. Two years previously, he
had sworn enmity to the vampires of London and had destroyed most of the
London nest ... only to discover that those he had killed were the unreliable
members whom the Master of London wanted to be rid of anyway.

Twelve years prior to that, at the end of the African war, he had tendered
his resignation to the Foreign Office, being unable to put from his mind the
young Boer boy he had killed — a good friend, so far as a spy living under
cover is able to make actual friends — in the line of what the Department
considered duty. Even then he had known that swearing enmity to the
Department would be futile and absurd, though he knew what they were.
When he’d left Langham’s office on that occasion, his chief had shaken his
hand and said — with that confidential little smile — ‘Au revoir.” The words had
been deliberately chosen. Nothing about Langham was accidental. Until we
meet again.

Think no more about it ...

Go back to Oxford and shout ‘A plague on both your houses!’ from the
window of the departing train.



A revenant was hunting in London. It was only a matter of time before the
infection began to spread uncontrollably.

A knock like a siege engine hammered the door. ‘Mr Asher, sir,” trumpeted
young Ginny Taylor’s adenoidal voice in the hall. “There’s a lady come t’ see
you.’

Asher levered himself from the bed, astonished at how much energy this
took, and slid into his jacket. ‘Thank you, Ginny,’ he said to the girl —
fourteen, clean-scrubbed, with a face that reminded him of the roan cob that
used to pull his father’s gig — as he stepped out into the corridor. ‘Please tell

her I’ll be right down.’

‘Professor Asher!” Josetta Beyerly sprang to her feet from the threadbare chair
in the parlor window, strode across to grip both his hands. ‘I didn’t mean for
them to drag you down here—’

“This is a respectable house,’ replied Asher gravely. ‘As Mrs Taylor would
no doubt have told you if you’d even thought about suggesting the possibility
of coming up to a gentleman’s room. I take it Mrs Grimes telegraphed you
with her conviction that I’d taken ill again?’

‘Why “good society” leaps to the automatic conclusion that every
interaction between a woman and a man is of necessity immodest—’ began
the young woman indignantly; then she caught herself, and shook her head.
‘It’s all of a piece,” she sighed. ‘A way of making women their own jailers ...
And yes,” she added, with her beautiful smile. ‘Mrs Grimes wired me last
night. Please.” She drew him back to the chairs by the window. ‘Sit down,
Professor ... Are you all right?’

Bright brown eyes looked across into his as he took the seat opposite. Even
in the blue-and-white uniform of a volunteer at First London General
Hospital, she wore a little rosette of purple, green and beige ribbons that
marked her as a suffragette (And I’ll bet she fights every day with the ward
sister about it ...). He smiled a little, pleased by her stubborn adherence to a
cause that many women had set aside at the start of the war because we must
all stick together ...

Strident though she was about her politics, Josetta had been Lydia’s close
friend since 1898, the year his wife had spent at a select finishing school for
girls in Switzerland, where Josetta, five years the elder, had been the English
mistress. And Josetta had been the gawky, bookish young heiress’s only
friend. Eighteen months later in England, it was Josetta who had secretly
coached Lydia through the examination to get her accepted to Somerville
College — an acceptance which had resulted in Lydia being disowned by her
outraged father. A small legacy had enabled the one-time English mistress to



remain in England, where she took day pupils in French and music to make
ends meet, and now, at thirty-seven, she was active in a dozen causes, from
votes for women, Irish independence and settlement houses to ‘rational
dress’, the elimination of the House of Lords, and vegetarianism.

‘I’m quite well,” Asher reassured her, though her dark brows plunged over
her delicate nose at this. Evidently, he reflected, it was obvious he was lying.
‘I was kept later than I’d planned by meetings, and in fact I was on my way to
the post office to let Mrs Grimes know that I won’t be home today either, nor
probably tomorrow.’

‘Is there anything I can do for you?’ she asked. ‘Do you have board at this
place, or are you eating at one of the frightful cafés hereabouts? Come to
dinner with me at my club, if you’d care to — the menu isn’t much, but at least
it would be an improvement on fried chips and sausage.” She smiled, reached
across to pat his hand, still slim as a girl. ‘Lydia did tell me to look after you.’

“Thank you.” Asher returned her smile, though he suspected that, to earn
even the utilitarian Josetta’s disapprobation, the food on offer at the
Grosvenor Crescent Club must be mediocre indeed. ‘I should like that.’

‘Have you heard from her?’

‘Not since before I left Oxford. But I know the fighting in Flanders has
been heavy, so she may not have had time to write.’

While the former English mistress spoke of her own experiences with the
casualties of the spring’s first great ‘push’, and of her outrage against the
propagandist posters which plastered the hospital (and indeed, two virulent
examples of the genre glared from the wall of the parlor: Women of Britain
say ‘Go!” and Lend your Five Shillings to your Country and Crush the
Germans), his mind sifted her words automatically. ‘... And of course they
don’t know any better. Most of those poor boys haven’t been outside their
own neighborhoods in their lives. The women who’d come into the settlement
houses could give you chapter and verse about each others’ grandfathers and
great-aunts, but would regard Kensington as foreign soil ...’

‘There is something you can do for me,” said Asher, when Josetta finished
her account of procuring books and magazines for the wounded men in
London General. ‘If you would be so kind. Do you still have connections with
the settlement house in Camden Town? I have heard—’ It was a bow drawn at
a venture, but he guessed the query would at least bear some fruit — ‘that
there’s been a ... a mugger, or a slasher, working along the Regent’s Canal. A
man who attacks at night, and who stinks of dirty clothes and fish. It would
help me enormously if you could ask some of the people down at the
settlement house, or people in that neighborhood, if they’ve heard of such a
thug making the rounds.’



Josetta regarded him curiously — like himself, he realized with a smile,
sifting what he said, tallying in her mind what his purpose might be. ‘And
does this have something to do with these “meetings” that are keeping you in
town?’

Though Lydia — Asher was fairly sure — never spoke to anyone of his
former life as one of Her Majesty’s Secret Servants, he guessed also that his
wife’s concerns for him, particularly in the years since he’d become drawn
into the affairs of the vampires, had communicated themselves to her friend.
Josetta may well have developed suspicions that he wasn’t the retiring Oxford
don that he appeared, though God knew what interpretation she’d put on his
comings and goings. Exactly as he would have, had he been recruiting a
political semi-radical for the Department for one of his networks abroad, he
replied, ‘It’s just a matter of personal interest.” With a raised eyebrow and a
look that said, I know perfectly well you’re not fooled, Miss Beyerly.

She returned his secret smile. ‘I’ll see what I can find. Dinner tonight at
seven?’

‘Seven it is.’

The Wolf and Child stood at the corner of Chalton Street and Matilda Court,
three doors from Weekes and Sons, Importers of Fine Silk, where the
unfortunate Harry had been employed. A woman passed Asher in the
doorway of the long, wood-paneled taproom: her electric-blue jacket faded
and four years out of style, with the telltale mark pressed into her left sleeve
by the frame of a sewing machine. The taproom was as quiet today as it had
been the previous morning, with only a couple of neighborhood men
consuming a pint and a laborer’s lunch of bread and cheese. But the lunchers
avoided one another’s eye, and there was worry in the face of the old man
behind the bar as he watched the woman depart. ‘Y’ maun excuse us, sir,” he
said as he fetched the pint of mild that Asher ordered. ‘We’re a bit moithered
just now. Our man didn’t show up to open—’

Asher made a gesture of casual acceptance, though cold stabbed him
behind the breastbone, and the shock worse because it was unattended by
much surprise. ‘I’m in no lather.” He kept his accent rural, Shropshire, as he
had yesterday morning when speaking with Tim ... ‘Hard lines on you, gaffer,
him droppin’ his work on you, though. Must be a chore findin’ help with all
these lads joinin’ up.’

‘Nay, Tim’s not one to scarper, think on. That was his missus just now—’
The old man nodded toward the door. ‘Never come ’ome las’ night, he didn’t,
and poor Masie at her wits’ end over it. *Tis not the same,” he added
worriedly, ‘since the start o’ this war.’



No, thought Asher, laying his three-penny bit on the counter and looking
thoughtfully toward the street, at least in part to conceal the anger that he
knew was in his eyes. No, things are not the same.

He dreamed that night of Pritchard Crowell, a man he hadn’t even thought of
in nearly a decade.

Crowell was something of a legend in the Department. Asher had worked
with him only once. In Mesopotamia in the early nineties they’d scouted out
opposition to Ottoman rule, and put together a network of sleeper agents in
the Caucasus and in the desert country beyond Palmyra. The villagers often
worked for German ‘archaeologists’ who coincidentally searched for their
buried cities along proposed railway routes where troops might later be
moved.

He recalled a wiry small man in his fifties, dark-eyed and dark-haired and
absolutely unobtrusive. A wrinkle-threaded face, a hawk-bill nose and a touch
with picklocks that half the professional burglars in London might have
envied, and a chilly ruthlessness which, at that time, Asher had sought to
make his own. The job, and the job only, existed, and everything else,
including one’s own survival, merely facilitated whatever one had been
ordered to do.

‘We are weapons ...” Asher heard again that low voice — a middle-range
tenor and like everything else about him, expressionless and unremarkable —
against the Mixolydian wail of voices outside the inn at El Deir where they
sat. Even through his dream he smelled the burnt languor of coffee, the stink
of dust, camel dung, harsh tobacco and ras el hanout. ‘If one is in a fight for
one’s life, one wouldn’t thank a knife that turned round in your hand and
asked questions. One does what one has to, my lad, and forgets about it
afterwards ... Clean as you go, and don’t look back.’

This applied, Asher recalled, to the members of one’s own network — one’s
friends among the Bedu or on the Turkish Army supply staffs in
Constantinople. They were warned (‘“When feasible,” Crowell had qualified,
casually) that Higher Purposes might require them to be cut adrift. Asher
remembered the occasion on which Crowell had let the population of an
Armenian village which had sheltered them be massacred by the sultan’s tame
bandits, rather than give them a warning which would have revealed that the
Turkish Army codes had been broken.

One does what one has to ...

The pragmatist in Asher’s soul had admired Crowell’s uncanny expertise in
the sheer craft of spying — of getting into places, of winkling shards of
information from men and women wholly committed to Britain’s enemies. He



always had an astonishing plethora of information at his fingertips, and was
eerily expert at slipping through shadows to escape and bring the ‘goods’,
whatever they were upon any given occasion, back to Langham and the others
at the Department. He was an uncannily brilliant guesser. The patriot in Asher
had striven to emulate what he saw, both the cold virtuosity and the single-
minded loyalty to his Queen. In his dream now, Asher saw him as he’d seen
him in those days: clever, cold, unobtrusive and ruthless.

Forget about it afterwards. Clean as you go.

Someone paused for a moment in the doorway of the little meyhane where
they sat: Asher caught the shadow out of the corner of his eye, and his glance
went to the silver coffee pot on the low table between them to see who it was,
so he would not be seen to turn. The man was gone before Asher made out the
image in the round belly of the polished metal.

But he thought it was Langham.

And just as he woke he thought he smelled the fishy, greasy reek of the
Others, that the visitor had left behind.

Over supper, earlier in the evening, at Miss Beyerly’s club — mutton every
bit as bad as Asher had suspected it would be — Josetta had told him that yes,
she had heard rumor among the laborers who worked nights along Regent’s
Canal, that there was a bludger afoot, mostly in the hours between midnight
and three. So far he’d killed a whore and a seven-year-old pickpocket who’d
been sleeping in a doorway and had, so the story went, eaten some of their
flesh. Hungry Tom, he was called in the neighborhoods, or Tom the Ogre,
though nobody had seen him nor knew whether his name was actually Tom or
something else. The police were claiming that no such person existed.

‘The matter is in hand,” Langham had said, with his sly little secret smile.

Langham wants the thing ‘for King and country’. Asher knew it as he knew
his own name. He may not know precisely what it is. Only that it can be used.

And that its use will redound to his credit.

Looking across the coffee table at Crowell in his dream — though Asher
knew that in fact, after a lifetime of hair-breadth escapes and false rumors of
demise Pritchard Crowell had succumbed to a lucky shot by a Bosnian
merchant’s blunderbuss in 1899 — he thought, Crowell would have put Tim the
publican out of the way.

‘Of course the police would rather that such a person doesn’t exist,” had
sniffed Josetta after dinner, stirring coffee like diesel oil in the old-fashioned
gaslight of one of the club’s small parlors. ‘Both the victims are the sort of
people the government has been pretending for years are criminals who
deserve what they get, or who no longer live in the up-to-date London of the
twentieth century ... Certainly not worth avenging, with the cost of



slaughtering Germans to be thought of. And there are no reliable witnesses

Except Tim, thought Asher, in his dream of Mesopotamia. Tim, who saw the
body of the creature’s most recent victim, in the fog of the alleyway behind the
Wolf and Child.

‘It pays to be tidy,” Crowell was saying to him, emphasizing the point with
one tiny forefinger: he had hands like an eleven-year-old boy. His wrinkled
eyelids puckered. ‘You never know who’s going to talk to whom; what
blithering postman is going to remark to his friend who works in Army
Intelligence some day, “Ach, that man who’s calling himself Martin and
drawing pictures of ships in the harbor, I knew him in Strasbourg three years
ago when he was named Schmidt ...” And then it will be you for the high
jump, my lad, and the whole show we’ve set up here blown to kingdom come.
And nobody would ever associate the disappearance of the local postman with
some traveling artist who’d scarcely even met the man ...’

Clean as you go.

Crowell might be gone, reflected Asher, waking in the darkness of his
rented lodging. But Langham remained.

He turned the dream over in his mind.

And there were a dozen or a hundred fledgling Crowells in the wings,
waiting to take his shape, and continue his business.

After Kkilling his young friend Jan van der Platz, Asher had quit the
Department, when he’d realized that he was one of them.

Then he smelled blood, quite close to him, and knew suddenly he was in
mortal danger.

His eyes flew open to darkness and a cold hand crushed down over his
mouth, almost smothering him, while another had him by the wrist even as he
snatched for the knife under his pillow.

The hand released its grip an instant later and Asher heard a curse of pain,
and knew that his assailant had been burned by the chains of silver he wore.

Vampire ...



SIX

Lydia didn’t even stop at her tent, just went straight on to the fluoroscope
chamber and was setting up the apparatus when Captain Calvert barged in
looking for her. ‘Good, you’ve heard, then— Good God, woman, where’ve
you been?’ was his only comment on her muddy and disheveled state, and he
was out the door and into the surgical tent before she drew breath to reply.
‘Brickwood, I’'m devastated but I’'m going to have to ask you to stay,” his
voice went on as his steps retreated across the tent. ‘Go in and wake up
Danvers, would you? Matron, can you get me ...?’

The tidal wave of wounded didn’t slacken for another thirty-six hours. The
Germans had hit the line hard, over a front of two miles: first came the men
wounded in the preliminary shelling, then the thousands who’d been mowed
down, like standing wheat before a reaper’s scythe, as they’d scrambled up
out of the trench to meet the onrushing line of the enemy. The situation was
not helped when four German shells landed on the village of Pont-Sainte-
Félicité itself, turning the marketplace to rubble and killing two orderlies.
Colonel St-Vire wired furiously up and down the line for more surgeons,
more nurses and more orderlies, and later Thursday morning Lydia found
herself administering chloroform at the tables of surgeons she’d never seen
before, Captain Glover from the First Lancashire and Captain Bryce-
Bayington who looked young enough to be one of Jamie’s students back in
Oxford. Matron — Sister Flavia — came as close to cursing as Lydia had ever
heard her do over the three extra nurses who arrived (‘Nurses! I shouldn’t hire
a one of them to make tea for a proper nurse!’), and just before the Germans
started shelling Pont-Sainte-Félicité a second time — as Lydia was on her way
out of the fluoroscope tent — Lydia recognized one of the new nurses as the
young woman she’d seen in the trenches last night, bending over the corpse of
the revenant.

The young woman who had tossed a grenade at the corpse, either to destroy
it or because she’d seen Lydia and Don Simon.

The young woman who was looking for a vampire with a partnership to

offer you ...



For a moment Lydia only stood in startled surprise. But there was no
mistaking the wide forehead, the sturdy shape of the shoulders, the dark
widow’s peak and snub nose. And like her own, she noted, this younger girl’s
blue-and-white VAD uniform was blotched and splattered with mud — She
must have been bundled straight into a truck and ordered to come here just as
she got back to ... to wherever it is she’s assigned, with ...

With what?

The revenant’s blood? One of its still-flexing hands?

Then Burke bellowed from within the surgical tent ‘Asher! Where t’ bloody
’ell’s them snaps?’ and Lydia dashed to his side with the films that she had
been taking between filling in as an assistant in the surgery. A few minutes
later she glimpsed Captain Palfrey helping the orderlies carry men in from the
pre-operative tent, working alongside the Indian motor-mechanics and the
cook. Then German shells hit the village again, close enough that fragments
of brick and wood clattered like rain on the canvas walls of the tent.

She sponged the other woman from her mind.

She worked on into the night, existing on hot tea and the biscuits Danvers’s
grandfather had sent her yesterday, which her tent-mate gamely divided
among the surgical staff. It occurred to her that she ought to be terrified, when
a shell struck particularly close, but she found that associating with vampires
for the past eight years had had the salutary effect of making her less inclined
to panic: I can run away screaming anytime I want, which wasn’t the case
when I was dealing with that horrid Rumanian count or whatever he was in
Scotland ... and if I get killed here, nobody else is likely to suffer.

James was safe, wherever he was.

Miranda was safe back in Oxford.

These men need help.

She stepped out once, around two in the morning of the nineteenth, and
thought she glimpsed the pale shape of Don Simon, standing in the doorway
of what was left of the town church across the green from the surgical tent,
like the Angel of Death in his trim brown uniform. To make sure he’s on hand
if I need rescuing, if one of those shells hits? Or just waiting for the next man
to be moved into the Moribund Ward?

How many others of them are around, where I can’t see them?

Not many, she reflected, with shells still striking the village ...

Bearers passed her, carrying a man from the drop-off point by the road into
the pre-operative ward. I’d better get back.

When she looked again the vampire was gone, if indeed he ever had been
there. She was sufficiently tired now that she wasn’t certain of what she saw.

At least the surgeons got to sleep most of last night.



The next time she emerged, toward dawn (‘There’s tea in the mess tent,’
Captain Calvert had said, ‘and you will go and have a cup and sit down for ten
minutes’), she passed the door of the clearing tent, the flap tied open so that
bearers could carry men in. She saw the little dark-haired nurse kneeling
beside one of the cots, her arms around the shoulders of a man who lay there,
freckles starring like spattered ink in his waxen face and covered with mud
and blood.

“You’re alive!” the young woman cried, covering the man’s hands with
kisses as he raised them to touch her hair. ‘Dear God, I thought I’d never see
you again—’

“Tuathla,” he murmured. ‘Well you know there’s no Jerry livin’ that’s yet
forged the gun that’ll shoot the shell that’ll end my love for you, mo chroi, so
don’t you be thinkin’ it.’

‘Miss Smith!” Matron materialized like a ghost from the dense gloom of the
lantern-lit ward. ‘If you will kindly come over here and lend us the assistance
you presumably volunteered to give to your country—’

The dark-haired nurse scrambled to her feet. ‘Yes, M’am. Of course,
M’am.’

Educated English. Little trace of the graceful Irish drawl that lilted her red-
haired lover’s speech. Miss Smith ... Tuathla Smith ... or was tuathla some
kind of County Liffey endearment? Lydia’s mind seemed to be turning things
over very slowly, and she started as a firm hand took her elbow and Captain
Calvert said, ‘I told you to get into the mess tent and sit down for ten minutes,
Dr Asher. Bearers are still coming in and we’re in for a long morning of it.’

She and the captain were still in the mess tent — Captain Calvert turning to
give orders to Trent, the head bearer, to marshal the walking wounded to help
carry from the drop-off point — when a shattering explosion sounded from the
direction of the river, and not only fragments of dirt and stone rained on the
clearing station, but water, as if it had been flung from buckets. Instants later
Storeman Pratt raced in, white-faced — the stores tent stood only a dozen feet
from the stream — and cried, ‘Bugger it, Captain, Jerry’s blown the bloody
bridge!”’

Calvert said something worthy of neither an officer nor a gentleman and
sprang to his feet. The surgeon at the other end of the table — a saturnine
French Colonel pulled in from God knew where — cursed quietly in his native
language and added, ‘What they’ve been after all along, en effet. To cut the
medical help off from the lines.’

‘Finish your tea,” ordered Calvert, as Lydia began to rise. ‘You, too,
Colonel Lemoine, sir. Be back in the tent in fifteen minutes. The men can rig



a causeway out of the rubble ... God knows we’ve got plenty of that,” and
went tearing off in quest of Colonel St-Vire.

‘At least now they’ve got it,” added Dr Lemoine — Lydia tried to remember
what the collar insignia on his pale-blue greatcoat denoted — ‘let us hope they
leave off wasting shells on men already incapable of harming them, and let us
get on with our business. Before last year,” he went on, holding aside the tent-
flap for Lydia to pass through before him, ‘I gave thirty years of my life to my
country’s army. But as I learned more and more about the monstrous
“improvements” in weaponry I always wondered in my heart: how can we
loose such horrors upon living men? Shells that can reduce men — men with
wives and children — to blots of jam from five miles away. Airships to drop
bombs on women and children minding their own business in their own
homes. Battleships to bar food and medicines from our enemy’s country, so
that all will starve together — old men, women, children.’

In the dust-choked morning haze Lydia saw his jaw work with fury and
pain.

‘And yet I swear to you, Madame, when I see such things as they do —
shelling the hospitals where the wounded lie, torpedoing passenger ships
when they know full well that the innocent will perish — I think nothing is too
savage to do to them in retaliation. No action of ours is too horrible, if it but
makes them throw up their hands and cry, I quit!’

His dark brows pulled together, a handsome man of about Jamie’s age, with
gray flecks in his pencil mustache and the features of a sorrowing king.

Then he glanced across at her — he was taller than she by three or four
inches — and made himself smile. ‘And you, Madame? I had heard the British
Army refused to accept female surgeons—’

“Well, they do. And even if they didn’t, I’'m not a surgeon, you know. My
research was on glandular secretions, so I just signed on just as a regular
volunteer. But when Colonel St-Vire heard I knew how to operate a
fluoroscope apparatus he had me reassigned to the unit and put me in charge
of the x-ray photo graphy, and they pull me into the surgical tent whenever
they need to. I couldn’t remove a splinter on my own, but I do know how to
administer anesthetic, and what all the equipment is for, and the sight of blood
doesn’t bother me. Here,’ she added sadly, ‘that’s enough.’

Every spare orderly and bearer, along with the ambulance drivers and the
walking wounded, were streaming down to the river. In the horse-lines, the
animals squealed and milled in panic. Lydia heard a motorbike roar away into
the iron-gray morning, to get the Engineers from Headquarters. Now that the
profile of the town was considerably flattened she could see the line of
ambulance-wagons — both motorized and horse-drawn — lined up waiting on



the far side of the river, while their drivers scrambled to pull free the men and
horses from those who’d been hit on the bridge itself. The screams of dying
mules mingled with the brutal roar of the guns.

I was in that. Lydia felt a sort of distant, tired wonder at the fact. Simon and
I. I tripped over a corpse, and the hands of other dead men were sticking
through the walls where dugouts had collapsed ...

She thought she glimpsed Captain Palfrey in a group of mechanics, black
with soot and mud and carrying beams from the ruins.

‘And Monsieur Asher?’ asked Lemoine gently.

‘In England.” Lydia’s throat closed at the recollection of the misty train
platform: the strength of his arms, the warmth of his body against the gray of
that bitter morning. At the thought of Miranda at the nursery breakfast table,
solemn with a goodbye that she thought was only for a day or two. (‘I’ll see
you when I come home, darling ...”) It was a moment before she could speak.
“With our daughter. I try not to think of them, at times like these.’

She turned, to go back into the charnel house of the tent.

‘And for that—’ Lemoine’s quiet voice turned grim, ‘the Boche deserve
whatever we can do.’

By eleven in the morning, when the surgeons finished the last of the desperate
cases, the Royal Engineers arrived with planks, beams and struts to repair the
bridge. Captain Calvert ordered Lydia back to her tent and to bed. She could
see at least a dozen motor trucks, and twice as many other vehicles — horse-
drawn farm carts, milk floats, staff-cars — waiting on the far bank and all
overflowing with wounded. The drivers, and many of the walking wounded,
waded out into the Lys to fasten beams to the broken foundations of the stone
bridge’s arches. “‘When they’re done,’ said Violet Brickwood, falling into step
with her, ‘they’ll all come across at once and it will be all harry in the surgery
again. I hope somebody’s making the surgeons rest.’

Once in their tent, Lydia lay down in her clothes and passed out as if she’d
had a pipe of opium.

And dreamed of the revenant. Dreamed of being tied to a pillar in that
horrible lightless room in Peking, listening to the creatures — the yao-kuei —
smashing through the doors and windows only feet away from her. Dreamed
of whatever-his-name-was, that colleague of Jamie’s who’d been infected
with the creatures’ blood, his eyes gleaming like a rat’s in the dark and his
grip brutally strong on her arm, gasping Extraordinary. Never been here in my
life but remember it ... as the last of his mind dissolved into the dim hive of
the revenants’ collective consciousness, as he touched her face with his
bloody and reeking hand.



Simon, she thought. Simon came and saved me ...

And through her dream she heard his voice, like silk chilled from winter
midnight, Mistress ...

In her dream she was back on her cot in the nurses’ tent, Simon’s hand
gentle on her shoulder, shaking her. She sat up, and threw herself into his
arms, weeping: wanting Jamie, wanting Miranda, wanting to be back in
Oxford researching pituitary secretions and wanting the world to be the way
the world had always been. No shell-fire. No terror. No watching young men
die under her very hands, no cold calm x-ray pictures of shrapnel lodged in
organs that couldn’t be mended ...

She whispered, ‘I want Jamie ...’

The tent was silent. No camp noises, no gunfire. Just afternoon sunlight,
indescribably sweet, filtering through the dirty white canvas, and the smell of
grass and roses, which told her this was a dream. Don Simon, perched on the
side of her cot, wore his colonel’s uniform, brass buttons winking in the light.

Does HE dream of afternoon sunlight and the smell of roses, lying in his
coffin in the daytime hours?

His grip on her was strong and reassuring, the slender shoulder and steel-
hard arm within the sleeve as real as anything she had ever felt. His face, in
its frame of cobweb-pale hair, was the face of the living man he’d once been,
save for the eyes.

His hand stroked her hair. “Would you have me set him before you?’

She wiped her eyes. In her dream, though she wasn’t wearing her glasses,
she saw perfectly well. ‘It wouldn’t be the same,’ she said. ‘I mean, I should
know it was just a picture ... a very, very accurate one, since you can walk in
his dreams, the way you walk in mine ... The way you’re walking in mine
right this minute.’

“Tis the best I can give you, lady.” He moved to put his hand to her cheek
and then, as if he had seen the horror of her nightmare, drew it back with the
gesture unmade. ‘I would fain do more, were it in my power.’

He is in my mind, thought Lydia. Right at this moment. Asleep in his coffin,
wherever it’s hidden ...

This is how he convinced that poor imbecile Captain Palfrey of his bona
fides. I’ll bet Palfrey’s positive he’s seen Don Simon by daylight, positive that
he showed him unimpeachable proofs of the genuineness of this Secret
Department of his ... Positive of God knows what else! All because at some
point Simon looked into his eyes, and later walked in his dreams — as she
knew the old and skillful among the vampires could do — and convinced him
that these things really happened. That those dreams were real memories.

I really should hate him.



But he was an old, old friend, and there was infinite comfort in the strength
of his arms.

‘T just want things to be the way they used to be,’ she said at length. ‘Living
in Oxford, I mean, with Jamie and Miranda, and the worst one would see in
the newspapers would be bunfights about who actually reached the South
Pole first. I know it can’t be that way again.” She sat up a little, and Don
Simon handed her a perfectly clean white linen handkerchief, to blow her
nose. ‘I just — this is so hard.’

‘Did you not weep for the dying,’ replied the vampire in his soft voice, ‘and
fear for your life, and curse the stupid uselessness of it all — did you not pray
that the world will somehow heal before your daughter grows to be aware of
its horrors — you would be no more human than the fools and monsters that let
this war begin. I have had centuries of watching war and stupidity, Mistress,
and they grow no better, I am sorry to say. Your courage is the wine of hope
to the men you work with, as well as to those you save. To James as well, I
think, and to your child. It keeps their hearts beating. I am sorry you are in
pain.’

She wrapped her hand around his, pretending (I shouldn ...) for a time that
he was the living man he had been ...

Although goodness knows as a living man he was probably a bigoted
Catholic and a friend of the Grand Inquisitor and an enemy of England and a
firm believer in the humoral theory of medicine. He probably beat his valet,
too.

‘Thank you,’ she said simply, and raised her head from his shoulder. ‘I’ve
seen the woman — the one who was hunting the vampires, and looking for the
revenant last night. She’s one of the extra VADs who came in last night, her
name is Smith — Tuathla Smith, I think ... Oh, bother,’ she added, as the tent-
flap opened and Matron came in, and suddenly the light changed and Don
Simon was gone and the sound of shelling, though no longer close enough to
shake the ground, pounded the air with a constant, terrible roar. She heard
men shouting above the grinding roar of a fleet of motors ...

Lydia sat up, and fumbled for her glasses, on the plank floor beside the cot.
By the light it was about four in the afternoon. For one moment she recalled
that she’d dreamed about roses ... roses and sunlight ... then she picked up
her much-creased cap from beside the pillow, pinned it on, and said, ‘How
many of them are there? Should I go to surgery, or the fluoroscope room?’

‘Fluoroscope.” Matron spoke over her shoulder as she leaned over Violet’s
cot. ‘Come on, Miss Brickwood, they’ve got the bridge fixed and the
ambulances are coming in. There’s tea in the mess tent, and sandwiches,’ she
added, as Lydia ducked through the flap.



For the next fourteen hours Lydia alternated between working the fluoroscope
and assisting whichever of the three surgeons needed help: dripping
chloroform with a steady hand, retracting the edges of wounds so that shards
of metal could be fished out, clamping off blood vessels and stitching shut
flesh and organs so that Captain Calvert or Captain Burke or Colonel
Lemoine could get on with the next man. Well after sunrise on the following
day — the twentieth — the last of the urgent cases was finished, though the
hammering of the German guns had eased many hours before. A dozen of the
last group in the ambulances were German prisoners, muttering confusedly:
Haben wir gewonnen?

Lemoine retorted, in the same tongue, “You have lost — as you will lose all
in the end.’

But Captain Burke only patted his patient’s hand and said, ‘Nowt t’worry
reet now, lad,” as Lydia signed the orderlies to carry the shattered man into the
fluoroscope room to see where the shrapnel was buried.

When they were finished at last Colonel St-Vire ordered the whole surgical
staff, save for himself, to their tents: ‘And I’d better not see one of your faces
for the next eight hours, understand? I hear we held the line and pushed Jerry
back. It’ll be awhile before they try again.’

‘Sir, can you tell the neighbors to keep it down?’ Captain Calvert pointed
east, in the direction of the Front and the thunder of the guns. ‘I can’t see how
I’m to get my beauty rest with that frightful din going on ...’

“Ud take more’n eight hours’ kip, think on, to render — hrrm! — some
people beautiful ...’

Lydia returned to her tent without the slightest thought for Miss Smith, lay
down again, and was asleep within moments, dreaming of arteries and
kidneys, of pancreatic ducts and lobules, with a sensation of walking in some
wonderful garden without anyone’s life being at stake, only to view these
wonders at her leisure.

When she woke up, and washed (finally!) and brushed her hair and had
bacon and porridge and tea in the mess tent, and felt herself again (‘Be ready
to be on at six, Dr Asher ...”), she went to the ward tent in quest of the little
dark-haired volunteer with the heart-shaped face.

And found that she was gone. Nor was there any sign of the red-haired,
freckled soldier she’d sat beside, though two men recalled seeing them (‘She
bust out weepin’ like a babe, M’am, an’ cried out his name ... Danny? Davy?
Harry? Su’thin’ like that.”’) While Lydia had been sleeping, trucks and
ambulances had been departing steadily, carrying the most stable of the men
back to the base hospital at Calais. Hundreds had already gone.



Matron — unsurprisingly — had barely had time to scribble down the names
of the men as they were brought in, and the nature of their wounds. She
thought the extra volunteers had come in from the Friends’ ambulance station
at Neuve Chapelle, and possibly — she wasn’t sure — from the base hospital.

There was no Nurse Smith listed anywhere.



SEVEN

‘Lay thy crest,” growled a voice like chains stirred in a pot of blood. ‘An’ I
wanted ye dead I’d have had the throat out 0’ you ere this.’

Asher sat up in his narrow bed. He could see nothing in the darkness — the
room’s shutters were fast — but he could smell where the vampire sat, and feel
the weight of him on the side of the mattress. A stench of graveyard mold and
dirty clothing.

Lionel Grippen.

The Master of London.

The weight shifted and a match scratched. As Grippen turned up the gas
Asher saw the familiar form, tall and heavy-built, clothed in a frock coat
ruinous with age and a waistcoat of Chinese silk spotted with old blood.
Greasy black hair, thick as a horse’s tail, spilled from beneath the brim of a
shallow-crowned beaver hat and framed a face fleshy and thick, a nightmare
of centuries of uncaring murder.

The vampire flexed his hand a couple of times and dug a kerchief from his
pocket, to wrap on over the burn the silver had left.

“You’re seeking this revenant,’ said Grippen. “What’ve ye found?’

‘That someone’s screening his movements.’ If the master vampire’s aim
was to hide the revenant himself, Asher was fairly certain Grippen would,
indeed, have killed him — or had him killed by the living men in London
whose debts he paid, whose affairs he protected, whose dreams he read and
who followed his orders without asking who he was or why he wanted things
done.

Two years ago, after Asher had killed most of the London nest, Grippen
had broken up the ring of henchmen centered on the East End tavern called
the Scythe. Asher guessed he’d put together another.

‘Germans, you think?’

‘There’s a nest of the things in Prague.’” Asher reached for the shawl he’d
spread over his blankets and dragged it up around his shoulders, for the room,
though stuffy, was bitterly cold. ‘It’s certainly a more effective way of
destroying civilian morale even than Zeppelin raids. And it could be easily
done, by infecting a man and bringing him across immediately, before he



starts to transform. In a way I hope it’s that, rather than that the condition has
developed spontaneously, for God only knows what reason—’

The vampire growled, with the first display Asher had ever seen from him,
of uneasiness or fear. “That can’t happen, can it?’

‘So far as I can find out, nobody knows how these things first started. They
spread through contamination of the blood, but the original source has to have
developed it somehow. Which means, it can develop again.’

Grippen whispered, ‘God save us, then.’

‘I’ve been saying that for a long time,’ returned Asher. ‘However the thing
came here, the Foreign Office — or men in the Foreign Office — are hunting it,
not to destroy it, but to capture it ... to use it for their own purposes. If that
hadn’t been the case already I think my former chief, Langham, would have
recruited me, instead of warning me off.’

‘Faugh! There’s the Quality for you.’

Asher couldn’t quarrel with him there. “When did you first see him? And
where?’

‘Limehouse. Candlemas, thereabouts.” His English had a flatness strongly
reminiscent of American, even after three centuries; as a philologist Asher
could not help his mind from marking it as Elizabethan. ‘Killed a newsboy
that was sleepin’ rough. Tore him up somethin’ savage. Later I smelled him in
the fog, near the hospital in St James Road, and I think he killed a whore in
the Canal Road near the Kingsland Basin. Leastwise that’s what Gopsall tells
me, that runs the Black Dog near there. I never actually seen the thing.’

‘And it killed a man in an alleyway behind Chalton Street, between King’s
Cross and Euston, Monday night. The body disappeared. So did the only
positive witness. If German agents were behind it, they’d publicize it. They’d
see to it that its victims were found — and they might well see to it that its
victims were more than prostitutes and homeless newsboys. The Department
is covering its tracks.’

‘Faugh,’ said the vampire again. ‘And you look down on us, for killin’ a
whore here and there. You’re not sayin’ they’re lettin’ the thing rove free?’

‘I don’t think so.” Asher shook his head. ‘I think they’re hunting it — or
someone in the Department is using the Department’s resources to hunt it,
while keeping it quiet.’

‘For Christ’s sake, why?’

“To avoid panic. And, I suspect, to capture the thing to see if we can use it
ourselves ... And the man who captured it would, of course, get a fat
promotion and maybe a knighthood if it turns out to be useful.’

The vampire grimaced in disgust — not, Asher was certain, from any moral
objection, but at the unworkable stupidity of the idea. Though susceptible to



destruction by the light of the sun, the Others, Asher knew, moved about
underground for a few hours longer than could vampires, who fell
unwakeably asleep with the sun’s rising. Like their cousins the vampires they
were tremendously strong, and would devour vampires in their coffins if they
found them.

‘I’ve been warned off. Unless the condition has somehow developed
spontaneously — which I pray to God isn’t the case — this creature was brought
to this country and somehow got loose, which tells me that whoever brought
it here has no idea what they’re dealing with.’

Grippen snarled again. ‘So what do we do?’

Asher stifled the surge of anger at we from a walking corpse that had drunk
the blood of the living, that had used their deaths to fuel its unholy powers,
for over three hundred years. A creature that had kidnapped his child two
years ago. Though he had recovered Miranda safe he had sworn to kill it, and
all those like it ...

I am no more part of WE with you than I am with Langham ...

But, of course, he was.

That was why he was angry.

The revenants were a plague a thousand times worse than the vampire, for
they multiplied without conscious volition. And they could not be negotiated
with.

The contagion of their being had to be extirpated before it spread.

And whomever it was who had brought one to England — for whatever
purpose — had to be found. And destroyed.

He was aware that Grippen was watching him with cynical amusement. In
addition to smelling his blood, the vampire had felt that flush of heat that had
gone through him and knew — from centuries of observing humankind —
exactly what emotion had kindled it.

‘How large a network do you command in London these days?’ asked
Asher after a moment. ‘How many observers can you call on?’

‘Pah.” The vampire scowled, a horrible sight. ‘Damnéd war. Run by a
damnéd crew of rabbit-sucking pimps. Half the men in London have turned
their backs on their families and homes, to go slaughter cabbage-eaters in
Flanders muck, and for why? Because of lies these pribbling whoresons have
conjured about country and King, making a man ashamed to tell ’em he’d
rather not go die so England can keep its grip on a passle of colonies
oversea!’

‘Instead of sending them dreams in their sleep about how worthy of trust
you are? And how they owe you their lives ...’



Grippen jabbed a clawed finger at him. ‘None o’ your backchat! You
whored for ’em yourself, by what Simon tells me. And pimped others to give
you what help you sought.’

‘I did,’ replied Asher quietly. ‘I did indeed. I apologize for my words.’

‘Hmph. What help d’you seek? ’Tis mostly women and street brats I
command these days, and Papist Irish who refuse to sign up ’cause they’re too
busy runnin’ guns from the Germans to the Irish Volunteers. Scum.” The
vampire shrugged, as if he spoke of roaches on the wall.

‘I’'m surprised to see you here,” remarked Asher, changing the subject,
rubbing his wrist where the vampire’s grip, however fleeting, had driven the
silver links hard into the flesh. ‘I thought all the vampires were at the Front.’

‘And so they be.” Grippen seated himself again on the edge of the bed.
Nearby in the darkness the bells of St Pancras chimed two, and even with the
shutters and curtains tightly closed the night smelled of dank fog and the soot
of trains. “The more fools they and bad cess to the lot of ’em, swillin’ like
piggins at a trough. Those that’re masters of the cities they rule’ll find their
error, when they come back to find some upstart’s moved in on Paris or
Munich or Rome and set up housekeepin’ ... I thought I'd stay here and
watch my patch. And a damn good thing, with this clammy wight that should
be in its grave prowlin’ about spreadin’ its contagion. Fine homecomin’ that’d
be, to get back and find London eye-deep in the things. Has that sneaking
Papist whoreson—’

Meaning, Asher knew, Don Simon YSsidro.

‘—got anythin’ to say of it?’

Asher shook his head, and the vampire’s eyes glinted, as if he guessed
where Ysidro was and why.

But Grippen kept his peace, and after a moment Asher said, ‘Find out if
you can where this thing has been sighted or smelled, where rumor has placed
it. If it’s staying by the canal it can come and go through fog, and through the
sewer outfalls. You say you learned of it first six weeks ago — find if there’s
any word of sightings before that. And keep your ear cocked for word that
anyone else is seeking it, or that any who’ve seen it have disappeared.’

‘There’s enough disappear in this city without help of revenants, or them as
seeks ’em. Christ, you think vampires could dwell anyplace where the poor
was kept track of? Where’ll I find you?’

‘I’'m going up to Oxford in the morning.” The thought of the train journey
made his bones creak like an overladen bridge, but if he were to stay in
London for any time there were things he wanted to fetch, to say nothing of
seeing Miranda. ‘I should be back Sunday, I’ll be staying—’



He paused on the words, as Langham’s jowly face and watery, penetrant
eyes flashed across his thoughts and he remembered what his old master
Pritchard Crowell had taught him, about making things look like accidents.
The wicked flee where none pursueth, Holy Writ (and Asher’s pious and long-
deceased father) declared ... and, frequently, Asher had found, the same could
be said of the deranged. Yet it was a truism in the Department, particularly
‘abroad’, that in some circumstances it was better to flee and be thought
deranged (or wicked) than to stop and be picked up by the opposition and shot
as a spy.

In other circumstances, of course, flight could be just what the opposition
was waiting for you to do.

‘I’ll put an advert in The Times,” he said. “You still go by the name of
Graves?”’

The vampire’s smile widened unpleasantly. ‘That’s me.’

‘Mine’ll be under the name of Scragger.’

‘Dr Asher, M’am.” Eamon Dermott laid aside the film plate and turned to
Lydia as she came into the fluoroscope tent, still puzzling over Matron’s notes
and the absence of Nurse Smith. The murmur of voices and clink of metal on
china drifted faintly through the wall from the surgical tent, but held nothing
of the frantic note of the ‘big push’ of yesterday and the day before. Down by
the river, the Engineers were nearly finished clearing debris to start properly
repairing the bridge. This evening, Lydia guessed, would be what Captain
Calvert called ‘cleanup’.

Men whose wounds could wait a little. Men who wouldn’t die from not
being seen to at once.

Outside, vehicles of all sorts were still leaving for the base hospital at
Calais with wounded. Constant in the distance, the thunder of the guns
continued.

‘These orders you had from Captain Palfrey Thursday night ...’

Oh, drat it! Lydia pushed her spectacles up more firmly onto the bridge of
her nose and tried to look like Miranda did when questioned about the
disappearance of sugar from the sugar bowl ... Oh, that? They merely wanted
to consult me about training in the use of the fluoroscope ...

“Yes?’

‘Did it have anythin’ to do with taking German prisoners away?’

‘German prisoners?’

Dermott nodded. He was a stocky young man a few years Lydia’s junior, a
Quaker who’d worked in his father’s photography studio and assisted the
local doctor in his North Wales village. “Yes, M’am. I know ’tis not my place



to be askin’ questions, but some of the prisoners— That is, I speak a bit of
German. And one of the prisoners said this mornin’ as how both here and at
the Front when they was captured, there was an officer separatin’ out some of
the men, puttin’ ’em in a truck and away they’d go. He said he was captured
with his cousin, and looked to see him here, but instead it was this same thing.
A half-dozen men separated out from the rest and took away, M’am. And he
asked me, was this usual, and how would he get in touch with his cousin
again? He was a lawyer, see, this German, and had spent some time in
England. He said it wasn’t anything the British would do.’

‘It’s certainly nothing I’ve ever heard about.” Lydia frowned. ‘Not with the
wounded, at any rate. Seriously wounded?’

‘No, M’am. Mostly walking wounded, he said. I did ask Captain Calvert
about it, M’am, and he said he’d never heard of it neither, not here nor
anywhere else, but if the officer had papers for it — which he did — it must be
pukka. But it didn’t seem quite right to me still, and I thought about this
Captain Palfrey that came the other night with papers for you, and you going
off as you did ... Well, there might be other things going on that even
gentlemen like Captain Calvert aren’t told about. But I was only asking, and I
wouldn’t wish to cause trouble.’

‘No,’ said Lydia thoughtfully. ‘No, it’s nothing I’ve heard of, Mr Dermott.
Captain Palfrey was simply relaying a request for me to consult about training
in the use of the fluoroscope.’

The vampires Antonio and Basilio, driving their ambulance-wagon all
along the trench lines? A shiver went through her: anger, helplessness,
frustration. Had some other enterprising ghouls, braver than the rest, started a
delivery service for the convenience of those Undead who didn’t want to risk
getting that close to the Front?

How easy it was, to prey on the helpless. The wounded, and prisoners ...

She closed her eyes for a moment, sickened. Every vampire in Europe is
here. Feeding at will. Killing at will.

And nobody notices.

In the momentary silence, the crashing of the guns sounded very loud.

And why would they notice?

She looked at Dermott again. ‘Could I speak with this man?’



EIGHT

‘Rhinehardt?” Nurse Danvers checked the notebook she carried, close-
scribbled with hundreds of names dashed off in a hurry between cleaning,
bandaging and the endless ancillary chores of making beds and ironing sheets.
Lydia was burningly aware that she herself should be in the fluoroscope tent
at that moment, sorting through films of the men waiting for surgery, instead
of snooping around the prisoners’ compound ...

‘A fair-haired man.’ Lydia repeated the description Dermott had given her.
‘Broken nose and shrapnel wounds in the face.’

Across the small tent where the wounded prisoners had been kept under
guard last night, Matron called, ‘Danvers—’

Danvers peered at her notes, turned the book sideways, pale brows
crumpling together.

‘Danvers—’

‘Just coming, M’am! Oh, aye, he’s been taken on to Calais. A whole lot of
them went this afternoon.’

BOTHER! ‘Thank you!” As Lydia hurried from the prisoners’ tent —
jammed with men last night, nearly vacant now save for a handful of the
worst cases down at the far end — she cursed herself for not waking earlier.
Yet she was aware she needed the sleep, and by what Dermott had said of this
man Rhinehardt’s wounds, she doubted whether the man she sought would
have been able to talk to her much earlier. A dozen finger-sized fragments of
shell-casing and wood from the trench re-enforcements had been taken out of
his face, throat and chest last night. That morning, Dermott had said, he’d still
have been under morphia.

To her left, by the road that led westward to Calais, a line of soldiers caught
her eye, rifles ready, and before them, men in gray-green uniforms, seated on
the ground. A big wagon, drawn by two exhausted-looking farm horses, was
being loaded under guard.

This afternoon, she said ... but these things always take forever ...

Lydia caught up her skirts and nearly ran. ‘Excuse me, Sergeant Waller, but
is there any chance I might speak to one of the prisoners? There are some
details about his injury I didn’t get last night before he was operated on ...’



‘Well ...” The sergeant frowned. A friendly soul, he had several times
traded encomia with Lydia about the perfections of their respective children.
“We’re not supposed to, M’am. But if it’s in the way of medical information

Sure enough, Captain Rhinehardt lay on a stretcher, waiting for a place on
the next wagon or (Lydia did a hasty calculation) probably the next but one ...

Now if I can just remember enough German ...

‘Bitte ...’ she said hesitantly, and the young man turned his head, blinking
up at her with his one undamaged eye.

‘Gnddige Frau Doktor ...” His voice sounded like dry mud being scraped
off tin.

‘Do you speak English?’ If he’s visited England ...

He was haggard with pain and still sleepy from the morphia, but answered
her in that language. ‘Please forgive me for not rising, Madame ...’

‘Good Heavens, Captain, it’s I who should be asking your forgiveness, for
troubling you at such a time.” She knelt at his side. ‘My assistant, Mr
Dermott, said you were seeking your cousin, who had been ... taken away
from the other prisoners. Things were so confused for the last few days we’re
still not certain what happened, but I will try to trace him. Was his name
Rhinehardt also?’

An infinitesimal nod. ‘Oberleutnant Gleb Rhinehardt.’

‘And he was also wounded?’

‘Not so badly as I, Madame. How do you say it? Walking wounded. A
bullet had broken his arm.’

Lydia flinched. Flanders soil, manured for croplands for centuries, was
incredibly virulent in cuts. Even the smallest wounds went septic within
hours.

‘And men were being taken away from the main group of the wounded?’ A
glance along the line of the prisoners showed her at once that over a dozen of
them were on their feet and able to help their comrades.

‘So they were, Madame. A French officer — a surgeon — with two British
soldiers, and a nurse, or a nursing sister — dressed as you are, in light blue
with a white apron. Gleb was sitting with me — he could have escaped, fled
when the remainder of our unit did, but he was captured when he saw that I
could not walk. I heard our officer calling to him to do so and he would not
let go of my hand. At the dressing station he asked the sergeant in charge of
guarding us, could he fetch me some water, and the sergeant permitted him to
do so; there was a water butt nearby. Gleb walked over to it with his cup and
this French officer saw him and pointed to him, the two soldiers stopped him
and took him away with five others, in a big ambulance-wagon. A long



chassis Sunbeam, I think it was. Gleb was a motor mechanic in Dresden,
Madame. There was no vehicle in our lines that he did not point out to me and
tell me about, inch by inch.’

Something that might have been a smile twitched one corner of his mouth
at the memory of his friend, then quickly faded.

‘I saw Gleb trying to talk the soldiers into letting him come back to me but
they put all six of those men into the ambulance truck. He got one of the
regular guards to bring his cup to me with the water. I asked this man, where
had they been taken, and he said he didn’t know. No one I have spoken to
knows anything about it. But one of the other prisoners here told me the same
thing: that this French surgeon and his nurse took away ten men, only lightly
wounded, from the dressing station where he, and they, had been held before
coming here. The French surgeon looked at him — the man who told me this, a
sergeant in the Uhlans — but said he was too badly injured and would not do.’

Lydia frowned. This didn’t sound like anything Don Simon had told her,
but of course considering the other vampires abroad along no man’s land,
there was no way of telling. However, if this young man had been able to
identify the make of an ambulance ...

“What time of day was this?’

Rhinehardt shook his head. ‘The assault started just after sunrise. I was hit
before we reached the English lines, and I was unconscious when Gleb found
me. I know it was daylight when we were at the English dressing station — an
hour, two hours, before dusk began to fall, perhaps? It is hard to judge,
Madame ...’

‘Of course,’ said Lydia quickly. Not vampires, anyway. Unless they’ve got
the living working for them — like poor Captain Palfrey — but why on earth
would they want the walking wounded? ‘Thank you,” she added. ‘I’ll do
everything I can to see if I can locate your friend ...’

‘Danke,’ he whispered, and closed his eye.

‘Is there anything I can get for you? Do you need more morphia? Or
cigarettes?’

‘Danke, Madame, but I am well for the moment.’

Lydia started to rise, then knelt again and asked, ‘One more thing, if I may
ask, sir. How did you know the French officer was a surgeon?’

The young captain blinked up at her, his brow tightening as if the pain were
returning, and his voice was a little slurred with weariness. ‘He was here,’ he
said. ‘I saw him pass through the tent last night, before I was taken to surgery.
I was afraid ... He and his nurse were both there. I was afraid they had come
to search for others.’



“Was it Nurse Smith?’ asked Lydia. ‘Short and young, with black hair and a
heart-shaped face, a ...” What was the German word for a widow’s peak? She
sketched a downward-pointing arrowhead from her hairline, hoping he
understood, and he nodded.

“Yes, this was her,” he murmured. ‘The one who loved the Irishman.’ His
eye slipped closed again, and after a moment, he said, ‘If it would not be a
trouble to you, Frau Doktor, yes, I think I would like some morphia, if I am
to go in the ambulance.’

Lydia stopped at the ward tent, and made arrangements with Matron for a
syrette of morphine to be sent to Rhinehardt, on her way to the fluoroscope
room. Subsequent inquiry however, that night in the mess tent and at intervals
the following day, yielded nothing out of the ordinary about Colonel
Lemoine. As far as anyone knew, Captain Calvert told her, Lemoine was with
the Second French Army somewhere near Nesle. He’d only happened to be at
Haut-le-Bois down the line when word came of the German attack. Further
queries over bully beef and stale biscuits the following evening elicited only
the information that no Nurse Smith was assigned to the nearest clearing
station south of Haut-le-Bois, at Orchies-le-Petit, at least as far as Captain
Calvert knew.

Before bed that night Lydia took a jar of Aunt Lavinnia’s marmalade to the
stores hut, and ascertained that Storeman Pratt had never heard of her there,
either — and due to his wide-flung network of graft and trade, Pratt knew
pretty much everyone on the Front.

‘“Tell you what, though, Mrs A—’ The rangy, curiously angular-looking
storeman unscrewed the jar lid, and without breaking the bleached white wax
of the seal inhaled the faint scent of oranges and sugar with the half-shut eyes
of a connoisseur — ‘I’ll hold onto this ’ere jar, and ask about a bit, y’know?
Tiny Clinkers, what looks after the motors at Headquarters, got a list of just
about every woman on the Front, how old they are and if they’re pretty and
will they or won’t they, if you’ll excuse my French, M’am. Pretty, you say?’

‘I think so. Black hair, widow’s peak, short, retroussé nose. What my
nephews call a pocket Venus. I heard that young Irishman with the freckles
call her Tuathla ...’

“That’s just one of them Irish fairy-tale names.’ Pratt shook his head at the
entire heritage of Celtic civilization. ‘Readin’ too much Yeats an’ seein’
leprechauns, an’ handloom weavin’ their own skirts. Last couple years, every
coal-’eaver’s daughter in Holborn been changing ’er name from Nancy and
Mary to Eibhlhin and Nuala. I’ve never heard of a nurse looks like that in this
part of the Front, much less one that’d be at Headquarters t’other night when
the balloon went up. Home-made, this is—’ He gestured with the jar —



“There’s men at Headquarters — them as don’t have relatives that could afford
to stock up on sugar before the war — would trade me any amount of petrol
and cigarettes for this, and I'll see you get the worth of it, M’am.’

“Thank you.’ Lydia put as much warmth as she could into her voice, though
she wanted to stamp her foot at him. The petrol and cigarettes were of course
being stolen from motor pools that were to take the wounded to hospital, and
the slender rations of comfort that were supposedly being sent to the men. But
her mother, and the fearsome Nanna who had reigned over the nursery in her
childhood, had drilled her in the art of sounding friendly no matter what she
thought or actually felt, and this training served her in good stead now. As she
was turning to leave a thought came to her, and she turned back. ‘And does
Corporal Clinkers have a list of all motorcars on this portion of the Front?’

‘Lor’ bless you, M’am, we all of us got those. What might you be
interested in?’

She had the impression that if she’d pulled thirty pounds from her pocket
he’d have sold her Commander-in-Chief Sir John French’s personal vehicle.

‘A long-chassis Sunbeam lorry ambulance. Can you find who has them,
and where?’

‘Nuthin’ simpler, M’am. Just gi’ me ’arf a day.’

The warmth in her voice was genuine when she said again, ‘Thank you.’
Technically she supposed that getting information from — and fraternizing
willingly with — Storeman Pratt was probably less dreadful than getting
information from vampires ... Unless you counted Pratt as a vampire himself.

‘Am I on this Corporal Clinkers’ list?’

‘Oh, absolutely, Mrs A.’ Pratt saluted her. ‘Right up there with Matron and
seventy-eight percent of the nuns at Calais. Under ‘D’, for Don’t Waste Your
Time On It, Boy-O.” He screwed the jar shut, and stashed it under the counter.
‘And if you should ’appen to be sent any other little thing you might want to
spare — or if there’s anythin’ you’ll be wantin’ in the way of sweets or smokes
or silk stockin’s ...’

“You are a disgrace.’ Lydia did her best to sound severe but couldn’t keep
from laughing, and his own grin widened.

‘I do me best, M’am.’

‘No luck, Mistress?’

Without a sound, Don Simon Ysidro had materialized at her side.

The night was now pitch-dark, the tent-canvas once again dimly aglow
with lanterns, though owing to a failed delivery (or perhaps, Lydia speculated
darkly, theft by Storeman Pratt and his spiritual kin) there were fewer of these
than there had been five nights ago. Someone had tried to rig barriers of twine



and fragments of bandage, to mark the new shell-holes, and the trees blown
out of the ground by the German bombardment now lay strewn about the
camp, half sawn-up to fuel the extra furnace that was being constructed (In
the bearers’ abundant spare time!) for the amputated limbs. The air was gritty
with smoke, and reeked of spoiling meat.

The smell of someone’s cigarette, momentary in the darkness. In one of the
tents, someone with a beautiful Welsh tenor was singing ‘Keep the Home
Fires Burning’, against a thready harmonica and a soft chorus of bass.

Jamie ...

She pushed the thought of her husband aside.

Miranda ...

“You heard all that?’ She nodded back in the direction of the stores hut.

‘I know you have been seeking word of this woman we saw in the trenches,
as I have been, among those who hunt the night. So far as I have learned,
these revenants do not wander at large in the German lines. Nor yet have any
seen any such thing in the wasted lands between the lines, nor wandering in
the abandoned trenches on either side.’

“They might have.” Lydia removed her spectacles, and polished them with
her handkerchief. Her head ached, from an afternoon of concentration in both
the x-ray room and the surgical tent. ‘If a man had taken a head wound, and
was wandering about in confusion; or a wounded man in no man’s land trying
to make his way back to the lines ...’

“We are cowards at heart,’ said Don Simon. ‘Seldom do we actually venture
into no man’s land. Aside from the issue of shelling, too many men on both
sides use cocaine to stay awake at their posts, and there is greater chance that
we will be seen and shot at. If any saw such a man, either in the wasteland or
in a bombed-out trench, we — my kindred and I — would take him, for such
men seldom reach safety in any case. None that I know of have said to me —
nor to any to whom I have spoken — “I saw a man whom I thought merely
wounded, and when I went to take him, found he was such a creature
instead.” Personally,” he added, tilting his head in a gesture curiously mantis-
like, ‘I find this very odd.’

‘That means there aren’t a great many of the Others about—’

“Yet.’

“Yet.” Lydia resumed her spectacles and frowned. ‘How are they created,
Don Simon? I mean, the ones Jamie told me about, in Prague ...’

‘I know not, Mistress. Nor does the Master of Prague ... Who is, I think,
vexed and distressed at the news that one such creature has unquestionably
appeared here. With all of no man’s land a labyrinth of old trenches and
buried dugouts and sapper’s tunnels, ’twere too easy for these Others to move



about. They can cover themselves from the awareness of the Undead, and find
us where we sleep, in the crypts and cellars of ruined churches and manors,
devouring us in our coffins. And if, like the revenants of Prague and Peking,
those breeding here can control rats, the situation is more dangerous still.’

Lydia flinched in disgust. In the mines northwest of Peking she had seen
men swarmed by rats, when they’d attempted to invade the yao-kuei hive
there.

‘As I once told James — and as it is also written in the Book of the Kindred
of Darkness — the Others first appeared in Prague just after the Great Plague,
five and a half centuries ago. But whether it is a virus that transforms their
flesh — or if such virus is a mutation, as de Vries calls such changes, of the
virus that transforms the flesh of a man into that of a vampire — if that be a
virus — I know no more than do the messenger dogs in their kennels.’

‘Has any vampire ever ... ever killed one? A revenant, I mean. And not just
trying to get away from it.’

‘Never that I have heard of. Would you drink the blood of such a thing,
knowing that to mix its blood with your own might pass its condition along to
yourself? How much less would one try to drink its life, the energies of its
death? The mere thought appalls.” He put his hand beneath her elbow, and
helped her across rough and squishy debris around a shell-crater. It had rained
that day, and cloud still veiled the moon.

‘But you drink the blood of syphilitics, and consumptives, and drug-takers,’
pointed out Lydia, a little diffidently. ‘The blood and ... and the life ...” She
glanced across at him, wondering at the same time why on earth she felt she
needed to be tactful: He’s certainly aware of what he is ...

“Tis not the same.’

Lydia stumbled on a flooded wagon-rut, and became aware that they were
leaving the tents and huts behind them. ‘Where are we going?’

“To meet Antonio and Basilio once more. They have seen this ambulance-
truck with the walking wounded, and know now where it went.’

Antonio Pentangeli and Basilio Occhipinti were, as before, in a dugout in
what had been a German reserve trench before the English had retaken Pont-
Sainte-Félicité, playing picquet — an antique card-game much favored among
the older vampires — at a broken-down table to the music of a gramophone
with a cracked horn. A couple of candles burned on shelves — Lydia saw the
lights flare up as she and Don Simon came around the last corner of the
revetment — and, of all things, a small pot of tea sat keeping warm on the
makeshift stove: “’Tis a cold night, bella donna.” Antonio poured some out for
her into a teacup that had to have been looted from the village. “You seek a



long-chassis Sunbeam ambulance with a French officer, who visits the
dressing stations in search of the walking wounded?’ He brought up a chair
for her, cushioned with a folded blanket.

He was dressed, Lydia observed, in an officer’s uniform as before; the
beautiful Basilio was costumed as a driver, with the armband of the Red
Cross. She tried not to think of Uncle Richard’s footmen — Charles and
William — bleeding in some shell-hole watching the approach of their
ambulance-wagon with hope.

‘Have you seen him?’

“Twice. Most recently the night before last, when all the German prisoners
were brought from their attack. But again before that, three weeks ago, just
after the fighting at Neuve Chapelle. This same officer, with the brow of
Saturn and the little black mustache—’

‘Colonel Lemoine,’ said Lydia at once. ‘That’s what the German prisoners
said, too.’

‘I know not.” Antonio shook his head. ‘But he had papers which he showed
to the guards. He selected from among the prisoners, men not badly hurt. I am
not, you understand, much concerned about such men, nor do I understand
how prisoners are dealt with in this war. In my day the captains simply
ransomed them back to one another, if they were gentlemen, or killed them if
they were very angry, or hadn’t enough food, or if the prisoners were
Protestants.” He shrugged. ‘And I thought perhaps this was an ordinary thing.’

‘It may be.” Lydia propped her spectacles, and sipped the tea. Basilio
offered her sugar in a Limoges dish, and, of all things, fresh milk. ‘But I’ve
never heard of such procedure. There are several very queer things happening
hereabouts: between the revenant we saw, and this nurse whose name isn’t
Smith offering deals to the Undead ... and people disappearing whom
everyone is too busy and too tired to look for. You told me once—’ she looked
back at Don Simon, who had resumed his seat, hands folded, on a sort of
earthen bench that had once been a bunk, his yellow eyes narrowed — ‘that the
Undead feed primarily on the poor: on people whom no one will trace and no
one cares about. Like that song in The Mikado, about, “They’ll none of them
be missed”. And that sounds like a description of those poor prisoners. As if
someone wants the living — in reasonably good shape — rather than the dying.’

‘Doing in fact with human beings,” remarked Don Simon, ‘what the
despicable Storeman Pratt does with petrol and cigarettes and morphia, I
daresay. As war is waged now, things get mixed up and lost and mislaid all
the time, and nobody thinks a thing of it. Where is this Lemoine posted, know
you, lady?’

‘Nesle, Captain Calvert says. But he’s often in the camp at Haut-le-Bois.’



‘I think a journey thence might profit us all. I shall arrange for the proper
papers to be made out to release you from your duties for a time, and the good
Captain Palfrey will call for you in the morning.’



NINE

The casualty clearing station at Haut-le-Bois lay some twenty miles south of
Pont-Sainte-Félicité, where an outcrop of the Artois Hills made a long
promontory above the farm country around it. In Sussex it would have been
considered ‘a bit of a rise’, but in Flanders it amounted to ‘heights.” Rain
began just before sunup, and ‘Colonel Simon’s’ staff-car jolted cautiously
over roads deeply rutted by military traffic and cratered with shell-holes. ‘It
reminds me of the fen country, when the floods are out,’ said Captain Palfrey,
with affection rather than annoyance in his voice which made Lydia inquire,
‘Are you from there?’

Rain streamed off the brim of his hat as he looked up — he’d climbed from
the car to mend their second puncture of the trip. His smile alone answered
her query. ‘Can you tell?’

“Well, my husband probably could spot you from the way you pronounce
your words — he’s an expert at that. But my uncle always says that the only
people who really love the fens are those who’re born there.’

The young man lifted one hand, ruefully owning his guilt. “Wisbach.
Actually Deepmere, about ten miles from Wisbach; my grandfather’s place,
really, but I was born there. My grandfather is Viscount Deepmere.’

Lydia said, ‘Good Heavens!’ having danced in her brief debutant days with
several young men who had probably been Palfrey’s older brothers or cousins
— ‘good society’ in England being actually rather small. (And the ‘good
society’ admissible to parties in the home of her own grandfather, Viscount
Halfdene, smaller yet.)

As they resumed their careful progress, Lydia learned from him, by
degrees, the difficult but not surprising tale of the younger son of a younger
son, raised on the fringes of ‘good society’ with no prospects and no greater
ambition than to return to Norfolk and raise cattle, horses and sugar beets — a
niche already solidly occupied by his elder cousins. ‘And Father was in the
Twenty-Fourth Bengal Cavalry, so it was the Done Thing that I’d follow in
his footsteps. Grandmother put up the money for me to get into the Guards
rather than an India regiment. Father was her favorite. When he died
Grandmother got it into her head that India’s a horribly unhealthy climate — he



and Mother both died of cholera — and wouldn’t hear of me going there. It’s
where he met Colonel Simon,” he added, a little hesitantly, and a frown
puckered his brow. ‘At least I think ...’

“Tell me about Colonel Simon.’

‘Well, a great deal about him falls under the Official Secrets Act, you
know,’ Palfrey warned her. Shy pride glimmered in his blue eyes, and a trace
of hero worship. ‘But I think — I know — my father knew him in India. I
remember his name in letters father wrote me ...’

Or he’s put it into one of your dreams that you remember ...

‘Father died when I was just six, but ... I remember the name. Mother, too.’
He sounded uncertain, as if sorting clear memories from things he felt he
knew from somewhere without being able to quote specifics.

‘Wouldn’t he be a much older man,” probed Lydia, ‘if he knew your
father?’

‘He is ... older than he looks, he says. But he must have known Father,
because he knew my name when he met me. And he spoke of Father like one
who knew him.’

Or like one who has practiced the art of ‘reading’ people and telling them
what they want to hear, for three hundred and fifty years ...

‘He introduced himself to me at the Guards’ Club, and said he had a
proposition for me, if I were willing to do it. A few nights later we met, very
late, and I was interviewed by the chief of his Department—’

‘And where was that?’ asked Lydia. “What Department?’

‘The Foreign Office.” Palfrey frowned, concentrating on maneuvering the
staff-car off the bombed-out road and around an enormous morass of shell-
holes. This was an area which had been retaken, Lydia guessed, fairly recently
— the whole length of the drive (it was now mid-morning) the booming of the
guns sounded very close, and the crackle of rifle-fire. Two or three miles off,
Lydia calculated. What had once been farmland lay all around them in a waste
of shell-pitted mud, crisscrossed with abandoned trenches and entanglements
of barbed wire still bright and sharp in the rain. Once the road had brought
them close enough to the reserve trenches that Lydia could see the men piling
sandbags along the lip of the cut, and the smoke that rose from the cooking-
fires. Twice lines of men passed them, marching in from St-Omer. Stoic faces,
empty and sunk into their own thoughts. Supply-wagons followed the men,
mules slipping and straining against the sheer weight of the gray mud. Mostly
the land was empty, desolate under the pattering rain.

‘Somewhere in Whitehall,” the young captain continued, the uncertainty in
his voice telling its own tale. ‘It was hideously late at night, as I said — I’d
dozed off in my digs waiting for Colonel Simon to call for me. When I got



back it was nearly morning and I fell straight to sleep when I came in, and
woke up still dressed in my chair. And then, what with the black-out and
Colonel Simon’s caution about letting me see where we were, I’m not sure I
could find the place by daylight anyway.’ His eyes sparkled boyishly at being
part of such a hush-hush operation. ‘I know the officer I spoke to told me the
official name of the Department, but I’ve forgotten it. Mostly we just call it
the Department.’

As Jamie does ...

Only Jamie’s Department is REAL. Not something Don Simon caused this
poor young man to dream about ...

Palfrey chuckled. ‘It’s all rather like a blood-and-thunder novel, really. My
pay just magically appears in my bank account, so I think they must deposit it
in cash. But the officer told me, at Whitehall that night, that what Colonel
Simon is doing in France is of vital importance to the War. Without his work
— and of course I have not the slightest idea what it actually is — our armies
here might very well be overrun and wiped out by summer. Colonel Simon
has a network of agents in France, and some in Germany. Mostly what he
needs — what he needs me for — is as a bodyguard, a driver, a man to make
arrangements for things when he’s called elsewhere. And I’ve tried to give
satisfaction,” he added shyly. ‘I realize I’'m a complete fool about the brainy
stuff — I was forever being caned at Harrow for not being able to learn Latin
or history or how many x’s you need to make a y — but I can get things done.
That’s done it,” he added, pleased with himself, and nudged the car back up
onto the crazy road again. ‘I’d feel a complete fool if we went through all that
to avoid a puddle a few inches deep, but on the other hand, those craters could
have been deeper than the top of this car and quicksand at the bottom, you
know, and then where’d we be?’

‘And your grandmother wasn’t horrified that you quit the Guards?’

“Well, she was,” admitted Captain Palfrey. ‘I told her a little about Colonel
Simon — though he’d warned me not to speak of his having known Father.
She’s the only one I've told ... she and Aemilia, of course.’

‘Aemilia?’

‘Aemilia Bellingham.” His fair-skinned face actually blushed. “We hope —
that is ... I hope we’re to be married when the war ends.’

Lydia closed her gloved hands, and looked out across the sodden wasteland
toward the reserve trenches. Don Simon had come here, she thought, to watch
over her; and because of the terrible fragility of vampire flesh, he had needed
a living servant. Like a ‘shabbas goy’, Jamie had once said: the Gentile
servant whom pious Jews would hire to open windows or start kitchen fires
on the Sabbath, so that their own piety would remain unblemished. She



wanted to shout at this young man, Have you ever seen him by daylight? He’s
a vampire, Undead ... he lives on the blood and the energies of the dying ...

Only he wouldn’t believe her. He’s warned me that all kinds of the most
ridiculous stories are circulated about him ... a combination of Count
Dracula and Bluebeard ...

Precisely the sort of thing, Jamie had told her, that he — Jamie — had done in
his spying days, when he was setting up a network somewhere abroad:
German shopkeepers or Syrian peasants or Russian factory workers, who
would provide him with information about their country’s roads or local
rebellions or how many of what supplies were being ordered. Who would
cheerfully do so under the impression that they were actually helping their
country rather than giving that information to enemies.

If anything went wrong, it was the dupes who would be punished, not the
spymaster.

‘And here we are!’ Captain Palfrey guided the long-nosed vehicle carefully
off the main road again, and toward a cluster of tents. ‘According to my map,
that should be Haut-le-Bois.’

Lydia had been provided not only with papers requesting her presence
ostensibly in Arras, several hours further down the Amiens road, but with a
convincing story of why they were stopping in Haut-le-Bois (a faulty map and
a can of petrol so badly watered that, once Palfrey had poured it into the gas
tank, the staff-car barely ran at all). As this portion of the line was fairly quiet
at the moment, while Palfrey and the dark-faced, cheerful Algerians of the
motor pool drained the tank and replenished the jerrycans, Lydia had
sufficient time to walk around the whole of the camp and ascertain that there
were no German prisoners anywhere in it, walking wounded or otherwise.

Colonel Lemoine invited her to join him for lunch in the officer’s mess, and
entertained her — over appalling coffee — with accounts of his various postings
in the farther corners of France’s overseas empire: Indochina, Algeria, West
Africa and the ‘concessions’ in Shanghai and Peking.

‘We were there in October ... three years ago?’ said Lydia. ‘Nineteen
twelve ...’

‘I had left by then,’ said the physician. ‘I came up the previous year during
the uprising, and left when peace was restored to the city. It must have been in
August or September of ’12.’

‘What was your impression of the hospitals?’ asked Lydia, to deflect the
man’s attention from any possibility that she herself might know that at that
time the little hive of revenants had been festering in the coal mines in the
arid hills west of the city. She longed to mention Dr Krista Bauer — the



German missionary whose account of finding the body of one such ‘hill
demon’ had brought Jamie and herself (and Don Simon) to Peking — to see
what Lemoine’s reaction would be.

But caution closed her lips.

Only when Lemoine had walked her out to the motor pool, where Palfrey
waited for her with the car, did she glimpse, among the other vehicles, a long-
bodied ambulance, clearly a converted truck, though even wearing her
spectacles she couldn’t have told a Sunbeam from a governess cart. She let
the colonel help her into the staff-car, and as he walked away turned casually
to one of the several motor mechanics still loitering nearby and said, ‘Do you
think Colonel Lemoine might be here when I come back this way? I had ever
such a delightful time.’

‘Alas, Madame, that is very much the luck of the day,” replied the man in
his singsong French. Lydia had observed that the cook in the officer’s tent had
been African, and recalled what Captain Calvert had commented some days
ago: that the government of France was bringing in more and more men from
its overseas empire, both in the Army and in the factories and farms, to free
native Frenchmen to join the fight. ‘He comes and he goes, the colonel, and
now that this section of the Front is quiet he is gone more than he is here.
Myself—’ He tapped the side of his enormous nose and looked wise — ‘I think
he is employed by the government on some other matter that he does not tell
us. The other Big Ones—’ he nodded toward the officers’ tents — ‘make no
comment when he disappears.’

Lydia turned the matter over in her mind as the staff-car made its slow,
lurching return journey north to Pont-Sainte-Félicité, with the rain falling
again, and the desultory spatter of machine-gun fire like the clatter of Death’s
bones in the gathering darkness.

Everything innocuous and clear.

Reaching the clearing station, she had to help Dermott clean up the
fluoroscope room and develop films for nearly two hours before she was
finally able to return to her tent.

A letter lay on her pillow, addressed in James’s firm, jagged black writing.
Three straggly hearts on the envelope were from Miranda. A fourth, more
firmly drawn, could only have been from James.

Her eyes filled with tears so it was a moment before she could read the
small news of familiar things — of the sweet stillness of Oxford during
vacation, of rain pattering on the Isis, of her maid Ellen’s shy suitor, Mr
Hurley, from down the King’s Arms.

She read these innocent tidings first, like a forbidden sweet, having seen
immediately the dots beneath certain letters that told her of coded matters.



Only when she’d pretended to herself for a few moments that the price of
sugar was all anyone had to worry about did she get out a pencil and decipher
what couldn’t be shown to the censors.

One revenant at least in London.

Asher took the train up to Oxford on Friday afternoon, the 19th of March. He
ached in every joint when he woke, and by the time he reached Oxford his
chest burned and his skull buzzed with fever. Ellen and Mrs Grimes put him
to bed, and Mrs Grimes — in between making blancmange and gruel — told
him in no uncertain terms that this was his own fault for gallivanting off to
London when Dr Hoggett had told him to rest, and that if he came down with
pneumonia again she was going to throw him out into the road to die and
would tell Miss Lydia that he’d run off with a drover’s widow from Dorset.

Dr Hoggett — one of Asher’s very small circle of intimate friends — when he
came to see him on Saturday, added to this that he himself would then marry
Mrs Asher, and it would serve Asher right. Hoggett returned Sunday evening,
by which time Asher was well enough to beat him in two games (out of four)
of chess after dinner: ‘But if I hear you speak again of going back up to
London tomorrow I’'m going to break out my grandfather’s phlebotomy
knives and bleed you to keep you in bed.’

So Asher remained in the old brick house on Holyrood Street, rereading
Bleak House and Lydia’s letters and reflecting upon how ridiculous it was for
a man approaching fifty, with gray in his hair and mustache, to feel moved to
sing silly songs (‘Tho’ the road between us stretches/Many a weary mile/l
forget that you’re not with me yet/When I think I see you smile ...”) at the
sight of his wife’s handwriting.

He checked the Personals column of The Times daily, but saw no message
from Dr Graves. The revenant was lying low.

On Tuesday he was well enough to play hide-and-seek in the garden with
Miranda — who was still of an age to believe that if she put her head in a
cupboard in the potting shed that she was concealed — and to have tea with the
Warden of his college. It was good to talk philosophy and ancient history with
the old man, and to forget for a time what they both knew was happening in
Europe: when Professor Spooner digressed indignantly on an undergraduate
who had ‘missed every one of my mystery lectures and was actually caught
fighting a liar in the quad!’. Asher, long used to his conversation, merely
inquired as to why the young man in question had chosen so public a place to
light a fire.

Dr Spooner’s kindly and erudite hospitality was a welcome contrast to
dinner Wednesday evening with Lydia’s Uncle Ambrose, the Dean of New



College, who spent the evening complaining about the price of bread (Who
does he think is growing crops, with twenty thousand men a day being
slaughtered in Flanders?) and the influx of female servants at the colleges —
“They’ve actually hired a woman as a cook in the college kitchens! A woman!
And I must say the quality of the men they’re getting in these days is nearly
as bad ...’ remarks which immediately segued into a fussy diatribe about how
more men — ‘decent, skilled, intelligent men’ — should be volunteering for the
Army instead of staying home.

‘Honestly, between you and me, Asher, I’'m ashamed to see who they’re
getting into the Army these days! I don’t mind the Canadians so much, but the
Australians ...! And as for the idea of bringing in a lot of Indian wogs and
niggers from Africa ... How on earth are we going to keep a proper attitude
back in the colonies when this is all over, I ask you, when they’ve been
encouraged to kill white men? And for God’s sake, when I see them
fraternizing with white women here ...!I” He shuddered. ‘And as for the
officers ...’

What the hell did you think is going to happen? Where do you think those
men are coming from? You spill them like sand into the wind — send them with
rifles in their hands against German machine-gun nests — and you think there
will always be more?

His one attempt to divert the conversation onto Lydia resulted only in an
angry speech about how hospitals were no place for a woman and how Asher
should never have permitted Lydia to become a doctor in the first place.
‘“What’s a woman know about medicine, anyway? All that suffragist nonsense
... God made them women, and they should be content to be so!’

He returned to the dining room after seeing Uncle Ambrose off, to find that
Ellen — who took over a footman’s job of serving when they had company,
now that Mick had joined the Ox and Bucks Light Infantry — just setting a cup
of cocoa at his place: ‘I thought you might need it, sir. And this came for you
this afternoon while you were resting.’

It was a letter from Lydia.

The letter was long, and merely glancing at it, he knew there was
something greatly wrong. A moment’s mental calculation told him it had been
sent before his own letter could have reached her, telling her of the revenant —
or revenants — in London. But there were three times the usual number of
little code-dots sprinkled over and around the text: some in ink, some pricked
with a pin, some looking like flecks of the mud in which the Flanders trenches
were drowning.